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The blade was lodged in the beast’s skin. Eloise grunted fiercely as she tugged at the knife and dragged it out, sinew and flesh poured forth. Looking down at her body splattered in blood, she puffed and glanced cautiously around. God knows how nobody had seen her, this stretch of woodland was tiny, sitting on the outskirts of a high-rise estate in a rougher part of the city.

The banshee writhed and moaned, its voice strangled in pain and shock. Blood trickled from its mouth as it choked and gargled on its own blood, laying in the dirty undergrowth. Then it burst into a cloud of crimson soot and smattered the sparse foliage with red and silver flecks of dust that gleamed like glitter under the dappled light of the afternoon sun.

Her eyes darted around, she hoped she could get back to her car unseen. She usually didn’t hunt during the day, but then she hadn’t come here to kill. And she hadn’t been pursuing the banshee, in fact, she was stalking something else.

Just two months ago her life was normal. She’d been a paramedic and, with her partner, had been called to this wood after a resident from the estate had come here for some reason. When they saw him, her gut told her to hang back. She didn’t because the victim had a gaping wound on his arm and as her partner, Damian, had treated the man, triage ready for admission, the patient had bitten her.

Patients often did crazy things, shock is hard to control. But from that very first bite her mind buzzed as if drunk and her legs shook.

It was always a risk, junkies with their list of diseases, and avoiding contamination was part of the training but she’d been checked, had blood work done and no infection had been found.

But days later, the dreams had come, waking her up every night. Dreams of being chased, being eaten by something so macabre her mind had problems processing it.

The shrink said it was shock, but Eloise had dealt with far worse accidents. That was bullshit.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw things she’d never seen before, strange things like people, animals and, wherever she went, flickering lights. The dreams got worse and became so vivid she felt like she was running through the city, trying not to lose her footing, panting, sweating, her heart thundering against her chest.

Something had changed, like an impending storm. She felt a presence close to her since the bite and she quickly became sleep deprived. She was a quick study of the occult, researching ghosts, demons and more. She didn’t want to believe it, but the only other explanation was she was losing her mind. If that were true there would have been other signs, going crazy rarely happened overnight.

The patient's statement was garbled nonsense, talking of a monster, blood and being stalked, but still she looked for it, for something, for answers.

Until she could take no more. Then she came back, during the day and on her own, but armed with weapons she’d read could help. Thank God for the internet, even if she wasn’t really sure they would work.

“Fuck, you’re becoming one hell of a hunter! A banshee!” Jason grinned as he appeared without a sound from the wood.

“I thought you didn’t come out in the day? I assumed you’d be in your lair, lying in your coffin?” Eloise questioned, surprised to see him.

“As a rule, I wouldn’t be out in the sun but I had a premonition about you, you know, same old...I see I didn’t need to come, you’re doing just fine!”

“Yeah, but we both know I wasn’t looking for a banshee! That thing is still out here somewhere, still preying on people.  Anyway, monsters are easy, people aren’t.  I’ve been bitten, puked on, attacked, kicked and that was just the patients and onlookers. At least with these beasts you know where they are, no stabbing you in the back.” Biting her lip to hold in her anger, she thought about what had changed her from a tough paramedic to a monster killer; the attack on her partner Damien. Although he was still alive, he was currently housed in the safety of a mental health unit, after being found by Jason. Damian was about to be eaten alive, his ribs smashed in and black and blue from a brutal attack.

After that, revenge became her only cause, as well as taking her mind off the other craziness happening around her.

“You should never work when you’ve booked a day off, you know,” she muttered to Jason. That’s how this begun. The day she was bitten she was covering for someone else.

Jason walked towards her, making no sound and grinning from ear to ear. Softly he replied, “I know, but then you’d have never met me.” He put his hand on his chest and splayed his fingers in a theatrical gesture, bowing his head and offered with a smirk, “I would regret that!”

Rarely had he come across mortals like Eloise, especially women. Her bravery had touched something in him that had been dead for maybe a hundred years. Loyalty. You couldn’t buy it.

Mostly he’d kept to himself for the longest time, only mingling with his own kind occasionally. When he’d first encountered Eloise, she’d almost killed him, he’d become complacent around mortals. But then he was hunting this thing, too, so his mind had been fixated on it.

Her appearance fascinated him, her look was harsh and dark. Short black hair, with her long fringe bangs that hid her eyes, black kohl makeup, black jeans and leather jacket. He wasn’t sure if he like her dyed hair and makeup, but he was attracted to her. He knew in his dead heart that she was meeting her fate, no one ordinarily went from a normal person to a hunter so fast and he knew that what  happened to her had changed her. She hadn’t told him, but he knew, instinct, even for the dead, is a powerful force. That bite, he could smell it, he knew the patient she’d treated wasn’t human, though he hadn’t told her because she had enough to deal with.

“Jason, are you going to help, or just stand there judging me by your archaic standards?” Eloise joked.

She liked Jason, too much really, but wouldn’t show it for so many reasons. Impressed by his ability to adapt, not knowing how old he truly was, but sometimes he’d let down his guard and a few things had slipped out. She guessed what he was but didn’t ask. He wasn’t human, that was for sure, though he looked it. Maybe a demon, or a vampire, or a werewolf- but werewolves are usually big, long-haired muscle men, right? she thought to herself. Frowning at the thought of werewolves, she glanced at Jason. His tousled hair kissed his shoulders, small hazel eyes shining bright when he smiled.  He wasn’t a muscular man, not very tall and dressed in jeans and a hoodie. Handsome in an unconventional way, but he was charismatic. She guessed that was due to having a lot of time to learn that shit. Still, he had her back and together they would find this beast that ruined her partner and killed Jason’s friend.

“How come you’re here during the day?” Jason frowned. “I mean, it’s not likely to be out during the day.”

“I’d heard there was another attack, so I came straight over. When I got here there were a few police, but the boy was relatively unscathed. I’m not even sure if it’s related, maybe just a local psycho that wanted in on the action. I didn’t sense anything inhuman, but I came in anyway after they all left. There was a pile of leaves and debris, out towards the railway line, that was where I found the banshee sleeping!” The words spilled from her mouth.

Jason nodded and looked around. “Well, I think the creature is probably following the railway tracks and sticking to the tree line. From there it can go straight into the city and hide back out here after it attacks.”

“Good thinking, but there’s miles of track, so we need to find a way to draw it out.” As soon as she said it, she realised that she’d probably make the best bait. Gulping she added, “Ok, maybe that’s me, but you’re going to have to have my back and I want to be one hundred percent sure we can kill this thing.”

“Absolutely, but the track’s gone cold for a few nights except for this incident today, so we’ll have to investigate. Wendigos are notoriously hard to kill and I’d like to know how it got here,” Jason added as he searched the area, sniffing the leaves while looking for  scratches and markings on the nearby trees.

Scratching his head, he asked, “What the hell was a banshee doing here anyway? I mean, they tend to hang out in cemeteries, not bits of woodlands on the edge of housing estates.” He tilted his head in a questioning manner. He’s pretty cute when he’s confused, Eloise thought, though she didn’t display it.

He caught a whiff of her blood-soaked t-shirt and started walking towards her. He looked her in the eye and said, “And the other thing that puzzles me is, how you have become so proficient at this so quickly. You don’t even look fazed. I know there’s more to it, but what I don’t know is why you don’t trust me.” He shrugged at her blank expression. She smiled and replied, “Jason, I trust you to a point. You’ve had my back, but I don’t know what you are.” Looking around she added, “Can you help me get out of here unseen?”

“Of course. Follow me,” he said and held out his arm, indicating the way.

He had a knack of being unobserved. There were quite a few people about, mostly kids hanging around and she didn’t have a change of clothes. Zipping her leather jacket up, he got her to her car and she got in without being spotted.

“I’ll see you later?” she asked.

“Sure, text me before you leave. I’m going home to catch up on some research. If we knew how the thing got here it might help us find it.”

At home Eloise took off her t-shirt, chucked it in the washing machine and took a long shower. She knew why Jason kept asking how she was able to kill with such ease, but the truth was, it wasn’t easy.

It kept her mind from replaying the nightmares, from seeing the weird stuff that was happening around her and it was making her tough, whether she liked it or not.

It’s not easy when you come home and find a dead person sitting in your living room, talking to you as if that’s the most normal thing in the world and maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if it was a dead relative but so far it was people Eloise didn’t know asking her macabre questions like, how long until you join us? Or, what’s it like to be eaten alive? Forcing herself to clench up so she didn’t shudder, she knew the only way out of this was to get out there and kill that thing, which by the way, how did it get here? Wendigos originated in the USA, so why is it in the UK?

After grabbing a drink, she switched on the laptop to research shipping forecasts that came into Bristol from the USA. None directly, it’s possible this thing travelled over and stowed away, remaining hidden until the ship rerouted here or just left at Tilbury in Essex. If it got off there, then I should find something of its travels here, I doubt it just went hungry until it got to Bristol, she thought to herself.

Looking out of the window, suburbia looked peaceful enough. Pulling herself up to go into the kitchen to cook dinner, realising now she was starving. She hadn’t expected to wipe out a banshee earlier. She’d never done that before and despite Jason’s confidence that she’s a natural killer, it had been either its life or hers. Hell, she didn’t even know what banshees do regularly...

Ease washed over her for the first time in ages. Home, no dead people, no flickering lights, though all the lights were off, there was no strangeness. Melancholy tingled through her when she thought of a few weeks back, her life was hectic, a paramedic led a crazy life with long shifts, angry patients and an even angrier public.  In a way dealing with monsters was easier. You knew where you stood with them, unlike the public. It hadn’t taken long for her delusions of making a difference to be quashed by a never-ending brawl of irate people. They do stupid things, paramedics pick up the pieces and then they get the blame, go figure! As for the wages, the only reason she was able to buy this tiny place squeezed into an overcrowded suburban nightmare was because her folks left her some money.

She got an early release and resigned after the attack, and right now was in the process of selling her house.

Fuck pretending normal is safe, it isn’t and I’m not sure what I’m going to do next but it’s not sitting around and waiting here like a target, she thought. Maybe it was the wakeup call she needed, and even though she didn’t know Jason well, she felt like she had a true calling when they hunted together, finding the beasts that lurked in the shadows and preyed on the innocent.

Scouring back through the internet she came across a few scattered reports of attacks but the information was sketchy.

A banging on the front door made Eloise nearly jump out her skin. Looking around she spotted her dagger, picked it up and held it behind her back. She cautiously approached her door and looked through the spy hole. She was surprised to see Jason standing on the other side. How did he know where she lived, unless he’d followed her? A prickle of cold sweat ran down the back of her neck. Knowing he was the closest thing she had to a friend in this dark world she’d entered, she put down the dagger and reluctantly opened the door. Not human...

“I got a lead, it couldn’t wait! After researching I saw it came in from the port, obviously, but I’d heard about another attack a few miles from the wood. Word is, this thing is praying particularly on...immortals.” Shaking his head, he added, “Our blood is more potent maybe?”

“Or maybe it’s exacting revenge!” she added.

Jason, wide eyed, murmured, “A Wendigo, hell bent on revenge. I’ve never heard of that!”

“But you’ve never heard of one in the UK either. My guess is that he or she was probably originally from here, why else would it go to the trouble of travelling all the way here, by ship?”

He rolled his lips, deep in thought, “I guess it takes four or five weeks. Did you find any news on shipping incidents?”

“Nope, but I have read just about everything on Wendigos and they don’t eat all the time. They often store their victims alive, kind of harvesting them and can go months without eating.”

Eloise watched Jason as he scanned the room, wondering what his place was like. Dusty, dark, gothic? Probably high tech most likely. He might dress casually but he oozed wealth, always dressing immaculate.

“But this one is attacking both human and immortals, and whatever it is you don’t want to say, I don’t think it’s mindless,” she mumbled. “We need to find out if people, or whatever, have gone missing.”

Groaning at that thought, he replied, “You’re right, it could have a lair somewhere...ugh, grisly...bodies.”

Eloise frowned. “Really, coming from you?” she replied, tilting her head questioningly.

“I know, I know, you wonder what I am and I haven’t been forthcoming with that, but...” he took a deep breath.  Her heart pounded fast against her chest and she, clenched her sweaty hands, bracing herself for the unveiling of his secret.

He continued, “Look, I’m a vampire alright. I don’t like dead things, it’s a vamp thing. Actually, anything dead kind of repulses us!” Shrugging his shoulders, he stared too long into her tired human eyes. She had dark circles under them and they were blood shot. He wondered why he saw past that. Knowing himself so well, he’d had a long time for self-reflection. He was usually more superficial but there was something else there. Was it sadness? No, he knew what it was; passion. Deeply hidden but there it was. She watched, not breaking his stare as his lips curved slightly. His pearlescent skin, high cheekbones and lips thin and slightly too long for his face.

Trembling slightly and hearing her heart race, an intimate moment, he took a breath before his arousal was found out. They had a job to do and she was human. That meant volatile, fragile and short-lived. He knew better.

“Do you...kill people then?” Eloise mumbled.

He stared out of the window, rolling his lips. He seemed to do that when thinking of an answer. So, she pre-empted him. “I’ll take that as a yes then!” she sighed.

“I do, sometimes, but, in my defence, only evil humans, only the ones society is better off without. I don’t often kill,” he replied as he splayed his hands before him. “Usually I just drink what I need. I knew you’d be uncomfortable about it, that’s why I was reluctant to talk about it.”

Her voice pitched in a defensive manner as she said, “No, no really, it’s none of my business. You made no secret that you aren’t human, what you do is your business.” Her stomach and her heart crumbled at the thought, like her fantasy was now betrayed by reality. “I actually thought you might be a werewolf I guess they exist?”

He flashed her a smile. What she didn’t know was that he could sense her feelings, that’s why he hadn’t said anything. Like last night, when he’d fed on a willing woman who was so aroused by him that he’d almost, accidentally, screwed her. He would have, before Eloise. It was weird, this new-found morality she had over him. But he couldn’t go through with it, didn’t want to touch the woman. He wanted Eloise, and he would, whether it helped or not, remain faithful to her, even though she probably wouldn’t believe him.

“They do exist, yes, being half- creature, most are usually burlier and they smell different. Earthy, musky almost. I know a few wolves and there are other types of shifters.

“As for me, I know what you’re thinking by the grimace on your face. I don’t sleep with those I feed on, well, not since I met you.”

Who knew vampires blushed? Raising her eyebrows in shock, not because he’d let her know now that he wanted her, but because he’d shown her his weakness.  He was restraining himself because he liked her. 

Turning away, not wanting him to see her burning face, she whispered, “Hadn’t we better track this monster? It’s getting late.” 

Laughing, Jason stepped lightly towards her and touched her arm. She looked at him like a frightened animal, her eyes wide and mouth gaping open. Jason whispered, “Eloise, I didn’t mean to scare you.”  His heart thumped rapidly as his reaction was met with such shock. “Oh, ok then...” she replied.

“I just told you I think about you and you totally dismissed that? I know we have to go kill a monster, but...”

“Well, umm...yeah, I’m not sure what to do with what you said. I mean, I’m flattered but,” she shrugged and continued, “I don’t really know if that’s true, and even if it is, you’re immortal, aren’t you? So, how long could it last? I mean, it’s probably because I’m a bit different, you know. Most women are, well, girly and shit and that’s never been me. So, at the moment, I don’t put much faith in it. Vampires...God, your kind I suspect have a lot of girlfriends, put it that way.”

His stomach seized at her words and he instinctively put his hand on it.

Jason didn’t want to frown, but he’d just opened up to a human and she’d thrown it right back at him. Wrinkling his nose as he pondered the fact that fiction had portrayed vampires, especially men, as whores and this was her opinion of him. Wasn’t he one though? He hadn’t exactly been the settling down type but drinking blood will do that to you. To Jason, admitting that he had held back for a human was a big deal and realising that it meant nothing to her had confused him a little.  She’d need more proof; plus, why should she trust him?

“Alright, let’s go kill the monster, but I want you to know, this is a big deal to me, to not...you know, to just take blood.”

Jesus, that seemed to piss her off even more, watching as her face changed from mildly angry to fucked off. She muttered, “Oh my God, Jason! So, you didn’t screw some woman last night and you want me to be grateful? Are you actually insane? I mean, I know you’re not human but I didn’t realise you’re that incompetent...I can’t believe I actually thought about you, liked you, and now...look, let’s just keep this professional. Luckily for me, I’m used to dealing with all kinds of crazy, so let’s just put this conversation behind us, ok?”

It was a struggle not to smile, so he nodded and frowned in agreement, but her words revealed a lot. She had thought of him, she did like him...even knowing what he was. Taking a deep breath when he needed a cold shower, he pulled himself together and bit his lip. He wasn’t pouting, he was fighting the urge to ask her what she’d been thinking about and hearing her heart pound only made it worse, so, clearing his throat and libido he replied, “You’re right, that was thoughtless, but I did mean it as a compliment. I haven’t been human, well, for a long time. My car’s outside, would you allow me to escort you?”

Inside, her heart boomed, but she had to stay focused. She’d known, under the most awful circumstances, he’d been there for her. Licking his lips, their eyes met and she was aware that they were together, alone.

Pulling herself up and grabbing her bag, she stood by the door and as he passed, she breathed in his scent. She didn’t know what he smelt of, but she liked it. The sensation of warm, fizzy water bubbling through her body when he was this close, or when she thought of him naked, his skin on her skin. No, she had to keep her shit together, for now. Tomorrow was another day and if she lived, she’d think about it then.

––––––––
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“I have information about the Wendigo. It’s attacked a lot of my kind, including a werewolf! I’m guessing only one cause generally they’re not urban creatures,” Jason said with a frown. The anger in him was almost tangible as he spoke of the monster. “It wasn’t far from the first attack that you came across, so it has to be hiding out there!”

“What if it’s in a building, you know, maybe a disused place? We’ve been looking in the sparse woodlands around the area, maybe we’re wrong.” Buzzing like a battery, her mind searched for answers and also struggled with the fact that a blood sucker, a vampire, had become her friend. Did he want to taste her blood? Suddenly flushed, she looked out of the window hoping to hide her red face. Couldn’t they read minds? I could ask but then would he admit it? She thought.

Parking up about half a mile away, the place they were going was pretty rough and it didn’t need to be said that he wouldn’t want to leave his car there.

“Are you okay? I mean, knowing what I am...”

“Sure,” she lied. “We’re hunting a Wendigo. That’s scary knowing it’s killing vampires. “

“I’ve never faced one, but I’ve been reading up. We’ll meet up with some of my friends later in the evening.” He eyed her carefully as he spoke, gauging her reaction. “None of them are human, but all of them have been affected by this demon. We’re pretty sure now it travelled across in cargo from the States but the man behind the monster was human, that’s as much as we could tell.”

“You know his name?”

Locking his gaze with hers, he muttered, “No.”

“Shame, if we knew that we might be able to reach the man behind the beast.”

“Hum, your humanity is touching but I doubt we could reach the man. Sorry, no one could find that out.”

“Makes sense, he was in North America. Canada, I think, is where Wendigos originate from. He had to have resorted to...”

“Cannibalism, yes, grizzly isn’t it?” he gasped. “Blood, that’s one thing and I don’t kill, usually. But eating human flesh!” Jason shuddered.

The back of her throat was watery and her stomach spasmed at that thought. Inhaling deeply to get the nausea away, she tried to focus on other things.

Without realizing it, Eloise screwed up her face when she thought of her life. This Wendigo eating humans, Damian losing his mind, the grossness of killing the banshee and of being in a predator’s car.

“You don’t have to pretend you’re not afraid, you’d be stupid if you weren’t. I am afraid of it and I’m a bleeding vampire!” Jason’s voice was so high pitched it almost made her laugh. “There are more powerful things that lurk in the dark than vampires, you know, it’s just they’re pretty rare.”

“Good to know. So, it could eat you, too?” she offered. He nodded.

“So, your friends, have they just gone missing? I mean, how do you know it was the Wendigo?”

As he was concentrating on the road ahead, she watched his chest rise and fall, noting that vampires must, in fact, breathe. “One lived long enough to tell the tale, but this creature’s bite infected him. Two others have suddenly disappeared and the fact that no one else knows where they’ve gone is enough for me to know, in my gut.”

Having parked up, they wandered tentatively to another track of woodland that ran adjacent to the rail track. Silence came over them as they wandered further along into the area, looking for signs when suddenly her stomach spasmed and it was all she could do to not throw up. Fixing her hand over her mouth, legs trembling, her head disorientated, Jason was by Eloise’s side in an instant, holding her up and looking just as nauseous, his face paler than usual.

“I don’t really want to know what that smell is, but I’d guess we’re near its lair!” Jason whispered.

“We’re near to something...in all my years as a medic, I’ve never smelt something that...putrid! God knows how we’re meant to get near it, let alone kill it if it smells that bad!” Eloise whispered.

Pulling themselves together, they braced themselves both covering their noses with their hands. Eloise pulled out a short sword she’d stashed in her bag. Now wondering, as the time was ripe to kill it, how she’d cope and ripe being a word she didn’t want to think about right now.

“Arghh!” Jason whimpered as his foot was suddenly stuck in something gooey, the source of the rancid stench now revealed on the bottom of his boot.

Trying to stop herself from automatically gagging, Eloise went into professional mode, her eyes wide with horror as something, or someone, was partially fixed to his foot.

Scanning over the remains, she offered, “Well, whatever that was, it isn’t the creature.” She used the sword to move away the foliage from the body.

The person was barely recognisable, a gaping slash across the man’s face, matted black hair, partial bodily remains looking like most of him had been chewed, or gnawed on. A bit of clothing and a thick black velvet coat was peeking through the undergrowth. Eloise thought nothing could decompose that quickly. Maybe they’d missed this, but how?  Using the sword to remove more foliage from the corpse, Eloise’s mind went into paramedic mode.

Jason gasped, “I recognise him!  That was David!” Gulping he added, “I only met him once. He’d come down from London to get away from all the fighting! He was old and strong and this thing tore him apart!”

Eloise felt the blood leave her face and her hands became balmy as she gripped the sword tighter. She whispered, “We’re assuming it was the Wendigo. He looks partially eaten, so why did it leave the body here?” she squeaked. Tightening her muscles, she’d seen and been in loads of gory situations being a medic for some years, but this...this was England, not CSI.

Jason gaped at her as he said, “Hell, I don’t know Eloise, but I think we need back-up. I mean, we don’t stand a cha...”

As he spoke, a thick black wind, like fast moving storm clouds, howled through fast as lightning. Eloise fell flat on her face and looking up, Jason was nowhere to be seen.
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Panting as sweat broke out over and her and scrambling to her feet on shaky legs, she tried to swallow, her dry mouth fighting fear which embraced her like an overbearing hug and she felt like a fraud. Was she really that brave? Killing the banshee had been instinct, survival really. She hadn’t had a choice but, luckily, she had been carrying a weapon that worked. Otherwise she wouldn’t be here now. She would be just a memory in people’s minds, maybe love in a few hearts. But now...now she had to find Jason before he, too, ended up on the bottom of someone’s boot...

“Oh God, where to start!” she mumbled to herself. Looking at the ground, a slight pattern of leaves had been shifted, almost showing a path. Taking a deep breath despite the rancid odour in the air, to steady herself, she crept quietly forward, pulling the small torch from her bag to follow the path.

Heart hammering like a speeding train against her ribs as she edged forward and every breath labouring against her fear, she made her way along the tree line out towards some derelict buildings. The scraping of metal on metal made her jump, the sword almost slipping from her hand due to the sweat beading again.

Jason, where are you! How the hell am I going to be able to help him if he’s stronger and I’m just a mortal? She thought.

The scraping sound started up again and she put her back along the wall of the building, flattening herself and edging along carefully.

Splattering a laugh, she thought, Am I really trying to rescue a vampire?

Then promptly she bit her lip and thought, that was callous. He’s a friend. I should be less judgmental.

Getting to a side door, she raised her eyebrows at the fact it wasn’t locked. A trap? She thought.  Either way a rich, coppery smell filled her nose and tension gripped every muscle. Holding her breath and peering inside the door, she saw dark outlines of industrial equipment that had a thick layer of dust over them, as that was visible from where she stood. Obviously, the place hadn’t been used for a long time.

The metallic smell grew stronger as she slowly walked forward, watching where she placed her feet as she crept in, sure something, or someone, would hear her heart thumping and her arduous breathing. Waiting a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, she daren’t use the torch, she eyed the empty room, and fought the urge to yell out as a blanket of cobwebs wrapped around her face and hair. Brushing it away with her arm she heard a faint sound of panting coming from somewhere. She gripped the sword handle tighter. The thing, the Wendigo, could be, or was, waiting for her. Waiting to eat her.

Moving swifter now, keeping a line of sight hidden behind the strange equipment, Eloise gathered her courage and moved further in. No other sounds could be heard except the weak breathing. She saw no monster, no bodies but one. Jason!

He lay there bloodied and bruised, a gash in his arm weeping slightly, infected with some black gloop oozing from it... He looked dead. The wheezing had stopped and his face was hard and ashen like stone. Trembling, Eloise bent down instinctively to feel for a pulse.

Squinting to see properly, she rolled her lips, wondering if he had a pulse. Wasn’t he technically dead anyway? In those seconds she decided to try, too scared of losing him. Terror shot through her, every instinct telling her to run away and go back to her normal life. Someone else would have to deal with this monster, why should she?  She’d devoted enough of her life already to helping people and look where that had gotten her. Here, in an empty, filthy building with a Wendigo running rampant and trying to save the life of a vampire. A vampire who, for all she knew had killed hundreds, maybe thousands, of people but as he said, he’d stopped sleeping with them! Looking at Jason, her mind tried to make sense of him. He’d said that to her and that had been meant as a compliment.

Staggering back, her heart shot through her ribs and she gulped as Jason suddenly gasped for air. “It’s alright, take it easy,” she whispered, reaching out her hand to place on his.

Shuddering against the feel of her warm, clammy hand on his cold skin, he felt the touch of a human. Not the touch of a woman after a cheap thrill of biting, but of one genuinely helping him. 

Failing badly at a smile, curving his lips realising it looked more a sneer than a smile Jason tried to move, pain stopped him. 

“We need to get you out of here, it’s sure as hell not safe, Jason, and I need to clean that wound.”

Slowly, he shook his head and whispered, “Thank you Eloise, you’ve been so kind but you must leave and stop hunting this thing.  Move away to another city and forget this ever happened. I’m too weak and I know that makes me dangerous.” Averting his eyes, his stomach churned as he knew she was too headstrong, too caring and he’d have to admit to her his true, feral nature. Curse it, that was the thing that kept humanity from him, so he decided he owed her the truth.

“Your blood is all that can restore me and I won’t ask for it. I can’t help it, my instinct to survive will override my mind, so you must go quickly.” Relief flooded him once he’d told her and now his smile was wide and warm.

“You won’t kill me?” she questioned. Thinking fast on her feet was exactly what Eloise had trained in. “Hey, look, I’ve given blood before, I had to, remember? So, if you promise not to kill me, then take some and hurry up. I don’t want to hang around here any longer!” Trembling, she looked about her.

“No, I can....”

“Oh for fuck’s sake, Jason, just do it! No, I’m not happy about it... or is it because you won’t accept help from a woman?”

Standing over him, she eyed his reaction. She was scared because a vampire wanted her blood, but, then again, she’d been in dangerous situations for years. Drunks trying to assault her when she’d been trying to attend triage. But this? Sure, she’d given blood loads of times, but to a vampire? Would he kill her? She doubted it but still every fibre of her body warned against it.

Holding out her wrist and biting her lip as her arm shook, Jason took one last lingering glance into her eyes then placed his lips to her skin.

It was like swimming in honey. Different sensations pulsed through her, inviting, erotic, tingling, she gasped in shock and pleasure. She could hardly remember the last time she’d been intimate with a man but this was a whole new level. No wonder people became addicted to it. As Jason drank, she heard his heart, felt her heart syncing with his and passion swept through her body like wildfire.

Jason knew the reality of this. They would always be bonded. Her blood was sweet and so strong he could taste her courage, her goodness and it was his hope. He knew then that one day he would give her his blood.

A blood oath that would connect them forever. For a long time, decades since the supernatural world had changed, he’d become careful who to feed on. This bond only breaks in death and some spirits of the dead that he had fed on had even sought him out.

He’d never had a partner, an equal, a mate. As her blood flowed into his mouth and down his throat, he felt her heart beating. He already considered her his equal, no mean feat for a human. Desire clashed with shame, as he thought, my lips touched her skin, my teeth pierced her flesh all my humanity is lost...

Stopping slowly, he kissed her wrist and before she could argue or protest, pulled her into him. This woman’s body was warm, soft and her soul was fierce, brave and compassionate. Maybe she allowed this because he needed it. He felt cold against her but now that her blood was in him, a slight warmth came off him and if she was honest with herself, she felt comfort, even sensuous, in his arms.

