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THE
ESTABLISHMENT

 


Prime Rules
for Engagement with the Enemy

 


Rule
1



Never Gamble
Unless You Have No Choice

 


Rule
2

 


Always Make
Sure

 


Rule
3

 


Discover The
Local Politics

 


Rule
4

 


Make Friends
And Use Them

 


Rule
5

 


Trust No
One

 


 




Chapter
One

 


Doorways

 


Peter Craig
followed his mother through the busy city streets carrying the
large rucksack containing all his worldly possessions. Shoppers
packed the streets despite the seedy nature of this part of the
city.

The air smelt
of melting tarmac, diesel fumes and fast food, blended together
into a fetid smorgasbord by the hot sun beating down on the
streets. Peter’s mother, Melinda Craig, Mel to everyone, carried a
large suitcase that had seen better days. Only one of its clasps
worked and the only thing holding it together was a ragged leather
strap, the last nine inches of which dragged along the pavement.
Mel checked the ‘A to Z’ of the city in her right hand as she tried
to navigate them to their new home.

Less than an
hour ago, they stepped down from a coach into the central bus
station. At first the bustle of city life lifted Peter’s spirits,
now it wore him down with each step they took and he longed to be
back in the house in the country that had been his home his entire
life.

“It’s just
down this road, Peter. It won’t be long now!”

Mel tried
desperately to create feelings of adventure and enthusiasm in her
son. Peter recognised the falsehood in his mother’s voice despite
her skill in hiding it. After all, part of his training was to
recognise lies, but he felt he needed to pretend too, if only for
her sake. This whole mess was hardly her fault.

“Can’t wait,
Mum. City life’s going to be so much more exciting than being in
the country.” Peter spoke with as much false enthusiasm as he could
muster, given how hot, tired and dirty he felt. His large winter
coat wouldn’t fit into his rucksack so he wore it instead. It might
take it days to dry out from the sweat he had poured into it over
the last half hour.

Drivers honked
their horns at each other for no apparent reason as Peter and Mel
made their way down the street. It was long with three story
red-brick buildings on each side and only the narrowest of
alleyways leading off between the buildings. The street contained
the kind of shops desperate people use to buy or sell their few
possessions. They passed a pawnbroker specialising in electronic
and electrical gear.

A display of
televisions that had seen better days stood stacked on top of each
other, all switched on with speakers blaring. The faces on the
screens varied from far too red to a sort of witch green. In the
shop window, behind a set of iron bars Peter spotted a few electric
guitars and amplifiers. He realised this was a shop of failed
dreams and aspirations when it came down to it. You can buy someone else’s dream and watch it fail for
you, he thought cynically as the weight of
his possessions sat heavily across his shoulders.

The next shop
on their side of the street had the name Solly’s Furniture Emporium stencilled in big letters above its plate glass window. The
large unprotected window revealed old chairs, tables and sofas
piled up higgledy-piggledy inside.

How customers
were supposed to get close enough to examine any of it defeated
Peter. It looked more like a wrecker’s yard for scrapped furniture
than a working shop. A small fat bald man in sweat shirt and jeans
watched them pass from just inside the shop door. Peter and the
man’s eyes met; the man nodded at him as if they knew each other.
It shocked Peter enough to stop him dead in his tracks, resulting
in the two people behind running into him. They came close to
knocking him over and pushed past him muttering crude Anglo Saxon
words.

“Come on
Peter. We’re just about there,” Mel called out from somewhere ahead
and Peter started walking again. The man in the shop had vanished
from sight while Peter had been trying to stay upright.

Mel found the
address they were looking for in the next block. They passed a
narrow alleyway, just wide enough for a small van to drive down,
before coming to a Chinese fish and chip shop. A recessed door was
set in the wall beyond the chip shop frontage. Three dimly lit bell
push buttons adorned the recess. Mel pushed the top button and
waited. They couldn’t hear whether a bell rang over the noise in
the street. After a couple of minutes of waiting in vain, Mel
pushed the button again and the door swung inwards violently as if
connected to a giant spring.

A middle aged
woman with a lit cigarette dangling from her mouth and sour lines
over her face stared accusingly at them, “Wadya want?” she asked,
as if daring them to have a legitimate answer.

“My name’s
Melinda Craig, Mel to my friends, and this is my son Peter. I
arranged to rent a bed-sit here a couple of days ago.”

“Whydinyusayso,” the woman snapped at them and turned back
into the corridor, leaving the door open for them to come through.
Melinda dragged her suitcase across the threshold and Peter
followed reluctantly. Inside, a short hallway stopped at a set of
steep narrow stairs. As Peter closed the door and shut the city
outside, he felt staggered by how quiet it became. The hallway
stank of old cigarettes, stale beer and a sweet smell that seemed
to be a cross between vomit and urine.

An old greyish
carpet gave way underfoot as though the floor boards beneath were
rotten. The carpet had once possessed a pattern of which a few
traces remained, but the pattern was impossible to distinguish. The
worst thing about the carpet was that it was sticky. Every step
Peter took required him to pull the soles of his shoe clear before
he could move on. It felt like walking over a thin layer of wet
chewing gum.

The woman
disappeared up the stairs and around the corner before Mel managed
to get her suitcase up onto the second step. “I’ll do it, Mum,”
Peter offered, moving in front of her to drag the suitcase up the
stairs.

“Be careful,
Peter. The steps are very narrow.” Mel cautioned as she pushed him
upwards by his backpack. Somehow they managed to make it to the top
of the stairs in one piece.

At the top of
the flight they found a long landing going back in the direction
they’d come. At the far end they saw another flight of stairs. The
woman waited impatiently for them at the foot of the
stairs.

Halfway along
the landing Peter saw a dark red door with 27A stencilled on it, a
door otherwise bare except for a spy hole and a Yale lock. There
wasn’t a handle on the door, just a bent out metal plate on the
Yale lock.

“We are in
27B.” Mel told Peter cheerfully as she took back her suitcase and
stumbled along the landing. The thought of reaching their new home
gave Mel a second wind. She scurried up the stairs after the woman
before Peter managed to reach the first step. He felt so tired and
depressed it took him a full minute to get to the top of the flight
and felt as if he was about to faint when he finally reached the
top.

The second
floor landing was deserted. Peter walked forward a little warily
wondering where his mother was. Another dark red door waited along
the landing, identical to the one on the floor below except for the
stencilling, which read 27B. Peter approached the door and found it
ajar. He pushed the door open and walked into the dark
interior.

The door opened
into a pitch black short hallway. Doors led off to the right and
left and a small amount of light showed from the gap underneath the
door. The little hallway was oppressive and Peter felt as though he
had walked into an old box because the air was so stale. The door
to his right opened, flooding the hall with daylight and blinding
him.

Mel chattered
excitedly as he stood blinking. “Come on, Peter. I though I’d lost
you. Shut the outside door, will you, love? Not that I think we’ll
have to worry about burglars.” Mel pulled her son into the
room.

The room was
twenty feet long and fourteen feet wide, about halfway the room
narrowed on the right to ten feet. That end constituted the kitchen
with a stove and sink along the wall. Above the sink, a large old
fashioned iron-framed set of windows covered most of the wall. The
window consisted of four panes of glass with a pair of panes
sitting above the pair below. All the window panels could be opened
on hinges.

As Peter walked
into the kitchen area, he saw the windows looked out onto the back
of the shops. Leaning over the sink to look down he saw a
corrugated roof where the shop below had been extended back on the
ground floor. A large steel chimney spewed out chip fat fumes at
one end of the corrugated roof. Peter didn’t think they would be
leaving the windows open very often.

A door opened
to the right where the room narrowed. Peter thought this must lead
to a bedroom. He was about to investigate when he realised the
woman stood impatiently, waiting for his mother to do
something.

“Four weeks
rent in advance,” the woman snarled and Mel fumbled in her purse to
find the appropriate money. Peter sat on one of the kitchen table’s
tubular steel chairs and waited for the landlady to go.

When the
landlady had gone, Peter and his mother explored their flat. The
door did lead to a small bedroom. Peter found its window overlooked
the alleyway between the buildings. The bed ran along the outside
wall and when he knelt on it, he could see the furniture shop’s
wall on the other side. There were signs of bricked up window in
the wall opposite. Peter saw its outline in the different coloured
red bricks.

The other door
in the hallway led to a larger bedroom and a bathroom fitted with
an old enamel bath and an even older looking toilet. The larger
bedroom looked out onto the main street and it was very noisy when
they opened its window. The bathroom had a crazed window with an
air vent at the top. The vent had rusted solid in the open position
and the room echoed with the sound of cars from the street
below.

The furniture
in the flat must have been at least twenty years old and had seen a
lot of wear. Someone must have spent time repairing the furniture
and while the repairs were effective they made the place feel
tatty.

Mel decided to
take the bigger bedroom, which was fine with Peter. The small
bedroom, with its window looking out onto a brick wall suited
Peter’s mood. After they ate the sandwiches Mel had prepared at
their old house and drank some tea, both of them wanted to have a
quick bath and go to bed. Peter would have preferred to take a
shower but that wasn’t an option, so he settled for a quick cold
bath. It had to be cold because neither of them could figure out
how to light the boiler. The instructions stuck to its side had
faded into illegibility.

Peter put on
his pyjamas and tried to get to sleep on the lumpy bed. He soon
realised that despite being tired, he had too much adrenaline
running through his veins to sleep. He decided to kneel on his bed
and stare out of his window instead.

By sitting up,
he discovered he could observe the alley below, though it was too
dark to see very much. At ground level of the furniture store he
spotted a bricked up door. When a van drove through the alley he
got a good look at it in the glare of its headlights.

Peter spotted a
Goth girl standing in the shadows just beyond the door. She could
have been any age from fourteen to her mid-twenties because she
wore so much make-up it was impossible to tell. She had jet black
hair, eyes that mascara had turned into black rings like a panda
and she wore dark blue lipstick. She wore a loose black blouse,
black micro skirt covering black leggings and stiletto heeled black
shoes. She fascinated Peter.

The alley
became so dark the wall on the other side disappeared from view and
the girl vanished in the gloom. Only a limited amount of light from
the neon orange street lights in the main street penetrated into
it.

Peter opened
his window as wide as it would go so he could look down and listen
for any noises. The alley lit up as a door opened below Peter’s
window. It was the mirror of the filled-in doorway and the
projected light created the illusion of another door in the wall.
Peter saw the shadow of a man wearing a long coat go through the
door. The door closed and the alley was once again plunged into
darkness.

Over the next
hour, the door opened and closed many times. Peter discovered that
the Goth girl was still hanging around. Every time the door opened,
she inched closer to the filled-in doorway while staying on the far
side of the alley. Peter wondered if she was a prostitute, but he
noticed she hid from the men.

He had his
suspicions about where the door downstairs led to because he heard
female giggles and once what sounded like a shriek when the door
was open. Nobody spoke though, which struck Peter as odd. The door
opened to let people out while visitors gave a single knock to gain
entry.

The strains of
the day were getting to Peter and he yawned loudly as the door
opened for the fiftieth time. The Goth girl ran across to where the
light from the door created the illusion of a door in the
brickwork. She looked up towards Peter’s window.

The girl looked
terrified, but it didn’t stop her turning to the lit wall, opening
the brickwork as though the light was a door and stepping through
it into darkness. The wall became a wall again, as the other door
closed and the alley returned to darkness.

 


 


 




Chapter
Two

 


Morning

 


Peter awoke
sure that what he saw the night before was simply a vivid dream.
Walls do not open as though they are doors and girls do not walk
through solid brickwork.

There was
nothing to eat for breakfast and Mel needed to go out and buy some
suitable clothes for her new job. The last thing Peter wanted to do
was to spend the day clothes shopping with his mother. She would
have to go in every shop she could find at least twice before she
could make up her mind about anything. Worse, there were probably a
large number of clothes stores in the city centre.

“I’m going to
go out and have a look around,” he told his mother when she asked
him what he planned to do.

“Here’s a
fiver.” Mel fished a crumpled five pound note out of her handbag.
“You won’t be able to buy much with it, Peter, but it’s all I can
afford right now. We’re going to have to be careful with money, at
least until I get my first wages from the new job and that won’t be
until the end of the month. You can buy fish and chips if you
want.”

Peter laughed.
“Mum, fish and chips for breakfast isn’t a great idea. I need to
get a part time job, at least until I start at college. Assuming
you can find a college that’ll take me.”

Mel looked
downcast. “You shouldn’t need to find a job, Peter. I feel so
guilty.”

“It’ll be
good for me, Mum. And since I don’t expect you to finish your
shopping until tonight, it’ll give me something to do.”

Mel looked a
little annoyed at her son’s assessment of the time it would take
her to shop, but then she smiled and gave him a kiss on his
forehead. “Don’t forget your key and don’t lose it. It opens the
outside door as well so you won’t need to disturb Mrs May to get
in. Have a good day!” Mel picked up her handbag and headed for the
door.

“You have a
good day too!” Peter called after her as she rushed out of the
flat, slamming the door behind her.

 


* *
*

 


Peter drank his
tea before leaving the flat. Even though he didn’t believe his
memories from last night, there was a wall he wanted to examine
very carefully. He hadn’t wanted to go there too early, as he knew
people tended to get suspicious of teenagers hanging around early
in the morning.

He left the
front door of the building into blinding white sunlight. The High
Street ran north-south and the sun rose between the shops across
the road. A gap between buildings allowed the sun to shine directly
onto Peter’s face. He moved into the alley to escape the glare.
Standing in the shade, he could feel the tingling chill of the
morning air for the first time. He was sure it would soon fade as
the sun rose high enough to warm the streets.

The alley
looked particularly seedy in the crisp morning light. Fish and chip
papers lay scattered across the pavement in front of the shop and
down into the alley. The greasy smell of cold chip fat is never
very appetising and, in this case, there was also the fetid aroma
of vomit and alcohol coming from a couple of yellowish puddles at
the edge of the alley. There was enough of another familiar scent
to convince Peter this alley was a convenient urinal for the local
drunks.

The alley was
about ten feet wide and cobbled with grey stones. Double yellow
lines had been painted over the cobbles while a sign instructed
there was to be no parking at any time. It was too narrow to have a
pavement and the buildings rose up fifty or sixty feet on both
sides, giving the place a claustrophobic feel.

The alley was
surprisingly free of graffiti, with only a few faded signatures and
gang signs sprayed along its walls. The signs gave Peter the
impression they were warnings, rather than the posturing of young
men compensating for the size of their sexual organs. Peter had
very clear and negative views on people who messed up where they
lived.

It was a
surprisingly long walk to where his bedroom window looked down over
the alley. When he got there, he stared at the door that had been
so active the night before. It looked as though it hadn’t been
opened in years. A single stone step stood in front of the door
which was raised up eight inches or so from the street. The step
was so old it had worn away in a gentle curve towards its
middle.

The door may
once have been painted blue, but the paint was so old that it
looked almost white. Paint flaked off in large patches revealing
dark wood underneath. There wasn’t a door handle, just a slit
viewing port to see who was calling. Peter assumed the mechanism
was brass but it was so black with grime it could only be a
guess.

Peter turned
his attention to the wall opposite the door. There was a similarly
worn stone step on the other side but no sign of a door. The light
down the alleyway wasn’t bright with the sun so low and the
different shade of brickwork was difficult to spot, though it had
been quite clear to him last night. Peter stood on the step to
nowhere and pressed his hands against the bricks. The wall was
filthy and he was shocked at how much dirt he had on his hands when
he pulled away.

The bricks of
the wall felt cold and a little damp. People often think you don’t
get dew in the centre of a city as you do in the countryside, but
Peter knew you did. Dew coats bricks and stone in the morning as if
someone had used a mist spray on them. It made the bricks feel cold
and disgusting. However, he found no sign of a break in the wall.
The dirt lay evenly over bricks and mortar and though the mortar
had a few cracks in it, the cracks were random and only ran for a
few inches.

Peter gave up.
He felt more than a little disgusted in his naivety in believing
for a second that what he had seen wasn’t a dream. He was pretty
certain the Goth girl was real, but he was almost sure she must
have been a prostitute plying her trade.

Peter felt
surprised there were no condoms or needles in the alley. Once he
got over his initial reaction to the chip papers and puke, the
alley was remarkably clear of rubbish.

He walked back
up to the street and discovered he’d missed a street sign high up
on the wall. Apparently, this alley was Hellport Lane. Peter found
the name amusing, as it seemed to suit the place.

Leaving the
alley, Peter turned to the left and once again found himself
staring into the large windows of Solly’s Furniture Emporium. Once
upon a time and in better days, the shop had probably been a
department store. The shop boasted two large plate glass windows
separated by a pair of wood-and-glass doors. Some way down towards
the centre of the shop, a wide staircase led up to the second
floor. The owner had piled furniture up the stairs, blocking them
except for the narrowest of passageways. A notice over the stairs
dangled down from the ceiling on two wires and read ‘Staff Only’.
Not that there was any sign of staff.

Peter suddenly
had the urge to find out where a door in the alley would come out
in the shop. It was dark inside the shop and the piled up furniture
blocked Peter’s view so he couldn’t see from the window. He decided
to go into the shop and have a look round.