Slightly dizzy, she struggled to get up but he was up before she saw him move and was offering her his hand so she took it.

“You have no idea how much that meant to me,” he whispered.

Eloise was silent, she didn’t know what to say. She could feel her face burn and was glad it was dark. On one hand she wanted to stay in his arms because she was swimming in ecstasy from his essence and scent, but on the other hand they were fighting a monster. Surely it would be bloody stupid to give your heart to a vampire. Taking a deep breath, she composed herself remembering that he did this every night with different women, so it didn’t mean that much to him and she ought to get over it and kill the fiend. Thinking about her colleague shook her into action. He was still suffering.

“I didn’t even see the creature take you, just a black wind!” she exclaimed.

Jason clenched his jaw and she could just make out he was squinting. “This isn’t an ordinary Wendigo, there’s magic behind it. They don’t possess that kind of power, something or someone is controlling it.” Sighing, he whispered, “Black magic is afoot, banshees and wendigos are here in Bristol. In all my preternatural life I’ve never come across it. But they’re taking both mortals and immortals. You saved me, I owe you my life!” he gasped the last words.

Bracing against her feelings, she said, “It’s nothing, it used to be my job, remember? Now, let’s get out of here while we’re still alive.”

Alert but grinning, Jason knew she’d felt something but now wasn’t the time. Grabbing her hand, he led the way out seeing he was able to see easier in the dark than his mortal friend. Walking into the suburbs away from the track lined woods, his grip was tight and she tried to pull away but he tightened his grip. Turning to her he said, “You are brave as hell, but right now we need to go. My instincts are sharper so I’m not letting go!”

She stopped trying, allowing him to lead for once, but a noise from the woods, a rustling sound of something traipsing through there had them both stop suddenly.

Something was running through the tree line, in that second, she broke free and fled to see, what if someone was in danger, anger surging through her. Gripping the handle of the blade, her eyes scanned the place, following the sound of rustling. In a second Jason was alongside her. Bracing for a fight she caught sight of something and bending fast to dodge under the branches she flew after it, ducking and weaving a path, partially watching her footing as Jason sped past her to catch up to the fleeing person. Yelling as he arrived, the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. What would make a vampire yell like that? Charging ahead, adrenaline her new norm, she caught up to find him eye to eye with... what the hell was that?

Crouched on all fours and hissing, its long tongue flicked out like a snake’s. It was a cross between a human and a dog. Its back legs jointed like an animal, part human form with animal hair, its face a hideous amalgamation of both human and beast. Black eyes shot to her, then Jason and it crouched low to the ground before bolting up a tree.

Looking to Jason for an answer, his eyes widen as he mumbled, “Skin walker?”

She replied, “Shouldn’t you go up there and kill it?” She needed to lash out, too much emotion for one day, or week, whatever.

Frowning, he whispered, “No, why? They don’t harm others, that’s a myth. They’re medicine men and they’re highly poisonous, even to me. Stay away!”

Shrugging her shoulders, she strode to the tree. Jason grabbed her and said, “Look, you’re about to get killed! It’ll shoot poison and its being here could be any number of reasons. It hardly looks human so it hasn’t recently taken the skin of a victim.” Sighing and grabbing her by the shoulders, he turned her to face him and whispered, “It’s being here could be a blessing.”

Shooting him an incredulous stare she asked, “How?” Pulling her further away from the tree, against her struggle he answered, “They are sometimes found in places of great evil, laying poison down to trap or damage that evil. There are many types of Skin walkers, plus you would almost definitely fail, especially climbing a tree!”

With his voice filled with concern he continued, “Enough for tonight, you saved me. Don’t die trying to be a hero.”

She bit her tongue. She hated being told what to do, especially when she was wrong. “Alright!” she muttered. “What now?”

“Now, we’ll go meet my friends, my immortal friends.”

Reluctantly following him to the car, the image of that macabre creature making her shudder. It was so creepy and wiry but, then again, everything had been creepy. Seeing spirits at home, chasing demons...

“You look tired. Would you rather I take you home?” he asked, putting his hand on her arm. She stared at his hand, her eyes were growing heavy, but home, that’s where the dead people were. “No, I’m fine, I just need coffee. Could you drop me off at a café? I don’t want to hang out with creatures who can eat me,” she replied sharply.

He felt a pang of pain and he narrowed his eyes. He knew she was right; his friends probably would want her blood. They wouldn’t take it, but there was no denying that they would think about it, maybe even challenge him another time.

“I tell you what, as your home is infested with ghosts, I’ll take you to mine. You can sleep peacefully there, for the dead don’t bother the dead! I’ll go out and be back at dawn. You can have my bed, I’ll have the guest bed.”

“That’s kind but no, I’d rather be home. Besides, you’re not always going to be around, so I have to learn to take care of myself. I appreciate your offer though,” she said staring at the city night through his car window.

“Where am I going? I’m immortal, I will always be here!” When there was no reply, he glanced over and saw she was fast asleep.

Eloise woke up slowly, heavy eyelids battling to stay open in the warm, comfortable bed. A swell of serenity washed through her, one she hadn’t felt for a long time and her limbs were so relaxed she could hardly move. Strange voices started to register and suddenly realised she wasn’t in her own bed. That’s why she felt so relaxed, she must be in Jason’s. Blurry eyed she looked next to her and realised she was at least on her own in it. Stretching languidly, she got up, found her boots and breathed a sigh of relief that she was still dressed.

Taking a deep breath, she peered around the plush room. Thick wool carpet, brushed cotton sheets and heavy drapes in shades of plum and chocolate with books piled on every available space. A clock that looked a hundred years old hung opposite the bed and looking out of the bedroom door, what she could see looked just as plush.

Two men were standing, animated in conversation. She could see the back of Jason sitting in a modern rocking chair.

Tentatively walking in, the conversation stopped dead as one of the men grinned, baring his fangs as he slowly eyed her. Both were striking. The one who looked like he was going to eat her had a square face, long lips and his black hair longish and spiked, falling over his forehead, almost covering his deep obsidian eyes.

Like Jason, he wasn’t very tall but svelte. The other man by contrast had short, dark strawberry blonde hair, an oval face with a cropped beard and full lips. He had a stark meanness about him except his eyes. Hazel and deep set he eyed her with feigned interest. He could kill and seduce with that look, she thought.

Both looked to Jason who leapt up to introduce her. “Hakon, Darren, allow me to introduce my partner in crime, Eloise.”

Before she could speak, Darren did, reaching out his hand as if to shake hers. “How thoughtful of you, supper!”

Scrunching her eyes, she shot him an angry look which made the pair laugh.

Then they turned their attention on Jason. It was Hakon who spoke now. “Thing is Jason, I don’t care what’s happening out there. Natural selection as I see it and if immortals are stupid enough to be killed by these other creatures so be it, mate. There’s too many of them anyway!”

Unable to bite her tongue any longer, Eloise answered him. “You’d let your own kind and humans die?” Interrupting her, he locked eyes and replied, “I eat humans. Perhaps the supper reference went over your mortal head? So, I have no care about your species, and none for my own.” Grinning like his friend, he bared his fangs at her.

His voice grew higher and he dramatically continued, “Besides, we have you two fine hunters on the case by all accounts. I hear you killed a banshee. Not bad for a human.” He smirked and eyed her up and down.

Jason sighed heavily and said, “Can’t you two stop thinking about yourselves for a few minutes? There’s a war out there and you’re the strongest of our kind, yet you refuse to help?”

Darren was smoking and puffed smoke in Jason’s face as he replied, “No, we don’t care. The thing is, we’ve seen it all, been through it all. Plagues, wars, disasters...mortals die, that’s just what they do and as for immortals, those who aren’t strong enough to survive...” he shrugged. “Good luck, I mean that!”

Now Hakon answered Darren, “I suppose, though, it’s because some of the dead are his friends and hers. Were any of the deceased your progeny? If anything harmed Darren I’d tear it limb from limb. Its torment, its torture would be my pleasure, my vengeance. Humm, I suppose we could help. I’ll think about it!” Eloise watched as the cold, bloodthirsty brutes eyed Jason then turned on their heels and were gone in a flash.

“So how come you’re so different from them? They’re cold callous, detached...”

Curving his lips a little, Jason nodded and said, “Hakon is very old. As far as I know he was made vampire in the ninth century and as for Darren, although much younger, he served in World War Two, was captured and tortured in a POW camp. He was turned I believe whilst in the camp, on purpose you see. With some others, they killed the Nazis, fed on their diseased blood and fled back to the UK. Hakon found Darren and took him in seeing the blood crazed warrior in him, the same as him many centuries earlier. Hakon fed Darren his blood so they would be bonded. They live mainly isolated, away from society except occasionally venturing to the theatre and the cinema, which Hakon is still transfixed by even after all this time.” Glancing away, Jason’s thoughts were somewhere else and, whispering, Eloise asked, “When were you made a vampire?”

“Ah, that question. A long time ago, it may shock you.”

Frowning she pressed him, “Still...”

Raising his eyebrows as if to say I told you so, he replied, “Thirteen-hundred and forty-nine.” Before continuing he let that date register with her, someone who had only lived some thirty-years or so.

Her smudged kohl-black eyes bore into him. His answer had just raised more questions, so he continued, “I was saved from the Black Death by my Master, an Earl. It’s not a past I wish to discuss, but just to say, at first, I thought it a blessing, thought my Master had given me some great power. The reason he saved me was less so, and for many decades, until I escaped him, I wished the plague had taken me!”

Nodding, she knew exactly why he’d been saved. His handsome looks, used no doubt by this Earl. “H...how did you escape him?”

“Ha- ha, great question! Well, I tore out his heart, cut off his head and burned the remains. You know, just to be sure!” He laughed, relieved at that memory it seemed.

“And that is, perhaps, how we can kill the Wendigo?” she enquired.

“Absolutely El.”

Shuddering Eloise was relieved that Hakon and Darren had gone. Jason was the only vampire she’d met until them. They seemed more a threat than the monsters she was hunting.

“Morning is coming and I need to freshen up. I want to go see Damian.” Staring out of the window as the sun slowly peaked through the clouds, she reflected on the last two months. Just eight weeks ago, or maybe seven, her life was perfectly normal. Insanely busy and stressful, but normal. Damian and her had worked together for just under a year, but in their line of work friendships grew fast, they had to. Whilst she’d been bitten by the patient and had been forced to take leave due to shock, as they called it, she knew it was really a side effect of infection from the bite. That was good really, it meant she wasn’t losing her mind, but Damian had received another call out less than a week later to that place and his next partner was quite new. She’d picked up on the call, illegally, and followed though she’d gotten there later.

The Wendigo, she assumed, had attacked him whilst his partner attended. He’d searched around foolishly, no doubt to see what was causing the attacks. The police had been and searched but found nothing. She’d found Damian in a haze, bite marks on his body and face convulsing. Then he’d started screaming and couldn’t seem to stop. Another ambulance was called and they questioned her but not so much. Medics stick together and look out for one another.

Again, more police widened their search but turned it up zero. She was relieved now but panicked at the time. Damian had been sent to a psychiatric hospital as every time his meds wore off, he just screamed, his mouth a dark hole, bloodshot eyes and deep lines in his young face. Before that he’d been so alive, so kind. Now all that was left was terror. Somehow, she vowed to change that, to get his life back. That’s why she had resigned.

Smiling, Jason’s eyes darkened as he said, “Let me give you a lift.” Grabbing his coat they went out to his car. “Thanks, just drop me off at home,” was all Eloise could manage, the weight of this nightmare pulling down her soul.

They rode in silence, the roads not busy yet in the damp grey morning and pulling up, he touched her arm. Their eyes met but words felt too heavy, so Eloise got out and went into her home.

A few letters had piled up on the doormat so she picked them up noting one was from the Estate Agent and walking to the kitchen to grab coffee she tore open the letter.

Checking her phone, she realised she’d missed a ton of calls, some from the agent. They had a few people interested in looking to buy.

Making a mental note to call them later, she wondered how weird it was to juggle two lives, the mundane and the supernatural. Jason had perfected it, so maybe after this was done, if she lived, she could move far away and start again but she felt a pang in her heart thinking of being without Jason. Could she do that? No, she couldn’t. Coffee filled her veins with energy and she washed and threw on some fresh clothes, makeup and gloop in her hair. Pulling on her jacket, it was now a normal time to phone the estate agents, and jotting down the names and times of prospective buyers she shoved the paper in her pocket, feeling that she’d accomplished something other than slaying monsters or arguing with the dead.

Driving to the hospital her stomach clenched and she wondered how her friend was doing. She almost couldn’t bear it if he was still screaming, an endless nightmare of horror, but taking a deep breath, determination pumped through her. She’d make him feel better, of course she could do that!

Relief mixed with happiness as Damian was sat in the residents’ lounge, reading. A small shudder of trepidation as she saw he was reading about the occult, wondering why they had let him read that. She shot the nurse a sharp look, eyes small on spotting the book and the nurse replied, “It was the only way to quieten him. When he eventually did stop yelling, he wanted a book, so we gave him a list from the library and that’s what he chose. Now, we weren’t happy, but it seems to be working!” She shrugged.

Sitting alongside her friend, he hardly noticed her at first. She wanted to touch his arm, to reassure him but her experience told her he could lose it and any small thing could trigger a violent reaction. At least he seemed calm but she knew what was eating at him. His experience had been so weird, so macabre that his mind had trouble processing it, in a way if he knew it was real, he would know he wasn’t crazy. But if he knew the truth, like she did, his life would never be the same. Once the curtain is lifted you can never put it back and if that wasn’t bad enough, others- supernaturals, would pick up on your knowing. She didn’t know how, it was as if you had some kind of radar, the dead sense those who know their secrets. So, hard as it was, she watched her friend. Maybe one day she would tell him, maybe not. So for now, she just smiled, relieved that he’d found some decorum of peace.

After seeing Damian, Eloise drove home stopping on the way to grab a take-away, now realising that the cramping pain in her stomach was hunger. Getting back, a sharp intake of breath as a ghost, obvious by his diaphanous appearance, dressed in jeans and a hoodie sat patiently on her sofa, shivering.
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Let me haunt you.
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Wearing a turquoise baseball cap, he looked early twenties with a large skull tattoo on his right hand, dark eyebrows offsetting his pale face, small dark eyes and his square jaw with a shadow of stubble, he eyed her slowly, not speaking. Handsome. Makes a change from the grisly ghouls I usually get, she considered.

After registering him she spoke almost nonchalantly, “If you’re that cold turn the heat up. Why are you here anyway?” Not feeling freaked out anymore after everything, she noted that at least his presence was calm, not threatening. A few she’d met had scared the living daylights out of her. Chomping hungrily on her food she doubted that would scare her now.

The spirit watched in fascination as Eloise ate. With a mouthful she murmured, “So, what’s your name and why are you here? I’m guessing you need something.” Eyeing him over she’d realised a few things. Ghosts usually appeared because they didn’t know what was happening to them, like they were in limbo. Her body was more relaxed now with warm fragrant food and away from monsters. This presence was almost calming compared to the vampires and she shuddered as she thought of them.

“My name is Neil and I live nearby... or I did anyway. I saw you yesterday in the wood by Greystan estate and you were with a strange creature. He didn’t seem human, he moved so fast. What is he?”

Grinning, she pondered his question “You haven’t answered my questions,” she replied, raising her eyebrows.

“Oh yeah, well I was at that wood a few days ago, went to score some weed,” Neil answered, looking around nervously. Eloise continued to watch him, putting her plate down.

“This thing attacked me,” he said, his eyes wide in horror. “I saw my body ripped to shreds then...” he almost gagged as he spit out, “It ate me! Now I guess my soul or,” he gestured at his body with his hands, “this, if this is my soul or spirit, had left my body and was watching my own death. This thing, this monster devoured me! Now, I don’t know, I was hoping you might be able to help?”

Nodding, she surprised herself when she replied, “Sure, I mean I don’t know how, maybe if I find your body, I can get it blessed or buried?”

Screwing up his transparent face and raising his voice slightly, he said, “You can’t find it, that thing ate it! What the fuck is it?”

“A Wendigo,” she whispered. She felt a pang of sorrow in her stomach. Neil was just an ordinary young guy, another victim of this monster. Still, why was he here?

“What the hell is a Wendigo?” he splattered, his transparent face even paler. He seemed to be fading the angrier he got.

“It’s a creature usually found in America. Before it was the creature, it was a cannibalistic human. It’s said that when a human eats human flesh, it transforms into a Wendigo. I think whoever it was must’ve been from around here. I mean, you can’t become one here in this country. It’s specific to certain areas of the States. But my gut tells me someone or something drew it here, probably using its own homing instinct to draw the creature out.” Sitting back and watching his reaction, this local guy was not only the victim but now seemed stuck in this macabre situation. She continued, “My friend, the one I was with, isn’t human either. There are other species that live among us. The other day I killed a banshee!”

He burst out a laugh and then his face changed suddenly as he asked, “What the fuck, are you insane?”

“Well look at you, a ghost sitting in my living room wanting vengeance for a monster that ate him. You think that’s normal?”

Screwing his face up he spat out, “I just wanted a smoke for the weekend! I had a new job, I really liked it. I just wanted a normal life!” 

“Well, you and me both. But that’s not happening anytime soon, so you want to help me catch this thing?”

Nodding, he shoved his hands in his pockets, his face sullen. “How w-w-will you kill it?” he shivered.

He jerked back in surprise when Eloise leapt out of the chair, strode past him and turned up the thermostat to thirty.

“I don’t know exactly how we’ll kill it. Hopefully Jason will actually do that, take off its head I guess...we can’t risk burning it, it might ignite the whole place.” Sitting on the coffee table opposite this spirit, Eloise locked eyes, unable to touch his arm in reassurance. “You know, a few weeks back I wouldn’t have believed this either, but this malevolent thing attacked my friend, my colleague, after I was infected by its victim.” Gritting her teeth, she continued, “Since then I’ve seen shit I would’ve laughed at in the cinema.” She shook her head. “It’s changed me, fast. I’ve always had to be strong because being a medic you either toughen up or you get out. You experience blood, gore, people mashed and sliced, sometimes you almost scrape them off the road. I guess for that I’m glad because it made me stronger and now my intent is to get rid of this...thing. Do you remember where it took you, your body?”

Frowning, Neil slowly nodded. “Yes, I can. That’s something I can’t forget however hard I try.” Getting up she grabbed her bag, emptied out a few contents, filled a bottle with water and said, “Let’s go then.”

The street lights now streamed into Eloise’s home, revealing shadows that flitted around menacingly. Jason would be in touch soon and even though she knew by now he wasn’t tied to the night like the movies portrayed, he preferred being under the gaze of the moon. Night time holding her fragile preternatural arms around the world, after the last few weeks Eloise knew he wasn’t the only supernatural creature that shied away from the bustle of the day.          

Neil got into her car and she wrinkled her forehead and asked, “Can’t you just, like, teleport there?”

Shrugging, he grinned and replied, “I guess so. I mean, since I’ve become whatever this is if I want to be somewhere, I find myself there like, you know, instantly.” Lowering his voice, he whispered through gritted teeth, “I might be dead but I don’t want to go there alone and neither should you. So you still haven’t said what your friend is. A demon maybe? I get that he’s not living because I can sense death hangs around him...geez, I sound like a bloody poet! I’ll never score speaking such shite! What’s happening?”

Laughing she threw him a glance as they pulled away and said, “I don’t know, you might meet some hot spirit woman!”

He stared out of the window as she weaved through the traffic, heading to the other side of the city. “What the fuck is that!” Neil exclaimed as they waited at traffic lights. She saw what looked like a group of vampires hanging around near the entrance of a huge underground park. It had been known for decades as the Bear Pit, not because it had that history but being a subterranean open roofed park with many tunnels leading to it and it attracted some scum. “Why would that surprise you? They’re vampires and from what I’ve learned in my crazy life is that many of them, in fact most of them, have to prey on criminals. I think it’s kind of their law anyhow.”

“Dracula is real?” he belted out. “Shit!” As he belted the words out all three of them stared at him, ducking down in shock as the lights turned green and Eloise pulled away. “Thanks blockhead, next time keep your thoughts to yourself. Now they’ve seen my car and they’ll be able to trace it,” she fumed taking her anger out on the accelerator.                  

Getting to the small woodland she parked up and text Jason. “Look, I’m sorry I shouted, but vampires,” she whispered like it would make a difference, “They have very acute hearing. Now we’ll just wait here for Jason, he’s on his way.”

Sitting in a comfortable silence they watched people coming and going from the high rise, the bustle of activity as a group of lads crowded around a souped up car in the distance with clouds of smoke bellowing around them and the sweet smell of hash wafting around. Laughing and hooting, they looked innocent enough, but little did they know that only feet away lay a creature who would end all their lives in a heartbeat.

Both caught up in a dream state as normal life unfolded around them, they jumped and grunted when Jason tapped at the window, smiling.

Trying to regain her breath, Eloise got out looking to the passenger door at Neil. “Jesus Jason!”

“Why are you so caught up watching those kids?”

“Oh you know, they’re over there drinking and smoking. We’re over here slaying a monster! Meet Neil, he’s the Wendigo’s latest victim and will help us.”  She whispered into Jason’s ear, “It ate him, he’ll show us the body.”

Pulling away Jason stared wide eyed at her, his eyes glancing to the opposite side of the car then back to her. “What?” she said. “You mean you’ve never met a ghost?”

“Ok, a ghost. I’ve encountered a few, but never seen one. Where is he now exactly?”

“Umm, I’m right beside you fang boy!” Neil said dryly then realising Jason had no detection of him whatsoever, he blew on Jason’s ear. Jason responded immediately, shuddering in shock and Eloise saw his hair move with the breath.

“What the fuck...a ghost?” he exclaimed and darted quickly out the way, until he was a few feet from them. He scrunched his face and cried out, “No I haven’t ever bloody seen a ghost! And I’m not sure I want to start seeing them right now!”

“Seriously, alright. This is Neil, he lives around here and he’s helping. Neil, meet Jason.”

Jason screwed his eyes, his mouth open in shock as Neil laughed and said, “You know, maybe I will enjoy this. I was never much in life, but how come those vampires heard me earlier? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Good question. Jason, earlier Neil spoke and some vampires who were far away heard him, so how come you can’t hear Neil?”

Dropping his shoulders Jason glanced into the distance, his eyes glazed. “Honestly, I don’t know. Maybe it’s the same for vampires as it is with humans. Some can and some can’t. It’s kind of annoying though now that we’re here. I would like to meet this friend of yours.”

“Oh, well this will be interesting then. Neil can show us where the monsters lair is. Do we have a plan of how to actually kill it?”

Laughing Jason replied, “Take off its head or rip out its heart. I find either will probably do it. I’d better get a knife out, it’s in the boot.”

“No need, I have two here,” Eloise said as she rummaged in her bag pulling out a sheathed Bowie knife and handed it to him. Neil gasped, “Seriously, that’s what you carry in your bag? Fuck...”

Narrowing her eyes at him she smirked and asked, “You ready to face your demon Neil?” A pang of guilt shot through her like a spasm. Splaying her free hand out she looked him in the eye and whispered, “Hey, I’m really sorry I couldn’t be there to save you. It’s a son of a bitch!”

He looked away, his eyes following the lads in the distance who were still hanging around the car. That was him a few days ago. Catching her eye, he said, “I’m not going to lie I’m still pissed but, then again, I’m here with you and a vampire hunting monsters. I had no clue that being dead could be like this, I mean, it’s more than I or anyone I know have ever done!” 

Neil led the way with Eloise close behind and Jason at the rear, a heavy odour of death in the air. Eloise whispered, “I still can’t believe the police haven’t found anything! I mean it stinks in here.”

“I think that may be for the best. If they did come across something supernatural it would probably kill them and the repercussions are too much to think about for my kind.”

Neil guided them through the little wood and as hard as she tried Eloise couldn’t walk without stepping on something that cracked or crunched, there were so many broken branches.

Moonlight prickled through gently. Eloise and Jason suddenly froze. “Do you feel that?” Jason whispered so low, his voice preternaturally deep. Nodding, she looked at him then to Neil who was now bounding ahead, oblivious to anything.

On the back of her neck she felt the tiny hairs prickle and small beads of sweat formed.

As fast as lightning a pack of ghost white hounds appeared, stopped dead in their tracks and looked at them, then shot off further down the woods that followed the track but away from the city towards the outskirts. Gasping she noticed their ears were blood red tipped, swaying slightly as if awoken too soon from a dream.

“Cŵn Annwn...” Jason muttered. Looking at Eloise he explained, “Welsh Hell hounds on the hunt, so they’re tracking someone or something. They hunt down criminals, running them into the ground just as those fiends have done to their victims only they usually do this on certain nights, like twelfth night, Feast of St. Michael...”

Even for a ghost Neil looked pale, his voice high and strained as he exclaimed, “They ran right through me! Did you see that?” he said padding back to them.

Looking from the freaked-out ghost to the shocked vampire Eloise added, “I want to follow them. I wonder who they’re after.”  She started walking after them, picking up the pace then breaking into a run. Jason called after her but she was gone and getting nearly as fast as him he noted.

Catching her up he said, “El, I don’t think we need to follow them. They generally chase humans so...” As he surveyed the area a stillness overcame him.

Dotted around the overgrown wasteland, small mounds rose up, clustered here and there, all plants and shrubs directly next to the mounds were dead, lifeless. Shuddering he grabbed her arm hard, pulling her back.

“We need to get out of here,” he pleaded and as she stared at him her brow furrowed, so he implored her with his eyes. “No, I can’t stand by as even more evil hatches. Where did those hounds go?” she demanded.

Turning, she looked at Neil who stood open mouthed before speaking, “Come on, let me show you the lair. I’m almost done here!”

“What is this Jason, what lies buried under there?” Eloise asked.

“Honestly, I don’t know but I sense a powerful evil, something beyond our ability to kill. Let’s find the Wendigo’s lair and kill it,” Jason spoke as he gripped her arm, a gesture to implore her and scanning the burial mounds he continued, “This, we will definitely need Hakon and I think it will raise his interest enough to help.”

Hesitantly Eloise turned away, quickly glancing back to where the Cŵn Annwn

had run, her shoulders and muscles still tense wondering who they were following and what the hell was buried here. Small drops of sweat ran down her face as she followed Neil back to the edge of the wood so he could guide them to where he was taken by the beast.

Clenching her jaw as her stomach twisted and she felt a tingling down her back like tiny spiders marching down it. She froze and, in that instant, came face to face with a Skin walker. Snarling it lashed out, slicing her face. Too shocked to scream and gripping her knife tightly, she hurled her arm forward towards the thing who leapt back just in time, ducked down and grabbed her legs. Falling on her back everything seemed to slow down. Jason made a grab for it but it shot to the side avoiding him in a flash and muttered something that sounded like a whispered chant. It slid forward, grabbing her, its face contorted, screwed up right against hers, like rotten meat its breath causing her stomach to roll as it dug its claws into her arms. Instinctively she shoved her knee up hard between its legs not knowing whether it would work or not. Wailing it scrunched up and she shuffled back, using her palms, hands and legs to gain some distance scuffling along the ground, her arms stinging with pain where its claws had ripped open her flesh. Jason leapt in, grabbed its head, twisted it fast and with a snap the thing lay dead on the ground.

“It’s not dead, shit...after the last one I looked it up. We need white ash to kill it. There’s an occult shop in Cotham called Arcanum. We might be able to get some there!” Jason spoke fast.

Panting Eloise answered, “But what do we do right now? We can’t just leave it here and what the hell was it chanting?” Stepping towards her, deep worry lines on his face Jason extended his arm, offering her a hand up, which she took. 

“Better not to ask that. Neil, wherever you are, lead Eloise to the car slowly, I’ll follow in a bit.”

“You’re going to cut off its head? And what will you do with that?”

Sighing he replied, “It’s messy, disgusting actually. Until I get some white ash yes, I’ll hack off its head and cut out its heart. If you want to help, which I urge against, I suggest you make a circle of rocks, because that’s where I’m going to burn the head and the heart, but the body I’ll bury. But you must tend to your wounds first!”

Grabbing some wipes from her bag, Eloise applied it to her face, biting pain seared through where the Skin walker had slashed her.

Looking at her arms, her leather jacket was sliced, but fortunately not all the way through. Painful but not fatal. Glancing around, she cleared a space from the bracken and twigs with her boots, her heart still thundering against her chest. She wondered why specifically the thing had gone for her and not Jason. The sound of the blade slicing skin made her convulse but fighting it back instead Eloise looked for rocks, pulling them out and arranging them in a circle big enough to hold the deformed head.

Standing by Jason as he cut the creature’s head off, the sound of bones being sawed as he severed the spine, she reflected on the gruesome things she’d seen as a paramedic. Stopping for a moment he turned, his eyes wide with shock that she endured this, but she’d seen worse. Families wiped out in car crashes because the driver couldn’t wait for a few minutes to pull over and check a phone notification. An entire generation wiped out because someone had to see if their post had been liked. Now, the stench of death filled the air and with a face devoid of emotion she remembered the scent of death and the horror the impatience of one selfish human can wipe out the innocent. This, beheading a Skin walker, was nothing, but who lay beneath the monster before her and how that person came to be a Skin walker, that was cause for investigation. The head fell away, blood gushed and before he could do anything, she grabbed it and took it to the circle of rocks, letting Jason cut out the thing’s heart. Her hands were covered in blood and stank and wiping them on her jeans, she opened her backpack, rummaging through to find a lighter. Part of her monster killing kit, she pulled out a bottle of lighter fluid, doused the head in that, lit a dry leaf and dropped it on. Looking up, Neil stood there, diaphanous and in shock. Ghosts could also go in shock as far as she could see. Shoving the lighter in her pocket and the lighter fluid back in her bag, she slung the bag over her shoulder and stood beside him.

“Jason, you researched Skin walkers? I read some can be witches, possessing high magic and can rid a place of evil, but others...others are just wicked. I’m guessing that one was the latter, but it still begs the question: where are they coming from? I mean they’re usually found in North America, like the Wendigo but how are monsters that come from across the Atlantic ending up here?”

“It seems no one knows that, but the shop owner from Arcanum must know something. These things are linked to dark magic, so if anyone other than a vampire knows it’s Josias. I suggest we go find him before we try and take on the Wendigo.”

“If you don’t want to find its lair, you go see him. Here, give me the knife and I’ll go find the beast with Neil,” Eloise stated.

“No, no I don’t think so. Look, we need to stop these creatures before we have a hope of killing a Wendigo! We’ll all go see Josias, then we can find the lair. I’m not trying to tell you what to do, God forbid, but we can’t stop this creature whilst being attacked by an onslaught of other demons!”

“Well, let’s at least see its lair since Neil has offered to show us. We don’t know how long Neil can stay. No offence Neil.”

Shrugging Neil said nothing while Jason pulled the heart from the creature, black and gooey, and threw it onto the burning head that filled the air with a heavy putrid scent of death.

Walking a few steps away from the headless corpse, Jason stood, legs wide apart and started scraping the earth like a machine, dirt flying behind him as he worked rapidly. It was almost hard to see as his hands flew through the soil. Edging and fixing his feet as he went, within minutes he’d dug a deep hole, climbed out, pulled the body in, then turned with his back to the ditch and proceeded to fill it with the loose soil, only stopping three-quarters of a way through and traipsing over to the head, which was a disgusting mess, grabbed it quickly and tossed it in the hole, followed by the heart.

Eloise called out, “Jason, that was on fire, your hands!” He stopped long enough to look at his palms, which were red and blistered, before continuing to fill the grave.

Eloise pulled some wipes from her bag and handed them to him. His lips curved up slightly, his tousled hair falling over his mud flecked face, stealing a glance at his mortal friend and their macabre situation. Not knowing who or where this Neil, nor what he looked like, really angered him and made him contemplate the future. He needed to know these things. He was happier when it was just the two of them and was glad that Hakon and Darren hadn’t taken a shine to her. But Neil...growling quietly under his breath he shrugged, his mouth twisting at the thought of a preternatural male spirit in her home, one he could neither challenge nor see.

“What’s that about?” Eloise smirked.

“Nothing, now wherever the hell you are Neil, lead the way.”

Turning around she grinned. She knew exactly what his growl was about from the way he spoke to Neil. Glad to get away from the stench of burning Skin walker she strode behind Neil, Jason close behind her.

Out of the little wooded area, they came to some abandoned buildings. Swallowing hard Eloise recognised these as the ones from a few days back where Jason had been taken.  They still didn’t know how that happened. With every step they seemed to get closer to something more dangerous, more elusive. The building she’d found Jason wasn’t one that Neil led them to, but further on as they walked, they came across a falling down, dilapidated shed, red with rust. As they edged closer, Eloise sped up then crumpled over, crying out. Reaching out to steady herself, Jason did the same as Neil watched expressionless.

“What the hell?”

“It’s warded,” Jason spluttered.

Falling to her knees, huge waves of nausea washed over her and sweat broke out on her forehead. Jason slowly strode forward trying to push through the magic.

But with each step he wobbled more, squinting as his eyesight failed through the dark curse.

Turning back, he pulled her up and walked her back into the small wood. Eloise moaned, her head pounding with pain and she spotted a raven who seemed, she thought, to be watching her. Its eyes looked directly into her and she gasped as she felt it penetrate her soul, looking deep into her.  Glancing back to where she had been walking and when she looked again the raven flew right in front of her face so fast, she yelled. Frowning, Jason pulled her into him, not sure why she was suddenly afraid. Pulling away she saw the bird sat high on the trees watching, waiting. Had it just flown in front of her or had she imagined it? Looking around a cold shiver ran through her. Shaking she thought she saw a man in the distance, plodding but she was too entranced by the raven and had to find it, although seeing it made her question everything and sent shivers of uncertainty through her yet, on another level, seeing it brought a sort of comfort. Where was that man? Through the shadows bouncing she saw the him. He was wearing a black, wide brimmed hat and was carrying a staff which he now pointed at her.  Far in the distance, the raven cawed loudly and letting go of Jason she looked up as dozens of ravens circled them cawing deafeningly. She smiled, the stench of death on her, blood splattered, falling lightly on her back and into the dirty undergrowth. She let the birds carry her soul upwards, floating into the ether.

Her eyes were open but did not see what was before her. Instead, she climbed higher through the clouds, over the city, floating up like a weightless feather caught on the breeze with ravens by her side, peace washing through her. Then she felt the arms of a man around her, strong and powerful, she felt like she could surrender and breathing deeply she realised she’d never surrendered anything, at any time. His strength pumped into her like a strong wind. She saw an old face, deep lines caked with mud, swirling tattoos and black eyes, his breath like autumn, sweet and earthy. Her mouth ached now from smiling, her belly rising and falling with that soft sensation of breathing easily.

Blinking rapidly, she now saw Jason crouched over her, speaking rapidly, his cold hands around her face, his white face paler than usual, his small eyes wide with panic. She allowed him to sit her up. She’d had a vision, a powerful vision that she wasn’t alone but she had no intention of sharing this incredible gift with anyone.

Gently pushing him away for a few minutes she came around to the now, still clinging to that feeling as long as she could. Her eyes looked up, she saw the raven bob its head and fly off, she knew she could get up now.

Neil was gone and she wondered if he had known there was dark magic surrounding the lair. Nodding to herself, she’d trusted him immediately and now recognised the error of her ways. She needed a banishing spell to keep the dead from entering her home. As soon as possible she’d seek one out, probably at that magic shop Jason had mentioned.

Jason stood there babbling to her but she didn’t hear his words, it was as if she was living on a different plane of existence. Smiling she got up, walked slowly and hugged him. It was very possible that as he was dead, he couldn’t experience these spiritual visions. “Come on, we need white ash. Don’t worry about me, it was just that hex on the building, I’m fine. Better than that. You can drive but I need to drop my car off. Neil’s gone and we have a lot to do!” Completely out of character, she grabbed his hand, still not listening but knowing what to do and led him out of the wood feeling a power inside of her, a power of her ancestors perhaps. Maybe it was an illusion but she felt strong, even if she died her soul wouldn’t. It was, after all, only her body that was vulnerable. The spirit never dies.

“Josias sometimes keeps Arcanum open late, so we might be lucky if we go there now. I think we need his help.” Jason looked around, perturbed by the strange actions of his friend. “Tell me, what did you see? I know it wasn’t just the magic, you saw something,” Jason said.

“I was just dreaming that’s all. I think you’re right, we could use your friends help.”

“He’s not a friend, he’s very suspicious of supes but he may help knowing that mortals are dying,” Jason muttered, his brows knitted.

“Good, I’ll meet you back at mine then,” Eloise said frankly and got in her car and drove off.

For a few minutes Jason stood there wondering what had just happened. She seemed very distant and he had a heat in his gut that she wasn’t telling him everything and then she’d just taken his hand and led him to their cars. She’d never done that before, so maybe she’d had a vision of his death and felt sympathy? A vision though, that would explain her odd behaviour. She wasn’t sharing but he had to know. So on autopilot he got in his car, relieved that at least the ghost was gone, for now at least and drove to her house.

“Do you mind if I have a wash? I’ve got Skin walker all over me and it’s not a pleasant smell!” he said with a grin.

“Sure,” she answered and went to the kitchen.

Hot and cold, humans, Jason thought. So emotional. As he washed the sticky remains off his hands, soaped and washed his face and feeling refreshed, he was resolved to pay close attention to his mortal friend, knowing that whilst she might not want to share what she’d seen, it could save their lives if she did. The supernatural world was vast, and where as she’d only recently entered it, he’d known it for a long time. It would weave you into its deadly web with its secrets and lies. 

But for now, he’d play along and find out later.
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Bewitched.
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Arcanum was at the top of Cotham Hill, a tiny shop front easily missed and that was the point. As the only place in this city that was a supplier for the occult, Josias didn’t need to advertise or to attract tourists who see these places as quirky. Squeezed between two large Georgian buildings the black painted wooden exterior almost hidden to those not looking for it, its windows masked with elaborate purple screens at the sides and only a smattering of strange and macabre objects on view to the public. It looked closed from the outside, but peering in through the masked door a faint light was on in the distance. Jason turned the handle, opening the door which in turn hit a metal chime and walking in with Eloise a few people turned and stared at them, not kindly. Sour faces, downturned mouths and rolling eyes, this small occult community were not welcoming and Eloise immediately tensed, relieved she was with Jason.

“Welcome, ah...” Josias she assumed emerged from behind this cliquey group of elitists and spotting Jason his demeanour suddenly changed then regained itself quickly.

“Jason is it? I haven’t seen you in here for a long time, and your friend?”

His accent had a slight Spanish twist to it and he had olive skin, thick waving hair that touched his shoulders, heavy eyebrows that accentuated his large dark eyes, full lips and dimpled chin. As if he’d need magic looking like that! Eloise thought.

He seemed to have an abundance of charm and swiftly coming over he placed his arm around her shoulder and guided her and Jason to the back room, through a heavy velvet curtain. Normally she’d punch a man who did this and she tensed again thinking how foolish she was, but he was alluring and human. Interesting that a human could sway her more than an immortal, but quickly remembering her foolishness with Neil, she stiffened up and stepped away. He eyed her movements, grinned and said, “There is no need to fear me,” he laughed lightly and continued, “You come here with a blood drinker, so I am not the one you should doubt. Now, what can I do for you both?”

“You must’ve heard of the deaths. There’s some dark magic afoot, Josias, and we need your help to stop it. People have been killed by these creatures, monsters that don’t usually reside in the UK. Eloise and I have tried to stop them but every time we try, well, we fail, only to be closer to death it seems. We need white ash in the first instance, and something powerful to help us kill these monsters,” Jason spluttered out.

Raising his eyebrows, Eloise noted that Josias looked remarkably calm as he said, “Of course I have heard, it is a terrible thing. In fact, that is why my friends you met in my shop are here tonight. White ash you say?” He rubbed his chin, eyes glancing around his backroom which was floor to ceiling with jars of brightly coloured powders, books and arcane objects. “That is rare in this country, may I ask why?”

“We killed a Skin walker, though to truly kill it we need that,” Jason answered matter of fact.

“And your other vampire friends, they will not help?” Josias asked surprised.

“No, they have no interest in human dealings, or the fact that others of my kind have been killed. You are our only hope,” Jason implored.

“Only hope...” Josias whispered. “Well then, I can hardly let you down.” Turning around he said, “So, you’re Eloise? It’s a pleasure, I’ve heard much about you, the fierce woman who walks alongside immortals, killing monsters to exact revenge,” he eyed her slowly and continued, “It’s a pity there are not more like you. Know this Eloise, you are always welcome here.” Taking a long breath Josias started scanning his shelves, running his hand across all the jars and pots muttering to himself.

“Ah, this...yes. Lucky for you I have some, though it’s quite old but sealed. Skin walkers, I’m surprised! Aren’t they usually found only in the States?”

“And Canada I think,” Eloise added.

“What else have you come across?” he asked.

“A Wendigo, though Eloise killed a banshee the other day. It seems as if all the evil is being drawn to Bristol,” Jason added.

Still Josias was hard to read, little expression on his face at this news and Eloise assumed he knew more than he was letting on.

Still, she had to ask, “Can you help me? I have a lot of dead people in my home and one of them was killed by the Wendigo. I’d like to make my home safe from spirits.”

His face lit up, eyes twinkled and with a smile that was almost sensual, he touched her arm and said, “That at least is easy El. I would need to visit your home to carry out the warding spell.”

She gripped her stomach at the thought of yet another stranger knowing where she lived and realising there was no other choice. She could feel Jason’s eyes boring into her as she said, “Thank you. I’ll leave you my number, just call me first.”

Nodding he looked to Jason and said, “So you want a spell to catch a Wendigo? That will take some time. I suggest, though, from what you have said that you leave it with me for now, as even a vampire would have trouble killing that. What of this dark magic you talked about? Come, tell me about it.” He led the way through another door into a room furnished with comfortable chairs and a small sofa set in a semi- circle facing a large hearth. Like his shop, strange twisted figurines decked the shelves, with human and animal skulls, candles and a huge pentagram on the floor in front of the seating. Eloise suppressed a shudder, then blurted out, “The skulls, the human skulls- they’re not real, are they?”

Curving his lips, he narrowed his eyes and again let them fall over her before moving swiftly forward so that he was face to face. “I am many things, but I am not a killer. No, they are not real, they’re resin,” then standing back and walking to a chair, he sat down. “They’re used to represent the body, the head in magic, symbols if you will. There are many types of magic, some demand real bones,” and placing his hand over his heart he continued, “I don’t use real bones. This must all be very strange to you.”

Jason explained how he’d been swept up from the little wood and woke up in a disused building where Eloise had helped him, but he left out the bit about taking her blood. He talked about the building they’d found earlier that Neil, the spirit, had showed them, of how Eloise was being bombarded with ghosts and, after throwing her a glance with furrowed brows, of what had happened to her earlier, how he thinks she’d had a vision. Josias sat forward at this last revelation and looked from Jason to Eloise. She, on the other hand, almost sneered at the last remark.

Apologetically Jason looked at her and said, “I’m sorry to spill that, but you don’t seem to understand. You can’t trust anything right now, dark magic has a way of wrapping itself inside your soul, tricking you, making you feel like you’re powerful, even stable, before tripping you up. If I didn’t think it was imperative, I wouldn’t have mentioned it. Josias here is the most knowledgeable witch I’ve ever met, he will know if anyone does. If you don’t want to tell me, well, I’ll get over it, but you should, I think, tell him.”

Biting her bottom lip, she said nothing. She was fuming inside, but Jason trusted this man, so should she.

Gently, almost a whisper, Josias spoke, “You can tell me everything. It’s true, I am a witch. The magic and secrets being handed down from generations of my family. I use it to protect myself in this supernatural world, and to protect others, like yourself, though I see you need little help.” Then looking to Jason, he continued, “Why don’t you go out for a while, feed if you will? I’ll stay with El and talk, you have my number, right?”

She relaxed a bit. Spending time away from the undead but with a powerful human eased her conscious. Jason nodded, got up, kissed Eloise on the head and left.

Her wide eyes showed she wasn’t used to her vampire friend doing that. She was slightly annoyed but, also, she liked it. She’d thought of kissing him more than once. She turned her attention back to Josias, a living, breathing man.

Eloise explained what she’d seen: the raven, the man with the hat, the sensation of floating up in the clouds, power infused feelings and that knowing that someone or something was watching her, guiding her even.

Intently he listened, his eyes widening at times, his lips pressed together then as she finished. He came over to her, looking into her eyes and taking her hand he said, “You are very special, you have a gift of insight, of strength and you must tread carefully with these immortal beings. Make no mistake, they will try and take this from you, take your blood. Never let that happen, no matter how alluring they may seem!”

Her face dropped, staring at the floor to avoid his contact, he recognised that look. “Oh, dear God no! He has...” Almost spitting the words, he finished for her, “Jason has already taken your blood? Of course, he has, how could he not of.” His eyes darted and his lips set in a hard line.

“I will help you, help to keep you safe. I’ve known Jason a long time, though we are not friends. How could I be friends with one who would steal my blood, my soul? I thank God that he brought you to me though, come.”

He leaned in to hug her, but Eloise put her hands up and said, “Thanks, but I’m not really the hugging type, plus look, I appreciate your words, your kindness, but I’m fine. If I hadn’t have helped Jason, he’d be dead now, I mean properly dead and he’s a friend of mine, difficult as that is to wrap my head around sometimes.”

He smiled, scanning her face and in that moment one of his friends came in and said, “Josias,” then seeing Eloise stopped. Tapping her on the shoulder Josias said, “I won’t be a minute!” and left.

Stretching her arms out, she got up and looked around. Jason trusted this man but this man didn’t trust Jason. As for her, she trusted Jason more but she had given him her blood and Josias seemed to think that was planned. She hadn’t thought it a big deal and sure, having a man feast on your blood was bloody weird, but so was being bitten and infected by someone who’d been attacked by a monster. As a paramedic she’d been trained to put others before her. As her hands touched the weird objects, she jolted. The human skull felt like bone, not resin and for a second her head spun.

Striding over to her, Josias caught her and said, “Now here, allow me to help you.”

“It is a real skull, you lied!” she exclaimed.

He huffed, used the fact that she was still dizzy, pulled him into her and whispered in her ear, “You are confused El. It does feel real but I can assure you that it isn’t. I am not your enemy, I want to help you. I am human like you, it wasn’t me who took your blood. Now Jason can track you for all time, did he tell you that? He can merge with your emotions, he will always have a connection to you. Now, sit here, please, and I will get prepared to make your home safe from the dead, including vampires.”

She was foolish and he was right, she ought to trust the living. She knew next to nothing about vampires except that they stole the blood of humans. This man, she should have faith in him. Feeling her cheeks get hot, she watched him through the safety of her fringe, biting hard to keep emotions from ruining everything as they always did.

Damian was who she should be thinking about. “Josias, I hate to ask, I’m asking so much already.”

He turned around and his eyes gleamed as he said, “No problem, you are the one sacrificing so much.”

“My friend Damian was attacked and is in a psychiatric hospital. Is there anything you could do to help him recover?”

He came and sat on the chair arm next to her. “Maybe,” he said and rubbing his forehead with his hand continued, “El, I think you’d be better off spending more time with your own kind. Already I’m worried about you. I know, I know you’re fierce, that isn’t what I mean. But these...bloodsuckers. You must never trust them, you have no idea how many people they kill in this city, our city. I will and can help you if you, in return, will just be more cautious. My flat is above my shop, you’ll have my number and I want you to let me help you. Does that sound reasonable?” He gave her a puppy-dog look.

“Of course, I need all the help I can get. Fierce though, really?”

“When a mortal, such as yourself, starts hanging around with a vampire, it gets noticed.”

“Jason doesn’t kill to live, I know that much.”

He sighed and moved closer whispering, “But do you? He told you, and even if you’re right, I am willing to believe that it is still his nature to kill, to take life. I have seen with my own eyes a vampire starved of blood. They become feral, wild, dangerous.” Gesturing with his arm he continued, “There are other forces, creatures out there who will use a vampire’s thirst against them, pitting them against mortals, I’ve read about it in my families journals.”

“But you’re friends with them?”

“No, I am not. I tolerate them because it’s best to keep those who could steal your life close, to know what they’re doing. But I would never entertain a friendship with one, even with my power. And neither should you, but...I understand at the moment you trust him more than me, that’s also part of their trick, to lure you in and yes, even you but so you know, I am here for you, anytime. I have your back.”

Exhaustion fell on her again from all the conversations and from fighting she slumped back in the chair whilst Josias searched the room and the store, she presumed to ward her home and hopefully help Damian. Whilst he was busy, she text Jason to see if he was alright, but no reply. Maybe Josias was right, Jason had righteously confessed that he hadn’t slept with his last victim, but even if that was true, even if beyond the odds they dated, and her body groaned at the thought of sex with a vampire, probably one of those things that sounds better than it really is, how long before he went out and screwed and drank from numerous women? If that had been his lifestyle until now, in her heart she knew he’d never change. Not long term, human or vampire change was hard and few stuck at it.

She was better off with a mortal, one like Josias who seemed to be caring to say the least, and looking for excuses to make body contact. As she slumped there, allowing herself to forget corpses and cannibalism for a few minutes and instead on something better she imagined Josias as a lover. Would he bewitch her? Did he have black velvet drapes around his bed? As he returned, she watched him through half closed eyes, how his clothes hugged his body, the heavy jewellery he wore, the piercing over his right eyebrow, and the tip of the tattoo on his chest, peeking out from his t shirt.

His touch had been warm, his heart beating fast. It was odd, Eloise noted, that she’d heard that. He spun around and flashed her a look full of sex, raising his eyebrow, a wicked smile. She was totally aware then that it was just her and him there, his friends had left and she was alone with him. His sensuous smile, watching his chest rise and fall, awkward and exciting, a strained perception of each other, alone, a tense atmosphere which could go either way. Parting his lips slightly, he walked slowly over to her, his tongue wetting his lips, but she broke the spell, the heady bewitching scent of him, his dark eyes. She whispered, “We should go,” and she stood up fumbling, embarrassed to have been caught off guard, caught thinking about him. An image of him naked still etched in her mind, she drove it away, to think of the Skin walker but her mind seemed to want to stay in a better place. He was suddenly only inches away from her, his voice almost hoarse as he whispered, “You can trust me Eloise, I swear it.” Then he flashed another smile, grabbed an old leather bag which he’d been putting items in and gesturing with an open arm, softly he said, “Lead the way, El.”

She noted that he called her El, no one did that. Smirking at him she could imagine waking up to him, then crinkling her nose she wondered if he was the type who drank only herbal tea. She hated herbal tea. Flushed with embarrassment as he walked close to her, that woody scent, hints of something sweet and exotic, Eloise forced her mind to stop fantasising about this witch. What about Jason? Jason and his many, many women! That’s what, but she knew that after this, after they killed the monsters and saved her friend, none of them would matter. She’d leave and start again somewhere else where nobody would know her. She might even date an ordinary guy...Huffing slightly she knew that wouldn’t be possible now, an ordinary boyfriend moaning about mundane trivia, she’d never stay and listen, not after this. Josias though, ah, he had his little coven.

“You’re not driving?” Josias asked her when she stopped at the kerb.

“No, I got a lift from Jason.”

“I see, no problem.” He unlocked his shop door, disappearing inside as she waited there, checking her phone, still nothing from Jason. A knot tightened in her stomach as she wondered who he was with, probably in bed or worse as she waited there. It was long past midnight now, many people were out in the city, drinking, having sex with vampires...

Grinning Eloise felt Josias like a breath of fresh air. “No problem, I’d assumed you’d driven here, here let me,” he said and led her up the street and off to their left, down a side street, was the smallest car park, where he put the keys into a small vintage sports car. Of course, she thought, a witch would hardly drive a Ford, or Vauxhall! The MG sports car started up easily, obviously well looked after but in the city, size was everything, Bristol particularly- you could hardly have a big car here.  The car thrummed and roared in a way only vintage cars did and Josias weaved his way through the backstreets, out into the city. “Where am I going?” he asked once they were out of Cotham. She responded, “St. Warburg’s please,” and Eloise gazed out of the window.

“Aha, closet hippy then?” he laughed.

“Well Josias, we’re not all middle class and can afford a quaint shop in Clifton!” she grunted.

“I’m kidding, it’s a nice area. Ah, my shop, I leased it for many years, it took over a decade to buy it and the flat. But El, if you put your mind to it you can do anything.”

“Especially with magic I guess,” she mumbled.

“Exactly.”

As it was late, they arrived and Eloise guided him to the street she lived on.

“Right next to the city farm, that’s lovely. I admit I haven’t been here for years, I’d forgotten how green it was. And you afford this? Huh, and you laughed at me?”

“I afford it because I was left some money, but it’s expensive. Still, my house is for sale so I won’t be here long.” Biting her tongue she chided herself inwardly, she didn’t mean to say that, no one knew that.

“Where will you go? Start afresh, I get that, but here’s the thing. Once the door of the supernatural is opened there’s no closing it, you can’t go back. It’s like you have some kind of beacon, and maybe you do, maybe we all do, and from now on anything immortal will know, almost instinctively, that you know of their existence. I tried a long time ago after my first supernatural encounter, I moved. But you know what, they knew somehow. In the end I came back, started again and built the shop which was really a means of making some money so I could learn everything I could about magic and never be in a position of life and death, never have an immortal wield the threat of my death, or those I love, over me. So, I guess that’s why I’m a little...touchy when it comes to Jason and you. I’ve seen it time and time again, a mortal falls for a vampire’s charms. Or a demon, it always ends up the same, me and my kin burying the body, hunting the underworlders.”

“Jason has done that?” Eloise’s voice was sharp, shocked.

“No, well not that I know of. He may be one of the good ones. But as I said before, that depends on whether or not he’s fed, and on whom.”

She sniffed loudly, shivered like she was coming down with a cold. “Maybe, I’d wondered that, too, if I’m honest.” She wanted to confide in him more but it didn’t feel right at the moment, she didn’t want to betray Jason. And glancing at Josias, his human flushed face, his heat, she felt a pang, she liked Jason a lot. Either way, that wasn’t an option right now, killing was the only thing she should focus on.

“Here we are, come in,” she said and watched as he stared hard at the old Victorian terrace house.

“I can feel the psychic energy out here, what exactly happened to you?” his voice was soft, caring.

“Damian, my partner and I were treating a patient just off Stapleton Road, there’s a small wood and the patient had been savaged on his arm. We assumed it was a gang attack, anyway, as I attended him, he bit me. I almost went into shock there and then but I pulled myself together. Later I had strange, actually awful dreams, nightmares that were so vivid and then...then I started to see ghosts. They just turned up it seemed and freaked the shit out of me. More attacks happened, I had to take time out of my job. I thought I was losing my freaking mind, then Damian was attacked. After that I decided enough was enough and I went looking for the thing that did this.” Pausing Eloise seemed to be talking in a dream state and Josias noticed her eyes were looking at the floor, but he waited patiently for her to tell her story.

She continued in her haze, “I knew by now on some level this wasn’t a gang, or even a human, but I didn’t know what it was. I found myself going back to that wood armed with a bag of weapons that I’d researched, you know, on the net, salt, a bowie knife, holy water. I felt like a freak but after Damien’s reaction, after seeing him in the psychiatric hospital, what he described, his attack, I didn't care. That’s when I met Jason,” she laughed a little, “I had no clue he was a vampire obviously and I knew there was something odd about him but how could I judge? He told me he was there looking for the thing that had killed two of his friends,” she gasped, her vision clearing and coming back to the room. “So, do you think you can help?”

“Of course, I will, but as for your house, it seems to me that these spirits were always here. The person who bit you, I’m guessing he was bitten by the Wendigo and that bite, that transfer of infection was enough to open up your third eye, open up your psychic abilities. We all have them, but most never unlock them. It would be my pleasure to help and guide you to use yours,” he soothed.

“Well if it’s all the same I’d rather shut off these abilities, but if that’s not possible then I’d appreciate your help. So, do you see any in here now?”

Grinning he nodded, “There are plenty and my feeling is most of them are watching over you, some of them have had, how should I say, met their end not on their terms but they recognise the good in you. They know the evil that resides not far, they sense it as do I now I’m here. You really want them gone? I would advise not.”

She sat down on the sofa and Josias did the same sitting next to her, his eyes wide, imploring. “What I want, is to kill that thing and any others. For Damien to feel better, but after that I have no clue.”

“Then shut your eyes for a bit, I will cleanse this place so that only good spirits can enter. I know you’re tired and not surprising. Then I will help you with the lair of this monster. If we survive that, I will try and ease the mind of your partner.”

“What do you want in return? Everyone wants something...”

His tongue brushed his lips as he stared at this unusual woman. She wasn’t his type, her severe black hair, too much make-up, gruff boots but there was certainly something about her, a fighting spirit he’d rarely seen. An innocence, too, she really did believe in defeating evil for no other reason than protecting others, selfless. And here she was, feisty yet tired, surrounded by predators, by vampires and monsters who would take her blood, her soul in an instant and still she kept fighting with them.

“I don’t know El, I just want to help you.”

She didn’t believe him of course, but she closed her eyes wanting rest before going to kill the Wendigo. She still hadn’t heard from Jason and that worried her but he was what he was and could no doubt take care of himself. She’d thought he’d be there when they killed the beast but maybe he was even now lying in the arms of a stranger. Feelings and men sucked, human or otherwise. What did she want after this?