Only one of the
double doors was unlocked and it took him several goes to find the
right door and force it to open. The hinges were stiff and it
creaked as it opened. When the door closed behind him, the traffic
sounds disappeared completely leaving him in a disturbing silence.
The locals must have figured out how to make soundproofed doors a
long time ago.

The place had
the smell of a second-hand book shop, the air being musty and
stale. Unlike a bookshop, the mustiness was overlaid with beeswax
and the pungent smell of polish. This struck Peter as being
slightly strange as the linoleum floor looked as though it had
never been cleaned while the furniture resting on was even dirtier.
Peter wondered if furniture always smelled of old polish if you
kept enough of it together for long enough.

A narrow
walkway ran through the shop towards the back and Peter strode
along it hoping to find where the bricked up door would come out.
The silence in the shop was oppressive, reminding Peter of a
funeral parlour and there was no sign of the short fat bald man
Peter had seen the day before.

“Why aren’t
you at school?” a voice asked cynically from behind him. Peter
jumped and turned in a fighting crouch only to discover the fat man
standing behind him a foot or so away. Peter wondered how the man
could have got that close. All of Peter’s training had failed him,
making a mockery of his childhood. He forced his body to relax and
stood up.

“You don’t
think I know, do you, Peter Craig? But Solly knows a thing or two I
can tell you.” The little man rubbed his nose with his finger
making the ancient sign of knowing more than he said.

“If you know,
why ask?” Peter replied defensively. Neither he nor his mother knew
they would be moving to the flat until two days ago, but he
suspected their new landlady got the word out as soon as they
arranged to rent it.

“To see if
you would lie about it, of course,” the man told him cheerfully. He
held out his hand out for Peter to shake, “My name is Solly Silo
and I would like to welcome you both to the neighbourhood and my
little furniture emporium.” Peter shook Solly’s hand and squeezed
back hard when Solly tried to crush his fingers. “A strong
handshake, I see,” Solly noted appraisingly, “A man should have a
strong handshake ready for when he needs one.”

“I take it
you know our landlady?” Peter decided to show this man he wasn’t
going to be intimidated by parlour tricks.

“Maggie May?
They should have taken the old witch away years ago. No, I never
speak to her if I can avoid it. But look at you, six foot tall and
not yet fully grown. You cut a fine figure of a man, if I say so
myself. But what sort of man will you make, I wonder?” Solly
stopped as if waiting for Peter to give him an answer, “Never mind…
you can’t help what has happened to you. A
man should not be judged by his family is
what I say. Now tell me, what are you planning to do with yourself
until your mother gets you into college?”

“I’m looking
for a part time job…”

“Excellent,
excellent. And I have just the part time job for you right here.”
Solly turned his back on Peter and then spun to face him. He stared
Peter straight in the eyes, “and can you start today, this very
minute?”

“It depends
on what you want me to…”

“I’ll pay you
for three hours work in the morning and three in the afternoon.
I’ll give you a twenty pound note when you finish each session.
Will you accept me as your master under those
conditions?”

Peter knew he
was being offered excellent pay for someone his age but didn’t like
Solly’s use of the word ‘master’. He decided to prevaricate rather
than answer. “I’ll work for you provided the work is reasonable. I
don’t mind a boss but I’m not looking for a master.”

Solly laughed
loudly. “Not such a fool as you look then? Good, I don’t want a
fool to help me. I want you to move furniture and clean things. Is
that acceptable, young man?”

“Yes sir,”
Peter answered. He was sure he could walk away easily enough if he
didn’t like the work while forty pounds a day would help his mother
a great deal. Peter knew there would be stoppages like national
insurance taken out of what he earned, but it would still be a good
wage. “When do you want me to start?”

Solly glanced
at a large gold watch on his wrist before he answered. “It has gone
nine o’clock, but not by much. Work for me until twelve and I will
ignore your late start this time. Move the furniture over there…”
Solly indicated a large pile of tables and chairs to his right and
waved to a small gap between the piles to his left, “over to there,
and then I will tell you what I want doing next.”

Without waiting
for an answer, Solly walked away into the bowels of his shop. Peter
looked at the stack of furniture Solly wanted moved. The pile was
higher than his head, but a job was a job and he shrugged to
himself. He found a chair and stood on it to lift the dining chairs
down. He put the chairs to one side while he dragged the polished
rosewood table that had been underneath the chairs over to where
Solly indicated the new pile should start.

The table was
far too heavy for him to lift and it screeched as he pulled it over
the old linoleum floor leaving thick black marks on its battered
surface. Peter looked at the marks in horror, but there was nothing
he could do about it. At least Solly might pay him for the
morning’s work if he finished the task, so he decided to carry
on.

By noon, Peter
was exhausted but the pile now stood exactly where he had been told
to move it. Peter wiped his brow and stretched his back which was
starting to ache. While he was stretching, Solly appeared behind
him without a sound.

“Excellent!
An excellent job, young man. And here is your payment. No need for
us to involve the taxman is there?” Solly waved a crisp twenty
pound note in Peter’s face and Peter took it gratefully. “I expect
you back here at two o’clock precisely, and then I want you to
sweep the floor you have just cleared and then put the furniture
back exactly where you found it. I expect that will keep you busy
until five.”

Solly walked
off as if there was absolutely nothing to talk about and vanished
before Peter could think of anything to say. Peter looked down at
the twenty pound note in his hand with something approaching
astonishment. He put it carefully in his back pocket with the five
pound note his mother had given him earlier. He looked at his watch
to check the time and left the store to find something to
eat.

He didn’t want
to be late back on his first day on the job so he decided the fish
and chip shop below the flat would be a good place to eat. The shop
had an area for people to sit down and eat. It was a typical fish
and chip shop having glass fronted heated displays forming a
serving counter and cutting the shop in two.

Behind the
counter on the far wall stood big fryers along with glass-fronted
heated racks storing cooked savaloys, pies, fried chicken and the
like. There was a serving area to the left and people queued along
the side, where their eyes were drawn to the golden battered cod,
haddock and plaice stacked behind glass. Peter was fascinated by
the sight of the fat churning in the fryers as the water in the
potatoes boiled away in the deep pools of hot fat.

In the customer
half of the shop there were three round tables with plastic chairs
set around them. There were condiments of salt, vinegar and ketchup
on each table. The tables looked clean, but worn, their white
surfaces chipped away at the edges leaving brown plastic
visible.

When Peter
walked in there was nobody in the shop apart from the old Chinese
woman serving behind the counter. He asked her for a portion of
fish and chips to eat in and she served his meal on a china plate.
He had expected to eat his meal in a polystyrene tray and felt
pleasantly surprised.

He thanked the
lady as she passed him a knife and fork. She smiled and said, “You
good boy, Peter,” before vanishing through a bead screened doorway.
Peter’s mouth fell open, stunned by her words and he wondered if
everybody in this city knew his name.

 


 


 




Chapter
Three

 


Trouble

 


Peter sat down
at the table in the farthest corner away from the door with his
back to a wall. The chips were excellent, not like the
pre-processed French fries served in American fast food outlets.
These were proper chunky British chips, sliced from freshly peeled
King Edward potatoes and fried at high temperature so their outer
surfaces were crisp while their centres were soft and steaming. The
fish was good too, a generous fillet of cod coated in batter, thick
and crunchy on the outside with the boneless filleted fish inside
white and flaky.

Peter was so
busy enjoying his lunch that he didn��t notice the three young
people who came in after him. It was only when they took seats on
the table next to his that he bothered to look up. They were three
teens, his age or maybe a year older. Two boys and a girl in dark
blue jeans and hoodies with their hoods pulled up over their heads.
Peter wondered if they were going to leave them up while they ate
when they pulled them away from their faces. They had bought a
plate of chips between them, which they ate with their
fingers.

When they
started talking and laughing, Peter’s first thought was that they
must be foreign, as he didn’t immediately understand what they were
saying. He then realised a combination of strong local accents and
slang had confused him; they were actually locals. The
Establishment School he went to hadn’t allowed the children to
speak anything but formal English. All the kids at school were
children of The Village. They never mixed with ordinary kids. Peter
realised he was incredibly out of step with the world he lived
in.

As he got used
to their voices, he worked out the most outspoken boy, who appeared
to be the leader of the group, was called Gaz. Gaz had bought
something for a girl he was going out with, a girl called Sal.
Peter wasn’t convinced their relationship was real because the
others, Kay and Col, giggled every time Gaz made some boast about
their relationship. Gaz glared at them when they
laughed.

“This is
majestic. Its proper nang,” Gaz informed his friends, which Peter
deduced meant it was good. Gaz pulled a plastic bag from the floor
and spent some time fiddling about in it. A loud buzzing filled the
room and to Peter’s astonishment, Gaz stood a nine inch vibrator on
the table. Not only did this bring peals of laughter from his
friends, it also increased the noise ten-fold as the vibrator
bounced around on the plastic surface. When the vibrator fell over,
Gaz switched it off and put it away. The Chinese woman came through
the bead curtain and stared suspiciously at them.

Kay looked as
though she might be sick with laughter, as she seemed to be
choking. “You can’t give her that. That’s so random!” Kay said when
she managed to recover. She reached for a chip from the plate,
still giggling.

“It’s sick.”
Col told Gaz, but it didn’t sound like he disapproved in the
slightest.

“What’re you
staring at?” Gaz said loudly and Peter realised Gaz was talking to
him. “You dissin’ me?”

“Sorry, I’m
just sitting eating my lunch. No offence,” Peter said quickly. He
didn’t want any trouble, or to do anything that might get him
noticed.

Gaz appeared to
calm down. He leaned over the table, his two friends joined him and
they started whispering to each other. Peter decided the best
course of action was to leave as quickly as possible. He stood up,
walking around their table while staying as far away from them as
possible and stepped out of the shop.

The noise of
the High Street hit him like a physical blow. Peter felt a little
light-headed from the adrenaline sweeping through his body. He’d
seen far too many television stories about violence on the streets
and had no wish to experience it first hand.

It felt good to
be out in the street, though the air could hardly be described as
fresh, unless petrol and diesel fuels turned you on. Peter began
walking back to the furniture shop. It was less than twenty minutes
since he left but it was beginning to look like a place of
sanctuary in a mad world.

As he crossed
Hellport Lane he was pushed violently in the back and stumbled to
the ground. Establishment training took over and he turned the
force of the push into a body roll, coming to his feet facing his
assailant with both hands held up in the classic karate defensive
position.

Gaz had pushed
him. His two friends giggled, standing a few paces behind him.
Kay’s giggle froze as instead of lying on the ground, Peter stood
as though it was he that threatened them.

“I’m required
by law to tell you I’ve been trained in defensive and offensive
unarmed combat.” Any threat in Peter’s speech was ruined by the
shake in his voice. “Leave me alone. I don’t want any
trouble.”

“Yeah,
right,” Gaz replied as he looked at the trembling boy in the Kung
Fu movie pose. He made the unfortunate mistake of believing Peter
was running a bluff and ran at Peter, attempting to punch him.
Peter pulled Gaz’s arm forward and bent it backwards so Gaz
stumbled. He flailed about trying to stop his face from smashing
into the pavement.

Gaz managed to
regain his balance and spun around. However, Peter held Gaz’s right
thumb, which he bent backwards into a painful position. No matter
how Gaz moved, Peter kept his thumb locked and Gaz’s movements
caused so much pain he ended up stationary, bent over with his
other arm stretched out trying to keep his balance. The two teens
stood in a frozen tableau, Gaz unable to move and Peter unable to
decide what to do next.

The plastic bag
with Gaz’s gift in flew out of Gaz’s hand and landed on the road.
As they stood, a Rolls Royce Silver Cloud pulled to a stop, its
front wheel crushing Gaz’s bag.

Col and Kay
seemed to be trying to decide whether to rush at Peter or run away.
He was supposed to be an easy mark but neither wanted to get hurt
trying to rescue Gaz. Peter didn’t have a clue what to do. Even
defending himself was illegal, given the papers he and his mother
signed before they left the Establishment. He could be in trouble
for restraining Gaz and the last thing he wanted was for the police
to find out.

While the
teenagers stood trying to figure out what to do next, a muscular
Chinese man in a black business suit got out of the front passenger
side of the Rolls Royce and opened its rear door. A second man
arrived from the other side of the car, framing the door
protectively. An elderly Chinese man in clothes looking as though
he’d just finished a Fu Manchu movie, stepped delicately out of the
vehicle, and stepped towards Gaz.

“My name is
Han No,” he said in perfect English with a strong Chinese accent.
He turned to face Peter. “You may call me Mr. No, Peter Craig.
Release this irritating child. If these youths are stupid enough to
cause you further trouble, my men will see to them.” Peter released
Gaz in a daze. He wondered what was going on, and how everybody
knew his name.

Gaz stumbled to
his feet and shot a look of pure venom at Peter. “You’re dead. Dead
meat.” Giving a long regretful look at the bag with the crushed
vibrator in it, Gaz and his two friends ran off down the High
Street, pushing a few pedestrians as they made their
escape.

Mr. No turned
away from Peter and began walking towards the chip shop, his men
staying close to his side. One of them moved ahead of Mr. No to
open the door. They ignored Peter.

“Excuse me,
Mr. No?” Peter called after them. Mr. No stopped and turned to gaze
serenely at Peter, “How do you know who I am?” Peter asked, as no
other questions came to mind.

“Everybody
who is anybody knows who you are,” Mr. No replied solemnly. He
turned and walked into the shop.

Peter brushed
down his jeans to try to get rid of the dirt marks they got from
rolling on the ground. Mum’s going to be
furious with me for getting them dirty so fast, he thought as he walked to the furniture shop. As he
entered the deserted shop, he mused on the fact that not one
customer had entered the shop during the morning. Perhaps Tuesday’s
were particularly poor days for furniture shopping, but he couldn’t
help wondering how Solly managed to make any money.

He was over an
hour early getting back to work but Peter had lost his enthusiasm
for wandering around the streets. He began work by sweeping the
floor with an old broom propped against the furniture he had moved
earlier. Solly must have put the broom out for him.

Peter found it
easy to collect a pile of dust and dirt. He could have started
anywhere in the shop and achieved similar results. Unfortunately,
there wasn’t a dustpan to pick up the dirt. After a few minutes of
indecision and a quick look around for a broom cupboard with a
dustpan or a bin, Peter decided to sweep the dust out of the front
door. This turned out to be a lot less easy than he expected as the
dust caught on the lip of the frame and drifted back towards him as
it rose up in the air.

 


* *
*

 


Peter worked
until five o’clock, only stopping every hour for five minutes to
get his breath. He finished re-stacking the furniture by four
o’clock and, because he wanted to impress Solly, swept away dust
wherever he could find it. The pavement outside Solly’s shop
started to look dirty, so Peter swept the dust out into the
road.

At five
o’clock, Peter looked around at his work with a certain amount of
satisfaction and waited for Solly, determined he wouldn’t sneak up
on him for a third time. It was a matter of professional
pride.

“Don’t think
I’m paying you for the extra hour’s work,” Solly said from behind
Peter. Peter jumped as though someone had stuck a pin in him. He
couldn’t believe this little man managed to sneak up on him again.
He couldn’t figure out how Solly did it.

Peter responded
defensively. “I didn’t have anything else I wanted to do. I wasn’t
expecting you to pay me for it.”

“That’s okay,
then. And next time, use the dustpan and put the dirt in the waste
bin.” Solly pointed out where the items were. Peter could have
sworn neither was there moments before. “I don’t want the council
accusing me of dumping rubbish in the street,” Solly
complained.

As Peter nodded
his understanding, Solly pulled another crisp brand new twenty
pound note out of his pocket and handed it over. “I will expect you
here and ready for work at nine o’clock in the morning.”

As Peter opened
the shop door to go home, Solly called out to him. “Don’t worry
about those teenagers. They’ve far too bad a reputation to go to
the police.” Peter nodded again and walked out of the shop. He
wondered if the locals had video cameras set up along the street,
because all of them seemed to know every single thing he
did.

Peter was
surprised to find his mother at home when he let himself in the
flat. She had taken the washing up bowl from the sink and was
soaking her feet in it. Peter wasn’t happy at the thought of using
cutlery and plates washed in that bowl before his mother started
using it as a foot spa. Now he felt certain he wouldn’t be using it
again. It had been disgusting enough before, with dirt marks and
flaking plastic sides. He was surprised his mother was willing to
put her feet in it.

“Did you get
the clothes you wanted?”

“Yes dear,
though I had to walk for miles and miles before I was sure I’d
found the right ones. There are far too many shops in this city,
Peter. How did you get on today?”

Peter told his
Mum about his new job in the furniture shop, completely failing to
mention the three teenagers when he did it. He handed his mother
the two twenty pound notes and the change he got from buying the
fish and chips.

“Peter, I
can’t take your money,” Mel protested, though the crisp notes felt
good in her hands.

“Of course
you can, Mum. This is my fault in the first place, remember? If it
wasn’t for me, you could’ve stayed in The Village for the rest of
your life.” Peter knelt down besides his mother and put his arms
around hers. “Dad will come back one day and sort them
out.”