Josias watched as she drifted off then pulled out an old sculpture from his bag placing it with great reverence on the table in front of Eloise. Lifting an eyebrow, he breathed deeply noting she was sleeping then pulling out three black candles assembled them around the old figurine. Next, he added a large rare phantom quartz pyramid, phantom because inside the crystal lay smaller quartz pyramids that looked like clouds. Eloise stirred, murmuring and Josias quickly moved putting his hand on her head while chanting softly. Then pulling what looked like a bundle of twigs from his bag, he lit them, wafted them around and then placed them in a special ceramic bowl alongside his magical tools.

“Erebus, bring me your power, destroy the darkness and those who would protect it. Keep her safe for mine doing, but kill those who would destroy your chaos. Spirits, leave here unless your intention is good, I command you away, seek out the undead who roam our city, take them for they have no souls, inhabit their bodies and find your eternal destruction. In the name of Erebus, I command it now.”

The windows rattled slightly, walls shook and a light wind swept through the old house, the house that Josias knew by its feeling had seen much adversity. Only she could’ve picked this place, only she was strong enough to withstand it. She moaned, caught in a dream, twisting in her seat, he sat next to her and breathed in her scent, her soul. Jason would go back to the Hell where he came from, he would ensure that El would be safe. Muttering quietly, he grabbed the figurine with one hand and placed the other on her forehead, chanting to his old chaotic God, willing those dark ancient powers to ensure her safety. She started to wake up, his eyes wide as he looked at her, heart slamming against his ribs at the energy he felt from her, at his emotions. Gripping the figurine until his knuckles were white, he risked it, took a chance and planted his lips softly on hers, trembling at the sensation of this strange woman who he would normally dismiss in a second as his body touched hers.




Slowly opening her eyes, his scent filled her senses and for a moment comfort rippled through her. Josias was sitting right beside her, his arm against hers, turning to him he gazed at her, lips parted and ever so slowly moved towards her, his eyes scanning her face, pupils dilated. Slightly rolling his bottom lip, she noted he licked it, then she felt his warm lips gently on hers. Emotions, her stomach tightened but then relaxed, his lips pressed harder matching hers, her body melted whilst her heart sped up, it had been so long. The scent got stronger, something strange almost sweaty and pungent, he pulled away and she sighed.

A sudden ringing woke her from the spell, fumbling, incense thick in the air like a heavy fog, looking for her phone she saw Josias get up and go in to her kitchen.

Grabbing her phone, she saw it was Jason and looking up she saw the morning breaking through the night. She answered breathlessly, “Jason, where have you been? I was worried shitless!” As she spoke Josias handed her a glass of water, nodding in thanks she took it, gulping it down with one hand, the other pressed her phone to her ear. “Sorry Eloise, I got side tracked. I fed and as before nothing happened, meaning I didn’t do anything. Then I went to see Hakon and Darren. I was held up with them, but I might be able to get their help now. Are you ok? Did Josias rid your home of spirits?”

“I don’t know, it’s so foggy in here I can’t see anything!”

“Ah, he’s burning white sage, I hope he’s done more than that?” He certainly had. Feeling her face go hot, her throat suddenly dry as sand, she took some more water. Trying to maintain composure she said, “I think so, I fell asleep. Will I see you later?”

“Of course, I’ll pick you up as soon as the sun sinks. Be careful of him, he’s a colleague, no friend of mine. He hates vampires but tolerates us, as far as I know. I would’ve come back sooner, I don’t trust him with you. But I...”

“Thanks, I’m good. Next time text me so I know. Ok, I know it’s not my business but you could’ve been killed,” she replied.

“Will do, I am sorry.” 

Eloise hung up, looked at Josias, her face burning again. Yes, he had done more than rid her home of ghosts, but what of Jason? She wanted to be angry, but she couldn’t. He was helping her and it was funny that he and Jason hated each other but as far as Eloise could tell, Josias did have a valid argument even though it pissed her off. And Jason with his nothing happened speech!

“So, he’s alright then?” Josias studied her response wondering if she was thinking about their kiss, whether he could do it again. Looking down guilt waved over him but he knew, he knew he wanted her, though it was still weird as hell, most of his ex’s looked very different and were highly adept at magic. But that hadn’t been to his benefit as it turned out.

Sitting up from the sofa she replied, “Jason said he was asking for help from his creepy friends, but this, did it work?”

“Yes and no. I asked those protecting you to stay, the others I banished.”

His pupils dilated, a red flush broke out over his face as he continued, “I had to, I... I’m sorry, I should not have kissed you, I’m sorry. I feel like I’ve taken advantage of you, of your situation.”

Eloise put her hands smack over her face, she had more fear of embarrassment than she did of monsters, not that anyone knew that. “No, don’t be, you didn’t. I’d thought about kissing you. In between slaying strange creatures. You have a calming presence, I, I’m not one for sharing. I like your company and I don’t feel threatened by you.” Removing her hand after speaking he was sat opposite her on the coffee table, his puppy- dog eyes, long tousled hair falling around his face, he shot her a sinful smile, his eyes widening, his hands reaching out around her face, cupping it. Suddenly guilt gripped her. What of Jason? Jason who again admitted he hadn’t slept with his food, a human woman. At that thought, her forehead creased and his smile slipped.

Josias got up and said, “You did kiss me back, oh...You’re worried about Jason!” His face was now white with shock and beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. “Oh God, are you with him? Had I known...I am sorry!”

Grabbing his kit, he shot her another puppy dog look. “I didn’t mean to violate, I...”

Standing up she grabbed his arm roughly she replied, “Look I’m not with him, I’m not with anyone. How could I be, look at the mess around us? But I care about him and now you. I can’t be with either of you, can I?”

Narrowing his eyes as he listened, he cocked his head. “My dear El, it’s to your credit that you care for such a creature, and he has already taken your blood. And I believe you, I see that he cares and I believe that he thinks its genuine. But I know much about his kind. Will he still care after ten years, after twenty? Vampires make a habit of sleeping with their prey, Jason is quite the ladies’ man, and I am sure he’s making amends now for you. But do you really think that’ll last? It should do, Jesus, you’re worth much more than that. But you’d be sleeping with the enemy, unless...had it crossed your mind to turn?” Moving back slightly as if a horrific revelation presented itself, he continued, “Surely not, am I wrong?”

Smirking she replied, “Josias, this isn’t about you or me right now. No way am I being turned, whatever. I know you’re right, thanks for being so understanding.” Against her own judgement, her own normal behaviour, she pulled him in and kissed him again, figuring she could die tonight. He’s kind, hot and honest. What else could a woman want?

Slightly startled by her behaviour he grinned crazily, he gestured with hand over his heart and said, “The way you looked at me, when we were back in my shop, I have the ability to pick up on people’s emotions, sometimes even a thought or two. I feel the same way about you, too. I will say this for your vampire friend, I am very pleased I know him, if it wasn’t for him, you and I would never have met. Now, get some rest, call me later and I’ll come and sort that warding from the creature’s lair, and help Damien.” He pulled her in close and took in a deep breath. She felt slightly dizzy, comforted by him, which both unnerved her and excited her.

“But we need to put this on hold for now, I can’t concentrate on killing whilst I’m in your arms,” she muttered.

Smiling Josias looked into her eyes. “You’re a hundred percent right, of course. On hold, for now.”  He planted a kiss on her lips and then said, “Until we meet again,” and grabbed his bag and left.

Something about that last sentence made her frown. But I’m seeing you later? She thought. Shrugging she decided to grab some more sleep, this time in her bed before tonight when she knew they’d take the monster’s head
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She was woken up by Jason phoning her and knocking on the door. Sleepily Eloise got out of bed, pulled on her joggers and let him in. Beaming with smiles, he teased, “Whoa, like the bed head! Shall I make you coffee? Leave it to me!” He brushed past her, went to the kitchen and started doing just that. “You should eat, you can’t fight on an empty stomach,” he called not realising she was watching him at the kitchen door as he rummaged through the fridge.

Looking up, his expression softened. “Look, I’ve been thinking. After all this, I’d like to take you away, on a trip. Prague, have you seen it? I’d love to show you the city as only a vampire can. But enough for now, eggs?”

With a slight grin, Eloise was intrigued at his sudden compulsion to look after her. Did he know? She raised a brow and answered, “I’m not that hungry, I’ll just grab a banana or something. Why are you doing this all of a sudden, making me coffee, trying to feed me?”

Gazing at her he said, “Nothing gets past you. Last night I had an epiphany. I knew, know that I want to be with you. You’re brave, kind and you have an energy about you that, well, it’s tacky but I can’t imagine not being with you, know what I mean?”

She did but then there were his habits. Forcing herself to visualise him drinking from a woman, the eroticism, the ecstasy that she herself had felt when he’d taken her blood. Maybe vampires were more mister right now- as opposed to mister right.

“Thanks Jason, I do like you, a lot, but I could never date a guy who beds and feeds on other women and much as I like you, think of this was the other way around?” Screwing up his eyes, not the response he’d thought, they were interrupted by another knocking at the door. Eloise’s heart sank a little, feeling awkward. It must be Josias.

Jason stood there, indecision chewing on his bottom lip, wondering how she could say that when he’d already told her he’d abstained from sex. But there it was, the reason for her change of heart, the half-Spanish coven master himself, no doubt he’d bewitched her, his smooth tongue and thick dark hair.

“How did you sleep?” Josias asked as the door was opened and before she could answer he stepped into her, scanning her face, planting the smallest kiss on her lips and whispered, “You look good El, rested. Here, I’ve brought you some homemade Frittata, I gathered you’re vegetarian? It’s all local, nothing from the supermarket, I made it myself.” Josias grinned knowing full well that Jason was leering at him from the kitchen, livid that one evening was all it took for this witch to possess his friend.

Huffing Eloise was angry at their drama but kind of flattered. Her luck with men was usually, well, bad to say the least and now this? Couldn’t she date both?

“Enough already. Here it is, I’m not interested in your posturing’s, I’m not dating either of you and let’s face it, if I was still working as a paramedic then neither of you would give me a second look. Thanks for coffee Jason, thanks for breakfast Josias. I’m having this, getting washed and dressed, and then we’ll kill the Wendigo. But I also need to make sure my friend Damien- you remember the one- he’s the guy who liked me before this, is ok. You say I have some psychic ability, to talk to dead people, to have visions, well, let me tell you, I never asked for it. I liked my life just fine before all this. I am not brave, I’m actually scared shitless but I’m more scared if I don’t go out there and try and stop this madness. So far, some vampires have died, sorry Jason, big deal, but how many humans have they killed?  The humans, the innocents like Neil, a young guy, sure a bit shady but he was just starting his life, just getting on his feet when he was killed. When I find out who’s behind this, I promise you I will take their head or die trying, so this superficial bullshit stops now.” Eloise could feel her face burning, her throat like sand and took the breakfast and went to her kitchen to eat it, alone with her coffee.

Jason and Josias stared at each other, both of them expressionless, neither saying a word and eying each other both sat down in the living room, the silence almost strangling them.

Wondering why she thought so little of herself, Jason knew that if he’d met her at another time he would still be hooked. Josias smirked, knowing full well he was the obvious choice, unbeknownst to them he’d just heard her loud conversation with Jason, he’d waited outside the door after seeing Jason’s car outside. Of course, she wouldn’t pick him, he was dead and as she’d said, feasted and screwed many, many women on a nightly basis. He pulled out his bag, noting that she’d left the sculpture of Erebus on the coffee table. Good. “El, you slept better last night, no unwanted spirits?” Standing back up he sauntered into the kitchen. “Fine thanks, the best sleep I’ve had in ages,” she replied then went back to eating.

“Do you want to visit your friend first, are you allowed to visit in the evenings?”

Finishing her mouthful, she answered, “Can you help him? What will you do?”

“I can perform a little magic without the need for candles and such, we’d need to be away from the staff though, it will look a little weird. I’ve brought some powerful tools to break the warding for the Wendigo’s lair.”

“Good. Jason, did you bring something bigger, like a sword or something to take its head?” she called.

Breathing in relief he joined them, “Yes, in my car. I got it from Hakon last night.”

“Are Hakon and his boyfriend joining us?” Josias asked, his voice like honey.

“Yes, he’ll text me later. Darren isn’t his boyfriend, not in the way you mean it. Most vampires are...”

“Loose?” Josias offered smirking.

“That’s one word, yes. They’re not bound to the same restrictions as humans, free love may have been a big deal to mortals in the sixties, but to immortals, well, there are very few that take just one partner.” Jason stopped abruptly realising he was selling himself short and Josias snorted.

Ignoring that overload of information, Eloise asked, “So, how will they help? I mean, will they fight?”

“If needed, yes. But Josias has to break the warding first.”

“So, let’s go see Damien before it’s too late. Jas, I think it’s best if you wait outside or meet us at the wood?”

Nodding, his face neutral he asked, “Do you want a lift?”

“No, thank you. I’ll go with Josias. Shall we meet you in an hour?” she looked at Josias, who explained, “Say two? I will need to grab some things before we encounter the Wendigo.”

Huffing, Eloise knew that he was stalling, he’d already said he was ready but she didn’t want to make a scene. On her own she knew she’d probably die trying to do this, and annoying as they were, she was grateful. It wasn’t everyday she got to hang out with men like this and clenching her jaw her only regret was that it had to be under dire circumstances...just her luck though.

She got into Josias’s car and gazed at Jason, focusing on Damien now, Josias revved his engine whilst she caught Jason’s eye and rolled hers. He cocked his eyebrow, maybe she’d been once again too quick to judge him, still nothing like the stench of rotting flesh to put a damper on romance, not that she was romantic in any remote way, at least she believed. But her heart thundered, being in this classic sports car alongside this male witch, as superficial as that was now and again, she’d sneak a peek at him, her mind wandering to places it shouldn’t, especially now.

Catching Jason’s eye, she smiled at him. Maybe she had judged him too harshly but right now she needed to think back to her training. As a paramedic you had to put all your personal shit aside and recently Eloise realised, she’d let that slip.

Josias got them to the hospital quickly and parking up asked, “Isn’t it a bit late for visitors?”

Flashing him a smile she replied, “I have friends who work here. Even though I left, as an ex- paramedic I have access, contacts. I’m going to have to lie to get you in though, so you’ll have to work with me.”

“You’re going to get me to dress up in scrubs?” he joked.

“That’s surgeons, we don’t wear scrubs. No, just go along with me.”

The hospital was a Grade II listed building on the outskirts of the city, set in lush grounds which were floodlit, and peering through the half-glass door Eloise knocked lightly.

“You think they’ll hear that?” he asked.

Rolling her eyes, she responded, “I called Louisa earlier, she’s expecting us. You, by the way, are my boyfriend who’s offering me support whilst I visit my colleague.”

Nodding Josias wasted no time and put his arm around her. “I’m a natural,” he laughed.

“Hi Elly, and this is?”

“Josias, El’s man,” he reassured the woman, his voice deep, accentuating his faint Spanish accent.

Louisa’s eyes bulged at the smooth, dark man then to Eloise, her eyes narrowed. Obviously realising her behaviour was unprofessional she composed herself. “Damien’s this way and, honestly, I’m glad you came today. He’s a lot calmer, thanks to the meds and the assessments but he seems lower, depressed, withdrawn. He has stopped hallucinating and talking of monsters but he seems to be...fading.”

“Thanks Louisa, and thanks for letting me in later. It’s traumatic for all of us, I really appreciate this.”

“As do I,” Josias added maintaining eye contact just a few seconds too long.

“He’s down there, first stairs on the right, then the last door in the corridor.”

Once they’d got down the stairs, Eloise grabbed his arm and whispered, “God, you’re a real-life flirt, aren’t you! Huh...”

Grinning, he grabbed hers back. “I was flattering her, for you. You don’t date much do you Ms. Nils?”

Frowning she replied, “You’ve been snooping into my background, I never told any of you my last name!”

“Well, we’ll all know it now, and you know it’s of Nordic heritage, what with your visions of ravens? There’s a link there my Viking warrior...” he whispered taunting her with snippets.

“Thank you, Casanova, but I think all this drama has gone to your head!” she whispered back.

“No, it’s no coincidence. It’s your destiny, you’ll no longer be...” but she walked ahead, opening the door to her friend, closing her mind to the fancy man with insane delusions. Some people thrive on drama, she thought, and smirked to herself that she’d been an idiot to fall for it.

“Hey there lovey, how are you?” her voice was soft, gentle as Damien slowly registered her. Blinking up behind his dirty-blonde hair, his bottom lip shivered and she went over, wrapped him close and felt him collapse into her. Josias stared from the door, pity in his eyes, then his expression hardened.

Walking, almost gliding over to the little nightstand he pulled out what looked like a statue, then open the nightstand door and placed it inside facing Damien’s bed.  Standing over them, his palms facing them but arms only slightly out from his body he chanted something soft, like a warm breeze soothing the very air around them. Even Eloise sighed in the sweetness and pulling away ever so slightly, she looked at the once terrified face of her friend who now looked serene. Kissing his cheek, she pulled an amulet from her pocket, the cord old and worn and placed it in Damien’s hand. Josias tried to see what it was without stopping, but failed and as Damien laid down, she tucked him in, lying next to him and talking quietly.

Within minutes her once burly, loud partner was sleeping like a baby, his face like those who’ve passed, peaceful, content. Unable to take her eyes off of him it was Josias who soothed her now, touching her arm, coaxing her to leave her friend to rest. She avoided his eye contact at first, the ladies’ man. She didn’t want to show him anything, or fall for his games. But weakness gripped her heart, ripped it open and along with it, her legs which trembled like jelly.

Pushing him away as she fought the shock of her broken friend, he stepped up, wrapping his arms tightly around her, muttering, “It’s ok, he’ll be alright, let him rest. You don’t have to say anything. Being upset is not a weakness, it’s compassion. I’m here, never forget that.”

Some minutes later, wiping her eyes, Josias pulled out a tissue. “Hey El, let me,” and before she could speak, he wiped away the smudged black kohl she’d smeared with her tears. “We’ll come back tomorrow,” he whispered and guided her with his arm around her firmly so that she knew without words he was there for her.

Nodding to Louisa, neither of them spoke, Eloise’s friend looking more worried than ever as she saw them out. Josias didn’t look back but opened the car door for his warrior, and closed it behind her before driving her back to his sanctuary.

With soothing words Josias reassured Eloise, “He’ll be ok, it’ll just take time. I won’t lie, he’ll never return to the same person he was before, but in this world where the devil hides just behind the curtain, where death walks beside you on the streets, that could just save his life. Now we need to prepare, I want to do something for you El, something to aid you- the very thought of you in danger- well, I cannot bear it. If you’ll allow me, I will cast a spell of protection over you.” His eyes were wide as he waited for her answer.

“I’m fine thanks, if I die then it’s my fate. What I want is to stop delaying and get rid of that thing.”

“I understand, but you haven’t yet been face to face with it and neither have I but I have faced supernatural threats before, it’s why I learned so much in witchcraft, to protect myself.”

“You’re forgetting Hakon, Darren and Jason will be there, too. I’m still not allowing you to hex me. Can we go?”

Clenching his jaw, Josias glanced away from her. She didn’t trust him after all he’d done. That bloody vampire still had a hold on her, he was sure so he left her in the shop whilst he went out back to gather some items. Picking up a long-curved dagger, he held the blade so it reflected under the lighting, not noticing Eloise was watching him. Carvings on the blade deeply etched held a meaning that only he knew, the blade being forged by a blacksmith under powerful, demonic magic. Suddenly noticing her watching he cast her a veiled look but she didn’t see, too engrossed in staring at the blade. He spoke, his voice croaky at first, “It’s beautiful, isn't it? Would you like to see it, to hold it?” Cocking his eyebrow, he was as astonished at himself asking her that. Aside from the blacksmith he had never allowed another to hold the dagger, having had it carved with powerful runes. Almost shaking, tentatively he handed her the blade, his lips slightly parted wondering why the hell he was doing that.

Shuddering as she touched it, she pinned him with her eyes as she exclaimed, “Bloody hell, this should help! You’re going to use it on the Wendigo?”

Tilting his head, he replied, “That’s the plan, though I’d prefer not to get too close.” As she handed it back her mind froze, swimming in a dream state. Josias held her, she was vaguely aware of him talking but his voice sounded distant, far off.

Through blurry vision she felt someone rubbing her shoulders, realising she was in his shop sat on a chair, her head still spinning.

“What the hell was that?” she cried.

“The magic in this weapon is quite powerful, it affected you. From now on only I will touch it. Are you alright now?”

“Yes, let’s go. I want to get this night over with.” Panged with guilt, she spoke, not wanting to say what she had to, “Josias?”

He turned, caught off guard and looked in her eyes. “Yes?”

“I’m sorry about earlier, I was mean, unfair. This situation...I’m glad you’re here, I’m glad we kissed. I just can’t be emotional right now, I have to be professional, but...I don’t know why you, with your coven of women, like me, or why I like you for that matter, but I do, we do.”

Taken aback, he was a little put out that she wouldn’t normally like him, but then they were so very different. “Thank you El, that means so much.”

He drew her into him, hugging her, whispering, “You and me El, we can do anything, everything together.” Moving away slightly, their faces inches apart, she kissed him. A soft long, languid kiss as they held each other close.
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Still slightly unsteady on her feet she followed him to his car, texting Jason that they were on their way, promptly he replied back to say Hakon and Darren would be joining them.

The housing estate was busy when they arrived and Josias drove around looking for somewhere safer to park, his face serious, frowning. Sniggering Eloise simply remarked, “Why not just use magic then to protect it, it seems you’ve no shortage of it?”

“I do, but right now I need all my power to get this creature,” he huffed. He forced a smile, his hatred of the undead was strong and she wondered why but wouldn’t ask him today.

As they got to the little wood, Hakon eyed them with a wicked smirk. “Ah, here comes our fearless warrior and her pet!”  Josias narrowed his eyes, avoiding eye contact.

“So, Josias, are you ready with your magic wand to take down the barrier or have you been busy using it bedding your coven of witches?” Hakon laughed. “Let’s get on with it, so I can slay this wretch, I’ve got better things to do with my time and I don’t want to waste it hanging around here. I’m disappointed that Jason talked me into this in the first place. And where are all those Skin walkers?” His voice raised as if the last sentence was an uncertain question.

“I should be able to do that, yes,” Josias snorted.

“Good, come on then. But I think the better question that you all need to find the answer to is who brought these creatures here in the first place. My guess as one who’s lived for centuries is that it’s some kind of idiot hellbent on wiping out immortals, but that’s just my thoughts.”

Hakon’s remarks jolted Eloise. “We’d been wondering that, too, but how would we find out?”

Arching his eyebrows Hakon walked briskly alongside Eloise. “You know I like you, for a mortal. We’ll probably find out the culprit before long. In my experience once you start killing their darlings, they’ll soon emerge. I’d like to see some of the creatures though, you know, before ripping their hearts out.”

Walking on in silence they arrived at the tiny, rusty building and immediately nausea gripped Eloise and Josias, as for the others blinking rapidly it seemed they were slightly hardened by the warding, though not immune.

Taking a deep breath Josias started chanting, pulling a bundle of sage from his bag, lighting it and wafting it around whilst Eloise sat on the curb, watching intently and the others eyed this strange human.

The heady scent of the sage mixed with sweet rotting leaves from the adjacent wood and inner-city fumes, adrenaline coursed through her, chest tightened with anticipation of facing the beast, she observed how Josias and the other’s, their movements seemed strangely slow, almost like watching from a dream. Shock and fear, she knew that from being a para, made the mind process everything at a pace that seemed crawling but this clenched at her chest, her stomach further.

Finally, Josias stepped cautiously forward, placing the incense on the ground, looking over at the others, his face pale with anticipation. His eyes wide, panicked as they were finally going to face the monster. Hakon pulled out a sword from inside his long heavy coat, placed it on the ground, took off his coat and left it near the incense. Gasping she saw Jason had a handgun and Darren also had a gun but it had a large red barrel. He caught her eye and grinned, lifted his jacket to the side and as she narrowed her eyes, she realised he’d brought a flare gun with extra ammunition. Taking a deep breath her chest loosened a bit, surely with all this artillery the thing would never survive and gripping her bowie knife, she put it on the floor for a second to wipe the sweat off her hands on her jeans, that could be her last time to do that, then picking it up she stood  and the four of them got ready to kill the Wendigo.

Before even opening the door, a muffled panting, slow and ominous could be heard and up close to the worn and ramshackle door a heavy odour caused everyone to cover their noses instinctively.

Death pervaded this place, rancid, heavy and noxious.

Josias looked at Jason, the two stared at each other for a second and Eloise shoved past them, pushing the door open slightly. Unlike the rest of them she’d thought a lot about getting into this place. It would be dark inside and probably the vampires could see everything but she couldn’t, so she pulled out her small ultra-violet torch, scanning it slowly around the place starting at the entrance, shakily her hand moved the beam around the rubbish, old bits of decayed furniture, rust and filth like a heavy coat of slime lay on top of everything. Josias stood against her, using the violet beam himself to see what horror lay in the shadows. Expecting it to be sleeping, laying at the back they hollered as it sprang at them, its shrill cry resonating around the walls. Still clutching the knife and the torch for dear life, Eloise stumbled back into Jason who grabbed her by the shoulders, shoving her to one side only to find Hakon leaping forward, mouth wide bearing his fangs as he roared at the creature. For a few seconds everything was like a flickering black and white movie to her, sweat broke out on her forehead and the back of her neck as she saw the thing rise up high. Making a strange cry herself its head was not human but that of a deer, mainly skull with fleshy skin and hair falling from its huge antlers, in its eye sockets huge red eyes with large black pupils and its body emaciated, half skeletal, rotting flesh and hair hanging in strings from its body, arms and legs as it towered above them, its eyes darting to each of them before resting on her.

Hakon rushed in, thrusting his sword but the Wendigo simply, easily, shoved him back, causing Hakon to be thrown across the stinking building.

Feeling the blood drain from her face, Eloise stepped forward, then noticed Hakon had cut the beast on its abdomen, its blood a mossy black and she heard cry behind her as Josias tumbled to the ground clutching his stomach.

Crouching to see if Josias was alright, she grabbed his blade, the runes on it glowed crimson but he held fast, shooting her a spiteful look.

“What the fuck, let me help!” she cried but Josias only whimpered under his breath and she couldn’t hear as Darren let off one of the flares from the gun, but was shoved back, the flare exploding through the dilapidated roof. Debris fell around them. There was chaos and confusion as Eloise left Josias and shouted at Jason, “Shoot it in the leg, in the leg! It’s too tall!”

Staring at her for a moment he aimed, shot and the beast shook, wailing more loudly, Hakon yelling, “Topple it, I’ll never reach its head.” In the chaos no one noticed Josias writhing in agony. Jason shot again and the beast lashed out its sticky sinews and flesh flying about as it grabbed Eloise in its fall. Dropping the torch, screaming, she twisted around to face the thing, driving the blade into its heart as its teeth were about to drive through her shoulder.

Jason pulled it back from her and Darren grabbed her away shouting, “Move back!” Challenging him Hakon echoed, “No!” He leapt forward and swung his sword over its neck. It stuck, fast and pulling as hard as he could he couldn’t dislodge it. Howling, as he tried to unhinge his sword, the beast flailed, Eloise again shot forward, its huge claws tearing into her, she screamed in shock and pain. She drove the dagger through its chest, pushing, her face wrinkled, red as she bust through its ribs. Looking to each other, Darren nodded and pulled her away, kicking and grunting, blood fury over-taking her and Jason took one last look at the creature, pulled the dagger from its chest, then ripped out its heart.

Still unable to get his sword, Hakon’s face was beetroot in colour, his mouth an oval as he hurled obscenities. “I’m not leaving my bloody sword; some help would be appreciated!” he shouted. Darren stepped over the mangled corpse, his face contorted with disgust as flesh and sinew stuck to his designer jeans, grabbed the handle with Hakon and they pulled. Flying across the room the sword broke free. Eloise went to tend Josias.

Angry, his voice loud and commanding, Hakon shouted, “Do not touch him! He is the reason we are here. You were too busy fighting and so you didn’t see what I acknowledged. This...creature, a magician, he is the one responsible for the Wendigo. That’s why every time we wounded it, he suffered, his magic, no doubt his poisonous fetid soul was tied up with that creature. His head should remedy this mess!”

“No! You can’t do that!” Eloise yelled back. “Enough people have died already!”

Hakon retaliated, even louder, his voice strained in anger, “Yes, yes they have and he, your pretty boy witch, is the reason why!”

A slump of noise made them all turn around swiftly. The Wendigo was monster no more. Its body, as the legends say, had reverted back to that of a human.

Eloise couldn’t speak, horrified by the human that lay bloodied and broken on the floor.