Mel smiled at
her son, but she felt she needed to correct him on one point. “This
wasn’t your fault, Peter. You didn’t do what they said and they
admitted they’d no evidence against you. They needed someone to
punish for Jeremy’s death and you were the only one available.
Never forget that you didn’t do anything wrong.”

Mel gave Peter
one of the twenty pound notes back. “You’ll need some spending
money. Half your wage will be more than enough to help us through
until I get my first pay check.”

Mel bought some
provisions as part of her travels and she made them both an evening
meal. After Peter washed up, carefully putting the washing up bowl
to one side and using the sink, he asked his mother if he could go
out and take a walk. He thought there must be a cinema nearby and
there was a film he wanted to see.

Mel knew he was
well equipped to protect himself and wasn’t worried. Peter told her
he would be back by ten o’clock.

“I’m going to
buy us both mobile phones as soon as I can afford it.” Mel gave him
a quick hug.

 


* *
*

 


It was still
light when Peter walked out onto the High Street. He walked north
for about two miles without seeing anything interesting. The kinds
of shops repeated every half a mile or so as they served the locals
with alcohol, tobacco and loaves of bread. There was no sign of a
cinema, though there were shops in buildings that had probably been
cinemas back in the nineteen fifties.

Peter crossed
the road and walked back. After he went past their flat he found
the High Street changed in nature and became typical of a city
centre. There were a lot of bars and restaurants while one street
crossing his was lined with clubs and flashing neon signs. The
signs indicated whatever else the clubs sold, sex was a significant
part of the mix.

Bouncers stood
outside the doors of the clubs. They were big men immaculately
dressed in dark three piece suits, frilly shirts and bow ties.
Peter wondered if it was a rule that the more violent your job, the
smarter you dressed. There were always at least two bouncers on
each of the doors and they all carried radios in their top
pockets.

Peter had been
trained to make certain kinds of observations. He concluded the
bouncers were in contact with each other so they could warn each
other of trouble. Peter speculated that a police car driving up the
road would stimulate more calls on the radios than a man running up
the street waving a large knife.

Despite his
travels, the one thing he hadn’t found was an ordinary cinema,
though he found a few specialist cinemas. As it was getting dark he
turned around and headed back to the flat, crossing the road so he
was on the right side of the High Street.

By the time he
reached the chip shop night had fallen. He got his key out and was
about to put it into the door when a thought occurred to him. Peter
decided to walk down Hellport Lane to see what it looked like at
night. He hoped he might see someone go through the blue door and
find out what was going on inside.

It was
difficult to walk down the lane because he could see virtually
nothing. He stopped and waited until his eyes adjusted to the low
levels of light. He had no idea exactly where the blue door was, as
it had vanished in the gloom. However, he found out where it was
when he went sprawling onto his hands having tripped over its stone
step.

Peter felt
hands grab hold of him and help him to his feet. A car went by on
the High Street with headlights so badly adjusted reflections lit
up the alley. He found he was staring into the green eyes of the
Goth girl from the night before.

“Don’t think
I’m going to let you through the Sunner Door just because everybody
around here seems to think you’re the bloody messiah,” she said
with a sneer. There was also an element of something else in her
voice too, which sounded like respect, or fear.

“Who are
you?” Peter asked.

“My name’s
Sal Dark, if that means anything to you.”

 


 


 




Chapter
Four

 


Sal
Dark

 


Sal grabbed
hold of Peter’s hand and pulled him deeper into the darkness of the
alley. “Best if we’re not seen outside The Bird Cave,” she said
incomprehensibly. The fact it was pitch black didn’t seem to bother
this strange young lady in the slightest as she navigated her way
through the darkness without difficulty, dragging Peter along in
her wake.

The alley led
to the back of the shops where a series of tall wooden gates stood
between high walls overlaid with barbed wire. The sky provided
enough light for Peter to get a clear view of lengths of barbed
wired coiled into spirals running along the tops of the walls and
over the gates, held in place by steel Y shaped bars.
Incongruously, there was the odd plant growing out of the wall
showing that some particularly hardy species of wildflower was
determined not to let the buildings win. Black slots along the
walls suggested doors, but Peter was sure that any door they tried
would be locked.

Peter stumbled
along behind Sal who held his hand in a very firm and determined
way. Even as she dragged him onwards, Peter couldn’t help but think
she was the first woman to ever do that to him, other than his
mother. They turned up a narrow alley little more than a few feet
wide. Peter was not surprised to see the outline of a door blocking
the end of it. Its edges outlined with light from whatever lay
beyond it.

When they got
to the door, Sal fumbled with it for a few seconds and then pushed
it open. Bright neon light flooded into the alley from the street
beyond. Sal pulled Peter out into the street and slammed the door
shut.

“Buy me a
cappuccino,” Sal demanded and walked off down the street. Peter
looked around at the city lights trying to figure out where he was,
before giving up and running to catch up with her. They were on a
long street lined with shops. The shops looked to be electronic and
music stores, though it was difficult to tell exactly what they
were because most of them were protected with rolled-down steel
shutters. Despite being closed, the shop’s signs were lit and
bright neon street lights shone down from above them. Cars and
taxis sped past. Horns blared for no apparent reason. Peter saw a
taxi driver use his horn just because a car dared to stop at a red
light.

Sal ran up
three steps and through the door of a shop, vanishing from sight.
Peter followed her, discovering the shop was an old fashioned café.
A bell tinkled above the door as he opened it and he saw Sal over
at the counter waiting for him. A wizened old man, who looked as
though he could have played Merlin’s father without the benefit of
make-up, stood on the other side of the counter, looking at her
impatiently.

“Didn’t think
you had any money, Sal,” the old man told her without the slightest
trace of sympathy. “You know you can’t stay here if you aren’t
buying.”

Sal stuck her
tongue out at the old man and made a grand gesture towards Peter as
he approached. “My friend, Peter Craig,” Sal stressed Peter’s name,
“….is buying me a cappuccino. Aren’t you, Peter?”

“Yes, I am,”
Peter replied cheerfully as he reached into his back pocket for the
twenty pound note. “Two cappuccinos, please.”

The old man
gave Peter an appraising look and then shuffled over to work the
ancient Gaggia machine. Sal sat down at a small table next to the
front window of the café. “Bring mine over when he finishes,
Peter,” she told him and then stared out the window as if he no
longer existed.

Peter paid the
man for the coffees and put them down on either side of the table
before sitting in the chair opposite Sal. Sal looked at the coffee,
looked at Peter and gave him a quick smile that lit up her face.
She turned her head for a second to look at the array of pastries
and sausage rolls in the display area on the counter. Peter saw her
lick her lips before turning to stare out of the window
again.

“Would you
like a sausage roll?” he asked quietly. Sal looked at him and then
down at her hands.

“Can’t buy
you nothin’ in return.”

Peter ignored
her words and got up again. Back at the counter, he bought them
both hot sausage rolls served with crisps and salad. He was
surprised how little it cost. In fact, everything in the café
seemed to be a reasonable price. The old man served him with a
sneer on his face. Peter didn’t really care what the old man
thought of him or Sal, so he took no notice. He took the plates
back to the table and put one down in front of Sal. He wasn’t
particularly hungry himself so he didn’t touch his own
plate.

Sal started to
wolf down the food as if she hadn’t eaten for days. It gave Peter a
chance to observe this strange girl. She wasn’t much older than he
was, he could tell now that he could see her up close in the light.
Even without the make-up, her eyes would have looked sunken and her
face drawn. She probably hadn’t been sleeping much.

Peter thought
she was very pretty, with an oval face that her jet black hair
framed in a page boy cut. She looked good to Peter despite the
black eyeliner and vivid blue lipstick that normally he would have
detested. Sal wore the same clothes he saw her in the previous
night. A black V shaped blouse, with some kind of black net
material over it, a tiny silver crucifix dangled from a delicate
silver chain around her neck. His eyes followed the crucifix down
to where it nestled in the valley between her breasts. He could see
the edges of a black bra as it poked out from under her
blouse.

Peter pulled
his eyes away from the sight, as he wanted to be able to stand up
without embarrassment when he needed to and shifted his gaze to
less interesting parts of her body. Sal’s hands were slim and
petite. They struck him as being more like a child’s than a
woman’s. Each of her fingernails was painted a glossy black that
was smooth and shiny enough to mirror the world around them. Peter
felt he should say something as Sal had almost emptied her
plate.

“Why did you
say I couldn’t go through the Summer Door? And what exactly is a
Summer Door?”

Sal almost
choked on her crisps and sounded amused. “Not a summer door you
prat, the Sunner Door!” As she spoke, she laid particular emphasis
on the Ns so he would hear the difference. “Do you want your
sausage roll?” Sal asked as she looked at his full
plate.

Peter had
forgotten the plate was in front on him. He wordlessly swapped his
plate with hers and she began eating again. Peter noted that though
Sal corrected him on pronunciation she contrived to tell him
nothing. Rather than press her on it, he decided to ask her about
something that worried him a lot more. “Have you got a boyfriend
called Gaz?”

Sal’s mouth
dropped open and she looked at him as though he was a slug that had
just climbed onto the piece of lettuce she was about to eat. “He
absolutely fucking isn’t. Where did you get that idea?” Sal voice
was as cold as ice and Peter thought he might be in danger of
turning her into an enemy before they had the chance to become
friends.

“I had a
run-in with him and two of his friends outside the Chinese chip
shop on the High Street. He was showing off a gift he bought for
his girl friend. I thought he said her name was Sal.” Peter decided
not to mention what the particular gift had been.

“The two with
him would have been Colin Harris and Kay Smeddly.” Sal spoke slowly
and started twiddling her crucifix between the fingers of her hand.
“Gaz Dixon isn’t my friend and he’ll never be my boyfriend.” She
looked Peter straight in the eyes and snapped at him, “What did he
buy me?”

“Err, nothing
much. I, err…” Peter felt his face begin to heat up.

“A fat lot of
good you’re going to be to the old ones. I knew they were crazy.
You can’t even talk straight.”

“It was a
large white vibrator,” Peter told her, stung by her words and
attitude into saying the thing he hadn’t wanted to.

Even beneath
the make-up on her face, Peter saw a flush creep over Sal. Her neck
looked particularly red. She leaned over the table and pulled Peter
over so his face was only inches from hers.

“All term Gaz
Dixon has been telling his little posse,” Sal spoke the word posse
with deep contempt “how he was going to have me before we broke up.
I let him know I’d rather be poked by a pig. It was my eighteenth
birthday three weeks ago and I got careless on my way home. I went
down behind the back of the bike sheds, as there’s a short cut
through a hole in the fence. He and his posse were waiting for me.
Those two bastard friends of his cut off my escape route. Gaz had
one of those plastic handled knives they sell for decorating, the
ones that use razor blades.” Sal stopped to catch her breath. Peter
could see how upset she was.

“He pushed me
against the wall with the knife up against my throat. Then he
unzipped himself and pressed his prick against my thighs. He told
me I’d better give him some pleasure or else I wouldn’t be so
pretty any more.”

Sal stopped and
Peter squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I
can take care of myself. I gave Gaz a smile as if he’d won me over,
put my right hand down, and stroked his prick. Then I slipped my
hand into his boxers and cupped his balls. He turned his head to
grin at his posse who jeered at me and I took my chance. I squeezed
his balls as hard as I could and slid down the wall.” As Sal said,
the word ‘squeeze’ her grip tightened on Peter’s hand convulsively
and Peter wondered how Gaz had escaped intensive care.

“I didn’t get
away scot free though,” Sal moved back from the table, lifted her
chin, and stretched the skin on the left side of her neck. An angry
red line ran across the side of her throat. It was a fading wound
but Peter thought it might never completely disappear. “Whatever he
plans to do with that vibrator, I don’t think I’ll find it
fun.”

“He won’t get
the chance because it got smashed after the fight.” Peter grinned
at the memory. He described his fight with Gaz and the arrival of
Mr. No at the chip shop. Peter glossed over the details of the
fight and went straight to where he was holding Gaz in a thumb
lock.

“Where did
you learn self-defence?” Sal asked in surprise. The way she looked
at Peter made it clear she’d summed him up as a wimp and needed
convincing.

“I was taught
defensive, disabling and killing techniques in school. The
disabling ones sometimes kill if you aren’t careful,” Peter said
without any trace of pride in his voice.

“All they
teach in my school is irregular French verbs and contraception. So
what else did they teach you in spy school?” Sal asked him in a
joking tone of voice.

Peter felt
worried. Her flip comment came a little too close to the truth and
there were things he’d been ordered never to talk about. If he
didn’t want to spend the rest of his life in prison, that is. He
needed to change the subject.

“So what is
the Sunner Door, and what’s all this stuff about people expecting
things of me?” Peter asked Sal more loudly than he
intended.

Sal stopped
grinning and glanced around the café before she looked back at him.
“Stop saying things like that so loud,” she hissed at him. “I could
get into serious trouble for saying anything to you. If Han No
finds out I said something, he might lock me in one of his brothels
for the rest of my life.”

Peter leant
over the table towards Sal. He really liked this girl, but the
mysterious talk was getting him down. “Tell me something or I shall
shout I know about the Sunner
Door.” Peter sat back and took a deep
breath as though he really intended to shout.

Sal motioned
him to stop in a panic and leant over the table again. Peter moved
closer to hear. “Doors and windows in the mind can become real. If
you know where you will be when you reach the other
side.”

The old man
lifted the hatch on the counter, walked out with a cloth, and
started wiping the tables. Sal moved back from Peter and compressed
her lips tightly together as the man came to their table and picked
up the empty cups and plates. He wiped the surface of their table
while Sal stared out of the window. When he returned behind the
counter, Sal moved close the Peter again.

“I haven’t
been home or to school for a couple of weeks. Dad’s better off
without me. I can’t tell you anything more except that I move
around between here and there. You’ll likely find out more in time.
Their hopes are resting on you.”

“I didn’t
know Goths got into so much trouble.” Peter tried to lighten the
mood. Sal looked puzzled at his words for a second or
two.

“I’m not a
Goth. This is just the easiest way to pass unnoticed.”

“I take it
the crucifix is to ward off the vampires?” Peter said. As soon as
he made the joke, he realised how feeble it was.

“No, silver
and crosses don’t work anyway,” Sal said seriously. “I have to go.
It’s getting late to get across.”

Peter looked at
his watch and was horrified to find it was half past eleven. His
mother would be worried. Not only that, he didn’t have a clue where
he was, having got lost when they travelled through the
alleys.

“Shit, I have
to go home! Where am I?” Peter stood up from the table fast enough
to cause his chair to shriek in protest and to push the table into
Sal.

“You aren’t
far from home,” Sal told him calmly, “The High Street’s just a few
hundred yards up the road. Turn right when you get to it and you’ll
be home.”

Peter walked to
the door and stopped as he opened it. He let it close and walked
back over to where Sal still sat, leaning over her. He put out his
hand as if he wanted her to shake it, and when Sal responded he
passed something to her.

“Take care of
yourself, Sal Dark,” Peter whispered and walked out of the
café.

Sal looked down
into her hand and found the screwed up ten pound note Peter got as
change when he bought their food. She closed her fingers around it
convulsively.

“You watch
your step, young Saloni,” the old man told her from behind the
counter. “If you mess the things up they’ve planned for him, having
enough to eat will be the least of your worries.”

 


* *
*

 


Peter ran up
the stairs to his flat and opened the door quietly. He walked into
the living room and found his mother fast asleep on the couch. She
had probably been asleep for hours. He put on the kettle and made
her a cup of tea before he woke her. Mel didn’t ask him when he got
in and he didn’t tell her.

As Peter lay in
his bed that night, he reviewed everything that had happened
through the day. Something strange was going on and he seemed to be
right in the middle of it. He spent his entire childhood training
to deal with this sort of thing. He never expected his education
would be of any use to him, but that wasn’t going to stop him using
it.

 


 


 




Chapter
Five

 


Meetings

 


When Peter left
his flat for work the next morning, he found that the good weather
of the past few days had taken a holiday. One of the strange things
about England is its weather; it changes so fast and rarely stays
the same for more than three days in a row.

It was
drizzling as he stepped out into a grey overcast day. The High
Street seemed bleaker as the rain soaked the paving, changing its
colour from light to dark. Peter hadn’t brought his coat with him,
but with Solly’s furniture shop so close, it hardly made sense to
him to go all the way back to get it.

Mel had rushed
off to her first day of work two hours earlier. Peter was still in
bed half asleep when she came into his room to kiss him goodbye.
She wore a smart grey business skirt and jacket over a brilliant
white blouse. Peter struggled to open his eyes and thought his
mother looked really impressive.

The rain
impacted the traffic. Motorists put their headlights on as though
it was night and travel down the roads slowed to a crawl. The
drivers bristled with impatience, revving their engines and beeping
their horns at anything and nothing. The air, already close and
dank because of the rain, stank of petrol and diesel
fumes.

Peter hurried
across Hellport Lane and received the ire of a driver as his car
screeched to a stop to avoid running Peter over. The driver’s horn
blared out as though his car was a dragon not used to being denied
its desires. Cars used the alley as a rat run, turning off from the
High Street and powering down it without regard for any humans
daring to use it as well. Peter looked down the alley longingly
when he reached the furniture shop side, hoping he might see Sal
somewhere along its length.

As Peter walked
past Solly’s shop window, a feeling of melancholy ran through him.
Droplets of rain ran down the glass like grey tears. For the first
time since leaving The Village and the Establishment, he felt the
weight of being alone in a big city. He looked at the reflection of
his face in the glass and remembered his best friend Jeremy as he
last saw him, on the floor of the gym with his eyes wide open and
lifeless. Peter wasn’t a boy who cried easily, but it seemed to him
that the boy reflected in the window was crying a thousand grey
tears, all of them genuine and all of them worthless.

He pulled open
the shop door and walked in. As soon as it closed, the feelings
vanished and he shook like a dog for a few seconds, though it
wasn’t water he was shaking away.

The shop
appeared empty, but Peter had been fooled before and felt sure
Solly was hiding somewhere, ready to spring out at him when he
least expected it. Almost on cue Solly spoke from behind
him.

“You maybe
know enough to come out of the rain, but you certainly don’t know
enough to carry a raincoat,” he said sarcastically.

“I didn’t
know it was compulsory.” Peter said and regretted it as soon as the
words were out of his mouth. He needed to keep this job. He was
unlikely to get a better one. Solly seemed to find the words funny
and chuckled in appreciation. He walked past Peter and waved for
him to follow as he walked into the depths of his shop.

There was a
massive store room at the rear. It was partially filled with large
wooden crates stacked up against the wall. The crates were cubic in
shape and stood about four feet tall. Mounted on wooden pallets the
crates had been stacked three high. There must have been at least
forty of them. In the far corner of the store sat a yellow forklift
truck and Peter wondered if Solly would let him use it. Peter
thought driving it might be fun.

Almost as
though he’d read Peter’s thoughts, Solly pointed at the yellow
truck. “Stay away from that. You’ve not been trained to use it and
I don’t want you injured.” Solly found a coarse broom and handed it
to Peter. “I want you to sweep the floor. Don’t touch any of the
boxes and whatever you do, don’t climb on them. I’ll fire you on
the spot if you disobey me on this.”

Solly walked
out of the room and Peter set about sweeping the floor. It proved
to be backbreaking work. The floor was filthy and every time Peter
swept an area with the broom, a cloud of dust rose and settled back
down over the floor again. Finally Peter decided the only way to
deal with the dust was to wet it down.

He found an old
tin bucket in the store room, filled it with water, brought it back
to the room and threw the water across the floor. It certainly kept
the dust down, but he ended up sweeping black and gritty water
across the floor. The store room had an exit to the rear. It led to
a loading bay through a set of large double doors, which looked as
though they hadn’t been used for years. Peter swept the dirty water
over the threshold and into the bay. The loading bay was already in
a disgusting state so he felt pretty sure Solly wouldn’t accuse him
of making it worse. Peter wasn’t sure it was possible to make it
worse.

At noon, he
went to the old enamel sink where he filled the buckets and washed
the filth off his arms and hands. There wasn’t a towel and he was
trying to shake the water off his arms when he heard a cough. He
turned to find Solly standing close behind him. That wasn’t much of
a surprise, but the towel Solly offered him was. He took it and
dried himself gratefully.

“Not a bad
job. But if the crates collapse from wet rot after all the water
you’ve thrown over the floor I’m sure I’ll not be happy about
it.”

“The wood is
barely wet. I made sure the water didn’t soak the crates.” Peter
had considered the possibility before he used the water and had
taken precautions

“Just so,
just so,” Solly said as if he’d already lost interest in the
subject. He reached into his pocket, brought out another crisp new
twenty pound note, and handed it solemnly to Peter. “Be back here
at two o’clock sharp.”

 


* *
*

 


When Peter left
the furniture shop, he faced a dilemma. He knew it would be wise to
stay away from the fish and chip shop, as it was a haunt of Gaz and
his posse. However, in a way he didn’t understand, he had become a
protector to Sal Dark and a part of him wanted another
confrontation with Gaz rather a lot.

Against common
sense and better judgement, he entered the fish and chip shop.
Three customers waited in front of him, two elderly gentlemen and a
middle-aged woman. While he was waiting, he read the menu running
across the back wall above the fryers.

Like many chip
shops run by the Chinese, its owners served a variety of Chinese
food as well as traditional British fare. Peter was partial to
Chinese food, particularly special fried rice and prawn crackers.
He wasn’t hungry enough for another item, although the sweet and
sour pork balls were tempting. He made his mind up to have the rice
and crackers by the time he reached the front of the
queue.

“Special
fried rice and prawn crackers, please.”

“You not eat
yet, Peter Craig.” The woman lifted up the end of the counter and
swung the half door below it out of the way. “You come with me. Not
keep Han No waiting. Come, come!” she urged as she stepped back to
give him room.

Peter was
tempted to tell her to get stuffed but he realised that Han No was
a dangerous man and she was probably terrified he would refuse. He
stepped behind the counter and through the bead curtain at the back
of the shop. The woman dropped the counter back down and then
hurried ahead of him, beckoning him on deeper into the rooms behind
the shop. They went through a kitchen area with rows of gas rings
and woks used to prepare the food. Behind the kitchen they arrived
at a small lounge where two teenage Chinese girls sat on a sofa
watching television. The girls turned to face him and giggled
before turning back to carry on watching television.

They entered a
dark corridor. Peter and the woman passed two closed doors before
descending a steep narrow flight of heavily carpeted stairs. The
walls were lined with dark red flock paper, which was the same
colour as the carpet. Peter wasn’t sure the walls weren’t carpeted
too, as they were indistinguishable from the carpet.

The corridor
below was dimly lit with oblique red lighting. The woman waited
impatiently for Peter as he walked carefully down the stairs. She
led him to a glossy black door and knocked on the door with
reverence, as though she was seeking permission to enter a church.
She didn’t wait for a reply but opened the door and stood aside to
let Peter enter. When he walked through the door, she closed it
silently behind him.

The room looked
like nothing so much as a large tent. Dark red fabric stretched
down from the centre of the ceiling to join the walls just a little
above Peter’s head. Similar fabric hung from the walls completing
the tent illusion. Four lanterns sat at the four corners of the
room on plinths carved into the shape of rearing dragons. The
dragons were coated in thick shiny red lacquer. The dragons stood
about three feet high and the light coming from the lanterns gave
the room the feel of great antiquity. Immediately in front of Peter
was a low rectangular lacquered table. The table was intricately
carved with animal shapes. All around it on the floor were soft
cushions covered in red embroidered silk.

Behind the
table and the cushions, Han No stood with his back to Peter. He was
looking at a display cabinet at the back of the room. Han No turned
to face Peter and gave him a small bow.

“Welcome to
my humble abode, Peter Craig. Perhaps I can offer you some
tea?”

Peter was
vaguely aware that it wasn’t polite to sit for Chinese tea wearing
his shoes and so he slipped them off and stepped towards the table.
“I’d love to drink your tea, but I’m not sure I’m worthy enough to
accept.”

Han No smiled
at Peter’s attempt to act graciously and indicated he should sit on
a cushion. No sat down on the other side of the table and clapped
his hands twice.

A door to the
right of Peter opened and a delicate Chinese girl entered the room
with a large tray. She knelt down to place the items from the tray
onto the table only inches from Peter’s face, and he realised how
little she wore. Her dress was simply a silk sheet so thin her skin
showed through it. It was tied at the waist but open down the
sides. It was also short, stopping only inches below her groin.
Peter found it hard not to stare as she placed a cup on the table,
giving him a full view of her beautifully rounded breasts and
breathtakingly smooth skin.

Han No watched
Peter intently and his lips twisted in a small smile as the girl
carried out her tasks. Peter dragged his eyes from the girl’s body
and focussed them back on Han No. The girl did some complicated
ritual with the tea pot and a kettle of water, kept boiling by a
candle underneath it. She put tea in the pot, poured boiling water
into the pot, and waited perhaps half a minute before pouring the
liquid away into a third jug. She repeated the ritual by pouring
more boiling water into the tea pot. It was the mixture brewed for
the second time that she poured reverently into two delicate small
china cups that she had placed on the table earlier.

Han No clapped
his hands again and the girl bowed low while still kneeling and
then inched backwards out of the room on her knees.

“If you like
her, it can be arranged for you to have her,” Han No
offered.

“Err, no
thank you. Not at this time. I’ve work to do this afternoon.” Peter
knew he was rambling and decided to close his mouth before he said
something he might regret.

“Is your
mother in good health?” Han No enquired solicitously.

“Yes, thank
you. She’s just started a new job.”

“Ah yes, for
Hellogon Imports, I believe. She will find her job there most
satisfactory, I am sure,” Han No told Peter in a knowing way. “It
is your eighteenth birthday soon, I believe?”

“Err yes, on
Saturday. How ever did you know that?” Peter found the things the
locals knew about him frightening.

Han No waved
his hand as though knowing such things was of no consequence at
all. “The eighteenth birthday can be very important in many worlds.
In some places it marks the point where a person might join the
chessboard and become part of the game.”

“That sounds
a little ominous,” Peter said cautiously, not sure where Han No was
going.

“It is the
age when that which you can imagine may turn out to be more real
than that which you understand. The threshold between the worlds
will open for the right person and the choices he makes will decide
whether he stands for the white or for the red, just as in chess.
Not making a choice will leave him with enemies on all sides, while
the right choice will bring him rich rewards.” Han No stopped
talking to sip delicately from his cup.

Peter
remembered the strange thing Sal said the night before.
‘Doors and windows in the mind can become
real if you know where you will be when you reach the other
side,’ she had said, and what Han No said
sounded like more of the same mumbo-jumbo. Peter wondered why
people couldn’t just come out and say what they meant.

“I will bear
in mind your wise words, Han No,” Peter replied for want of
anything cleverer to say. Han No nodded as if that response had
been exactly what he expected.

“Then we will
speak no more of it. It is time you returned to the meal which Mrs
Cho has prepared for you. There will be no charge for this meal,
for you are an honoured guest in my house. If you choose the red,
there will be many things, including the girl who served us tea for
you, to take for your pleasure.”

Peter took No’s
words as a dismissal, stood, and bowed to him before leaving the
room. He picked up his shoes as he left. He hopped on one foot
outside the door, struggling to get his shoes back on.

Since no one
was there to guide him, he retraced his steps through the building.
As he went through the lounge, the two girls stood up from the sofa
and bowed low to him, still giggling at something they found
incredibly funny.

When he reached
the chip shop, Mrs Cho raised the counter for him and led him to a
table on which food was set out over a silk tablecloth. A rotary
serving tray offered him a dozen different Chinese dishes in bowls,
while another dish held rice. There was a large glass of lemonade
by the side of his plate.

Peter thanked
her and she bowed low to him. Wondering more than ever exactly what
was going on, Peter tucked into a delicious lunch.

 


 


 




Chapter
Six

 


Old
Friends

 


Peter felt he
had eaten far too much. All the bowls in front of him were empty.
He wondered how he would manage to do a full afternoon’s work over
at the furniture store.

There was no
sign of Gaz or his friends at the chip shop and Peter didn’t know
whether to be happy or annoyed about it. It could well be they’d
been frightened off by Han No and his two henchmen. Peter resolved
to keep his wits about him while he walked back to the store.
Perhaps Gaz and his posse were hiding down the alley waiting to
pounce on him.

He saw no sign
of the three youths as he walked down the High Street to the store.
Teenagers would be at school and there were few young people
around. With traffic at its lunchtime peak, the noise was
phenomenal. People crossed the High Street at pedestrian lights and
most people waited to make sure the cars actually stopped before
they ventured out onto the road. Some of the cars went through the
red lights and beeped their horns at anybody daring to
cross.

Solly’s shop
was deserted as usual. Peter couldn’t be certain, but he would have
been willing to bet nobody had entered the store since he began
working there.

Peter walked
through the shop to the storeroom. Having completed the task Solly
set him during the morning it seemed the appropriate place to wait.
Despite his conversation with Han No and the size of his Chinese
meal, it was still only quarter to two.

The wooden
packing crates in the room caught Peter’s attention. There was
something odd about them and he couldn’t quite put his finger on
it. While most were stacked three high there was one at the end in
a row of its own. He went over to inspect it.

Peter could see
the back of the crate as it was standing a few feet from the wall.
He ran his hands over the rough cut surface of the crate trying to
think what was wrong with it. The wooden sheets of the crate were
held together with heavy duty staples and it didn’t look unusually
constructed. Peter made a half hearted attempt to prise the lid
off, but it didn’t budge. It was only when he stood back to look at
it again that the oddness finally came to him.

There were no
labels, painted signs or symbols on any of them. Peter had seen
enough crates to know they were always marked. Without a label, how
would anybody have the slightest idea of what was in
them?

There were
forty crates in the store room and if Solly moved them around they
would quickly become shuffled. Peter stared at the crates in
confusion. Who delivered them and how did Solly know what was in
them, or where a particular box might be now they were stacked
up?

Peter wondered
if the crates were empty. He used all his strength on the top of
the crate and tried to tip it over. It didn’t budge, so he
concluded there must be something heavy inside it.

“Do my crates
meet with your approval?” Solly asked sarcastically from the
door.

“How do you
know what’s in these crates when they aren’t marked?”

“Not all
labels are where they can be seen by prying eyes. I have work for
you in the show room. Come on, young man, you’re on my time
now.”

Peter followed
Solly into the shop and was again instructed to move a pile of
furniture and clean the floor before putting the pile back where he
found it. Though Peter considered the work pointless, he set about
it with some enthusiasm. Moving furniture around could be
fun.

Peter was
working away at cleaning the floor when Solly materialised in his
usual manner and instructed Peter to leave the cleaning. He handed
Peter the usual twenty pound payment as though his work was
finished for the day.

“I want to
discuss some things with you in my office,” Solly told him. “Follow
me, and be careful when you come up the stairs.”

The stairs to
the upper floor were indeed more than a little dangerous. Chairs
and tables were stacked down both sides of the stairs leaving a
narrow path between them. Solly bounded up the flights of stairs
like a cat. Peter walked up them much more slowly. As he walked,
the piles of precariously balanced tables and chairs swayed
alarmingly. The stairs were so old that they bowed when Peter put
his weight on them. The chairs on the tops of the piles were at
least fifteen feet above him and Peter felt as if he was walking in
a mine field. At any moment, a false step could set off an
avalanche of furniture on top of him.

Solly waited
impatiently at the top of the stairs. It looked as if the first
floor had been converted into offices. A corridor of sorts ran
across the centre. Solly set off along it to the Hellport Lane
side. When they got to the far end, Peter discovered another
corridor running down the outside wall. The wall was laid out in a
peculiar manner.

Down its
length, there were brick archways interspersed with stone archways
leading nowhere. The archways looked as though they should have
been passages to somewhere but in every case, there was only white
painted plaster wall inside them. Across from each archway, there
was a conventional office door. They passed five office doors and
arches before they reached the end of the corridor.

The corridor
ended in a single door. Solly opened it and walked into the room
with Peter following.

Though the two
rooms were nothing alike in furnishings, Solly’s office reminded
Peter irresistibly of Han No’s room behind the chip shop. It was
the lack of external windows and the dimness of the light that did
it. Solly’s office looked like it was out of a nineteen fifties
movie. There was an old fashioned wooden desk with an adjustable
metal table lamp. The light in the room came from this lamp and it
appeared to have been fitted with a very low wattage
bulb.

The desk had
wooden in-and-out trays. They were stacked high with papers while
large polished cubes of wood held their papers down. A mechanical
typewriter that should have been in a museum cluttered the
desk.

Above the desk,
an old metal fan rotated slowly and swayed. Behind the desk were
bookshelves and filling cabinets. These were made of dark stained
wood.

Solly sat
behind the desk in a large padded leather chair. He indicated that
Peter should sit in what looked like a dining chair in front of the
desk. Peter sat on it feeling nervous and uncomfortable. The chair
and desk reminded him of a time not long ago when he sat in just
such a chair in front of the Commandant’s desk as the man ranted at
him over Jeremy’s death. It wasn’t a comfortable memory, not least
because of the vicious caning the Commandant had given him when he
finally stopped ranting.

“I used to
know your father.”

“I’m sorry?”
Peter was lost for words for a few seconds. “How did you know my
father? Did you work for the Establishment?”

Solly’s
response was contemptuous. “I wouldn’t work for any man in this
world. Your father and I grew up together. On my majority, I chose
to carry the burdens my society placed on me, while he decided to
run away and marry a native girl. Now his son reaches his
eighteenth birthday and must decide where his loyalties
lie.”

“I don’t
understand. Are you saying my father was born here, in the city?
Have I family around here?” Peter felt confused and hopeful. His
mum said that his father had never talked about his life before
joining the Establishment. Peter had been four years old when his
father disappeared and he only remembered his dad as a friendly
figure who played with him and tucked him up in bed.

Solly spoke
grimly. “There is no family for you here, Peter, and only enemies
there. Your father squandered any goodwill when he chose to abandon
the Great Game. Do not expect old loyalties, long forgotten, to
come to your aid. You’ll be disappointed.”