Darren, Hakon and Jason then slowly turned to Josias who was still crunched up on the floor, his watery eyes half closed, sweat gleaming from his forehead, his thick hair sticking to his face, moving his eyes slightly in acknowledgment he spat, “You Hakon, you and your filthy kind killed him, my brother. I know this, he emailed me the day before he died, said he’d met another, a friend of yours whilst he was out travelling in Minnesota.” Josias let those words sink in, stumbling up slowly, holding his stomach, eyeing all of them in turn, resting his gaze for a moment on Eloise before continuing, “My brother was staying in a remote part of the forest, he joked in his email to me that his cabin was supposedly haunted by such a creature, a Wendigo. He found it amusing, you can imagine that I did not. My brother was not like me, he thought my practising magic was a quirk, him not being superstitious at all, and though I warned him, he believed that I was touched, or crazy. When I didn’t hear from him for a few days I thought the worst, then an email came out of the blue, he said he’d met a fellow Bristolian, a man who had relatives here in Bristol and they’d enjoyed some time together. The man’s name was Karl and Karl knew the forest well.”

Josias watched as realisation dawned slowly on Hakon’s face, his lips curved slightly, menacingly, as Josias continued, “Yes, of course, Hakon- you know this Karl because he is one of your progeny- I know this. A few of Karl’s friends stopped by, they stayed in a cabin not far off, and my brother was amazed at their hospitality.

“That was the last that I heard of my brother until I was contacted by the police. As soon as I opened my door that day and saw two policemen standing there, I knew. My brother lived until your bastard progeny and his gang of blood suckers got him.” Josias’s face was red with anger, tears streaming with pain, he gulped hard between sentences, “I sent for the body and was told it was badly mutilated,” he continued, shouting, “I had to fight to get it back! Finally, they agreed, and they sent it here to a local funeral home.”

Turning away he hugged his sides and continued, almost clenching his teeth, “Imagine my horror, the atrocity, when I saw his body. Of course, I know of the legend of the Wendigo, I know that once infected it doesn’t turn straight away, it can be many weeks. I didn’t need to convince the funeral directors, no, because my brother that first week back, mutilated and ate them! I had tried a spell to stop his transformation, he was in fact due to be buried two days later, when I went to the funeral home and found their bodies and my brother, now this creature. I knew he’d been infected and as your kin, Hakon, were staying with him I also knew this was some type of sick immortal joke.”

Gasping for air, but fuelled by adrenalin, Josias continued, “Researching the oldest grimoires I could find I bound my dead brother, this monster, to a spell and then commanded him to take any and all underworlders and that he has done.”

Looking at Eloise he continued, “The loss of human life was unfortunate but in the bigger picture he did kill many more vile creatures than even you know of.”

Hakon’s face was fuming, snarling at Josias he went to lunge forward but Josias held up the dagger and a ripple of powerful energy sent Hakon and the others crashing back, while Josias simply turned and staggered out as they struggled to get up, to wade past the incredible force field.

“You’ll regret this mortal!” Hakon yelled. But Josias was gone and inside they heard his car start up before they could even get to the door, the energy had formed a barrier between them and the exit. The stench of the decomposed body, mangled and torn before them made them nauseous, but together, linking arms they pushed through as if battling an invisible hurricane.

Outside Eloise held her stomach and fell to the floor and Jason was immediately beside her.

“I know it sounds gross, but take some of my blood, it will restore you, it won’t make you like me,” he ushered her wrapping his arms around her, cradling her to him as he sat beside her.

“No thanks. No offence, but that would make me puke!”

Loudly, Darren interjected, “He’s right, you fought bloody well and God only knows what else is out there! You should take it, no mortal can fight like that and continue,” he stopped, distracted by a shrill cawing from above and looking said, “How about that, something to do with you Hakon? Odin got your back?”

Hakon screwed up his face, strode over to Eloise, glanced at Jason before locking eyes with Eloise and saying, “No, my friend, they have nothing to do with me, but everything to do with her.” Crouching closer, his face inches from hers he whispered, “You don’t know what Josias did to you, he’s a powerful witch and I know he’s definitely done something, otherwise he would’ve killed you for siding with us. Not that I can blame him. Karl, he is a bastard, but, well, anyway you should take Jason’s blood. Many other monsters lay out there,” he stood up to let her take in his advice, eyeing her. He didn’t like mortals.

Eloise looked confused and running her tongue over her dry lips, she knew that if Hakon, who hated mortals, gave a human advice, advice to live, it was probably something. “But we killed the beast, the Wendigo’s dead.” Swallowing hard her throat was parched, raw and she muttered, “Now the rest will die surely.”

Jason looked at Hakon, who sighed and looked at Darren. Jason, his voice soft, almost too quiet to hear said to her, “No El, this is just the beginning.”

In the few moments as she wondered, a choice to take his blood but if she did her life would never be the same, would it? But it wasn’t now, so...

A stirring from the wood stopped her in her thoughts, a scream high and piercing made them all jump. “We must go, now!” Hakon demanded. “We cannot fight them all.”

Jason grabbed El’s arm pulling her up, her brows knitted as she said, “No, we should fight. What about the people?”

“You can’t save them all, and you’ll die trying!” Hakon snapped.

Reluctantly she followed Jason to his car. Morning started to break, a warm tint peeking through icy mist. Staring out the window as Jason drove them to her house, she watched people getting ready for work, bustling on the streets, in line for the buses and not for the first time she wondered how the hell she’d ended up in this dark underworld of monsters and demons.

“I think you should stay with me for the time being, especially as Josias knows where you live!” Jason remarked.

“I can’t, I’ve got people round today to view my home,” she muttered too tired to argue. The image of the crumpled and torn body firmly fixed in her mind, she didn’t hear anything else and was surprised when Jason dropped her off and followed her in.

“I’ll sleep on the couch,” he smiled.

“You can’t, the estate agents arrive at two! I thought, assumed, vampires slept like the dead throughout the day?”

“Wake me at one, I’ll be fine, now go rest.”

What would happen next, she didn’t have the energy to care right now but went to the bathroom to change and wash off the blood and God knows what else then without looking at Jason she fell on the bed, set three alarms and fell asleep.
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Banging on her front door woke her and flustered that she’d slept through all the alarms she rolled off the bed, went and shook Jason who didn’t stir and panicked that she had people, normal people to view her home with a vampire covered in Wendigo guts sleeping on her couch. Glancing at her watch it was twelve- thirty.

They’re early? Going to the door her stomach tightened but she opened it anyway, curling her right hand in a fist just in case.

Josias stood there. “Thank God you’re alright! You got away from those fiends.” Before she could speak, he’d walked in, pulled her to him which she responded by pushing him off, her face screwed up. “You’re insane, you know that! You’ve killed innocent people just for redemption of a creature that doesn’t even live in this city!” she spat.

“I understand it’s all a shock but that vile murdering creatures’ maker does live here in this very city, finding Karl will be next on my list, in fact, wiping out all monstrosities, be they vampire or demon is now my raison d'etre,” he offered, his voice calm, assured.

Only then he realised Jason had sat up from the couch grinning, bearing his fangs.

“Ah, I see you’ve already made your choice, the vampire over the human, well I understand. They can be very persuasive but I have a plan also.” As Jason stood Josias waved his hands, his arms, shouting something in Latin.

El looked around, eyes wide with shock, as the room, the walls seemed to wobble, warp and a film almost seemed to cover around her as if she was looking out from a huge mirror.

Josias laughed, “Ah, that’s better, you two where I can keep an eye on you!”

Just then, there was another knock on the door and Josias went over to it. “Can I help you?” he asked.

“Yes, it’s Ms. Lewis from Davison Estate Agents to see Eloise, I have some clients here that are interested?”

In his smoothest accent, he replied, “Eloise is tied up right now, but she said I could help. Please feel free to look around.”

The woman smiled, pleased to have this handsome man with his smooth voice show her and her clients around.

In horror Eloise and Jason shouted, ran at the invisible boundary that surrounded them, enclosed them from reality. The woman and clients seemed to pass right through them and Eloise’s mind was frantic as she thought, Are we dead? “Help us, we’re right here!” she screamed, her throat cut sore and Jason grabbed her arm.

“He’s locked us in limbo, we need a spell to break out. Let’s see if we can leave,” Jason whispered.

Panicking Eloise agreed but as the people left the room, Josias laughed, “You can try, both of you, but you will fail. I have other plans for you.”

He sat down watching them, grinning. Eloise and Jason decided for now to do the same. The estate agent and clients came back into the living room, all three of them pale.

“This might seem an odd question,” Ms. Lewis addressed Josias, but he intervened, “I know what you are going to ask, the atmosphere here,” he gestured “It, well, it isn’t peaceful. And to be sure many strange things have happened here but that is why Eloise asked me here, to cleanse it. You can rest assured that...when I leave here, nothing that shouldn’t be here...will be here,” his smile was wry.

Their faces creased with worry, frowning they made polite, hurried excuses and bolted out of the door.

Exasperated Eloise shouted, “Ah, what is wrong with you? I’m sorry about your brother. It’s shit, it really is and if you want to blame someone blame Hakon. But no, you’re too much of a coward for that, aren’t you? Instead, you prey on the innocent!”

“Well, you’re full of opinions, aren’t you? Now I’m going to teach you a lesson. Your friend here, ask yourself, just how many people, innocent people, has he killed?” He shot a look at Jason through narrowed eyes. “Well Jason, do you even know? Or have you lost count?” Then staring at her Josias continued, “Your sweet dark vampire here has killed many more than me, rest assured, probably hundreds. Maybe thousands... I may keep you in here indefinitely Eloise, you’re a sympathiser to the undead, regardless of the fact that they prey on your species. Bleed them to death.”

Spreading his hands out, he moved his fingers slowly, the strange limbo state shattered around them. Eloise grabbed her stomach as everything began to shake.

“Here you are!” he said and against her will she took the dagger, the same dagger he’d infused with runes and magic, spinning around, now screaming as she realised his intention, as she plunged it into Jason’s chest.

Eyes filled with terror, Jason tried to move away but was paralysed where he stood, the dagger sinking deeper and deeper crunching through his ribs, blood spewing out. Staggering back, her mouth fell open, screamed, “No!” and glanced to Josias who stood there laughing, his lips curved like a death mask. Jason fell to the ground with a lifeless thud.

Bending down, anger burst out as she tried, with all her energy to pull the dagger out, but Josias slumped down on the couch, laughing harder, then his voice, raked with emotion, squeaked, “I’m sorry El, but you’ll thank me in the long term!” In between sobs of laughter, “Though I have to admit it’s the best plan yet. You’re my new secret weapon.”

Falling to her knees she crouched over Jason, his face ashen, eyes dead, forcing all her energy against the witch she screamed, “Argh!” as she tried to yank out the dagger but it was stuck, lodged as if in stone. Tears streaming, she tried to yell, to speak but her body was shaking too violently with anger and grief.

Josias wiped his eyes with his sleeve, leaning forward he looked around the room. Calmly he spoke as if nothing had happened, “It’s not a bad little place you have here, yes, I quite like it. You will stay here until I return, out of the way. I like you El, in time I know you’ll understand and you’ll see I made you do the right thing. We can’t have these abominations running loose. I’m only sorry he held you under his evil influence for so long. You should be loyal to your own kind and I do regret,” and to emphasise his words he placed, almost theatrically, his hand over his heart, “The loss of life, human life, but sacrifices have to be made in order to assist the safety of many. Think it over, that thing you’re mourning hasn’t been human for over a century, it was a parasite. It drank your blood, too, be thankful you didn’t drink his otherwise, well, you’d be infected, too. As it is, I’ll see no harm comes to you and I’ll allow you free reign in your home but don’t try to leave or call for help, your systems won’t work. I’ll be back tomorrow but for now think on what I’ve said and I’ll get rid of that body for you.”

As he walked towards her, she scowled, slumping protectively over Jason’s corpse. Shaking his head sympathetically he said, “All right, I don’t agree but I see how under his spell you are. Perhaps a night with his corpse will do you good. Tomorrow I’ll burn it and you will watch.”

Without another word he stared at her, glancing long over her then left. Once she heard his car pull away, she couldn’t hold back any longer, tears streaming as she wept without control, sobbing into the stone-like corpse.

As the day passed, she couldn’t move except to keep trying to pull out the dagger. Fading light melted through the windows, shadows chasing away the sun, cars and people outside came and went as the day was rushed away by nightfall. Eventually she dragged herself up checking her phone which worked but no signal. Going over to her dead friend she rummaged his pockets for his phone which was the same but she could access his numbers. Jason had no password on his phone. Startled she wondered if it was because he came from a time without passwords, but an idea hatched. Hakon’s number was there and grabbing a pen and paper she wrote it out large enough to be read from the street and then looked out of the window. She knew most of her neighbours and wrote a note that said, “Help! I’m being held against my will, please call this number and tell Hakon that Jason has been caught and I am trapped. Please do not call the police! Please!”

Would it work? If they called the cops all hell would break loose but she couldn’t do nothing. Sticking the note up in the window she looked outside but no one was there, so more action. Banging her hand as hard as she could on her neighbour’s wall for what seemed an eternity, eventually they banged back. Then they stopped. Holding her breath, she waited by the door, tried to open the letter box and was surprised to find it opened. Ha, she thought as her neighbour pounded up the path. She opened it and spoke quietly, “Please help!” and passed out the note. Spying her neighbour through the little slit, a bald burly man named John, large wrinkles on his forehead as he looked at her through the letterbox and scanned the note. Arching his brows, he said nothing but nodded, almost running off. How Hakon would get in here she had no idea or if he’d even bother coming. But she had to hope. She had one night, if she was lucky, to save Jason and the guilt of her past behaviour and mistrust pulled her down as she waited.

“Oh God, I’m so sorry, how could I have been so blind?” she talked to him, but his eyes stared forward, cloudy now, lifeless. She tried logging onto the net but, again, no signal. Why hadn’t she bought books? Slamming the Mac lid shut she jumped hearing a banging on the door.

“Eloise, open up! It’s Hakon!”

Cold sweat broke over her forehead, leaping to the door she tried it knowing it wouldn’t open.

Opening the letterbox, she whispered, “I’m trapped. Jason...” gulping she took a breath, “He’s been staked with the athame from Josias, I can’t pull it out and I can’t get out!”

She watched Hakon’s face which held no expression whilst she talked but after his lips tightened and his eyes widened, he said “Gods, I knew he couldn’t be trusted! I should’ve ripped out his heart and drank his blood. Alright, don’t try anything with Jason, you’ll do more harm than good. I know a witch so just hold on.”

She watched as he walked away pulling his phone out of his pocket and letting the letterbox flap fall back, she walked over to Jason, changed her mind and got her bag. She did have some arcane artefacts though, so taking her bag went into her bedroom and pulled out the box under her bed.

Rummaging through pentacles, incense, a small carved dagger...bloody hell no. Jumping she heard, “Hello! Looking for this?” Neil was sat casually crossed legged on her bed, holding a small black skull of an animal.

“How did you get in here? It’s warded!”

“It is,” he grinned. “But I was in here when he warded it and though I nearly got flung out when he cleansed your home, funny thing I was holding this so here I am. He’s an asshole, by the way. Not that I’m a fan of your fanger boyfriend but, well, I saw. So, another vampire is getting a witch to get you out, can they save Jason?”

“Oh, I could hug you if you had any substance! I don’t know, I hope to God they can! Josias, what the fuck with him? I’ll tear his heart out myself when I catch him!” she hissed.

“Well only if you can rid him of his magic but look, take this. It’s a bird skull I think, you’re meant to wear it around your neck. See, there’s a tiny hook at the back. Where did you get it?”

“I don’t know, I think it was in this house when I moved in. You really think it’ll help?”

“I’m still here, aren’t I? After the witch cast everything else out, I saw spirits being pulled out,” wrinkling his nose he continued, “I think he takes them into himself!”

“Eloise!” Hakon was outside calling her so she and Neil went to meet the vampire’s witch.

Opening the hatch of the letterbox, she peered through. Hakon spoke fast, “We might be able to lift the warding but you’ll only have about sixty-seconds, maybe less, so go now and get everything you need. You might not be back for some time, then, if you can drag Jason as close to the door as possible, Lucius here, he’ll cast a spell which he hopes will work as soon as you’re ready.”

Glancing from Hakon to Lucius, who looked like a typical Goth guy, his long black hair reaching his waist, black t-shirt and jeans and tattoos covering arms, neck, hands even some small writing above his left eyebrow, Lucius glanced back at her, nodding, a small smile, almost mischievous with curved up lips. He was reading something on his phone. She guessed witches didn’t carry books much these days.

Her muscles suddenly tensing, she called out rather strained, “Ok,” and then spinning around looked frantically around her home. No time to worry, grabbing her bag she flew into the bathroom grabbing personal items, toiletries, make-up, grabbing it in handfuls and threw it into her bag, then into her bedroom to grab clothes. A picture of her dog she’d had as a kid, the necklace she wore, the skull warm against her neck.

Grabbing some food from her fridge and her water bottle and coffee. Vampires probably had nothing, then within five minutes her bag was bursting. Neil spoke to her, “Take that small knife in the box under your bed. I don’t know what the inscriptions are but it could come in handy. Have you got your phone?”

“Yes, and my laptop,” she faltered about to hand it to him before realising he couldn’t hold anything, yet he had held the pendant! Think about that later, she thought. “Eloise!” Hakon called.

Throwing her bag and placing her laptop beside the front door, she ran to Jason lifting him from his shoulders, hooking her hands under his armpits and pulled him backwards. Thank God, she thought of her paramedic training, not exactly professional but at least with great effort she was able to pull his dead weight to the door, though hot and sweaty, she carefully laid him down and wiping her forehead called through the letterbox, “Ready!”

Lucius, the strange witch raised his eyebrows at Hakon who nodded, and then Lucius strode up to the door, shuddering as she watched, he called, “Stand back, please, Eloise. Don’t be afraid, I’ll have you out in a minute!”

There was something different about him, his eyes were very, very dark, none the less she stood aside, covering Jason’s body just in case there was a blast.

The whole house shook, she squeezed her eyes shut and jumped as a hand touched her shoulder and the strange man stood there.

His voice soft, calm, “Quick grab your stuff, I’ll take Jason. Hakon!”

But Hakon was there, and watched by her astounded neighbour, his mouth hung wide open as if catching flies, Hakon and Lucius carried Jason, dagger protruding out of his chest and placed him in the car followed by Eloise.

Then spinning on his feet Hakon strode fast up to her neighbour, staring directly in front of him, as she turned, dread pumped through her, Lucius seeing this placed his hand on her arm and whispered, “Do not worry, he’s just going to compel him to forget!” His voice was gentle.

“Thank you,” her eyes implored his.

Grinning Lucius answered, “It’s not over yet, Josias is known to me, for a human he is very powerful. Fortunately, not as powerful as me, but close!”

Nodding she said nothing but wondered, he didn’t seem like a vampire, though she had no bloody clue how she knew that. But he spoke of humans as if he wasn’t one. Squeezing into the backseat by Jason’s feet, she pulled the door shut only to look up and see Neil stood looking out of the window, opening it again she spoke fast, “Lucius! Neil’s trapped in there!”

Frowning his lips tightened and looking back to the house he glanced back to her and said, “The ghost? You want me to save the ghost? I’m not...”

“C’mon, we can’t waste time saving ghosts, we must go, now!” Hakon barked.

“No, he helped us, I thought he was with me, Josias...”

“I don’t think I can easily get him out, the spell I cast is broken already, to do it again would most certainly alert Josias if it hasn’t already. But I will try!”

Striding up the path, Lucius held out his arms, flexing his splayed fingers and chanting.

Hakon stared at her, his face reddened with anger, “You realise we could all die now because we’re trying to save a dead man!”

Rolling her lips, she bit back her comment, seeing this and her slight frown Hakon answered, “Yes, technically I am dead but I stand before you flesh and blood as does your friend, well, he lays there.”

Lucius put his hand to the glass and Neil did the same, a tear rolled down Neil’s cheek, then like steam he evaporated before them.

Gulping Eloise cried out, “What!” 

Lucius was back at the car at an inhuman speed and answered, “He’s at peace now, let’s go!”

He shut her car door and got in the front passenger seat, as Hakon proclaimed, “At last!” turned the key, threw the car into gear faster than she could blink and sped off.

Numbness encased her as they whipped around the backstreets, twisting up and out of Bristol, the people, shops flipping past like pages in a book flicked to reveal hidden pictures at the bottom of the page, lights blurred and within a short time they arrived on the outskirts of Clifton Downs, a rolling expanse of green parks, trees and prestigious buildings.

Outside two huge iron gates, Hakon flipped a switch and the ostentatious gates opened, skidding up the gravel driveway she saw massive stone planters overflowing with exotic plants and as for the house, or manor house to be exact, it towered above, its honey stone and colonnades, huge windows flood lit, in the grand stone porch stood Darren dressed in a silk shirt, jeans and boots, smoking, his hair ruffled with gel, scruffy elegance. Stubbing out his cigarette he bounded to the car in a few steps, even though the distance suggested that was impossible. Without words, just serious expressions, Darren and Hakon carried Jason as if he was on a stretcher, careful not to move the dagger stuck in his cold heart.

Inside they placed him in the dining room just off from the front door, only then did Darren speak, looking to Lucius, “Fuck!”

“Fuck indeed,” Lucius replied. “I’ll be honest I’m not sure I alone can help him, he’s going to need someone more...potent.” Tilting his head, he brushed his thick hair out of his face, narrowing his eyes not unkindly at Eloise, “He’ll need your blood, but...but something more.” Walking towards Jason, he pointed tentatively at the blade, “Look carefully at those inscriptions, see?”

Hakon’s face, tight lipped said, “Yes, do you see that Eloise?”

Fear shuddered through her, she hadn’t told them how Jason had ended up like this, and surrounded by vampires and whatever Lucius was, wasn’t about to. “Um, I think so, is that light coming from them?”

“He’s used a nasty spell, probably from the Ars Goetia, it’s normally used to summon demons.” Looking at Eloise’s blank face he continued, “It’s part of Solomon’s Key, a fifteenth century grimoire used for summoning demons,” and still seeing her blank expression, “To gift your insight, or power. God knows what demon he’s linked Jason with but,” he wiped his mouth. “With your permission, Hakon, I know one vampire, well he’s not strictly just a vampire now, who could help, I could phone him and he’d be here in a second.”

Darren interjected, “You don’t mean...”

“Exactly, he owes me a few favours, I know he’ll help, plus since I last helped him, he’s been an avid student of the occult- kind of goes with the job.”

Almost barking Hakon replied, “Do it! And also, Lucius you need to think of a way we can render this Josias helpless. This is his last mistake, this is personal!” Bursting with anger he continued, “I told Jason to stay away, no doubt his infatuation with Eloise here,” then suddenly changing, his voice grew quieter, “I don’t blame you Eloise, and I can see why. But...what a fucking mess!”

Lucius wandered out of the room with Darren, pulling out his phone and she heard him explaining to someone on the phone. Who the heck was this vampire thing? Five minutes later Lucius and Darren returned, Darren handed Eloise a drink. Looking pleased with himself, she caught a glance at Hakon who chuckled slightly to himself.

“We’re nothing if not hospitable,” Darren sighed handing her a tumbler half filled with scotch.

“Thank you,” her hand shook as she took it. Completely unnerved by the surrounding predators, and her part in their daggered friend, she decided a large gulp or two would help steady her.

Hakon’s face filled with expression, wide eyed, his mouth curved, animated he ran his fingers through his short hair, “Bloody hell! You go for its girl, here sit down. Darren, another for our mort...guest!”

As she blinked staring at him, she dropped the glass, Hakon caught it, turning around in her chair to see a vampire stood there, just...instantly!

“Anthony you ol’ devil, thanks for coming mate. Did Lucius explain? Tied to one of yours we think?” Hakon remarked.

The vampire eyed everyone in the room, assessing them in seconds, his eyes settling for a few seconds on her, the slightest tilt of his head and seeing Lucius, he smiled. Black longish messy hair complemented his ghost white skin, crimson lips off set with a leather jacket, everything black. His eyes almost completely white, she surmised in that moment all vampires were closet gothics. Black, like the night they hunt in she guessed.

As he walked over to Jason, Anthony’s movements were almost animalistic, slow, arching his neck, placing his hands on either side of Jason’s body, he leaned forward, his preternatural eyes reading the inscriptions on the blade, his voice smooth and calming as he said, “Your friend was daggered by a powerful, human witch. Lucius, do you know the runes carved on here?” He took off the backpack that was hung from his shoulder and opened it on the table, whilst Lucius took a photo of the dagger, air dropped it over to the Mac and between them they started searching a database. Nearly a tumbler full of whiskey, Eloise felt brave enough to join them and all five of them stood around the screen watching as the programme flicked through hundreds of possibilities.

Eventually it stopped, a name appeared, Shax.

“Shit!” Anthony grunted. “Well figures, the only one of the few demons who’ll lie his ass off and remain faithful to this mortal witch! Shax isn’t known for his honesty!”

“But you command them all, so...” Hakon started to say. Anthony interjected,

“Yeah, true, but your witchy friend has bound Shax to him, I can command Shax to break it, but a binding is hard to be undone unless by the conjurer, plus I don’t control Shax’s mind, much as that would be helpful.” Huffing he continued, “I could...What do you think Lucius? Put it this way, Shax would not want to be bound to a human,” looking at Eloise, he grinned, “No offence! So, you found him, when did this witch do this?”

Hakon interrupted, “Is this important? Look, Jason is bound to your demon, so whether or not you have to call in all your demons from Hell to rescue him, I don’t care Anthony,” then checking himself, “I don’t mean...”

Fascinated at this outburst, Anthony stared at Hakon for a second, a slight nod of his head, then laughing Anthony replied, “I understand, if it were my friend I’d be just as protective. Come Lucius, let’s summon Shax ourselves. Eloise are you willing to donate some blood? For Jason?”

“Why, I’m just a human?”

Anthony flashed her a smile, almost sexual, his eyes tracing her face and shaking his head replied, “To Jason you’re so much more.” Indicating to the corpse, he said, “You know what he is, and yet you, you gave him your blood before to save him, you befriended him. You tried, in all your fragile humanity to save others and fight a monster, just a mortal! Ha! Will you or no? You’re not obliged to but he will die without the blood of one so close to him and so...pure.”

Frowning Eloise squeaked, “I’m the furthest thing from pure!”

“Your heart is, that’s what I meant.”

Trembling she nodded, his power was...immense. But he had a gentleness about him. One so powerful doesn’t need to show it, she guessed. “Of course, I’ll help, I’ll do anything, anything for him.”

His smile as wide as his face, Anthony replied, “That won’t be necessary. Ha, save that for later, huh?”

Blushing she hid her face in some more whiskey, taking another gulp.

Lighting incense and black candles, Lucius sprinkled salt around Jason and over the dagger. Adding a glass of water at one end, Anthony went outside returning with a clump of soil. “Which direction is North?”

Hakon pointed to the door and Anthony replied, “Turn Jason so his head is aligned with the door, then I need to place this soil in front of his head.” Immediately they did this with so much care Eloise had to withhold a gasp. Lucius nodded to Anthony, placing a large white candle at Jason’s feet, then the incense to his left and water to Jason’s right.

The walls reverberated so loudly, Eloise jumped, embarrassed at her yelp. Anthony pounded out...

“Ad imperium voco Forneus ad inferos Rex magnus Marchio inferos, nunc autem ad te revelare, ut oboediatis....”

By the command of the King of Hell I summon Shax, Great Marquis of Hell to reveal yourself now, I command your obedience.”

The last word he roared so loud the huge panes of glass almost cracked, her eyes felt so big she thought they’d pop out.
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Bleed for Me.
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A purple smoke started to swirl out of the dagger wound, the runes on the blade glowed ice-white. Lucius swiftly walked over and stood next to Eloise, wrapping his arm around her, whispering, “Don’t be afraid, you have nothing to fear.”

Looking over, his voice so quiet it was almost inaudible, Anthony said, “El, we need your blood now.”

Lucius handed her a knife, its blade gleamed under the flickering candles, he held a gold bowl under her hand and said, “A quick swipe and it is done, the pain will pass,” he muttered.

Placing her glass down and bracing herself, she took it and placed the blade over her palm, fear tight in her belly, wincing she dragged it quickly before she could think, surprised that it only smarted, the blade so sharp was fast, but as her blood poured out her hand throbbed, sharp pain shooting through her. Hakon nodded to Darren who returned with a clean cloth and more whiskey which he placed beside her on the mantelpiece, and he himself took her hand and wrapped it, then his serious face catching her glance handed her the drink, a quick nod in recognition of the mere mortal willing to risk her life to save his undead brother.

Lucius held the bowl, looking up she saw something odd materialising from the purple mist that started getting thicker, heavy around the foot of the table as Anthony stood glaring, bearing his fangs, anger in his eyes, biting her lip to stay silent as she saw Anthony’s eyes glow red like hot coals.

As something huge started to manifest a screech like a strangled scream made Eloise shake inside then a hoarse voice echoed around the room, “Majesty, forgive me, I was bade to obey the one who conjured me and keep this...blood demon dormant.”