“What are you
trying to tell me?”

“When your
father died you inherited his position and his power. I want to
help...”

Peter stopped
listening at the word ‘died’ as he went into shock. “My father’s
not dead! You can’t know. Nobody knows. He’s out on a mission and
they sometimes take years.” Peter rose to his feet, planning to
leap across the desk and punch Solly in the nose.

“We know he’s
dead, Peter. We knew the moment it happened. I’m sorry, I thought
you knew.” Solly tried to wave Peter back into his chair but Peter
was beyond rational thought.

“He isn’t
dead!” Peter dashed from the room, running down the corridor. He
blundered down the stairs, his hands catching against the piles of
chairs and tables. They began to fall, making enormous crashes as
the piles smashed into the floor.

Somehow, Peter
avoided being crushed by the flying furniture and ran to the door.
He pulled it open to run out into the street when Solly’s voice
called after him. “I expect you back here at nine
o’clock.”

Peter ran off
down the High Street and away from the shop and his flat trying to
avoid bursting into tears. When he reached the corner of the road
to the café, he stopped dead in his tracks. He bent over in agony,
his hands holding his legs as his whole body shuddered as he tried
to control his emotions.

People passing
by gave him a wide berth and no one asked him if he needed any
help. People in the city quickly learnt to protect themselves from
the disturbed people who make the city streets their home. A
friendly hand placed over the shoulder often results in a flick
knife in the stomach.

It took five
minutes or more before Peter regained control. He felt deeply
ashamed and was having trouble convincing himself he heard Solly’s
final words correctly as he fled the shop. Surely, after all the
damage he just did in the shop he wouldn’t be welcome there
again.

Peter hadn’t
known the news of his father’s death would hit him so hard. He only
knew his father for the first four years of his life and wouldn’t
have recognised him if he came up and introduced himself on the
street. Despite knowing it was unlikely, he always told himself his
father would come home one day. His mum still believed it, he was
sure, despite all the years without hearing a word.

After the
business over Jeremy, and Peter’s subsequent expulsion from the
Establishment, believing his father might come back and rescue them
became even more important.

Peter decided
he would go over to Solly’s Furniture Emporium in the morning and
apologise for all the damage. If he lost the job, he would
certainly deserve it given his behaviour.

Wiping his eyes
quickly with a tissue, he looked at his watch. It was just gone
five o’clock and his mother wouldn’t be home for another hour.
Peter felt dreadful and didn’t want to spend an hour or more
sitting alone in their flat. He decided to visit the café again to
see if Sal was there. It was worth a try.

 


* *
*

 


In daylight,
the street looked very different from the night before. Electronic
stores lined the road displaying their wares through large display
windows. He discovered what the name of the place was. At least,
that was what the sign above the first shop on the other side of
the road had written on it.

The café was
a few hundred yards down Golgotha Street on the same side he was
standing. He took his time walking down the street, trying to
regain his normal state of mind. Peter was surprised to find the
name of the café was The Battle
Café and wondered exactly what battle it
was named after. He strode up the three steps to the café door and
walked in.

The café was
empty. When he approached the serving counter, the wizened old man
from the night before came out to serve him. Peter asked for a
coffee, and when it arrived, went to the seat Sal sat in the night
before. He took up the same position as Sal, staring out of the
window at the passing traffic on the road. He found looking at it
surprisingly soothing.

“You look
troubled Peter,” the old man said as he sat down in the chair on
the other side of the table. “My name is Bert, by the way, Bert
Brent.”

“Have you
seen Sal?”

“Sal is there
and cannot cross until the sun sets,” Bert explained.

“That
figures,” Peter replied, having largely given up trying to
understand the locals.

“You look as
though you’ve been crying,”

“I just found
out that my father’s dead, if he is. How can people here know what
happened to him when the best agency in the world doesn’t have a
clue?”

“Your
father is dead,”
Bert said sadly. “Those that play the Game know these things at
once, as do the families.”

“Will none of
you ever speak plain English? I’m so tired of cryptic
comments.”

Bert looked
around as if looking for spies. “I can’t explain everything to you,
as it would put my life in jeopardy. I’ll tell you this much. There
are three groups. Those like me and Sal Dark’s father, who have
excused themselves from the Game and are exiled here. Then there
are those like Han No, who use here as a way to extend their power
there, and finally there are those like Sal and you, who get caught
up in the Game when they turn eighteen.”

“Han No
talked about red and white chess pieces and said I’d have to choose
sides. Is there a war going on?”

Peter’s
Establishment training took over as he felt he was finally getting
some of the pieces of the puzzle. Discover the local politics was
rule three.

“Nothing is
that clear. The Red Dragon seeks to simplify and control. He’s not
yet in charge, nor are those opposing him. There are many players
who have not yet chosen sides or play the sides against each
other.”

The door of the
café opened and two customers walked in. Bert got up from the chair
and returned behind his counter to serve them. Peter knew
instinctively that Bert would tell him nothing more that
night.

 


 


 




Chapter
Seven

 


Jeremy

 


The Commandant
strode swiftly out of the lounge of the small cottage where Peter
and his family lived. The Commandant was a tall thin arrogant man,
dressed in military uniform and carrying a swagger stick under his
left arm. He strode past his five year old son Jeremy without even
a downward glance. Jeremy did not look particularly bothered by his
father’s attitude.

Peter watched
him go while he held onto the lounge door and watched how Jeremy
didn’t look up at his father as he went past. Inside the lounge,
his mother wept quietly. The Commandant had just informed her that
her husband was officially missing in action behind enemy lines.
Peter was a bright four year old who would be five in a matter of
weeks. He knew what missing in
action meant, it meant his daddy was
almost certainly dead.

Peter turned
his head and looked curiously at his best friend. If Jeremy knew
what it meant to lose a daddy, he would certainly have looked up at
his own daddy just now. Jeremy smiled as Peter walked towards him,
a smile that changed to alarm as tears began to flood down Peter’s
face. Jeremy’s rushed over to comfort his friend, and hugged the
sobbing Peter to him. Peter felt Jeremy’s arms around him and vowed
he would always be a friend to Jeremy and never betray him.
Jeremy’s simple act of friendship meant so much to him.

Peter realised
he was dreaming. He had lived this dream many times over the last
two months. It always started like this, at the moment he first
realised just how important Jeremy was to him, and it always ended
in nightmare and pain. But there was nothing he could do to stop
the chain of events unfurling once again in his mind.

Jeremy and
Peter played together on Jeremy’s enormous double bed. They were
both nine years old and their mothers were downstairs drinking tea
and gossiping. The boys crawled under the top sheet of the bed and
lifted it up between them as they sat facing each other. The sheet
rested on their heads and shoulders forming a tent around them. The
sheet was thin enough to let light in and they could see each other
perfectly though no one outside could see them.

“Show us your
thing,” Jeremy asked Peter, and Peter pulled his shorts and
underwear down revealing himself to Jeremy. Jeremy did the same so
they were both naked from the waist down, head to head under the
sheets. They often showed each other’s bodies off to each other
over the years. It always reassured Peter that his bits looked just
the same as Jeremy’s.

“If you rub
it, it grows,” Jeremy explained and he hesitantly took Peter’s
organ in his hand and showed him exactly what he meant. It felt so
good Peter knew it was only polite to perform the same service for
Jeremy.

 


* *
*

 


Jeremy and
Peter stood facing each other dressed in martial arts clothing.
They stood on a thick padded mat that looked a bit like an enormous
mattress. Peter was still thirteen while Jeremy, being a few months
older, had recently turned fourteen.

This was the
first time they were old enough to take part in the fighting
contest. Out of their school year of one hundred and three girls
and boys, they alone reached the finals and were about to fight
each other to decide who would be the year champion.

Peter was
celebrating a wonderful year. While average in subjects such as
mathematics and physics, he discovered a natural talent for the
subjects the school valued most. He came first in the year
in espionage, strategy and tactics,
sabotage and exploitation of resources. He
also proved to be skilled at unarmed combat, though he thought this
was more because he anticipated the other kid’s moves than because
he enjoyed fighting.

He looked
across the mat at Jeremy, who performed his warm up exercises
before the bout began. Jeremy was a good looking boy, blond and
blue eyed, thin with finely honed muscles. All the girls in the
school and most of the boys were cheering for him to win over
Peter. Peter looked more like the nerd he suspected he was. Short
and dark haired, Peter’s dark brown eyes and studious manner didn’t
endear him to most of the kids in the school in the way Jeremy’s
boisterous behaviour did.

There were
three judges for the contest. They were teachers at the school, all
ex-special forces soldiers who, as they never stopped telling the
children, had been there and done it all. Two of them were
partially disabled. One was missing the lower part of his leg while
the other had lost his left hand.

While the
children had been trained in the defensive arts since the age of
five, over the last year they learnt killing and disabling
techniques. This fight would be to the death, in the sense that a
killing stroke would end the match and decide the winner. Control
and precision were important parts of the contest and neither would
land a death blow, but would stop it precisely in front of their
target. The target in question would be a vulnerable part of the
other child’s body.

The cheering
from the eight hundred children in the school reached a crescendo
as Jeremy held his hands up in a victory salute and spun slowly
around so every person in the room could see his face. As he turned
past his father’s chair, the Commandant gave him a nod of approval.
Though Peter was by far the better student of the two, everybody
knew this was the only competition that mattered.

The judges
called to Peter and Jeremy to begin and they took up their
positions and bowed low. Over the next few minutes, they cautiously
walked around each other sizing up the opposition. This was
grandstanding on their parts as they had been fighting each other
since they were too young to remember, and always practised
together when they could.

Peter saw the
determination Jeremy was applying to the contest by his clenched
jaw and the way his neck muscles bulged. The two boys appeared
evenly matched during their practice matches because Peter always
made sure Jeremy won at least half the contests. For Peter, winning
wasn’t important as he knew how Jeremy would feel if he lost. This
contest was all about impressing Jeremy’s father and gaining his
approval. Peter had decided to lose this contest long before the
two of them fought their way to the final.

A flurry of
blows passed between the two friends. To Peter, the moves Jeremy
made were entirely predictable. He worked hard not to take
advantage of the openings Jeremy gave him in his eagerness to
achieve a spectacular kill.

Peter stepped
backwards in a response to Jeremy’s attack and appeared to lose his
footing on the mat. As he fell, Jeremy struck with a superbly timed
killing blow to Peter’s throat. Jeremy’s hand stopped so close to
Peter’s Adam’s apple that he caressed it with the side of his hand
as Peter fell.

Peter rolled on
the mat and came to his feet applauding his friend as the school
went wild at Jeremy’s victory.

 


* *
*

 


It was summer
and the girls played volleyball on the school court. Team practice
took place during lunch break and Peter had come to watch. He was
fifteen years old and in the throws of a growth spurt. His face
itched with spots and he felt very self conscious of how ugly he
looked.

Peter came out
specifically to watch Sheila Day. Sheila was a bouncy extrovert
girl in his year. Her normally flowing brown hair was tied up into
a tight pony tail while she played. Peter loved Sheila’s hair and
wished she’d left it loose. He sat a few feet from the edge of the
court giving him a good view of the action as the girls ran to
catch and throw the ball. Sheila stood very close to where he sat.
He picked his place to watch for that very reason.

As he watched,
Sheila noticed one of her trainer laces was undone and bent over in
a very unladylike way to tie it up. This gave Peter an unexpected
and delightful view of her pert bottom and tightly stretched
underwear with inevitable results. He shifted uncomfortably to
reposition his erection in a less obvious place than sticking
straight out in the front of his trousers.

There came a
strange strangled sound behind Peter and he turned to see Jeremy
looking straight at him with a look of horror and disgust on his
face.

“How could
you get like that, over that… bitch.” Jeremy turned and ran
away.

Peter felt
confused. He and Jeremy often talked about the wonder of girls.
Peter had no idea why Jeremy should get so upset over his reaction
to Sheila. It didn’t make any sense.

 


* *
*

 


It was the
night of Jeremy’s eighteenth birthday. The Commandant had been
particularly generous and organised a massive party for Jeremy at
their mansion. Peter and Jeremy had drifted apart in recent months,
mainly because Jeremy found himself a girlfriend in the form of the
beautiful and previously unapproachable Tina Lewis.

Without doubt,
Tina was the best looking girl in the school and a year older than
Jeremy. No one in the school questioned Jeremy and Tina’s pairing.
Jeremy had become the most desirable male in the school in recent
years, having won the fighting competition every single year for an
unprecedented four times. That Peter came second each year wasn’t
mentioned. After all, the Establishment taught that history had no
place for losers. Jeremy was by popular acclaim the most handsome
and admired boy in the school. He was noted for his immaculate
grooming and appearance.

Tina was the
female equivalent of Jeremy. One of the best students the
Establishment School ever produced; she came first in her year in
every subject. She won the fighting competition in her year once
and came second twice to bigger boys. Equally as style-conscious as
Jeremy, she proved completely uninterested in boys until Jeremy won
her over with his charm. They became the Romeo and Juliet of the
school, watched and copied by everyone, except for
Peter.

Peter didn’t
enjoy the party. The girls he fancied never seemed to like him. No
relationship with a girl lasted longer than a week. In some ways he
felt this was a blessing, as when he did go out with a girl he
never knew whether to try kissing them. How you placed an arm
around them on a sofa or how you might get further than a kiss
remained a mystery no matter how much he researched the subject.
Besides which, with so much homework to do, he had very little time
for such things.

Discipline in
the Establishment was so tight the Commandant and his wife felt no
pangs of worry when they left the house to the tender mercies of
the fifty or so teens Jeremy invited. Silly games like blind man’s
bluff and charades were being played in various rooms. Peter was
bored silly and decided to go in one of the toilets and hide until
it got late enough that he could leave without appearing
churlish.

When he opened
the door, he found Jeremy spewing up into the toilet bowl. He
didn’t instantly retreat because he was worried his friend might
need assistance.

Jeremy smiled
when he finally noticed Peter. He rose up from the bowl and swilled
water from the sink around his mouth before washing his face and
fastidiously drying his hands.

“Welcome
Peter. My old and truest friend. Welcome to Château Hawkins, my
private hell.” From his slurred speech it was clear to Peter that
Jeremy was drunk. Jeremy grabbed Peter by the arm and led him into
his bedroom. He turned around and slipped the latch on, ensuring
them privacy from anyone wandering by. Jeremy flung himself onto
his bed and rolled over so he lay on his back. Peter felt
uncomfortable at his friend’s condition and stood waiting beyond
the bed.

“Where’s
Tina?” Peter asked, looking around stupidly, as though she might be
hiding in one of Jeremy’s wardrobes.

Jeremy laughed
as though Peter had said something hilarious. “Tina is, right now,
in the master bedroom of our beloved Commandant with her knickers
off, legs in the air and our little Beth Brown sucking on her love
button.”

Peter was
shocked, both at the images Jeremy put in his head and at the words
themselves. “I don’t understand? She’s your girlfriend, isn’t
she?”

“Peter,
Peter, Peter. You’ve always been the most naïve boy I’ve ever
known. Even if you do have the most delightful sexual organ I’ve
ever played with. Tina is as bent as a corkscrew, a dyke for all
seasons, and a girl’s girl in every way you can imagine and some
you probably can’t.” Jeremy spread his arms as though crucified on
a cross. “It’s all protective coloration, my sweet boy. It keeps
the gossips from our doors.”

“Oh, I see -
I think. But why would you go along with it, except out of sympathy
for her predicament. You always were such a decent person.” Peter’s
words began to unravel as another thought finally reared its
head.

Jeremy looked
at the expression on Peter’s face and laughed outrageously. “And
finally the penny drops, the coin tumbles and all becomes clear.
Yes Peter, my love, I am every bit as bent and depraved as our fair
Tina, and the protective coloration works for both of
us.”

Peter looked
down at his drunken friend and considered what he’d just been told.
The Establishment didn’t approve of gays. He wasn’t sure it
approved of sex. It certainly didn’t approve of anything
approaching fun. He knew the world outside The Village had become
much more sexually tolerant in recent years and that was how he
felt too.

“So what?
There are lots of gays in the world. It’s no big thing anyway. And
who knows, you’re only eighteen, maybe one day you’ll change your
mind.”

Jeremy’s face
transformed from one of amusement to one of anger. “It isn’t
something you can switch off and on like a light, my fucking
dim-witted friend. The Commandant will certainly beat me to death
when he finds out. He’s beaten me black and blue for
less.”

Peter backed
away at the anger his words unleashed. “I didn’t mean any offence,
Jeremy, honest.”

Jeremy rolled
off the bed, came over to Peter, and put his arms around him. “Of
course you didn’t, Petey-weety. You never do, you’ve always been
such a good upstanding, understanding little boy.”

Jeremy pulled
Peter around and gave him a wet sticky alcoholic kiss. Peter pushed
him away in disgust and Jeremy fell to the floor.

“I’ve loved
you since I was five and I first held you in my arms.” Peter moved
away from Jeremy and backed towards the bedroom door. “I can’t live
without you, Peter,” Jeremy pleaded, both arms raised up in
supplication.

Peter turned
the latch on the bedroom door and walked out, slamming it behind
him. He ran out of the mansion and down the long drive, his heart
pounding. Peter felt his whole world shift and he didn’t have a
clue what he should do.

He walked home
in the dark, completely confused.

 


* *
*

 


Then the
dream shifted again and Peter found himself in the gym with Jeremy.
The part of him aware he was dreaming screamed in anguish.
‘Oh my God. Please God, not
again!’

 


 


 




Chapter
Eight

 


To the
Death

 


It had been
three weeks since Jeremy’s disastrous birthday party and once
again, Peter and Jeremy faced each other for the prize of year
champion in unarmed combat. Peter tried repeatedly to talk to
Jeremy after the night of the party but his former friend always
rebuffed him. Jeremy became more remote, gathering a coterie of
young men and women who fawned around him.

The fighting
competition progressed exactly as everybody had come to expect.
Peter and Jeremy ended up fighting in the final. The gym was
crowded with the entire school, the children’s parents and many
alumni, who had arrived to witness a special moment in
history.

The school only
held this competition for its five oldest years. If Jeremy won, he
would go down in history as the only pupil to win all five of his
year competitions. In the one hundred and fifty years of the
school’s existence no one had come this close to doing
it.

Of lesser
importance, but still of significance, was that the fifth year
contest was the most prestigious. Jeremy’s name would go on the
fifth year cup and he would become the most illustrious fighter in
the school’s history. No one present imagined that Peter planned to
lose the contest.

The roar from
the crowd as Jeremy began his traditional warm-up was like a
physical wave buffeting Peter as he stood and watched the boy he
still considered his best friend go through his victory stances and
muscle stretching. Peter stood on the far side of the mat from the
judges and he saw two of the three judges frowning at Jeremy’s
grandstanding.

The judges were
sombre men who felt their job was to prevent these children from
dying when they grew up and went out in the field. Fighting wasn’t
for fun, it was a necessity of war, especially in a covert
war.

Normally, the
judges called the hall to order when the contest was about to
begin, so Peter was surprised when the Commandant stood up from his
high chair and blew his whistle silencing the crowd in mid
chant.

“Before we
start this fight to decide the victor of the fifth year contest, I
have an announcement. As you are all well aware, my son Jeremy has
won all his previous contests and stands before you in the final of
this one.”

There was a
tumultuous wave of applause and the Commandant smiled as he waited
for the noise to die down.

“If my son
wins a fifth time it will be unprecedented in the history of the
school. For that reason I have commissioned a special gold cup. It
will only be awarded to those boys who have won all five years and
it will take pride of place in the school’s trophy
cabinet.”

The crowd
went wild. Peter glanced at Jeremy who seemed a little pale.
No pressure on Jeremy, then, Peter thought as he looked over at the Commandant and for
the first time saw a vain, pathetic man, trying to live vicariously
through his son. It was no wonder that Jeremy was screwed up.
Still, he would ensure Jeremy got his day of glory. Peter
considered his primary problem was to make sure Jeremy’s win didn’t
look too easy. There was little honour in an easy
victory.

The judges
called the room to order and an electric hush fell over the room.
The atmosphere was so tense Peter felt the hairs on his arms
rising. He took his starting position as Jeremy took
his.

Peter and
Jeremy’s eyes met. To Peter’s astonishment he saw anguish and
something that looked like regret in Jeremy’s eyes. The other thing
Peter saw was steely determination. Jeremy planned to win this
bout.

Peter expected
Jeremy to launch into the slow sizing up game they had played in
previous finals. It gave the crowd a chance to get their money’s
worth and gave the two friends an opportunity to show off. This
time, Jeremy ran at Peter like a raging bull. Peter could have
sworn there was a red glint in Jeremy’s eyes as he held off a rain
of blows and kicks.

Rage can be
useful in a fight if you can master it. It can make you immune to
the pain of blows, not noticing as they raise bruises. It can make
you forget you’re fighting a human being and give you the resolve
to kill first and ask questions later. Jeremy’s rage was not like
that. His rage was that of the child in the playpen whose favourite
toy has fallen beyond reach. Such a rage makes you
careless.

Peter easily
avoided Jeremy’s blows, letting only those that would do no damage
reach him. He ignored countless opportunities in those first few
seconds of the fight to land a killing blow. His tactical brain
worked furiously to make it look as though Jeremy fought well, when
the truth was that a first year could have taken him
out.

Peter pushed
Jeremy to the mat and pretended to fall backwards himself so it
looked like an equal tussle took place. Both boys jumped to their
feet. The mad light diminished in Jeremy’s eyes and he moved
forward like the martial arts expert he was. Peter visibly relaxed
until he realised how it might look to the crowd. The two boys
circled each other slowly, Jeremy looking for the split second of
advantage and Peter looking for the opportunity to create one for
him.

The crowd
chanted Jeremy’s name though Peter was only aware of them in the
dimmest of ways. He needed to give Jeremy an opportunity without
signalling it to the judges. Peter decided to wait until Jeremy
moved so his body blocked the judges’ view. He planned to drop his
guard and let Jeremy strike.

He didn’t get
the chance. Rather than wait for an opportunity, Jeremy decided to
create his own. He kicked at Peter in an obvious feint. Peter
reacted as though it was real and moved in closer to avoid it. Had
the move been real, Jeremy would now be off balance and Peter could
take him. In fact, Jeremy remained balanced and his real blow flew
straight towards the nerve cluster under Peter’s ear. A place where
a blow struck forcibly enough would kill.

Peter intended
allowing the blow to hit, though he could have avoided it. In the
last tenth of a second, he saw that Jeremy had misjudged the blow.
Peter swung his head desperately downwards to avoid its killing
impact.

Despite leaving
it so late, Peter managed to escape about half of the blow’s force
and fell stunned to the mat. The crowd went wild as they concluded
Jeremy had executed the perfect attack. Two of the judges leapt
over the judging table to get to Peter, having seen what happened
and realising he might be seriously injured.

Peter looked up
groggily into Jeremy’s face and knew that it had been no accident.
Jeremy meant to kill him and was shocked to see him alive. The pain
in Peter’s head drove reason from his mind and he got to his feet
and charged at Jeremy.

The hands of Mr
Conner dragged him back and wrapped around him. Peter struck
downwards with his legs, knocking Mr Conner off his feet. The two
of them fell to the ground but Mr Conner held on to him, driving
the breath from Peter’s lungs until the world went black around
him.

Peter woke a
few seconds later with his blind rage gone. The crowd were in
pandemonium believing Peter had attacked Jeremy because he lost.
That could get him expelled from the Establishment. Peter saw Tina
at the front of the crowd shouting out Jeremy’s name as she held
hands with Beth.

The three
judges were arguing with the Commandant. Whatever they said
involved a lot of gesticulation and they looked furious. Finally,
the Commandant shouted “Enough!” so loudly it silenced not only the
judges but also the crowd.

“I declare
Jeremy Hawkins the winner of the fifth year unarmed combat
competition. Peter Craig came second in the contest. He’s not
responsible for attacking my son as the winning blow rendered him
insensible. The award ceremony will take place in one hour.” The
Commandant strode out of the room, not seeing two of his esteemed
judges spit at his feet.

Jeremy walked
towards Tina and the crowd once again went wild. Mr Conner got
Peter to his feet and helped him back to the changing rooms while
the crowds roared their approval of Jeremy’s victory.

In the changing
room, Mr Conner sat Peter on a bench and pulled up another one so
they sat facing each other.

“For four
years I’ve watched you trick the crowd and Jeremy into believing he
was better than you. This time that selflessness almost cost you
your life. Why were you doing it?”

Peter answered
in-between gasps. “It mattered so much to him. It never bothered me
what people thought and winning’s only important if your life
depends on it.”

Mr Conner
nodded in understanding. “Two of us saw what happened and if it was
up to us, Jeremy Hawkins would be awaiting trial for attempted
murder. Tom couldn’t see what happened, because Jeremy’s body
blocked his view. That has given the Commandant the opportunity to
use his authority to declare his son the winner. Phil and I made it
clear we would take it up to the High Command if he tried to take
any action against you.”

It was Peter’s
turn to nod to show he understood.

Mr Conner
looked serious. “The Commandant saw what happened. He also saw the
speed you employed to save your life and he knows you’ve been
letting his son win all these years. Some fathers would be grateful
for that. I know I would if Jeremy was my son. The Commandant isn’t
the kind of man to show gratitude. He’ll take any opportunity he
can to destroy you, Peter. You must be careful from now on because
you’ve made a powerful enemy.”

Peter nodded,
because he did understand. Mr Conner stood up to leave and then
changed his mind.

“I’d like to
shake your hand, Peter.”

Peter stood
with an effort and shook his teacher’s hand. Mr Conner took a step
back, gave a short bow and walked out of the room like a soldier on
parade.

The dream
shifted as Peter knew it would. No, no,
no, no, he pleaded with his subconscious,
‘please don’t make me see it again, please
don’t.’

 


* *
*

 


He was back in
the gym again. It was two weeks after the contest. He was there in
response to a terse note from Jeremy. The note read:

 


Meet me in
the gym at one o’clock.
Tell no one. Come alone,

Jeremy.

 


Peter looked
around. He noted the surveillance cameras covering the room. He
knew those cameras were on a twenty-four-hour loop and were
recording him now. The cameras were the result of a request from Mr
Conner and it turned out Mr Conner had influential
friends.

Peter knew it
was stupid coming to the gym. Whatever Jeremy wanted, it was
unlikely to be good news. He decided to come anyway. It was all
down to the hugs Jeremy gave him when he was four years old and
needed a friend. He cared about Jeremy. It was that simple in the
end.

Jeremy walked
into the room in typical flamboyant manner. He swung on some wall
bars as he walked past them and smiled when he saw
Peter.

Jeremy voice
rippled with irony. “I knew you’d turn up. A boy scout to the end,
my sweet Peter. My father hates you, you know, almost as much as he
hates me.”

“Your father
loves you. I’m sure he truly loves you.”

“I want you
to fight me, Peter. Defend yourself as though your life depends on
it. For it surely does.”

“I don’t want
to fight.” Peter started to back away down the side of the gym
towards the emergency exit at the rear. If he could reach it, he
could escape.

Jeremy smiled
as he advanced. His body was already in fighting pose. He seemed to
be rolling a piece of gum in his mouth, which struck Peter as odd.
Nobody started a fight with something in his mouth. It was Rule Ten
and they had been reciting those rules since they were in the
infants.

Jeremy advanced
quickly, making it impossible for Peter to reach the exit. He aimed
a flurry of blows Peter struggled to deflect. Peter moved away from
the wall to give himself room. He knew he had no choice but to
fight. However, there were still lots of ways he could disable
Jeremy without harming him.

Peter spent the
next few minutes defending against a series of blows and moves that
would have killed a lesser fighter. Jeremy fought better and with
more determination than ever. Peter had plenty of opportunities to
take him out, but all of them would have risked Jeremy’s
life.

But you can’t
fight purely defensively and not lose ground. Peter was driven
towards the wall and once there he would be vulnerable. It was
likely Jeremy would use the advantage to kill him.

Reluctantly,
Peter prepared to use a dangerous blow on Jeremy. He would try and
pull the force so he only injured him, but in battle, you could
never be sure of the difference between a disabling blow and
killing force.

It was almost
as if this was what Jeremy intended. Certainly, Jeremy gave him
outrageous opportunities to strike killing blows. Peter prepared
and struck. Jeremy swallowed as though he expected to die and Peter
changed the blow at the last moment so he pushed Jeremy gently on
the forehead.

To Peter’s
surprise, Jeremy fell back poll-axed. The back of his head struck
the floor with a sickening thud as though he had forgotten to fall
properly. Peter moved towards Jeremy cautiously, convinced it must
be some kind of trick.

Jeremy’s eyes
were wide open and they stared up at him lifeless. Peter ran to the
wall, smashed the fire alarm, and punched the button. As the fire
bell rang he knelt beside his friend and started to give him the
kiss of life.

Peter woke up,
kicking and crying in the little bedroom. He rolled over and sobbed
into his pillow.

The video
recordings showed Peter acted in self defence and that his final
blow should not have killed Jeremy. The Commandant used his
authority to refuse an autopsy.

The Commandant
couldn’t prove Peter tried to kill Jeremy, but it didn’t stop him
from beating Peter viciously until Mr Conner arrived to stop him.
It didn’t stop him expelling Peter and his mother from the
Establishment, and it hadn’t assuaged Peter’s feelings of guilt and
loss in the slightest.

 


 


 




Chapter
Nine

 


Grimms

 


Peter woke when
his mother came into his room to kiss him before she went off to
work. He fell back into a deep lingering sleep after the nightmares
that plagued him through the night.

He didn’t hear
the alarm clock going off at eight and he slept fitfully through
its five successive attempts to wake him. Finally, he opened bleary
eyes at nine fifteen and tried to focus it on the clock. He kept
seeing an impossible time and blinked to get his eyes to read it
right.

At nine-thirty,
he woke up properly, took one look at the clock, and swung
frantically out of bed. It was already half an hour later than when
he was supposed to have started work in the shop. Assuming he still
had a job. Peter hadn’t mentioned the problems at Solly’s to his
mother. When she came home the previous evening, Mel was so happy
her day at work went well that Peter hadn’t wanted to upset her. He
decided his problem could wait until after he got to the shop and
found out whether he was still employed.

Mel had
enthused about her new job the previous evening. Apparently, her
boss was wonderful, all the people she worked with were wonderful,
the office they worked in was wonderful, the computer on her desk
was wonderful. All in all, Peter came to suspect his mother might
be happy in her job.

He would have
liked to have gone out looking for Sal that night, but it didn’t
seem fair to leave his mum alone when she was so eager to tell
someone about all her experiences during the day.

By the time he
went to bed, Peter felt confident he knew exactly how many steps it
took from Mel’s desk to the toilet and how many windows her office
had. He hadn’t seen his mother so happy since before the fight
contest and her happiness was worth a great deal to him. He felt
guilty his misdeeds had taken them from the safety of the
Establishment and the comfort of their home.

Peter threw on
his clothes, not bothering with any underwear when he couldn’t find
where his mother had hidden his clean boxers. He ran down the
flights of stairs so fast, it felt like flying. He wasn’t sure his
feet touched any of the steps on the last flight. He staggered as
he hit the floor and bounced out of the door.

The day was
well under way outside. Cars hooted and people in business suits
hurried down the pavements. After the rain and gloom of the
previous day, the bright warm morning sunshine felt marvellous. The
activity and energy around Peter brought him to a halt for a few
seconds. There was nothing as dynamic as the city in the village he
grew up in, not even the horse parades.

Catching a deep
breath of car fumes mixed with fresh intoxicating air, he dived for
the doors of Solly’s Furniture Emporium and came to an abrupt halt
for a second time. Both the shop doors were locked.

Peter felt a
rush of adrenaline run through him and tried to calm down as he
stood back from the doors. The sign that usually read open for
business, now read closed. There were no lights on in the shop and
he couldn’t see much of the interior because sunshine was
reflecting in the windows. Peter put his hand over his brow to form
a shade and tried again, but all he saw were stacks of
furniture.

He stood in
front of the doors and forced himself not to cry. It was nearly
quarter to ten and it looked like he’d lost the best job he ever
had. The fact it was his first and only job did little to console
him. He felt terrible.

Taking his
hands from the big metal handles, Peter turned away to walk back to
the flat. He reached the corner of Hellport Lane when a familiar
voice shouted at him.

“Peter! What
kept you? You’re very late. Come along now or we’ll never get
anything done.”

Peter turned
around to see the short fat bald form of Solly standing in the open
doorway of his shop. He waved at Peter to get a move on and Peter
ran towards him.

Once inside the
shop Solly walked off towards the storeroom. Peter stopped when he
got inside the shop, as he needed to confirm he was still employed.
He found it hard to put a sentence together. Solly turned towards
Peter with anger written on his face, but when he saw how upset
Peter was, his look changed to one of concern.

“You’re not
worried about what happened yesterday, are you?” Solly asked in a
dismissive tone. “It was my fault for assuming you knew your father
was dead. Can’t we put it behind us?”

“But I
knocked over all the furniture and …” Peter stopped talking as he
noticed there was no sign of the chaos he had caused. The tables
and chairs on the stairs were perched every bit as precariously as
they had been the day before.

“No damage
was done. Peter, we have to go. I have an important appointment at
the docks and I want you to come with me. Come, we can talk in the
lorry.”

Solly walked to
the storeroom and Peter followed. Peter increased his speed until
he was just behind Solly. Solly took him through the storeroom and
out onto the loading bay. A dirty old flatbed lorry stood parked up
against the bay. Its bed was at the same level as the bay so Peter
could have stepped straight onto the truck. Solly locked the back
of the store and climbed into the cab, indicating to Peter to
follow him and sit in the passenger seat.

The big ugly
pair of gates stood wide open. Solly started the lorry. It vibrated
alarmingly as its ancient diesel engine burst into life and Solly
drove the vehicle through the gates. He stopped the vehicle a few
yards up the access road.