Almost unable to believe her eyes as a huge creature as tall as Hakon, part stork, part man, bowed low before Anthony before its hoarse voice sounded again, “Forgive me, my King, I...”

“You’re a liar, Shax, by nature so why should I believe you? Tell me now why I shouldn’t just cut off your head and rip out your heart?”

Stepping back involuntary Eloise felt overpowered, as if she thought she didn’t before. What if they found out? Summoning demons, drinking blood, and who was this King, a King who commands and threatens demons?

As if able to read her mind, she noticed Lucius looking at her, his soft eyes, a small smile, he pulled her to him. “You’re brave, please do not worry,” he smiled.

In that instant her gut told her, he’s a demon, not a vampire, not human. But then again so what. It had been a human that forced her to hurt, no, kill her friend, to brainwash her. So, whatever species these creatures are, they were here helping her. The human was not.

Shax, a huge stork from the neck down but his wing tips curved and elongated like bony fingers, his human face soft, snowy hair falling past his ears, eyes like topaz that darted around the room then returning to settle on Anthony. As Anthony stood there, forehead wrinkled waited for an explanation and not getting one shouted, “I am your King, on your knees and how dare you answer the summons of a human without my consent! I ought to smite you now, so give me one reason why not.”

“Majesty, I am bound and I would happily break that bond; my only wish is to serve you!” he implored. Huffing Anthony turned away nodding to Lucius and they walked away from the others, whispering together.

Striding back Anthony’s eyes were mean, “Very well. We think- think being the operative word- that we can unbind you but know this. Should any mere mortal summon my demons to do their paltry bidding and for however fine a reason, I am to know first. I may consent but disobey and you’ll find yourself on the wrong side in Hell. Is that perfectly clear?”

Shax bowed low, “Very clear, thank you Maj...”

Waving his hand to dismiss the conversation Anthony snapped, “Enough!”

Lucius wet his lips and wandered over to Shax, muttering quietly. Shax nodded and started to transform into a man. Gasping Eloise felt the blood drain from her face, Hakon who was transfixed by the drama noticed and rushed to her side, grabbing her arm. “It’s all rather fascinating, isn’t it? It’s not every day a mortal meets the King of Hell and lives!” he uttered, then added, “Or vampire for that matter!”

As a human, Shax was mesmerising, Eloise couldn’t take her eyes off him. Lithe, pale and naked before them, he sliced his hand unashamed of his nakedness and Lucius took his blood in the same bowl as Eloise's and placed it again at Jason’s feet.

Chanting loudly, maybe Latin, Eloise wasn’t sure, Anthony walked around the body, the walls shaking, a dirty fog rising slowly out of Jason, then he grabbed the bowl and poured it over the dagger, spilling over Jason, on the table and onto the floor. A mighty whoosh of black smoke filled the room thick and fast then dispersed as fast as it came, gasping as she watched this king pulled out the dagger, his mouth open, eyes fixed on it, carefully, so carefully.

A huge intake of breath from Jason he blinked, gulped then bolted upright like a spring but Anthony put his hand on Jason’s shoulder and whispered, “Shhh, rest now. Take it slow please.”

Jason stared at Anthony, recognising him and slowly turned his head, looked around the room, stumbling slightly Eloise wanted to hug him but, how could she? It was her who’d plunged that dagger in his heart.

“So, is it broken then? This human witch has no hold on either my friend or your demon?” Hakon barked abruptly, shattering the silence.

Looking to the floor, embarrassed at his outburst, Hakon wasn’t known for his discretion and grinning Anthony replied, “I think so. Shax, you may return to Hell, but heed my words!”

Almost theatrically Shax bowed low again, “My humble thanks Maj...”

Again, dismissing him with his hand Anthony said, “Whatever, just make sure you do it! I don’t want apologies; your loyalty is worth more. Go!”

Abruptly Hakon spoke, “Right, thank you Majesty. I don’t suppose we can convince you to stay and help?”

“You could offer me a scotch? But after that no thanks. Lucius has some spells- check your email. I think you should be able to handle one human witch now that the bonds are broken, but what of her? She has a strange energy about her, he, the witch, did something to you?” speaking at first to Hakon as Darren tended to Jason, Anthony then faced Eloise and continued, “There wasn’t time to be introduced, except I heard a human tried to save one of our kind!”

To which Hakon snorted and picking up on that Anthony replied, “You’re a disrespectful shit, aren’t you? After my job? Quite cocky considering I just saved your friend and I could smite you in an instant!”

“I didn’t mean it like that, but you’re hardly one of us, now are you? And I do appreciate it more than I can freely express. I’m not used to having anyone above me, I haven’t been for more centuries than I care to count!”

“Understood, things change. Get over it.” His voice low, Anthony now turned and spoke to Eloise, “Hell, well, it isn’t warm- it’s freezing, it’s the worst place on Earth. All your nightmares replayed over and over, with no escape from your guilt, and only your own misery, your own fears to keep you company!”

Whispering back, she locked eyes with him, as if she understood, “And no redemption? No escape, ever?”

A wry smile, he edged in closer, “The doors in Hell are never locked, lovely Eloise, but who, bar the guiltless, can escape their own minds? And we are all guilty, are we not?”

Darren interjected, handed Lucius and Anthony drinks which they downed in seconds, then Anthony approached Eloise again, her face hot as she was unable to stop from staring at him.

Putting his glass down, he whispered, “Pleasure,” took her hand holding it between his, staring into her eyes. A vampire’s smile, wicked, sensual, the slightest glimpse of fangs. Then gently letting go he turned to Jason, flashed a smile and said, “Well gentlemen, glad we could help but Hell won’t run itself, and I’m starving.” And then he was gone. Lucius smiled, picked up his books and disappeared, too.

Jason tried to move, wobbled and Darren caught him, looking dumbfounded at Eloise who seemed now not to care, her face expressionless.

“It’s ok, I’m alright,” Jason mumbled his voice hoarse, putting his arm out to stop Darren from helping him. Sitting on the edge of the table, his arms supporting his sides he croaked, “Can I have a minute with Eloise, alone please?”

“Of course,” Hakon sniggered.
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Redemption.
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Alone in the huge room Eloise froze, unable to look at him, wanting the ground to swallow her up. Why hadn’t she just left this to the police? If she hadn’t been so nosey, she wouldn’t be stood here with a hungry vampire in a house of vampires, one who’d been resurrected after she’d impaled him. And to make it worse she liked him, a lot. Now...

Putting his hand out, slightly shaking Jason said, “Enough, I can see the fear on your face, how could I blame you? You were possessed by a powerful witch, I felt your power when you tried to fight him, to stop yourself from doing this, I felt every time when you tried to pull out the dagger, I...felt your tears on my face. You haven’t told the others? No, good. You have nothing to be sorry about, had I not secured a friendship, gotten to know you, liked you, none of this would’ve happened. If anyone’s at fault, it’s me. Now come my dear Eloise...and no guilt over Josias, he bewitched you before this, I know now. Casting a spell to make you trust him, want him and doubt me, that’s how they work. I am here, I swear never to harm you, come.”

Resolutely Eloise didn’t move and she whispered, “To me it matters, I doubted you. Had I not this would never have happened. I think it best we part ways, you haven’t known me long and look what happened. I can’t guarantee that won’t happen again. My poor judgement and you died!” Her muscles bound tight she knew it would be in his best interest if he went back to his life and she to hers. They were, after all, too different. Rolling her lips, she pulled all her anger in for now.

Too weak to stand yet Jason did anyway almost toppling to the floor and she lunged forward catching him. “What are you doing, you can’t...” but as she pulled him up, he clung to her looking into her eyes, slightly parting his lips. They locked eyes and before she could fight him his lips brushed hers, warm, soft. In a gush her emotions spewed forth, grabbing him, her strange vampire and she became more forceful, everything she’d held back, all the words, the regrets, the apologies expressed in that kiss. As she felt the warm sensation of his tongue delicately touch hers, heady heat in her belly, her head almost spinning, their bodies pressing, melding in that moment, just that moment if only it could last for eternity, she thought. His strength gave out, tumbling back, staggering he smirked at her not ashamed of his weaknesses and that right there made her love him more.

Helping him to a chair, her face perplexed, instinctively he knew why.

“That’s right, I am hungry and weak. Could you call Hakon?”

Worry written on her face, this was why she’d held back. Who would he eat?

Unable to disguise that in either her face or voice she opened the door and called him.

Hakon walked in fast, assessed the situation and raising his brows said, “Take out, is it? I can do that.” Then yelling, “Darren, how many do we have in the cellar?”

Sauntering in Darren looked at Jason. “Five I think, though you guzzled last night.” Shrugging he continued, “Maybe four?” Looking at Jason, “I can see you’re hungry, I’ll go get one.”

Eloise backed away and Hakon asked matter of factually, “Are you ok sweet? You’ve gone whiter than me. Oh, you assumed I bothered to hunt or search for blood! Jason, you don’t mind, I’m going to show her my stash.”

Smiling, Jason nodded. 

“Jesus Christ, you horde people!” she shouted at a Hakon then looking at the man she’d just kissed, “And you’re ok with this?” she bleated.

Hakon wrapped his arm around her, too strong for her to fight off and he led her forcefully away. “Don’t worry sweetheart, it was your boyfriend here who came up with the idea. You’ll have a change of heart when you see, this way!”

Snapping she yelled “That’s what Josias said!”

Trying to twist around to see Jason, she couldn’t fight against Hakon’s power as he led her through his home.

“Calm down, we’re not monsters. Mostly,” he grinned inanely at her. “We take the scum your authorities leave on the streets. You see, we keep you safe and for us it’s easier to feed.”

“Keep telling yourself that, it’s wrong, it’s still...”

Irritated Hakon stopped, grabbed her by the arms and she narrowed her eyes defiantly as he twisted his lips, then marched her down stairs that became more rustic as they descended. Inside a huge wine cellar, she could see no door, but he took her to the side, where huge wooden stands filled with dusty bottles and cobwebs hanging thick, dirty like shreds of linen. Walking to the side of the rack, he pressed his hand on a stone. She noted it had no markings then a sound like stone on stone as the wall behind the wine rack moved slowly. Pushing her through she gasped at the contrast of one hidden room from the cellar.

Immediately heat washed over her, carpet underfoot as they walked through a corridor, walls white, no windows but not a dungeon. Not yet, she thought.

Imposing, a huge steel door stood before them, with a single lock and smirking Hakon fingered the key around a chain that had been tucked under his shirt, pulled it over his head and unlocked the door. Holding her breath, beads of sweat tickled her back she gulped when she saw a huge communal lounge area, with several men sat around reading. Glancing up, their eyes seemed partially glazed but they nodded to Hakon, and as she surveyed the area half a dozen doors, most open were dotted around the room.

Furnished in Swedish minimalistic furniture, a flat screen tv on the wall, and music. Hakon led her through some doors that led to a bathroom and small kitchen.

He led the tour without speaking, turned around back to the communal area, where he sat. She stood and he asked one of the men, “Justin, what crime did you commit?”

Justin’s eyes grew larger, then smaller, frowning, “I don’t know? Did I commit one, please don’t hurt me!”

Justin was, she guessed early twenties, his hair flaxen over a face of sharp features and menacingly dark eyes. At first unperturbed at their presence, his head had been stuck intently in a book, as he slouched, relaxed on the sofa next to two other seemingly submissive young men.

Sitting opposite Justin, Hakon smiled smugly at Eloise. “Can you guess, using your accurate human instinct what crime he committed before we secured him here?”

Scowling at him, she ignored the question and asked Justin, “Follow me, I’m getting you out!”

Sniggering Hakon watched as Justin cowed, “No, no please, not out there!”

Puzzled she glared at Hakon. “This isn’t right. You’ve hypnotised them, you’re as bad as Josias.”

His voice as soft as silk, “Justin, could you come with me, my friend would like a drink, he’d like you to offer it. There’s nothing to be afraid of, I will always protect you now!”

Obediently Justin nodded, calm again and waited by the door for Hakon. Slowly standing up Hakon took Eloise by the arm, leading her away from his on-tap humans, into the empty kitchen which was absolutely immaculate with more gadgets than she’d seen in her life.

“Now let me tell you this,” he hissed. “Justin is human, yes?”

Narrowing her eyes, glaring into his she nodded.

“Good, we’ve established that. He’s raped two women, he was caught by our kind. There are others, others who were caught and taken by your justice system, ha, and let back out.” Pushing her slightly, “Go on then, I’ll take away the vampires spell and you can let him out, and after he’s raped again, you can tell his victim that your righteous mortal humanity needed to be protected at their expense!” Shivering slightly, she noted his eyes became very black when angry.

“I... I didn’t know!”

“Didn't know, being the point. You see, that’s what we hate about your species, your righteous indignation, your judgement, your...Justin will remain here for as long I deem it, possibly forever. It is a prison of sorts, better than yours, he has everything he wants and the women, and men up there, your species is protected.”

“Can’t you just hypnotise him and let him live his life?”

“I could, but why should I? You want my gift, my power and for what? Your kind wouldn’t hesitate in driving a stake through my heart should you come to know of our existence and there you are wanting us to do your bidding, to bow to you for, for what? We are the top of the food chain sweetheart, so we choose not to act like it, so for fuck’s sake cut Jason some slack.” As if nothing had happened his voice became steady, normal, upbeat. “Right, let's fix Jason’s dinner and then I’ll phone for some take-out for you. I mean, I do have a stocked cupboard down here, but that’s for my food, you understand,” he laughed.

Jason and Darren were in the living room, a huge imposing room much like the house and stopped talking as Justin, Hakon and Eloise walked in.

His eyes narrowing Jason watched Eloise cautiously as he called Justin over.

Trepidation shivered through her as she saw her lover whispering, looking into the young man's eyes, gently sweeping his hair away from his neck. As Jason’s mouth touched Justin’s skin, Jason’s eyes searched Eloise, watching her watch him, then he bit, piercing the skin his eyes closed in what she thought looked like hedonistic eroticism. Murmuring as he drank, she was both horrified and fascinated, a cold shiver running through her as the mortal moaned, gasping as if in the throes of passion.

Knowing what the man’s crimes were, knowing Jason she knew that they could justify it but her chest tightened. Was this so wrong?

She knew one thing, she couldn’t do it but then it’s different him, for them.

A pang of fear gripped her stomach, he wouldn’t kill him, would he? Minutes later Jason pulled away, his eyes fluttering, lips parted slightly and a wild stirring whipped up in her, heart pounding fast, almost gasping at his energy, sexual, heady, ardent.

Distracted by the blood spell she noticed Darren lightly touch Justin on the arm who turned around slowly, hazily as Darren, with care, led Justin out.

Breaking the moment completely Hakon laughed, wide eyed expressively, “He’ll have tea and biscuits now, just as you give your people after they’ve given blood. Boost up his blood sugar,” he laughed.

Jason licked his blood-stained lips discretely, his head down, hair fallen over his face he spied her through it. Would she still want him knowing, seeing first-hand what he was? Would she accept him? He could feel her heat, smell the desire radiating off of her but in the cold light of day? He had to think so, he couldn’t bear it if she rejected him now, he’d never chosen this but then again, he didn’t regret it either. Had he stayed mortal he would have died centuries ago, and he would never have met her or lived the life he had.

Taking her off guard Darren handed her a coffee smiling, “Thought you might want a break from scotch,” cocking his brows as she took it, her legs suddenly very weak, trembling she sat down.

“Thanks!”

She caught Jason’s eye, Hakon cleared his throat, Darren spoke, “El, I’ll go order you something to eat, any preferences?”

A wrenching in her stomach, not realising how hungry she was, she’d almost gone beyond it now. “Thanks Darren, um...don’t worry, I’ll go out and get something. I need some air anyhow.”

Quietly Hakon answered them, “Let’s give these two sometime and I’ll be back in a bit. Jason, you’d better take my car since yours was left at El’s and I don’t think it’s advisable that either of you go back for now, well,” he joked, “I’m not sure any of us should if I’m honest, so take mine!”

Jason’s eyes grew wide as he said, “Thanks, you sure?”

“It’s just a car...oh, you’re not taking the TVR, you can take the BM!” A high-pitched laugh of astonishment from Hakon as he realised Jason’s meaning.

“Are you going to be alright driving, I mean, I know...” Eloise enquired.

Jason now flushed, his shirt stained with dried blood from the dagger, tangled hair and glowing eyes, got up, took her hand and answered, “I’m perfectly well thanks, but I’d like to shower and change. I think it would be safest if you stayed at mine for now, we can get something for you to eat on the way back?”

She looked to Hakon not wanting to seem ungrateful, raising his eyebrows, he smirked, “No, leave us, you two. I was beginning to feel like a spare part with you two anyway!” he grinned.

Getting up, Jason straightened his shirt and jacket. “Hakon, Darren, you are like family, the best. Thank you!”

With a cheeky grin Hakon replied quickly, “You’re often more trouble than you’re worth Jason, but life with you and your persistent humanity would be one long dull night of decadence and lust, instead I’m tired and bloody, saving your human friends, and now you! Still, only you could get the King of Hell out! Now, before you both run away in passion, before you take on this wretched warlock, be sure to let us know, we don’t want to have to go through all this again, so call us!”

A sharp hug between Hakon and Jason, a shoulder tap between Darren and Jason, Darren grabbing Jason’s hand and patting him on the back as he said, “Stay safe brother!”

Eloise looked on, turning away Hakon uncharacteristically called, “What about me? The mortal who stood up for my kin. El, come here.”

Tentatively she wandered over, not normally the hugging type, as Hakon embraced her he whispered, “I hope I cleared up your doubts earlier, it wasn’t meant to frighten you. Understand though, we don’t frighten easy so if I did do that it wasn’t my intention. Look after him and call me if you need me.”

“Thanks.” Turning away, Darren pulled her into him, “You’re one interesting human El, see you soon.”

And so she left the house of vampires, with her vampire lover saved only to enter another one.

Jason sped to his flat, Eloise surprised that between them the silence was soothing, no forced conversation.

Driving down Park Street he spoke quietly, “El you need to eat, what do you fancy?”

Her stomach flipped again, she was starving. “Something easy, Thai maybe.”

“Good, now normally I’d rather take you to dinner but under the circumstances I’ll go in and grab something.”

“You can’t, you’re covered in blood, just pull up somewhere and I’ll go in.”

“No, I have a coat, I’ll do it up, Josias lives near here, I don’t want you...”

“The fight’s not over, Jason, and I won’t hide from him. I will face him, but I, we need to figure out how to stop his magic, without killing him!”

“Agreed, but still you wait here. Look, there’s a place over there. Just humour me for now, please?”

Staring out of the window she wasn’t going to argue over take-out so she used the time given to just be.

“Anything in particular?”

“Surprise me!” she muttered.

She watched as he got out of the car faster than a mortal, zipped up his leather jacket and was in the shop in seconds.

As she glanced at the busy road and street at the people, the lights flickering, a chill made her shiver and looking closely at people’s faces, something seemed off. Opening the door, she sighed that Jason was back, her nerves almost shot, but her heart almost smashed through her ribcage as alongside her sat Josias, smirking and turning the key. Acting quickly, she leaned forward to grab his hands away and he cocked his eyebrow, muttering, “Really?” She was thrown back and he sped away dangerously in front of another car, almost crashing into another.

“What are you doing?” she yelled.

“Eloise, I am very disappointed in you, putting those demons ahead of your own flesh and blood mortals. I am very angry but...” he sighed, “I know their power of mesmerising, I know that they have some hold over you so I am taking you somewhere safe. For now you don’t need to know what I plan next in case those tricksters get hold of you, but understand this, by this time tomorrow there will be no more vampires in this city. That, I can promise you. And you will join my coven, if not freely at first, but in time I am confident once their influence has worn off you will join me.”

Eloise decided not to answer, her bag lay at her feet, inside it the small dagger that Neil had shown her, Josias’s dagger, the one that was hexed had been left with Hakon. Clenching her fists, her mind raced but as if sensing this Josias leaned over, widening his eyes, flashing a smile now very aware that she was alone with him in the car, that sense of intimacy alone with a guy, a guy she’d kissed before she’d realised he was a psycho. Now he seemed intent on pulling her over to his side of the war, his eyes, his scent, presence trying to overpower her.

She couldn’t pick up her bag, or grab the steering wheel since they were on a main road.

“Where are we going?”

“Ah, you’ll see. So, you saved Jason, huh? You know, he’s killed many people, women mainly, here in this city, screwed them and bled them dry?”

“Well, you’re both the same then, aren’t you? Humans have died at your hand now, too, so you’ve become the very monster that you were trying to destroy!”

“Aghh, you speak of me like that! Two innocents have died, yes, two lives lost and I regret it, painfully. But them, they kill every night, because of them my brother died and was changed into a killer, a creature so terrible. My brother, one of the sweetest people you could ever meet, but I’ve watched them for years, running this city like they own it, taking people who are never heard of again, and you...you have the audacity to sit there and compare me to them, blood thirsty killers! Eloise, you are out of your mind.”

And she was, she’d only heard of one mortal killed, Neil. And now another?

“Who was the other person killed by your dark arts, answer me that...”

Sneering he looked straight ahead, “No woman, you’d best concentrate on the task at hand, there’s much to do and I’m still pissed at you, though I know it’s not your fault. Just shut up,” he snapped.

“Fuck you, you psycho! Who’s dead?” Anger seared through her and she grabbed the wheel from him. Josias yelled and tried to regain control of the car his knuckles white as he gripped harder, Eloise pushing him. Screaming he managed to pull over, in which she grabbed her bag and flew out of the car, but he followed fast, flicked his wrist, she stumbled, tripped and in seconds the witch stood over her, leering down, eyes burning with rage, grinding his jaw she saw him hold back, reign in his anger.

Talking through gritted teeth, he spoke as calmly as he could muster, “Look, you have been deceived, these fiends wouldn’t think twice about feeding off you or your friends or family! You must trust me, they have brainwashed you,” exasperated he shook his head, “I am like you, caught in the firing line, human against vampire. Eloise, do you not see they have deceived you? They have to feed and we, we are their food supply, you will never be seen as equal to them.”

People around them stood back, fascinated at the drama unfolding in front of them, shouting about vampires and blood they were dumbstruck. They gasped when Eloise pulled the knife from her bag. “Back off witch, you’ve killed people. Like I said, you have become one of the creatures you so vehemently despise, and now, who else is dead? Say it! It’s Damien, isn’t it? My friend, my colleague, a man who sacrificed his life to save people, people like those here and through your anger, your violence he’s now dead, isn’t that so? I know it, I feel it in my gut, that’s why you wouldn’t say his name. Isn’t it!” she bellowed her face red, pointing the dagger at him, to keep him at arm’s length. Unafraid it seemed he stepped forward, she crouched to keep from stumbling stood up, let him come, grabbed his arm and kneed him between the legs, he yelled in pain, then pushed him up against the car, relief washed over her seeing Jason stood there, panting, he’d ran or maybe flew, she didn’t know but he was there. Striding around the car, he tilted his head, cocked an eyebrow so she moved, then grabbing Josias’s shirt ripped it open to see Jason’s pendant hanging around the witch’s neck.

Pulling it off, Josias immediately crumpled to the ground his, hand between his legs. Smirking Jason said, “Well, he wanted to get you between his legs, guess he should’ve thought that through!” Grabbing Josias by the back of the neck, he flung open the back-passenger door, shoved him in, looked at all the humans with their puerile devices filming them. “Come on, we need to leave, now!” he exclaimed and without a word she got in next to Josias and Jason pulled away.

Grunting through the pain Josias hissed, “It’s too late vampire, your plan will fail. Already I’ve unleashed more creatures here than even you and your kind can ever hope to stop. I’ve imbued them with magic to kill your filthy kind.” Reaching out to Eloise he said, “You are damned, your soul is lost in purgatory, I tried but obviously now I cannot save you.”

“I don’t need saving asshole!” she spat.

Finally starting to recover, “I should’ve driven the knife in harder,” Josias hissed.

“You’ve got a lot of mouth for one whose trapped in a car with a vampire and a woman you’ve wronged, witch...” Jason snapped.

“Ah yes, spit that word, witch! Like I’m...”

“Shut the fuck up!” Eloise yelled and punched him on the side of the face so hard that he smacked into the door. Holding her hand, stinging buzzed through it, she asked, “What now? We need to take his power away, I think we should go to his shop, it’s full of his craft.”

“Indeed, that’s where I’m heading, could you call Hakon?”

In minutes they were outside Josias’s shop and parking up Eloise explained to Hakon as Jason went to Josias searching his pockets for keys, found some and threw them to Eloise to open the door.

Carrying Josias, Jason waited while she opened the door, causing the alarm to go off, so Jason punched his fist through it which, to his relief, worked.

Dropping him to the floor, his body limp, Jason exclaimed, “Geez, you must’ve really knocked him out cold El, I’m impressed! Remind me never to piss you off!”

“What are we going to do about him? He won’t stay out forever and I doubt there’s much use tying him up.”

“Maybe not but it could help,” Jason scouted around looking for something, anything, to tie up the witch. Finding some chord which tied the drapes back, he pulled it off quickly and bound Josias’s hands tightly, then using the same piece reached it down to his feet.

Coming around, Josias moaned and Jason hissed, “You’ll stay put for now, not able to use your bloody hands, but here,” Jason pulled Josias forward, grabbing his thick hair in his hand and as Josias struggled and shouted, Jason sank his fangs into the witch’s skin, sucking on his neck hard so that Josias moaned, unable to fight the emotion, the dream whilst Jason became engrossed in Josias’s blood. Heady, his eyes half closed, mouth hung open, Josias was dazed. Pulling away, Jason held Josias’s face between his hands and spoke softly, “You will tell me how to undo your spell, how to banish these monsters.” Suddenly falling back and gripping his throat Jason yelled out in pain, Eloise rushed to him whilst Josias fell back laughing.

“White oak, my friend, is not only lethal to Skin walkers, but any immortal.” In seconds Josias was up and grabbed Eloise, pushing her against the wall, forcing himself on her. “And now my little warrior, for what you did to me.” She flinched as he punched her in the stomach, panting and doubling over but he pulled her back up. “You really need to know where your loyalty should lie. Yes, your friend is dead and I am sorry, a good man, a human was lost but that thing,” pointing to Jason, “Has killed him and so many more! You should join me. Together we could rid the country of vermin inside a month.”

“You still don’t get it do you, you can’t justify killing with killing...” Eloise gasped fighting the pain, holding her stomach.
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Eerily, calmly, Josias stepped forward, whispering in Latin. Eloise knew exactly what he was doing and mustering all of her strength she lashed out, flying into him, covering his mouth with her hand, he laughed as they fell over, her on him alongside Jason’s who was struggling to breathe. Grabbing her hands, Josias’s eye’s burned bright, but she pushed herself off, using her legs to propel herself up, then through the back door a hooded figure appeared at the same time as one at the front door did. “Josias, you can’t hide behind magic forever you know. Why don’t you stand up to Eloise like a man, or are you too afraid?” Laughing, Hakon continued, “I would be, actually!” Raising his eyebrows smirking at Eloise.

Then the figure at the back door raised its arms, shooting a light so bright, Eloise and Hakon dipped their heads, a woman's voice, accented chanted wildly and Josias laughed, let go of Eloise and fell back laughing.

Quaking the room trembled hard, Eloise with eyes closed fell forwards and pummelled Josias, who grabbed her hands sniggering, as slowly Eloise started to seize up, even Jason stopped choking and like Hakon, his body, face resembled that of ash, a statue of ash.

Panic bolted through Eloise, stiff like stone she was aware of Josias moving her off him, placing her to the side of the room, in fact carrying her as she stood there like a mannequin, only able to move her eyes but Hakon and Jason, dead in their ash-like structure.

The cloaked woman stepped forward, removed her hood and Josias spoke, “Grimhilde, my lover!” He stepped towards her, anticipating a kiss Eloise thought, but she merely eyed him with contention. Pushing him away she asked, “Is this it, this is the extent of your enemies, two vampires and a girl? Is this what you brought me back for, raised me for?”

“Grimhilde, there is a war here against humans and demons, some, like her, have been brainwashed by these demons, these vampires. They’re clever to get a mortal to side with them, to fight their war for them.”

Grimhilde huffed, looked around, her eyes bored and stepping over Jason she walked up to Eloise, “This one, she’s not to be hurt.”

“I wasn’t intending on that,” cocking his head Josias whispered, “What do you know about her?”

Turning around too fast to see, Grimhilde stepped towards Josias, “I have unleashed the others, now amuse me if you can, witch!”

Eloise’s eyes scanned the room, as Josias without shame, it seemed, fawned and pandered over this old witch, her mind remembering what she’d heard when they’d chanted, both him and this Grimhilde. Muttering under her breath, unable to move her mouth she chanted the words she’d heard, thinking of the visions she’d had, building an energy inside her, in her belly, moving around her body.

Looking without moving, she saw her bag knowing her knife was in there and wondered why this witch woman wanted her saved, but remembering the ravens, the man with the large black hat and staff she’d seen wandering through the woods, Odin. Odin and his ravens watched over her? And how Josias had commented over her last name, Nils, being Norse.

Still she chanted, her mind straining to remember the exact words, slowly the energy pulsed in her body as Josias and Grimhilde became entwined. She was glad he was entwined with that witch, being distracted helped her, she guessed that Grimhilde had spoken old Norse, but no idea what the words meant. The energy of the witches’ passion, her anger built as her feet shook on the ground, her stomach felt like it was about to explode out, blurry vision, something was happening, Josias pulled away from his lover, spun around trying to zip up his trousers, shock on his face whilst his lover simply let her skirts fall back and grinned at Eloise, evidently aware of what was actually happening but to look at Eloise nothing, nothing at all. A tremor rippled throughout the floor, “What is this, you, Grimhilde? Or her,” he strode over to Eloise, went to touch her face, her eyes shut, he whispered in her ear, “You know it was you I wanted really, you. But you reject me for your dead lover, so...” She ignored him, ceasing her muttering as he had come towards her, now though she started again and pinned him with her eyes.

“No...” he grunted and cast her a veiled look. He touched her face, she winced, the smell of sex on him, as his skin touched hers he bolted back, thrust like a bullet against the back wall, smashing into the vast shelves of ornate glass bottles and sharp shelves, his body ricocheted for a second, bouncing and thudding off the shelves, he groaned, glass smashing and splintering like hail raining down, Grimhilde all the while moved out of the way of Josias’s flying body, and observed him nonchalantly. As Josias lay there, unconscious, Eloise sprang free, the power thrumming through her, rushed to Jason’s ash like body, glanced quickly at Grimhilde who raised her eyebrows but didn’t try and stop Eloise, so Eloise did the only thing she knew that could work. Getting up, she went to her bag, pulled out the dagger, looked around, stepped back in shock when Grimhilde, with her long, wild red hair, pale skin and ethereal eyes, her hand long and slender handed Eloise a bowl, her eyes glancing to Josias.

Without speaking Eloise grabbed the dagger in her left hand, slashed open her right palm, still sore from earlier, and flexing her right fingers to get the blood to flow faster.

Eloise felt like time had slowed to a standstill but the blood poured, rushing she stumbled to Jason, when the witch spoke at last, her voice was high, cracked, “I would pour it in his mouth!” were the only words she said.

So she did, tipped it in slowly as the ash around it crumbled inwards like sand. Once it was gone, her right hand bloody, trembling violently, she sliced it deeper and fed that to Hakon. Nothing. Searching Hakon’s pockets, she found Josias’s dagger, pulling it out she glanced to Josias.

Grimhilde smirked, “You don’t want to kill him, I understand. But...he’s not exactly a hundred percent human, well, not now. You could pierce his heart, if you left the dagger there, he would be in stasis, as I believe he did to your friend there, but...as it’s Josias’s dagger, imbued with his magic it would grow, fester and then he would eventually arise more powerful.”

Pocketing the dagger, Eloise strode to Jason, crouching over him slowly, as if seconds were hours, the dust started to form by some dark magic, into his flesh once again. Maybe he was never ash, maybe that was an illusion.

Looking over, Hakon, too, had started to revive but alongside him, Josias stirred, Grimhilde spoke quietly, “He,” she pointed her long fingers at Josias, “Is not your biggest worry right now. What was begun has already started, out there more creatures are hunting, more vicious than your precious vampires. And they will take the lives of your nightwalkers, and any who get in their way.”

She croaked out, her voice high and dry, “Wait, you won’t help? You’re going to leave me to clear up your mess whilst others, innocents, die?”

Standing slowly Eloise strode over to the ancient witch, “Your name, he conjured you up to do his dirty work, didn’t he? And you’re so powerful you did that and let him screw you, what kind of a witch are you? A bored one I see!”

“You are either very stupid or very brave to talk to me like that.”

“Yes, well, I’m both but at least I clear up my own mess and don’t summon someone else to do it for me, and I stand up for myself.”

A half-smile as she replied, “I like you, more than I like him but I will not undo what is done, his power is great but I am fading, I feel it. I will give you one last thing, afterwards I’d keep him safe, in a jar.” Her eyes scanned the shattered glass on the floor, “Maybe not a glass one.” Her voice hoarse she splayed her hands towards Josias, chanting and as she did, her form, her body began to lose its substance, she became diaphanous, but Josias in a matter of minutes, his form like Eloise’s friends was now in ash, still perfectly formed but made of grey ash.

A deep breath from Jason, Eloise rushed over, his face was pale but back to normal, tentatively she touched it. Gasping at her touch he opened his eyes, then hearing a rasp of air from Hakon she went over to him.

“Well, that was...weird, what happened, you ok?” he spluttered to Eloise.

“I’m fine, but out there...not so.”

“Where is he, where is the coward who hides behind magic?” Jason sneered.

“He’s there,” she pointed to the dust.

Clambering up Jason went to kick the ash, “No, don’t do that! We need to store him away, somewhere safe.”

“I say we take him outside and cast him to the wind!” Jason snapped.

“No, there are those who would resurrect him and also, it would make us as bad as him. We’re not.”

Without realising it, Hakon was standing behind her grinning, “Here you go love,” he handed her a dustpan and brush, raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “Could flush him down the toilet, a fitting end I think,” he smirked.

Hakon continued, “So, it’s monsters we kill then, is it?”  Without waiting for an answer, he stretched, “Good, I could do with the exercise as could Jason by the looks of it!”

“Beg your pardon!” Jason snapped.

“Well, you’ve been a bit sedentary of late, don’t want a portly vampire, now, do we? How will you chase down the bad guys?”

Ignoring their banter Eloise stored Josias in a steel jar, screwing the lid on tight, placing it, or him, in a bag. Then she slung it over her shoulder, “We should search this place, it’s full of stuff that could help us, come on.”

“You two do that, I’m calling Darr...shit, my phone! Bloody witches!”

Eloise and Jason pulled theirs out, theirs, too, were dead.

Splaying her hand, “There’s one on the wall over there!”

“Good. We’ll see what the bloody hell is out there, you two gather what you can, oh, and Eloise,” they all stopped to hear Hakon’s request, “Be careful with the white ash, I mean, bring it but for God’s sake be careful.”

“I think we should go to St. Nic’s area of the city, there’s a Goth club and I know, from my own experience,” Hakon snorted, “That most of this city’s vampires go there at night, the clientele is obviously more forthcoming to our presence, our nature and indeed many welcome us.”

“They know what you are?” Eloise replied, her voice strained, shocked.

“They guess what we are Eloise, we’re not stupid enough to actually reveal that to mortals, very few humans know. You’re one of the few that know and yet live!”

She answered, “And you think that these creatures that Grimhilde and Josias let loose will be there?”

Quick witted, Hakon replied, “Well that’s where I’d send a pack of vampire killing monsters, I have seen Josias there on many occasions with his groupie coven.” His voice changed to that of one heeding a warning, slow and quieter, “Be glad you didn’t fall for his...charms. Josias is, or was, quite the ladies’ man, practically dripping off his arms they were, but no doubt he used magic for that as he seemed to have no personality of his own and used magic for practically everything.”

Rolling her lips Eloise thought about that, he had come on strong to her and she for a brief moment fell for that, but relief made her breathe easier knowing that it had been a dark spell as opposed to her lack of judgement. Ironic that Josias had been insistent that Hakon and Jason especially had used some spell on her, when all along it had been Josias. Double relief in her stomach that she hadn’t slept with him. He gave a new definition to the term magic wand!

Hakon drove them down there, “We can park just off the main street, by the docks. Eloise you might want to kohl up a bit, but aside from that you’ll fit right in,” Jason giggled.

Getting out of the car she could hear the throbbing sounds of guitars, pounding bass, heavy, she knew the club and had been there many times. Guitars ripped through the atmosphere, the club, Preternatural, the name of the club was actually above an eighteenth-century pub, black wooden exterior, small cubed windows just in front of St. Nic’s medieval market and surrounded by winding alleyways, a huge old church and a myriad of places where a vampire could feast, hidden from mortals, Eloise realised. Swallowing hard she wondered if she’d ever succumbed to one, she’d certainly met a few cute guys here, instinctively touching her neck, Jason, a smile danced across his lips, whispered, “Don’t give the game away. No one will harm you if I can help it.”

“It’s not that,” she muttered back.

Walking up to the club, Jason smiled at her warmly, he nodded, “I see, you’re wondering if it’s ever happened to you? Well, maybe, but like most of our kind we don’t kill. We just take what we need, so it could have. I saw you here long ago, were you with a vampire, I don’t remember now. Look there, by the corner street, Hakon!” still whispering but his voice slightly louder they saw a creature almost melt into the shadows, then dart fast inside the club.

Stepping up their pace, Eloise gripped her bag tight, Jason took the incentive and took her free hand in his, her warmth almost sending a shiver through his cool skin, he clasped her hand tightly.

Inside the music thrummed and hammered, elegantly painted and dressed, people were shouting to each other over the music, white faces, crimson lips, leather and industrial goths, alternative mixed with the mundane, immediately Eloise felt at home, except for the monsters that crept within this place.

Glaring, Jason’s face had a look of hate on it, scanned the room, Eloise’s heart raced as she, too, eyed the place, and instinct told her to go into the cellar where the music was coming from. Pulling the dagger from her bag, she hid it up her sleeve, but she needed these beasts outside.

Curving ceiling of the vaulted cellar was quite low, the black walls hid the shadows, alcoves, another hiding place for any sinister creature waiting. Pushing through the punters, she left Jason behind her as music thrummed through her, following her gut, barrels stacked at one end, used as make-shift tables, her boots sticking to the beer on the floor, and smells of heady perfumes, rich and exotic along with perspiration, mortals danced, laughed, she caught the unmistakable eye of a vampire. His dirty-blonde curls seemed out of place aside from his all black clothing, his mouth opening instinctively and curiously as a mortal watched him. Getting up from his seat, seductively as he locked eyes with her, a shiver of excitement ran through her body, only dampened by Jason’s touch. Without realising she mirrored the vampire’s body language, her lips parted slowly as he held her in his sights, but...within a second Jason was before him, placing his arm on the vampire’s shoulder, talking. He, the vampire’s face changed from one of sexual anticipation to that of shock, startled eyes, furrowed brows, flashing a look at Eloise, confusion on his face. As she scanned the room, she could see them now. Before she would never have known, but now to her they stood out. Vampires gave off an energy of inexorable erotic desire. But that monster was here and taking a deep breath she pushed through to the back of the room, near the barrels piled around the back wall, beyond which the arched room led somewhere else, she couldn’t see what lay behind there, just blackness beyond.

A sucking sound, gargling made her muscles tighten, letting the blade slip from her sleeve, holding it up alongside the back of her arm, the sweet, exotic scent of Jason behind her allowed her to breathe a bit easier, there in the recess of the club two coal red eyes bore out at her, white fangs as the monster hissed, its breath foul like rotten eggs, causing her to place her free hand over her nose, lashing out with claws it crawled fast, like lightening, up the wall onto the ceiling, scooting away, unable to reach it, she thrust the dagger into Jason’s empty hand, and rushed to the victim on the floor, his pale ashen complexion, struggling for life, spluttering as his eyes met hers he didn’t hesitate but lunged forward clamping his teeth into her neck. “Aghh!” was all she could gasp, Darren appeared, she saw his face, contorted, sneering, bearing his fangs but the vampire ignored him. Stepping forward Darren kicked the vampire, who luckily for Eloise let go of her neck. Darren grabbed Eloise pulling her into him as he sneered, “Not her, never her! Understand?”

The vampire, his jet-black hair covering his eyes, dazed, sat licking the blood spilled from his lips. “Now help us, get the mortals out of here, use your power of compulsion and tell the others. We, the undead, are all in peril!”

The vampire went to speak, thought better of it, looked at Eloise with puppy- dog eyes, and moved swiftly into the cellar bar, touching others on the arm, the shoulder, whispering, many faces, some painted, some bare turned their way, recognition dawning on their faces, then cornering the mortals, overpowering their minds as the place started to empty of humans, with only the nightwalkers left there.

Gathering in the middle of the room, Jason fled up the stairs, pulled the door shut and locked it, flying back down scanning the room for the hidden Skin walkers.

Silence fell heavily on them, the tiny hairs on the back of Eloise’s neck tingled, finding herself locked in a cellar with a group of rogue vampires and Skin walkers, rushing to Jason, she looked at the dagger.

Handing it to her, he bellowed, “She is not to be touched, there are Skin walkers here, summoned by Josias the witch to kill us. To kill it, you have to take its heart, its head or both.”

Unable to miss his chance for an audience, Hakon responded, “My friend is right, why, even the King of Hell has helped us defeat this witch, Josias, yet he is like the vermin he sprang from, like a virus, persistent. Our very lives depend now on us working together and I don’t say that lightly, you know I’m not one for socialising. So, let’s do this!”

More startled faces, grunts, sneers, wide ethereal eyes, crimson or black scanned the room, jumping from a darkened corner a Skin walker leapt out, grabbing the blonde vampire, it spat a black liquid in his face, crying out as it burned, sizzled on contact, the creature grinned and as the vampires moved in it jumped on the ceiling, moving like a fast spider, hiding in the darkness.

Darren had looked but failed to find any other lighting, the fallen vampire crouched on the floor, doubled up, his face burning, searing in front of them, Hakon’s voice echoed around, “It’s too late, we’re all fallen, we are doomed.” As Eloise looked in shock at him, Hakon’s eyes were huge with shock, it wasn’t him, it was the Skin walker’s ability to mimic voices.

“Cover me!” Eloise urged Jason as she threw her bag down, rummaging through it for something, realising the steel jar with Josias’s remains were gone How?

Something appeared from the back of the room, large, looming, snarling...

“Fuck,” Darren muttered. “Did you bring it; please say you did?” he implored Hakon.

From his jacket Hakon produced the dagger, a loud bellow of a laugh made Eloise shiver as she turned around to see Jason disappearing, just as Josias had, his body becoming translucent, scattering of particles like tiny reflections of snowflakes, but before them, getting more and more solid stood Josias but before he could fully appear she rushed forward with her strange dagger, shouting something, but he grabbed her hand, held it fast and locked eyes with hers whilst sinking it deep within his gut, pulling her close. Hakon shouted, threw her the dagger, she missed, Darren grabbed it and thrust it into Josias, whose body illuminated so brightly, Eloise shut her eyes tight and still it was blinding white. Opening them, spots darted around her vision, she wobbled but felt Josias’s warm hand wrapped around hers, the dagger now gone from her grip and as her sight cleared, looking around vampires lay strewn across the floor, five Skin walkers in the process of spitting poison, gagging as she saw them strip, like peeling off Sellotape, their grey, wrinkled skin, she whimpered, looking away at Josias who stood tall, proud in front of her, his breath hot on her face she couldn’t watch what would follow.

“The blade I imbued with power only made me stronger, my El,” his voice husky, deep he pulled her against him, his grip fierce and rested his head, his chin on her head. Breathing in deeply, “Come, my work here is done,” and loosening his grip slightly his eyes bore into hers.

He chanted something, probably Latin she thought and, in her mind, she fought it, hummed loudly but then.... peace fell over her, her body relaxed, taking his hand she followed him out, she didn’t look back.
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Hexed.
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The room was filled with a dense haze of sweet incense. Eloise took her boots off, her jacket and sprawled out lazily on the sofa, Josias handed her a hot drink, bitter with a twist of lemon she thought as her eyes scanned him, fascinated by the man before her.

Busying himself, she took another sip, her mind like fast moving clouds drifting from one thought to the next, a nagging feeling in her belly, like she’d forgotten to do something.

At last, though, he turned, his smile full of promise, a wicked glimmer in his eyes she put her cup down, wanting him, her stomach fuelled with fire, passion. She knew it wasn’t the first time she’d wondered what sort of lover he’d make, how he’d feel, her body ached, sensing this, he murmured keeping his eyes fixated on hers, taking off his jumper, his bare chest tattooed, a down of hair and an array of pewter and silver pendants and amulets hanging there. One which she thought familiar, a bird’s skull and another, Thor’s hammer. She hadn’t thought him to be drawn to Norse magic, his name being Spanish, but she didn’t care. It added to his mystery, his large lips, slightly rough brushed hers, her hands now wrapping into his back as he let his weight fall onto her, she could feel him, wanted him, digging her nails into his skin he sighed, his hand brushing her thighs that were sheathed by tight jeans.

His tongue touched hers, brisk, hot she remembered this from before, didn’t she? A sensation, a pulsing gnawed at her, played on her mind...passionate, almost rushed he ground himself into her, his lips hard on hers, anticipation of intimacy, of this man. Her mind buzzed with possibilities, with memories, opening her eyes shock bolted through her. No, it was Jason whose lips she remembered, tender, gentle...Jason.

Grimacing, pushing Josias off of her, Eloise sat up, Josias’s face wrinkled, angry.

Irritation shot out of his mouth, “What is wrong with you? You wanted me, here I am, now you push me off?”

A mess of mixed messages swirled inside her head, looking around trying to find something here that gave meaning, trying to remember. Jason the club, Preternatural.

Changing his tact, Josias rushed back to her grabbing her hand, “Eloise, my warrior, what can I do for you, why push me away, your lover?”

Glazed, staring at the floor, lover? The sweet scent of the room was unfamiliar, his scent peculiar, she’d always had a thing for smells. Touching his face, looking into his eyes, her memory fought back, she didn’t know him, he was not her lover, her heart slammed fast against her ribcage, he’d used magic, again, on her.

“Can’t you for once, just for once, be a man and fight me without magic?” Her voice was calm, she took the cup off the coffee table, knowing now that the herbs inside were part of the brainwashing so pretended to drink it.

Realising his game was up, Josias stood up, stepped back, “I could, I could for you El, but I am so much more than just a man.”

Raising her eyebrows, she sniggered, “More, how?”

“I am a witch, a warlock...a powerful master of the dark arts, a sorcerer...”

“A big head?” she offered. “Do you have to drug all the women you take to bed, or is it just the strong ones?”

As he leapt forward, she jumped up to the side and smashed the mug into his temple, sending him crashing to the floor.

In moments he staggered up, rage fuelled, red faced with anger and leapt towards her, side stepping out of the way, she dodged fast as he lunged his fist forward. “You’ve overstepped the mark once too often El. You want me to fight like a man, you have it!”

Relief washed through her, she was trained to fight, he was the fool. Being a paramedic, you didn’t have to know how to take someone down, you actually tried to revive them, self- defence was a prerequisite these days but for her, she’d wanted to know how to handle herself on the streets. She didn’t want her safety someone else's responsibility, so she’d learned for three years now, twice a week, Kung Fu. As Josias, untrained, leered and overstepped, overconfident he could easily take her down, lightly she stepped backwards, glancing fast to check her footing. Allowing him to get closer she threw a punch, knowing full well it wouldn’t hit him, that wasn’t the point, she wanted him to think he had the advantage which he did. “Idiot woman,” he muttered as he took a great step forward, throwing what he classed a punch, she ducked down, coming up throwing a smooth kick right into his stomach, the ball of her foot smashing into his gut. Power, she’d trained for years, not great at punching but Eloise could kick, as he crumpled, crying out in pain, she leapt forward, whipping the edge of her hand over his carotid artery on his neck, she spoke, “And down!”

As he lay there, unconscious, she spoke to him as she gathered her stuff, shoved on her boots, “Press ups Josias, on your knuckles on a wooden floor every week for three years. My hands aren’t pretty but they do look good smashing into your smug face, you dick!” She chuntered wandering around looking for something, anything to find her friends.

He was face to the ground, rolling him over she snatched back the pendants, scanned the room. Seeing his phone, she called Jason...nothing. Where had this twat hidden him?

A small book on the shelf stood out, lying flat its black leather cover enhancing silver embossed writing, Conteram Duritiam Incantatorum Tuorum Vehementem. It looked like it’d been referenced recently, picking it up the book seemed to leap out of her hand, causing her to jump, her muscles freezing tight, beside it on the floor a scrap of paper with something hand written carefully on it, Eloise left the strange book, picking up the note.

Your spell (name) comes to me here, I cast you back with no fear

Speed of wind

Dark of night

May your magic now take flight

With the swiftness of the sea

And all the power I have in me

May you the sender of this harm

Feel the power of this charm,

From you to me, this spell I break

This wasn’t right for you to make

This path from you and I, now ends

And back to you, this power I send.

Looking over at the unconscious witch, she wondered if he, too, had received some curse, a hex, perhaps that’s why he’d done all of this? Anyway, thinking fast she pulled out her knife, the strange runes catching the light as she crouched over him, and sliced off a lock of his hair. Putting the knife in its sheath, she shoved that in her pocket, put Josias’s hair in the scrap of paper that held the spell.

Witchcraft, who knew! Shaking her head as she wondered for the millionth time how she’d ended up here, Josias had bundles of dried white sage on one of his many bookshelves. Chucking some in her bag, she scooted around, found a small copper bowl, an unused candle and wondered how she’d ended up a thief.

Still he was playing a dark and dangerous game, she needed to fight back, so...

Going back to him, she rummaged through his pockets, breathing heavily he grunted, faster now she searched, then spied on the table what she was looking for. 

Car keys, standing over him briefly she considered how things could’ve been different and was bloody glad her instinct was as strong as it was.

Wasting no more time she skirted out, ran down the narrow winding staircase and bolted out of the door.

His car was unlike anything she’d driven before, tiny and antiquated, a wooden steering wheel, slamming it into gear she sped off only to find herself stuck in traffic.

No problem, taking the next left, she carefully wound her way down through Clifton using the backstreets into the centre and by the docks. Her heart in her mouth, it was only a matter of time before he’d wake up, sore and pissed and realise where the hell she was. Squeezing the tiny car into an illegal space, she sniggered, not her car, not her ticket. Karma was a bitch...

The club Preternatural was shut up, usually the pub was open during the day, running around the back she tried to break into the back door. But this is Bristol, everyone has security.

An idea sprung into her mind, to use the dagger, hers of course, or the pendant.

Placing the pendant over the handle, she willed it open. Of course, she did, except that didn’t work.

Scratching her head, how the bloody hell, she turned quickly, two men were stalking up behind her.

One of them sneered, a tiny glimpse of fangs, she sighed in relief. Taken aback they looked at each other. Quite young, like most of them she realised, and thought it odd that most vampires tended to look youthful, like maybe you don’t get turned after a certain age...

“Can you help? I need to get in here fast, Josias will wake up and Hakon and Jason, possibly Darren, are in there, in limbo.”

“Limbo? What are you on?”

“Ok, I’m Eloise, a friend of Hakon, Darren and Jason’s. Did I mention Anthony? Yeah, I’ve met him, too. Look, you can doubt me, whatever, but when word gets out that you didn’t help them, well, that’ll be on you, I guess. I don’t have much time, Josias is after me and trying to kill all of your kind.” The words tumbled out, not knowing whether or not they’d believe her, their expressions, furrowed brows, mouths hanging open, she continued, “Well?” The two vampires, their dyed black hair, dystopian-goth clothing, chunky boots eyed her with surprise and suspicion.

“Why would you save us?”

“Oh my bloody God...Time? Josias is a powerful witch, I’m trying to save my friends, or are you saying I should let them and you die because we’re different from each other? The witch, a human, he’s the danger. My friends, the vampires, are not! Alright, normally I would probably side with my kin, but in this instance, he’s killed innocent humans, where-as they, the vampires, haven’t. At least not for some time...But it’s up to you I guess, if you can’t open the door and we can debate this whilst Josias summons up an ancient powerful witch to fill the city with Skin walkers, Wendigos, whatever, to hunt down your kind to extinction?”

“We heard about that. Josias was behind it? Bastard! I’m Evan, this is Toby. The door, easy, stand aside.”

Evan looked at the lock, “It’s no doubt triple bolted,” and before her he climbed the building wall like a spider, trying not to gasp, not to be horrified as this...man moved so inhumanely she questioned now whether she should be saving these predators.

A sound of clambering above, minutes later the door opened, Evan grinning.

“We wondered why it wasn’t open, that’s why we came around the back, what’s happened to the owners?” Toby asked, his voice strained.

“I have no idea, were they human?”

“A vampire and mortal actually, a couple. Vincent and Sara, they’ve been running this place for a decade. You think the witch hexed them?”

Shaking her head, she hoped not, not another casualty.

Stepping through the door, an icy chill made Eloise shiver and the scent of something menacing, death, hung heavily in the air. Bracing herself, but relieved to have to two vampires by her side she cautiously stepped forward.

Inside the pub was empty, half-filled glasses of beer competed with the stench of decay, dirty tables, the place looked like it had been deserted fast.

Making their way down to the cellar bar, sticky floor under foot, something seemed to sweep past her, like a wind, blurring her eyes suddenly a vision of what had swept Jason away, both Toby and Evan gasped, turning she saw their faces whiter than a few minutes ago. 

Brushing past her, Toby whispered, “I don’t know what the fuck is down here, but you’d better let me go first!”

Entering the cellar bar, its dark walls and low lighting, tables strewn with glasses, empty crisp packets but nothing else.

Whispering she spoke fast, “We were attacked by Skin walkers here, they stole the skin of vampires, it looks like they’ve either gone or are waiting in the shadows. I need to set up a spell to banish the magic, can you cover me?” And whilst speaking she placed her bag on the floor, grabbing both her bowie knife and her strange Norse dagger, handing these to them.

“Aim for the heart, here, I have some white ash but...for God’s sake don’t get any on you! Look, mix the powder with some beer, I don’t see any water,” she spluttered.

Their faces dumbfounded, Toby’s mouth hung open like a marionette, Evan double- taking his friend, murmured, “What, throw beer and white ash on a what, a Skin walker, what the...”

“It’s deadly to all immortals, it will stop them, then take their hearts,” as she spoke, she’d already got the salt out of her bag and was making a circle of salt.

“I feel like I’m on a tv programme, and not in a good way!” Toby sighed his eyes small, full of worry.

In the centre of the circle as quietly as she could Eloise placed the copper bowl on the floor, the candle within it, then lit the white sage bundle. Seeing Evan was about to joke about it, she narrowed her eyes, he widened his, nodded and stood sentry with his friend. 

Like something from an alien movie, something at the far end of the cellar moved, a slight flicker of a shadow on the wall, “They climb the ceilings,” she uttered.

Looking up they waited, Eloise placed the sage next to the candle, then rummaged for her lighter, lit the candle and pulled the piece of paper and Josias’s lock of hair from her pocket.

Standing over the candle and incense she chanted loudly, knowing this was when the shit could hit the proverbial fan.

“Your spell Josias, comes to me here, 

I cast you back with no fear

Speed of wind

Dark of night

May your magic now take flight

With the swiftness of the sea

And all the power I have in me

May you the sender of this harm

Feel the power of this charm,

From you to me, this spell I break

This wasn’t right for you to make

This path from you and I, now ends

And back to you, this power I send.”

Shrieking made them jump, almost forgetting what she was doing Eloise nearly got caught up in the commotion, the Skin walkers, four of them from the darkness of the back of the place charged forward, but regaining her senses she crouched down ignoring them, placing Josias’s hair into the flame.

Catching the fire fast, it burned bright and dropping it into the bowl, she spun around to see the monsters upon them, poor Toby and Evan, used to being the ones feared, frozen for some seconds, each holding out a half drunk drink, a dagger in the other hand, like some comical mime, as the creatures were upon them, she glanced at the hair...fudge, it wouldn’t work? She’d been sure it would, grabbing the pendant, her other hand out she shouted, “This path from you and I, now ends

And back to you, this power I send!”

Like black dust they exploded and scattered down like thick dirt upon them, the grey wind seemed to sweep through, grounding her feet she stood there.

Clouds of ashen dust filled the room, a cawing of a bird, looking up the shadow of a raven echoed over the walls, terrified, the room seemed to warp, rumbled and still she stood and felt oddly...strong. As the fog cleared, like storm clouds passing, stood Jason, Hakon and Darren.

Too much emotion, she thought, looking at the bowl, checking in case the other shoe dropped. Josias’s hair had gone, the candle flickering in the metal bowl.

“Well, you took your bloody time!” Hakon grinned, a smile that wrapped his whole face, whilst Darren who scanned the place, nodded to Toby, Evan and Jason. Jason stood there looking at his human friend, weak, vulnerable compared to him, slowly he moved over to her, unable to speak he pulled her into him.

Gulping she let herself go in his strong grip, at last. No more monsters, no more witchcraft, no more fighting.

Without further words they left the candle burning, it needed to burn down on its own and no one felt willing to stay a moment longer. 

Jason taking her hand, led Eloise up the stairs, even Hakon was quiet now.