“Go and close
the gates for me.” Solly said. “There’s a padlock. Make sure you
lock it properly, it needs quite a bit of force to get it to
lock.”

Peter jumped
out of the cab and ran to shut the gates. He had no trouble getting
the padlock to close, but it took him a few seconds to figure out
how to climb back up to the cab. Before Peter managed to shut the
cab door, Solly stuck the lorry into gear and they were off,
bouncing down the narrow access road at an insane pace.

Peter had never
ridden in the cab of a lorry before and was surprised how
empowering it was to be sat so high above the cars. It was a
beautiful day. The sky was clear blue with just a hint of
white.

When they left
the access road, they turned onto roads lined with ancient trees,
which exuded a rich heady perfume in the morning sun.

They drove into
the heart of the city. Shops and houses gave way to white
stone-faced buildings and small public gardens dotted with tall
trees. The road ran alongside the river for a while, its stone and
steel railed promenades shining in the sun.

From the height
of the cab they could overlook the embankment and see river traffic
cutting its way through wide muddy waters and under impressive
bridges with massive symmetric stone arches. The power of the river
water moving relentlessly through this dynamic human hive gave
Peter a buzz of excitement. There had been absolutely nothing like
it in the village.

They passed
statues of soldiers on horseback and admirals in full regalia.
Peter had no idea who any of them were, but he knew they were
people who once performed great service for their country. Peter
wondered what it would be like to be so admired that people out up
a statue to remember him. The idea gave him goose bumps.

They drove
out of the centre and into the commercial district. There were
wonderful buildings that companies built to show how successful
they were. Round, square, boat shaped buildings and even one
looking like a gherkin shone in the clear light. There was a real
sense of pride about the city. ‘We are
someone important,’ the office blocks
shouted out to the world.

They drove into
a manufacturing district. The streets grew darker and the buildings
were dirtier and more run-down. Lorries and white vans, some so
dirty it was difficult to be sure of their colour, moved
relentlessly up and down the streets. Despite the gloom, Peter
discovered he liked this place. Factories have a sense of purpose
and even the closed ones seemed to have ghosts of past achievements
lingering about them.

Solly pulled
the lorry off the road and onto the driveway of what looked like a
scrap yard. Tall chain-linked fences protected the junk from
thieves, though who would be interested in stealing rubbish
defeated Peter. As they approached its massive gates, two men
pulled them slowly open and Solly drove through without even a
passing nod.

They travelled
down a long internal road and when they passed beyond the tall
piles of junked vehicles and old fridges, they approached the river
once again. A small dockyard with a single crane awaited them at
the end of the road. A large concreted area gave Solly an
opportunity to turn the lorry around and reverse into the loading
bay of the dock.

The dock was
only big enough for one vessel and it was occupied with an
ocean-going barge. At least Peter assumed the barge must be
ocean-going because its registration said Rotterdam.

De Schelde was
the name of the vessel and from what Peter knew of geography,
Rotterdam was a port in the Netherlands. Peter knew a lot about
Rotterdam as it was a staging post for illegal drugs, and the
Establishment expected its students to be familiar with such
things.

Solly got down
from the cab and Peter followed. A group of people waited on the
jetty and one of them waved to Solly as they approached.

“Have you got
the goods, Jeroen?” Solly called cheerfully to a large man who was
built like a Viking invader. This man looked like he could pick
Peter up and snap him in two like a twig.

“Have you got
the money?” Jeroen countered. He smiled at Solly as he said
it.

“I’ll need to
inspect them first. You know the rules.”

“We just get
them off my barge, and then you have a good look.” Jeroen waved to
a man operating the crane. A heavy diesel motor started up and the
crane swung round until its arm was directly over the barge. Five
men on the barge removed enormous sheets of tarpaulin to reveal
three wooden crates identical to the ones in Solly’s
storeroom.

Peter watched
in fascination as the crane lowered a net down to the men and they
tied and adjusted various ropes until the first of the crates
lifted up into the air and was carefully swung over and onto the
jetty. Men on the jetty unhooked the crate from the net and got the
ropes clear so they could repeat the process.

There was much
shouting, laughter and cursing from the two groups of men as they
carried out their tasks. Seagulls glided overhead and added to the
sounds with their distinctive calls. It took the best part of an
hour to hoist over the three crates while Peter watched on,
fascinated. He would have loved to have gone and helped but he knew
he’d end up getting in their way.

The men who
unloaded the crates used crowbars to prise off their tops so Solly
could inspect the contents. Peter moved closer to Solly as he went
to the crates, determined to find out what was inside
them.

The crates were
packed with straw. Solly reached in and pulled out large handfuls
from the nearest crate. Peter saw a stone statue hidden in the
straw. When Solly pulled more of the straw away Peter realised the
statue was a gargoyle. An ugly grey winged creature with long arms
and claw shaped hands. It crouched down with its wings folded as
though asleep. The detritus of centuries covered it. The statue
must be from an old church or cathedral. Peter had no idea why
Solly would want such a thing.

Solly nodded to
Jeroen who gave a deep laugh. Solly moved to the second crate while
the men who opened the first crate stuffed the straw back in it and
resealed the lid.

The second
crate contained a gargoyle that to Peter’s eyes was a twin of the
first. Solly again nodded his approval and the two of them moved on
to the third crate.

Once again, the
crate contained a gargoyle, though this one looked a little
different to Peter’s eyes. If anything, it looked like a better
work of art than the first two as the gargoyle’s mouth was open
with a long forked tongue sticking out.

Solly looked at
Jeroen and shook his head. Jeroen looked angry for a second and
then his face changed to concern. “The last one is unsatisfactory?”
he asked.

“It’s made of
several pieces of stone. The head is stuck on. You can see it for
yourself if you look,” Solly explained patiently.

Jeroen went
over to the crate and reached inside. His big muscles bulged as he
seized the head of the gargoyle and pulled. The head came clear
with a grinding noise revealing a plug of stone below its neck that
fitted into a socket in the body.

Jeroen uttered
a foreign word in disgust. He took the head and threw it across the
jetty. It made a large splashing sound as it disappeared into the
river.

“I am sorry,
my friend. I was assured it was genuine.”

Solly nodded
and took out a large white envelope from his jacket. “Get these two
crates onto my lorry and dispose of the other one. I’ll pay you for
three as I’ve already drawn out the cash we agreed. You’ll owe me
one when you make the next delivery.”

Jeroen nodded
and counted the cash. When he was sure it was correct he gave
instructions in Dutch to his men and they used the forklift truck
to move the crates.

Solly started
to walk off the dock and Peter followed. He took Peter to a side
gate, which a guard opened and they stepped out onto a road. An old
transport café stood on the other side of the road and Solly bought
them both a plate of sausage, fried egg and chips along with a
large mug of instant coffee made with hot milk.

They sat at a
rickety table and ate their dinner while watching the seagulls
scavenge for scraps outside. The sausages had burnt skins but
tasted delicious. The milky coffee seemed to warm Peter’s body
right down to his toes. They didn’t talk much while eating, but
afterwards Peter felt he had to ask Solly what was going
on.

“Do all the
crates contain gargoyles?”

Solly winced,
as though Peter had spoken a foul word out loud. “Call them Grimms,
Peter. Gargoyle’s such an ugly word. Yes, the other crates are
filled with Grimms.”

“Why do you
collect them?”

“I can’t tell
you until after your eighteenth birthday. Let’s just say they can
be useful and leave it at that.” Solly’s answer made it clear Peter
should drop the subject.

“When you
knew my father, what did you do together?”

“We used to
fly a lot,” Solly said and laughed.

“Fly? You
mean in aircraft?”

Solly spoke as
though trying to cover up an earlier mistake, “What I meant was we
used to fly model planes, and kites, and things like that. Your
father was brilliant at flying and I was pretty good
too.”

“Was that
here, in the city?”

“No, we both
grew up somewhere else and didn’t come here until we were adults.
The same age you will be on Saturday. Your father loved this place,
far more than where we grew up. For him, this was paradise and he
could ignore all his duties back home. He had talents that were
valuable here and when the Establishment discovered him, they
conscripted him into their games. They were so much simpler and
easier than the games back home. Then he met your mother and I
never saw him again.” Solly’s face took on a distant look as he
remembered. Peter wished he could have known Solly and his father
as they were when they were young men.

“Do you have
any photographs of the two of you?” Peter asked
wistfully.

“Cameras
don’t work where we grew up,” Solly said. Then, as if realising he
had said too much, he told Peter they should get back to
work.

When they got
back to the lorry, they found the crates had been loaded. Solly
tied them down and fastened a tarpaulin over them. They drove back
in silence. Peter was still fascinated by the things he had seen
and he didn’t feel the need to talk.

Back at the
loading bay, Solly gave Peter forty pounds and told him to be back
at the shop tomorrow at nine sharp. Peter asked if he could help
with moving the crates as he fancied having a go with the fork
lift, but Solly told him he could do it by himself.

It was barely
four o’clock in the afternoon when Peter got back to the flat. He
sat down on his bed and considered his options. He was going to
make a serious attempt to find Sal that night, whatever his mum
thought about him going out.

 


 


 




Chapter
Ten

 


St Bruno’s
Garden

 


When Mel
arrived home at half past six that evening, she seemed subdued.
Peter wondered what was up and asked if everything was well. She
assured him she still loved the job and everything was fine. She’d
been put in charge of tracking packages around the world. The
company apparently made its money by buying goods where they were
cheap and selling them where they were expensive.

“What’s
upsetting you?” Peter finally asked.

“They want me
to work this Saturday.” Mel said guiltily.

“What’s the
problem with that?” Peter asked, confused by her answer. “Don’t you
want to do it?”

“Yes, I do.
They’ve offered me lots of money, ‘cash in hand’ if I help them
out, and we really do need the money…”

“So what’s
the problem?” Peter asked, exasperated with his Mum.

“Peter, it’s
your eighteenth birthday on Saturday and they want me to work into
the evening. You’ll probably be in bed by the time I get home.” Mel
looked upset.

“It’s only a
birthday, Mum. I’ll be eighteen on Sunday as well. If you want to
do the work, you should do it. I can manage on my own.”

Reaching the
age of eighteen was a big deal in the Establishment, as it meant
you could be sent on assignment. However, after Jeremy’s eighteenth
birthday party, Peter had gone off the whole idea of a special
celebration and planned on ignoring the event, or at most going out
for a meal with his mum.

“You really
don’t mind, Peter?” Mel asked anxiously.

Peter leaned
forward and kissed her lightly on the forehead. In the last year or
so, he’d grown tall enough to have to bend down to do it. “I’ll be
fine, Mum, believe me. You go off to work and enjoy
yourself.”

At half past
nine, Peter told his mother he was going out for a walk and maybe
have a coffee at a local café. He told her he liked walking around
the city at night. The city streets were so much more alive than in
the village where the only people you ever saw were security
patrols or the guards at the gates.

Mel instructed
him to be careful and not be back too late. She said she’d be in
bed by eleven, and he shouldn’t wake her if he came in
later.

Peter stepped
out into a balmy summer’s evening. The sun had set behind the
buildings, though it still appeared blindingly low in the sky when
he walked roads to the west. Even though he got the impression from
Bert in the café that Sal wasn’t likely to appear until after
sunset he decided to go for a coffee anyway. He planned to walk
around to familiarise himself with the streets, lanes and alleys in
the area, so he wouldn’t get lost in future. That was Rule
Six.

Bert wasn’t
serving when he got there. An unfriendly looking man with a
permanent scowl on his face served behind the counter. When Peter
asked for a latte the man appeared put-out and it took him quite a
while to get the coffee into the holder and lock the holder to the
machine. The man cursed when he burnt his fingers on the steamer
nozzle. All in all, Peter was glad when he left the counter with
his mug and sat down.

It was dark by
the time he finished his coffee, though not dark enough for all the
cars to have put on their headlights. Looking out of the window he
was occasionally blinded by the odd car with its headlights
on.

When he got up
to leave, he heard the man behind the counter grunt in
satisfaction. Peter walked to the door and stepped onto the
pavement.

“Peter!”
Sal’s voice shouted and he looked up and down the street twice
before he saw her rushing to greet him. There were enough
pedestrians for her to have to duck and weave round them to get to
him.

“Hi Sal. I
was hoping I’d see you tonight.” Peter told her when she collided
into him. He noticed she looked refreshed and happy. She was still
dressed as a Goth with all the Goth make-up, but she wore different
clothes from the ones she had on last time. They were much cleaner
than the last lot. Her make-up looked crisp and freshly
applied.

“Later.” Sal
started to drag him across the street.

“Where are we
going?” Drivers sounded their horns as they stumbled across the
busy road.

“St Bruno’s,”
Sal said by way of explanation. Peter thought it unlikely she meant
a church, though it was the first thought to occur to him. He
decided to concentrate on surviving the journey as Sal dragged him
to wherever she wanted to go.

Sal took him
down alleys and around the backs of shops. Peter wasn’t surprised,
as this seemed to be her normal mode of getting anywhere. They
appeared to be going on a circuitous path rather than the
straightest route.

Peter noted
that Sal kept checking behind her as though looking for someone or
something. She speeded up whenever they turned a corner and ran for
the next alley before slowing down once they were safely in it. To
his Establishment trained mind, this suggested Sal thought they
were being followed, and she was trying to make sure she lost their
tail before heading to their destination.

Peter was
certain that if Sal had been followed earlier she must have lost
them before she met him. No one was currently following them or he
would have seen them.

After another
set of unnecessary trips down alleys, Sal turned onto a narrow path
between a church and a block of residential flats. They walked
through a tiny graveyard and then through a children’s playground.
Large trees growing in the graveyard spread branches covering the
sky above them, making it much darker than the streets.

They arrived at
a set of railings with a small gate enclosing a tiny garden. The
garden had a path that twisted around shrubs, trees and flowers. At
the bottom of the path, in the middle of the garden they found a
large wooden bench. Sal dropped down on it gratefully and pulled
Peter after her.

The garden was
a quiet and private place. Earth had been banked up behind the
bench and at its summit a holly bush spread its branches over them.
In front of the bench a wide bush acted as a screen. There were
trees to either side whose branches spread high over the path
making it into a tunnel.

Sal turned to
Peter and planted a lingering kiss on his mouth. “That’s for
lending me the twenty. I really needed it.” Sal looked at Peter.
“Close your mouth, Peter, there are flies about around
here.”

Peter closed
his mouth and tried to think of a witty reply. “You’re looking much
fresher than the last time I saw you.” Peter realised Sal might not
take this as a compliment as soon as the words left his mouth. He
tried to correct himself. “Which isn’t to say you didn’t look
fantastic before. It’s just, you look even better now.”

He might have
continued but Sal burst out laughing. “You’re not very good with
girls, are you? Look, I’m sorry we had to do all that running
around, but I risked going home last night. Dad was really glad to
see me and I got the chance to have a bath and change clothes. I
was worried about any of the players finding me, but when I came
out tonight I saw Gaz and his posse and they started chasing me. I
think I lost them before I found you, but it’s best to be
sure.”

Peter laughed
in delight. “That’s Rule 2.”

It was Sal’s
turn to look confused. “What?”

“The
Establishment Survival Guide. The first things I had to learn off
by heart when I started school. Rule One is never gamble unless you have no choice. Rule Two is always make sure, Rule Three
is discover the local
politics.” Peter stopped, as Rule Four
was make friends and use
them, and he didn’t want Sal to get the
wrong idea.

“You went to
a really strange school, Peter.” Sal gave him an appraising
look.

“Actually,
I’ve had a really strange life.”

“Actually,
I’ve had a really strange life. That’s so
crump.” Gaz’s sneering voice drifted out of the dark. A few seconds
later he stepped into sight. “Thought you’d come here, bitch, and
you’ve brought the fudge with you. Two for one sale,
innit?”

Sal started to
rise from the bench when Kay and Col came into view from the other
end of the path. They were trapped.

“I don’t want
no trouble with you, Gaz.” Sal said.

“Bit too late
for that. I’m going to slit your slit,” Gaz pulled a decorators
knife out of his pocket and stepped forward.

Peter looked
over the three youths with interest. Col and Kay brought out long
kitchen knives from inside their hoodies. Of the two of them, Peter
rated Kay as the significant threat. Col was far too nervous to be
truly dangerous, but there was a glint in Kay’s eyes suggesting she
got off on violence and was no stranger to it. Peter had already
fought and defeated Gaz, but Gaz had been off guard and never
managed to get his act back together once it started going wrong
for him.

This time it
would be different, Gaz was fully psyched up and held his knife
professionally. Peter noted Gaz’s hand was rock steady and he was
up on his toes. In Peter’s opinion, Gaz had used a knife before and
possibly killed with it.

Peter carried
out his assessments in seconds and he responded to Gaz’s boast
without any noticeable delay.

“Well I DO
want trouble with you, Gaz Dixon, with you Kay Smeddly and you too
Colin Harris. I don’t think you can handle the trouble I’m going to
cause.” Peter flexed his muscles without making it too obvious. He
needed to warm up before he started to fight, but he didn’t want
the three to know in case they were bright enough to respond early.
He used his stance to push and pull his muscles into full
life.