A shiver ran through Eloise, shuddering she glanced back as she thought she saw a shadow of a man flicker across the wall...
###
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I hope you enjoyed this, I loved it! Want more? You know what to do...

Review Immortal Creatures

I can’t wait, I want your free short story, what happens next!!
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Author Notes and Snippet of Immortal Secrets Below....
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Wendigos:

There are many legends of Wendigos and some similarities run through these. Found only in cold climates, normally North America it was also known as Wendigo psychosis, when a person was so starved that they turned to eating humans, the Native legend says that they will turn into the beast.

Mainly coming from the Algonqian tribes the first and most famous tale was that of a hunter who had got lost during a brutally cold winter, lost in the forest in deep snow he was forced to eat human flesh to survive. This led him to become a monster, his hunger never satiated, craving more human flesh. The imagery of the Wendigo, a seven-foot-tall man with the head of a deer skull, emaciated, sinew and flesh, and bone represents its eternal craving, part man, part beast and it’s been surmised that the tales originated as a warning to prevent people from the temptation of eating human flesh during extreme winters.

If we think for a moment, living in tribes hundreds of years ago, starvation was a very real threat that many encountered yearly, especially in cold climates. And so to keep some kind of order, folk tales, induced with horror were a way of maintain society that endured the most brutal living conditions.

Skinwalkers: From the Navajo tribes these were said to be witches who had obtained the highest magic, being able to shapeshift into animals.

Wearing the pelt of an animal they could shift into the creature, or human!

If you speak to one, they will steal your face, and you should never talk about them, doing so attracts them.

Being masters of disguise Skinwalkers can mimic anyone they choose, so you won’t know that you’re talking to one. Still a very taboo subject, it is believed that not all witches are Skinwalkers, but all Skinwalkers are witches.

If, however a Skinwalker is in the shape of an animal, you can tell because their eyes remain human. They can outrun any human for hundreds of miles, and some take powder from corpses, using it as poison on humans.

They can’t enter your home unless invited, and if you dream of one, that usually means one is stalking you in the real world.

Some however do track and hunt the evil, using their powers for good, but once you’ve obtained the power of the Skinwalker, you can never go back!

Paramedics: So, I did my research online and through friends who work in the medical profession. For these books I consulted with medical professional as much as possible, also watching documentaries on YouTube of real day to day lives of paramedics. It’s a tough job, made harder by the public or onlookers attacking them!

What on earth is that all about? 

––––––––
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Banshees: From Celtic folklore, the wailing creature is that of a disembodied soul, found watching over those who are close to death. Some are friendly, helpful, others evil and the wicked banshee’s cry howls in demonic delight when its enemies are near to death. Usually described as a distorted human, female in most cases, friendly banshees can look alluring.

Witchcraft: A huge and vast subject! Going back to pre-historic times, cave paintings reveal offerings from nature to the spirits, evolving throughout history to Druids, medicine women, the local wise woman who knew about herb lore, it was made a sin with the start of Christianity. But pre- dark ages, the wise woman or man would have been your go to person for medicines, counselling, guidance and also for divination.

Some may, as most people did worship nature deities, and it grew at the time of the Celts who were gifted in art, music and storytelling.

Druids teaching astrology and healing around the time of 350AD, they had a great reverence for the Oak, the belief system of paganism. At its core paganism believes in living in harmony with nature, not abusing or using nature to meet man’s ends.

Modern witchcraft, Wicca was created by Gerald Gardner who actually never called it Wicca, instead, ‘the Wicca’.

He was born in 1884 and studied the occult, archaeology and folklore long before he created it.

The Story...

The story leapt of me one winter. On my way to the office, the train passed by a small high-rise building in a rougher part of Bristol, but in front of this place there is a small wood that runs alongside the rail track.

‘A Wendigo could live there!’ I thought, the woodlands proximity to the estate, dense in places, it would be the perfect hiding place to prey on unsuspecting mortals...And that was the start of Immortal Creatures!

Sample for Immortal Secrets below.
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Immortal Secrets. Book 2 Sample...

Immortal Secrets.


[image: image]


Bones crunched underfoot, the damp seeping through her clothes as Eloise tensed, so many remains hidden away in the disused sewer. Shuddering as she flashed her torch tentatively, the only sounds from her were her breathing and thundering heart.

Gripping the bowie knife, her palm sweaty, every step cracking under her boots, her muscles tensed at the thought, the sensation under foot of splintered bones. Her stomach flipped, a noise in the distance, more brittle noises and Jason by her side, whispering, his voice slightly hoarse, “It’s up ahead, I can smell it, it reeks of decay. Stay behind me, they’re vicious. And fast.”

Shaking, she wondered if she’d ever get used to this and questioned why she was here, the last time her hand was kind of forced, but now?

It was impossible to creep up on the creature with so many bones everywhere, human bones, clenching her jaw as her torch flashed over skulls, broken carcasses illuminated in the blackness from the light, and the thing responsible waiting for them up ahead in a tunnel. 

Gasping as she saw one of the skulls, its brilliant white teeth with those pointed incisors, Jason had been right, both vampires and humans but something else more macabre lay just out of range for her to see properly with her torch, a skeleton that looked neither human nor animal but before she could investigate it, a snarl echoed around the tunnel, screaming in shock as hot, rancid breath passed over her face, Jason yelled. Shaking, she lunged forward with her knife.

A roar next to her, stepping back, crunching underfoot, her foot slipped, holding out her hand to keep her balance, the torch fell. Cursing, she swiped her knife around her, Jason howled, then the sound of something scurrying away.

“Shit... Jason?”

“I’m here, you knifed me! I’m ok, but bloody hell.”

She couldn’t see anything, pitch darkness, how had she hurt him?

Before she could answer him, he continued, “It was upon you, I think you maimed it, but also me, here, here’s the torch.”

She felt his hand touch her leg, so she reached down to get the torch and said, “God Jason, I’m so sorry! I had no idea...”

Shining the light over his body, she saw his hand covered in blood and pressed against his stomach where she’d gashed him.

“Oh my God!”

“It’s alright, I won’t die and I’ve had worse going out to eat, and you didn’t know. But what a pair we are. It’s ran off, no doubt it thought it would leave us to destroy each other, you know do its work for it,” he sniggered.

“How can you laugh, I just totally...”

“Forget it already El, it was upon you, I intercepted, it’s pitch black.” Sighing heavily he continued, “Come on, we can’t kill it tonight and we stink. I need to get home, get patched up and fed. I’ll call Hakon later, we’ll come back in force.”

She knew he was right, though her gut twisted inside out to think of leaving the beast here, tomorrow night it might claim more victims, but one thing she’d learned killing monsters, you couldn’t do it when you’re bleeding and undermanned. If you did, you’d probably end up their next meal.

Blinking quickly as the street lights seemed blinding after the dark, she cupped her hand over the top of her eyes, following Jason as he swiftly made the way to his car.  Sheathing the knife, she took her rucksack off, funny thing now, she had to take this rucksack, even though it had been blood splattered, torn and ripped, she’d washed it and mended it, it was like a totem, she didn’t want to go into a fight without it. Maybe because it had survived being ripped and bloodied. Tossing the torch inside, she pulled out a pack of sterile swabs that she always carried and a few other medical necessities. She stepped towards Jason who was assessing her work, his grimacing face, hair framing it as he looked down.

“Let me see,” she demanded.

His jumper was pulled up, the cut wasn’t huge but her knife was sharp, getting some antiseptic cream out and opening up a pack of gloves, she smeared the wound before covering it with the sterile pad, then taping it on him.

Looking up at her through his fringe, he raised his eyebrows, “That thing better watch out El. Crikey, if you do that to me, your boyfriend, what the hell will you do to it!” He giggled.

“Boyfriend?” She murmured, grinning. “So official? You know I want to kill it tonight.”

“And you know we can’t tonight. Maybe we’ll get lucky and there’s only one.” Sarcastically he added, “Not that we’re ever lucky with monsters, so there’s probably a dozen. Come on, let’s go back, get washed and eat, I’m starving. Tomorrow we’ll come back full force.”

“You think it’ll wait for us there? I would think it’ll move on the moment we’re gone, find another tunnel or even another city. What if you called Hakon now?”

He wrapped his arm around her shoulder, “You know every night in almost every city all over the world lies a creature waiting to feast upon human flesh. You, we, cannot save them all. Maybe one day in the future, when you’re older, you’ll be like me, immortal, and then we can hunt together, faster, deadlier until the end of times.”

Grunting slightly, she wasn’t so sure. She’d never liked the taste of blood.




His eyes like saucers, a cheeky smile, Hakon exclaimed, “I can’t believe you two, do you think you’re Buffy? I mean most people when they have an evening out, they go to the cinema or the theatre. Christ Jason, you don’t really know how to take a girl on a date do you? You smell of shit, both of you, and you want me to help you hunt... ghouls! Yuck, no thanks, vile creatures. But they normally gorge themselves on the dead, it doesn’t make sense that these are actually ghouls if they’ve been eating, well killing people.” Then he questioned, his voice raised, “And at least one vampire you say Eloise?”

“The skull had pointed, very pointed incisors. If I hadn’t of sliced Jason, I could have had a closer look, but in all my years of training I’ve never seen teeth that sharp, well except you guys. But that wasn’t the weirdest thing...”

Jolting his head back as if that wasn’t shocking enough, Hakon, his eyes sparkling with interest, grinning wildly, he ran his fingers through his short, strawberry blonde hair. A shadow on his face showed he hadn’t shaved, his smile made him appear cheeky, she was glad he was her friend, he was lethal and had little if no compassion for the living, or his own kind.

“Do tell Eloise, I can’t wait, ah here’s Darren!”

Darren in contrast had black hair that fell over his face, short at the back, and dark eyes, he was usually smoking something and he eyed them all in his usual cool manner. Dressed as Hakon in a designer shirt and jeans, he was barefoot, he always seemed to be when at home she noted.

Pouring himself a drink, he raised an eyebrow, sat down and waited disinterestedly for the news.

“Darren, these two have been playing Buffy again. Eloise was just about to tell me of some strange, macabre creature she found!” Hakon spoke, making the tone of the words rise and fall. “Maybe we should sit around the campfire!” He laughed.

“Ok smart ass, tell me this then. Bones, a skeleton that are neither animal nor human, what the hell could that be?” She said bluntly.

Darren answered uninterested, “A shifter- killed whilst transforming?” Shrugging, he sipped his drink.

Jason added, somewhat alarmed, “That would be hard to kill, especially during its shift and it sounds way off for ghouls, they’re strong for sure but not stronger than most shifters.”

Hakon answered the question, “Maybe they are working in a pack? It’s not totally unheard of, but anyway, I think I will help. I bloody hate ghouls, and I’d be happy to wipe them out totally from existence, they give us immortals a bad name. But not tonight, tonight is about dining and pleasure! And we’ll need to read up on the lore, I don’t want to come in contact with them because they’re so vile, so some kind of distance weapon or magic? I’ll let you two detectives find out what you can, then let me and Darren know tomorrow night and we’ll put an end to this nonsense.”

Eloise and Jason nodded, turned to leave, but Hakon added, “And Eloise, make sure there are no bloody witches involved this time, would you?”

She eyed him over, took a deep breath and followed Jason back to his car.

“I’m glad we went there first, now shower and bed, he’s right, we do stink. You staying over?” Jason enquired.

“Sure, those ghoul things give me the creeps!”

“They creep everyone out, including vampires!” Jason laughed.

“If it isn’t ghouls though, what the heck is it? And what about that skeleton, the non-human thing?” Her voice was strained, full of worry. Before opening the car door, Jason turned to El, putting his hands on her shoulders and looking into her eyes, “I don’t know El, maybe a shifter killed mid- change, we’ll come back tomorrow and look, but for now...” He pulled her in close to him, her warmth seeping into his icy body, her scent filling his being. His mortal warrior, his El.

She relaxed into him, sometimes he seemed more human than most mortals, his compassion, tenderness, but she still held back. Sure, she’d stayed at his place often but nothing had happened, what if he lost control and bled her? And that other nagging thing, the fact that he feeds off people. Still, all relationships have their problems but Eloise was in no hurry to push this one. A blurry line between the friends’ zone was sometimes awkward but the other alternative was too risky right now.




She awoke before him which wasn’t unusual. Tomorrow night she’d have to work and for now had taken to doing night shifts, which was good for hanging out with Jason but generally worse as a paramedic. Messy, as people these days took no responsibility for their actions, like drinking and driving and she often questioned her chosen profession.

Emptiness filled her on every shift. After losing her work partner to a wendigo, then Josias, her only reconciliation that they’d killed the beast and driven Josias away by sending his black magic back onto him.  Tonight, they’d search out these ghouls, find out what the hell was in that sewer and then maybe she’d have some time to consider her future. All these thoughts flooded her mind as she looked at Jason beside her in his bed, he looked dead but handsome, he was warmer than usual having fed on a criminal before she’d slept. His usual routine now was to go out for an hour, feed and come back to her, scratching her head she knew in her gut this wasn’t right, but last night had freaked her out and although mainly lifeless, should something happen here, she assumed he’d wake up.

As she was eating breakfast, though that was still strange as it was early evening, Jason got up, smiling and kissed her on the head, wrapping his arms around her.

“So, ghouls...I met one once, many decades ago. They say they’re born of demons, and the usual lore says they have no intelligent thought but as often is the case, the lore seems to be wrong,” he mused looking over her shoulder as she scanned the web for information on these corpse eating creatures.

“Well, I’m not sure, I mean all those bones, could they have dragged corpses there? And vampires, what happens to you when you die, I mean do you normally get buried?”

Jason chuntered, “Good question, I’m not really sure. The ones I’ve known when they’ve died have died at the hands of either another immortal or by human hunters.” Taking a deep breath, he continued, “And that’s usually involved decapitation followed by fire. Or so I’ve heard, I’ve never witnessed it in all my years! But as far as I know ghouls don’t store their dead but times change, maybe they have, too. Perhaps with more people than ever being cremated, they’re working together. There are some very old cemeteries around the city, after we investigate the tunnel from last night, I think we should check those out.”

Eloise sighed, what she’d do for a night in, Netflix and pizza instead of chasing monsters, and if that wasn’t bad enough, they always, always stank. Now she’d been in some pretty stinky situations, Saturday night’s working in Bristol was all kinds of revolting due to the public’s inability to control their drinking but monsters, man...Sometimes she wondered if she’d die from their stench alone. And ghouls with their gross feeding habits, she wasn’t looking forward to this. Give her a Wendigo, or witch for that matter any day...

“So, how do we kill them?” She thought she knew the answer, but didn’t really want to know.

“Off with their heads, so something large and sharp should help!” Before Jason could say any more, there was a reply that made them both jump, “Well, sharp like my humour perhaps?” Hakon stood grinning by the open window, his eyes small as he surveyed them, a wry tight grin on his face as his surprise had worked.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you Eloise, is it exciting to you to sleep with a vampire? I only ask because,” his grin widened as he glanced around the room, “Well, I met this woman, she’s mortal and I’ve almost developed a liking of her. So, Jason is able to restrain his bloodlust?”

Thinking on her feet, not wanting Hakon to have more cause to invade on their privacy and before Jason could say anything, she replied, “Jason is a perfect gentleman and as such I’m not saying anything else.”

“Is he now?” Hakon roared with laughter, “So... you two haven’t slept together, that’s charming, it really is. Like high school sweethearts.”

“Is there a reason you climbed through the window Hakon?” She bit back.

“Yes, I have my sword, the one I took the wendigo’s head with. Darren will meet us later, I convinced him to join us. I’m eager to see these mutated skeletons though, so exciting!” He replied, his voice raised snarkily.

After getting dressed they piled out of Jason’s house and into his car. “An adventure of the macabre, Jason I’m glad you hooked up with El,” Hakon winked at her.

The tunnel was just outside the city, graffiti adorned the walls alongside rubbish, disused plastic bags, empty bottles and needles.

“Geez El, your species is filthy. I sometimes question why I feed on them!” Hakon mused as they made their way into the tunnel. “And a bloody sewer, you have to be kidding!” he sneered.

Jason turned to face him and snapped, “Look, are you going to bitch all night? If there were any ghouls in there, they’d be gone now with you shouting your mouth off. Yes, it’s a disused sewer, yes, there’s rubbish and our guess was it was used until recently by the homeless since it gives some protection from the weather. Stop spouting off about humans, our species are no better and without humans, we’d be dead.”

Hakon made a face of mock surprise, his mouth an oval and eyebrows raised. He got out his bright torch as Eloise got hers and they crept into the tunnel, the atmosphere deathly quiet except for the crushing of brittle bones under foot. Just inside they stopped, using brighter torches than yesterday so they could now view the full horror of the place.

Piles and piles of skeletons lay in front of them, no flesh on the bones, rather they seemed to be picked clean and brittle. A chill ran through Eloise and instinctively grabbed Jason’s hand. Hakon glanced at this, quickly and uncharacteristically stepped quietly forward to stand by her other side. His face held no expression as he scanned the tunnel, no one spoke and as they shone their torches on the skulls of these bodies it was becoming very clear that none of them were human.

Gulping, Eloise cleared her throat as quietly as possible and whispered, “I saw the mutated skeleton over there, I think. We'd moved further into this tunnel.”.

Hakon cocked his head, Jason’s jaw clenched and releasing his hand from hers, he splayed it just in front of her. “Wait here,” he whispered and he and Hakon crunched their way over the mass of bones.

Eloise crouched down and looked at the bones around her, skulls that were not attached to their bodies. Every mouth had those pointed incisors, the skulls of vampires. And there were dozens of them. Fear bolted through her and as she watched those two, wondered if they would be next. 

Turning around Jason beckoned her over, reluctantly she walked forward looking for any tiny space on the ground to place her boots other than the bones that lay in a thick carpet.

Feeling her blood drain from her face, her lower lip trembled as she saw now with the brighter torches that thing that had plagued her mind since last night.

Half -beast, its legs like a giant dog’s, the body of a man but with massive arms and a peculiar head, an amalgamation of man and wolf...A werewolf then? Eloise wondered.

Murmuring, Jason answered her shocked face, “Yes a werewolf, killed in transition. Whatever did this is more powerful than I’ve ever seen. Hakon?”

Hakon’s eyes were transfixed, as if waking from a dream, he just replied, “We should go.”
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Ghouls and Graveyards.
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No one spoke as Jason drove them to a large ancient cemetery on the outskirts of the city, dating back to the beginning of the nineteenth century and packed with massive statues, grave sculptures and mausoleums, including underground vaults.

Set in an area over forty acres, Eloise didn’t relish the night ahead, especially after the werewolf bones and Hakon’s abrupt reaction to it, staring out of the window she wondered if this monster chasing would ever end.

Visions of growing old, grey haired and wiry spending all her life hunting down evil is not how she intended to spend her life, if she made it through the next few days.

Waiting just inside a side entrance Darren got out of his car, solemn faced, as if this was all too much, every movement a chore as he languidly strode towards them, she didn’t blame him.

“This place is bloody huge; how do you expect to find these creatures?” He muttered lighting up a cigarette.

Smoke swam around him, the cemetery was floodlit in places, light dancing off the faces of pious angels, their hands in prayer as if they held sympathy for Eloise and her undead friends.

“Ghouls smell, bad,” Jason answered, his voice flat.

“Look,” Jason went to the trunk of his car, grinning mischievously as he pulled out a sword, the blade caught the light and glistened, the curvature of it smooth and it almost hummed as he drew it from its scabbard.

“Well, good to see your weapon’s intact Jason, eh Eloise,” Hakon nudged her.

“Oh, it is intact and working well thanks,” Jason smirked.

Eloise rolled her eyes, men whether dead or alive, it always came back to one thing, their dicks.

She caught Darren’s eye, who also rolled his eyes, well, most of them, she thought. 

Closing the boot, they wandered quietly into the place. “I think the mausoleum or the cellar should be the first places to look seeing it is huge, forty-odd acres but ghouls don’t tend to live underground, do they?’ Eloise asked.

“Sometimes they do, they dig elaborate tunnels underground but, that said their entrances are usually somewhere like a cellar, somewhere easy to access. They have to stay hidden from humans, your idea is good El, let’s check the mausoleum, then the cellar.”

The door was locked and Darren moved silently, his strong, powerful body shoved up against it, a pounding as his frame collided with the old, massive wooden door. It didn’t budge and Hakon, who grinned like a school boy opened his mouth to speak but Darren shot him a look, narrowing his eyes, then from his leather jacket pulled out a lock pick set.

“I never intended to break it, I was just weakening it,” he mumbled.

But Hakon insisted, his voice slightly raised, “Darren, if you don’t want to be here then leave. No one is forcing you to stay!”

Minutes later Darren shot Hakon a smug grin, his lips curving slightly, “Of course I don’t want to be here, but you need me, you know that!” Darren took the cigarette out of his mouth and stubbed it out with his boot.

“Ah, Darren, always the dramatic one!” Hakon muttered.

Long shadows flickered under the floodlit cemetery on the huge, worn wooden door, an air of malice made Eloise shudder. Suddenly her mortality seemed weak compared to the blood worn immortals surrounding her, Jason had survived with magic after being impaled by a dagger, his vampire blood giving him and the others a power that was now, in this eerie place, evidently stronger than she’d ever realised before.

Carefully Darren twiddled the lock picks into the old door lock, then clunk, he turned grinning before he pushed open the door, their torches lighting up the mausoleum, her body twitched, much smaller inside, almost claustrophobic, one huge sarcophagus stood sentry in the middle, the words carved on it almost indiscernible.

Grey stone mottled black with age and mildew over this tomb, the vampires hovered around it, whilst she tread lightly around the edges of the place, wondering if a secret door would be hidden in the walls, an entrance to the hiding place for the flesh-eating ghouls. But then if she found a secret door it would be locked. As Jason, Hakon and Darren heaved to move the lid off the sarcophagus, she went to the door they’d entered from examining it from inside. The sarcophagus hadn’t been used for eons by the looks of it, a perfect hideout for ghouls.

Raising her brows, it could be possible they had a key, but ghouls from what she read were usually creatures without much thought, then again underestimating her enemy last time had almost cost her and her undead friends their lives.

The faint scent of death pervaded the air once the lid was slid aside, but for the vampires, all three scrunched up their faces, their hands instinctively covering their noses.

She smirked, well good that her sense of smell wasn’t as acute as theirs then, she wandered over to peer in.

Bones, crumbled, grey and black lay in front of them, someone who was once something in life now reduced to almost dust, it seemed a mockery of life to her. Why do we hold such value on bones?  Maybe as a paramedic she saw life differently. Mortals or immortals, she mused, never really appreciate life until it’s snatched away, but then again wasn’t that her, she’s here after all?

No, she was trying to stop the monsters that feed on the living.

“Well, that was pointless then,” she whispered.

“Not necessarily,” Jason answered her and bent his lean body into the sarcophagus to move the bones. Instinctively the corners of Eloise’s mouth turned down.

Dust scattered in thick particles as he moved the skeleton, but nothing was seen underneath.

“You expect a hidden passageway under there?” she asked. Standing back, the floor was stone, so she resumed looking around the walls, her eyes trained to see details that others missed, one hand holding the torch, another splayed and placed along the stone walls, applying slight pressure, looking for traces of lines that could indicate a secret passage.

Bored with the old bones, Darren joined her, a wry smile on his face and together they examined the interior of this ancient tomb.

Twenty minutes later, nothing.

“If they’re here then they’re exceptionally clever which doesn’t fit the M.O. for ghouls...” Eloise stated.

“True,” Jason agreed. “Cellars then?”

They shifted the stone lid back onto the tomb and wiping their hands on their jeans gave one final glance around. 

“This place!” Jason muttered and shivered, putting his hand on her back, ushering her out gently, he said no more but it was enough to make the tiny hairs on the back of her neck tingle.

In silence they walked to the cellars, on the way glancing about for anything strange, but the only noises came from rustling animals, owls hooting and screeching and now and then bats flying around, looking for food.

The cemetery was a haven for bats, and its forty-five acres of land a sanctuary for many wild creatures in this city.

Now, though, serenity fell on Eloise as she breathed deeply, she felt a calmness, she’d never considered graveyards scary, but then she’d never known ghouls had existed.

A thought popped into her head, “If I was a ghoul and not very bright, I probably wouldn’t live here. It’s rare people get buried here, I mean they do, but surely a morgue, or even better a morgue close to a cemetery would be...easier?”

“Do they have a morgue here?” Hakon asked.

“No, the closest one is a few miles up the road, I can’t actually think of any close by,” Eloise replied.

“Well, let’s check around since we are here and if we come up with nothing, we’ll have a look online, good thinking though!” Jason answered.

There were several ways into the cellar, they left it to Darren to pick the lock and this time he didn’t throw himself into the door, the door from its look being used more frequently.

Inside was damp, earthy air filling their lungs as they stepped forward tentatively. The peaceful feeling completely left her now, a tingle of fear in her core with every step she took. Surrounded by vampires, something told her to be extra careful, her gut twisted and turned, instinctively shining the torch beam onto the floor around the edges of the room, strange that the floor was earthen, not stone and disturbed earth was scattered at the foot of one of the walls.

A faint smell emanated from the floor where the earth was disturbed. Her stomach tightened as she glanced at the others, Jason caught her eye and strode over quietly.

The others joined them, scouring the walls for a clue as to where those vile creatures might gain entrance, finding nothing she bent down, scraping away the earth from the floor beneath.

Nothing she could see but the smell was stronger.

Standing back up she said, “They must be here, what is that smell?”

“Bodies, but what also bothers me is why would they leave a trail of corpses in a disused sewer? Doesn’t make sense, unless we’re dealing with more than one group, which would be the logical reason,” Hakon stated, answering his own question.

“Why are we killing ghouls, I mean they are gross to be sure but it’s not our place, is it, who made us judge and jury?” Darren questioned.

“The bones, picked clean in the sewer, Darren, dozens of them, you don’t think that’s alarm enough? I mean they couldn’t have been there a long time, otherwise somebody would’ve reported it, and remember the skeletons were vampires and werewolves,” Jason replied.

“How did you come across them, is that what you two do, you know, instead of dating?” Darren smirked.

Jason flashed a smile at Eloise and she twisted her lips into a frown and answered Darren.

“A few nights ago, I was working, we- me and my colleague were tending to a homeless woman who’d been attacked on the streets. She was obviously suffering, shaking violently and she told me of the disused sewer, told me what she’d seen. Of course, I know, drugs but what you don’t know is many homeless are not drug addicts when they become homeless, it’s pushed on them by dealers and if they refuse, as she had, they beat the shit out of them. 

“Now this woman is familiar to me,” Eloise breathed heavily and continued, “When we’re not tending, we’re often trying to help those like this woman, and no I won’t mention her name, not even to you. I managed to get her a place in a hostel outside the city, then I told Jason and we went to investigate, and by the way, Jason didn’t believe me either. Gut instinct, you know sometimes, most times you know when someone is telling the truth.”

Hakon rounded up Eloise’s summary, thinking aloud, his voice powerful, “And the homeless used that place because it afforded them some shelter from the elements and I guess, being away from the city centre, perhaps some protection from these drug dealers. Darren, sounds like a ripe supply of blood is coming our way and perhaps some role playing, yes, I can see myself playing the homeless man in order to lead these pushers to me though I suspect their blood tastes quite foul, bitter even. Still, if there is a way through this floor, which it seems to be, I can’t bloody see it.” 

“What now?” Eloise asked.

Jason shrugged, crouched down and as Eloise had, brushed away the dirt with his hands, “I cannot see anything, unless...Maybe the entrance is somewhere else in here, this is a ceiling of sorts?”

Darren made a loud bored sounding sigh, “Well good luck! I’m not spending all night burrowing in the dirt. Again, our kin have succumbed to some greater evil, and again I say, so be it. Too many of them anyway.”

Turning fast he loitered to the door, before he left Hakon added, “I agree. We can’t spend all night in here scratching in the dirt, that’s insane and what if there are dozens of them down there!” His eyes wide and crazy, he grinned, “Eloise, I do not wish to be added to that pile of bones, had we come across a few that’s fine, but here,” he indicated to the floor, his words slow and deliberate, “A different matter. Come, young lovers, the night’s young and...”

He never finished his sentence, leaping in front of them like a jack in the box, four ghouls leapt from what appeared a trap door, between Darren, Eloise, Hakon and Jason.

Nearly stumbling over backwards in shock, Eloise cried out, Hakon yelled and Jason readied his sword. Tall, spindly creatures, lithe legs, clawed fingers that caught the light of the torches, they bent forward and hissed at the three in front of them, their mis-shaped heads, protruding like a canine, but humanoid face, naked, their slate-grey skin with wisps of black wiry hair scattered over their torsos, and mouths crammed full of sharp teeth, their tongues flicked out as they snarled towards Eloise, Hakon and Jason.

One of them turned, Darren ducked but the creature shot out its clawed hand, dragged the talon swiftly across Darren’s neck, hitting the artery, blood immediately spewing out.
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