Sal thought
Peter had gone crazy. She knew Gaz better than to believe such a
naïve bluff was going to scare him off. They were outnumbered and
out-armed. Their only survival option was to try to run
away.

Peter pushed
Sal back onto the bench. “Stay there and out of it!” Peter ordered,
taking her by surprise. Sal pulled her legs up onto the bench,
hugging them, terrified of Gaz, and a little cowed by Peter’s
tone.

Peter noted Kay
and Col weren’t moving forwards. Their role was to stop them
escaping. This was good news, as it’s very difficult to predict
where an amateur might strike with a knife. If they are attacking
from behind, it gets even worse to take appropriate action. No
doubt, Kay would attack him when she saw Gaz in trouble, but by
then it would be too late.

Gaz grinned as
Peter advanced. He knew Peter had some training in martial arts but
he also knew such training was no good against an experienced
street fighter. Martial arts people didn’t play dirty, while Gaz
did.

Peter didn’t
take up a karate pose or any of the other fighting stances he knew.
He had seen Gaz react, and knew his own speed was far greater than
Gaz’s. That difference in reaction time would be his primary
weapon, as he was unable to use any killing stroke against Gaz if
he wanted to stay out of prison.

When they were
two feet away from each other, Gaz lashed out with the knife,
slashing across Peter’s face. It was a feint, so he could kick
Peter’s legs out from under him when Peter stepped back. Peter
moved his head exactly two inches out of the way and hopped
sideways as Gaz’s kicked at his legs.

With nothing to
kill the momentum as his kick missed, Gaz fell backwards. As soon
as Gaz’s knife passed his face, Peter stepped forward and pushed
Gaz in the chest with the flat of his hand. This sent Gaz flying
backward to crash hard on the stone path.

Peter took
three steps forward stepping onto the wrist of the hand holding the
knife and putting the whole of his body weight on it. He twisted
the toe of his shoe and heard the bones in Gaz’s wrist break. The
knife fell from Gaz’s spasming fingers. Peter stepped forward and
spun around, positioning himself behind Gaz. He kicked the knife
into the bushes.

Kay ran forward
when she saw Gaz lying semi-conscious on the ground. However, she
fell flat on her face as Sal stuck her foot out. Her knife flew
from her hands and Peter had to jump forward to kick it away in mid
air. It had been heading straight for Gaz and might have hit
him.

Col dithered,
still doing his job of blocking their escape route. Kay screamed on
the ground, having broken her nose and badly scraped her knees. Gaz
rolled in agony, holding his wrist. Peter stepped around Kay’s
writhing body and walked towards Sal. From Col’s point of view, it
looked as though Peter was coming for him. Col dropped the knife
and ran for his life.

“Sorry about
all that,” Peter said as he helped Sal up from the bench. “I don’t
seem to be able to get on with your friends. I hope you won’t hold
it against me.”

Sal pulled
Peter to her and gave him another kiss. This one was long and
lingering and involved putting her tongue gently into his
mouth.

While Sal was
kissing him, Peter adjusted his jeans. Sal noticed his lack of
concentration and her hand joined his. She pulled away from him
laughing.

“My, you are
pleased to see me, aren’t you? Race you back to the café!” Sal ran
off laughing down the path. Peter looked to check Gaz and Kay were
going to be able to call for an ambulance. Kay was already sitting
up and held a mobile phone in her hands as blood dripped from her
nose.

Peter ran after
Sal. This evening was proving to be even more fun than he
hoped.

 


 


 




Chapter
Eleven

 


Experiences

 


Peter lay in
bed the next morning and reviewed the last part of the evening in
his mind. He wondered whether anything so wonderful would ever
happen to him again.

He had caught
up with Sal halfway to the café and the two of them had laughed and
joked as they walked down the back streets to The Battle Café. Even
the surly nature of the man behind the counter didn’t put them off
as they discussed the fight and their lives.

Sal talked
about the people she knew from school and the effect the death of
her mother had on her and her father when she was seven. She told
Peter her father ended his career after her mother’s death, and
came to live permanently in the city to bring her up. She told a
lot of funny stories of things that happened in her school. To
Peter it was like hearing about a foreign country as his own school
life had been disciplined and controlled.

Peter told Sal
about hearing about the death of his father and about his best
friend Jeremy. He couldn’t bear to tell her about what actually
happened to him and told her Jeremy had died in an accident some
weeks before. Sal held his hand tightly after he told her. She
could see the tears glistening in the corner of his
eyes.

It was past one
o’clock in the morning when Sal said it was time for her to go, but
first he must come with her, as there was something she wanted to
give him. The two ran down the street laughing, Sal swinging on
every lamppost they passed. She took him to a alleyway where a low
wattage bulb on the top of a metal post provided a little
light.

Peter was still
laughing at a joke Sal told when she manoeuvred him against the
wall and kissed him to silence. As they kissed, Sal ran her hands
down his body as if she wanted to touch every inch of him. Peter
was unsure what he was supposed to do, but instinct took over and
his hands moved down her back before cupping her bottom and lifting
her towards him.

Peter had never
experienced such pleasure before. The few kisses he had received
from the girls in the village were pecks on the cheek or
over-enthusiastic attempts to remove his tonsils with their
tongues. Sal kissed him as though it meant something and his body
started to push rhythmically against Sal’s as their passion
increased.

Sal drew back
and before Peter could catch his breath, she unzipped his fly and
caught hold of a very solid part of him. “Going commando, I see,”
Sal whispered and her hand started to fly. A few seconds later, he
groaned in ecstasy as she brought him off. He tried to kiss her but
she stepped away from him and used a tissue to wipe her
hand.

Sal spoke with
regret in her voice. “I’m sorry. You deserve much more. You helped
me when I needed it and tonight you saved my life.”

Sal threw the
tissue away into the darkness and looked at Peter, her hands on her
hips. “I don’t put out on the second date and there is so much you
don’t know. In my world, which will be your world from Saturday,
we’re not even of the same species.”

“I don’t have
a clue what you’re talking about,” Peter adjusted his clothes and
hoped his mum wouldn’t notice any marks when she washed his
jeans.

“That’s
exactly my point.” Sal stepped close and caressed his face with her
hand. “You don’t have a clue what you’ve gotten yourself into. It
isn’t going to be easy for you to survive.”

“I know what
I feel about you,” Peter said as he tried to turn the conversation
back to the subject of the two of them. “I truly care
about…”

Sal placed a
finger on his lips to silence him. “Han No will never allow you out
of his sight after Saturday. Meet me on Friday night, or rather
Saturday morning, at the Sunner Door. I’ll wait all night because,
knowing Han No, I expect you’ll be delayed.” Sal grinned. “You
could do with experience and a little more self-control. I expect
it’ll do you some good, so don’t fight too hard.”

“Huh?”

“Will you
promise me something? It won’t make sense and it may cost you a
great deal when you understand.” Sal waited for Peter to
respond.

“Of course I
will.”

Sal laughed
with pleasure. “Don’t be so eager to give your word. Words have
power on the other side.” Sal moved so her face was only inches
from Peter’s. She stood up on her toes so their faces were level.
“Promise you won’t suck the life out of me when you’re over
there.”

Peter
wondered what he was supposed to say to such an absurd request. He
reminded himself Sal had told him he wouldn’t understand it, but
the idea of harming her repulsed him. “I promise never to suck the
life from you, though I may suck you in other places, if you want
me too.” Thank God for the
Internet, Peter thought wryly. His sexual
knowledge would have been close to zero without it.

Sal kissed him
passionately. “Thanks so much, my hero. You’ve no idea how much
that means to me. And if all goes well and we survive, I’ll take
you up on that offer.”

Sal pushed away
from Peter and gave him a curtsey, her fingers tugging on her short
black skirt in a way that threatened to overload the cuteness
circuits in Peter’s brain. She burst out laughing at the look on
his face and skipped down the alley as if she were a five year old.
Just before she turned a corner to go out of sight, she turned back
towards him and shouted, “Saturday morning, be there!”

 


* *
*

 


Peter took a
bath after getting out of bed. It was half past eight and he needed
to hurry if he was to get to Solly’s before nine.

While the
traffic on the previous days looked heavy, nothing prepared him for
the bedlam of traffic on a Friday morning. Every car on the High
Street was stationary and drivers were trying to make progress by
use of horn power alone. It was another beautiful morning, but the
petrol and diesel fumes threatened to overwhelm as he took the
short and increasingly familiar walk over to Solly’s.

As usual, the
shop was deserted. Peter began to wonder how a customer would be
greeted should one ever venture through the door. Would Solly kiss
their hand in appreciation, or chase them out? It was a question to
which Peter had no answer, but he felt it would be one of those
two.

He walked
towards the storeroom and almost reached its doors when Solly spoke
from inches behind his back. “Peter, it’s good to see you here on
time, for once.”

“I’ve only
been late once.”

Solly walked
back towards the stairs. “Come with me. I need to talk to you. And
be careful with the furniture on the stairs. It could fall over if
someone grabbed it.”

Peter was
extremely careful on the stairs and resolved that even if Solly
took out an Uzi sub-machine gun and started shooting at him, he
wasn’t going to pull over the furniture when he escaped.

They went to
the office and sat once again in the dark. Solly turned on a kettle
and waited for the water to boil. The tea didn’t taste as Peter
expected and he looked at it in surprise. Surely Solly wasn’t
trying to poison him?

Solly laughed
at Peter’s look of suspicion and horror. “It’s called Rooibos tea.
Literally ‘red bush’ tea from South Africa. I find it relaxing as
it doesn’t have any caffeine in it. Years ago, I spent some time in
Cape Town and came to prefer it to ordinary tea. It won’t kill
you.”

Peter took
another sip and decided it was delicious. He’d tried fruit teas
before but didn’t like them much. Rooibos tasted like a real
tea.

“Tomorrow
you’ll be eighteen. Your father was not important when he abandoned
his life, but times change. He was from an important… clan, and
time has made him, or rather you, the heir to a great deal. My…
family… have been allies with your… clan for centuries. I’d like to
initiate you into your clan and introduce you to my family
tomorrow, if you’ll let me.” Solly waited for Peter’s
answer.

“Doesn’t Han
No want to do something similar?” Even though Peter was stumbling
in the dark, his Establishment training told him to play one side
against the other and see what happened.

Solly looked
troubled. “It’s true the Dragons want to use you as a pawn against
the Vam… clan. The Dragons are obsessed with power and resent your
people for preventing them from controlling everything. Times have
become hard. Some see you as the piece that will break the logjam
and bring prosperity back.”

“Then tell me
what’s going on and I can make a rational decision,” Peter stated
triumphantly. Perhaps he could use logic to find out what was going
on.

Solly looked
unhappy. “Come here tomorrow and I’ll tell you. Stay away from Han
No. The Red Dragon uses up people as though they have no
value.”

“I can’t
promise, Solly. I’ve other things to do tomorrow and they might
stop me from getting here.” Peter had a vision of Sal curtseying to
him while standing besides a double bed. He shook his head to clear
it. “If I can find the time, I’ll come. If not, I’ll come around as
soon as I can.”

Solly shook his
head as if he’d been expecting more. The two of them made their way
to the stairs. Halfway along the corridor Solly stopped and opened
one of the doors. To Peter’s complete astonishment there was only a
cupboard behind the door with a switch on its back wall. Solly
flipped the switch to the on position. The cupboard flooded with a
diffuse white light. Solly closed the office door and pointed at
the archway directly opposite.

The light from
the door focussed on the place where a door might have been in the
archway. It formed a door in the archway just as if a real door was
there.

“Doors of the
mind can be doorways to your future, Peter. Remember that.” Solly
opened the office door and switched the light off. “Off you go.
I’ll show you what I want you to do when we get
downstairs.”

 


* *
*

 


Solly tasked
Peter with moving a stack of furniture, once again. He had to clean
underneath it before putting it all back. Peter enjoyed the
complete mindlessness of the task. It kept his body busy but
allowed him to daydream as much as he wanted. All his daydreams
centred on Sal. He wanted to see what she looked like without the
make-up, and he spent quite a bit of his fantasies imagining
situations where he got her to take it off. Sometimes it was the
last item he asked her to remove.

The day passed
quickly. At lunchtime, he drifted down to the fish and chip shop
and ordered sausage and chips swilled down with a half litre of
cola. The staff in the shop nodded to him and talked to him using
his name but made no reference to Han No.

The afternoon
went as fast as the morning and it was no time at all before he was
sitting in the flat eating the meal he prepared for his mother. Mel
was still enthused by her job at Hellogon Imports. She wanted to
tell him every thing she did from the moment she arrived at work.
It occurred to Peter that his mother might actually be happier now
that she was doing something useful than when she’d been a
housewife in the village. It gave him a warm feeling to believe
that not everything that happened to them recently was for the
worse.

While the day
flew by, the evening dragged. It seemed midnight would never come.
Mel went to bed at ten o’clock as she had a busy Saturday planned.
Peter sat in the flat’s lounge and watched the clock on the wall
grind forward. By eleven-thirty, he’d had enough and got ready to
leave. At eleven-thirty-five he walked out onto the
street.

He walked
straight into Han No’s guards. “Come with us,” one of them
commanded as they both took his arm and frogmarched him to the fish
and chip shop.

Peter might
have escaped, but only by risking killing. He didn’t want to do
that and he remembered what Sal said to him the previous night. She
suggested Han No would delay him this evening and here it was,
happening. That Sal expected it made Peter drop any idea to fight
his captivity. He decided to let things happen as they
would.

He was marched
behind the counter of the fish and chip shop and into the bowels of
the building. The men took him straight past the room where he’d
met Han No. There was some kind of show going on in a room ahead.
Men jeered and cheered at the performers on a small
stage.

The men took
him to a corridor with red painted doors spaced along it. The walls
and floor were covered in red carpet and it was very quiet. The men
took him to the first door and one held him while the other used a
key to unlock the door.

“Compliments
of Han No. Happy birthday.”

The guards
threw him into the room. The door slammed and Peter heard the door
locked behind him.

A double bed
just fitted, leaving room for not much else. Not much else, if you
didn’t count the Chinese girl that served Han No tea and a thin
blond beautiful European girl. They sat on the bed with their legs
open and both of them were stark naked. Peter couldn’t help
noticing the girls had no body hair below the waist. He looked up
and was surprised to find the ceiling was a massive
mirror.

He turned back
to the door, intending to get out. However, the girls had other
ideas and pounced on him. Peter wasn’t going to hit either of them
and his half-hearted pushes didn’t prove effective. When the blond
girl pulled down his jeans and boxers in one swift movement he gave
up the struggle. He looked at his watch and noticed he had been
eighteen for about three minutes. Peter wondered if this was some
sort of record, just before he stopped thinking and started doing
instead.

 


* *
*

 


Peter lay on
the bed, exhausted. He hadn’t realised that sex could be so tiring
or that two girls could bring him to orgasm so many times in such a
short period of time. He had feigned sleep to stop the girls from
continuing. One of them slapped him hard across the face to make
sure he wasn’t shamming. Establishment training included some
unusual skills and he didn’t even blink.

Once certain he
was asleep, the two girls snuggled up to him and went to sleep.
That was what he hoped they’d do. He had an appointment to keep
with Sal. Peter intended to have words with her. She’d known this
was going to happen, had even laughed about it, and yet said
nothing to prevent it.

It wasn’t that
he felt used. As a matter of fact he felt great. It was the fact
she didn’t mind it happening that bothered Peter. If Sal cared for
him, wouldn’t she want him to be true to her?

Peter rose into
a sitting position. The blond girl on his left convulsively
clutched at him. She started to pump with her hand as she began to
wake. Peter pressed his finger onto a spot behind her ear. He was
careful, as too much pressure could kill. After a few seconds, she
slumped across him.

It proved
difficult to extricate his body from the tangle of arms and legs on
the bed, but finally he was back by the door while the girl cuddled
each other in their sleep. Under other circumstances, Peter could
have happily watched them for hours, but Sal waited for him by the
Sunner Door and he had kept her waiting far too long.

Peter put his
clothes on, all apart from a sock which had vanished without trace.
He decided not to wear the other one, and pulled it off his foot
before reaching for his trainers. His trainers were decorated with
two large paper clips, which Peter had fastened through the two
lowest lace holes. He removed one of the clips and then put the
trainers on. Neither of the paper clips were what they appeared to
be. Peter stole them from the Establishment by the simple expedient
of fastening them to his shoes. The guards who searched him when he
left didn’t spot them.

It took him
less than a minute to pick the lock. He opened the door quietly and
looked around. The corridor was deserted. He looked at the two
girls on the bed with some regret. He admitted to himself that Han
No did know the perfect birthday present for a eighteen year old
boy, but he still had to go. He closed the door and went to the
trouble to lock it, so the girls couldn’t alert anybody when they
finally woke up.

If his sense of
direction hadn’t deserted him, the door onto Hellport Lane would be
to the left and up a flight of stairs. He tiptoed down the corridor
and found the stairs leading up. It looked as though his luck was
running good.

He opened the
door onto the lane. As the light from the door hit the other side
of the lane a door appeared and opened on the other side. Sal was
waiting in what looked like a room with deep purple
lighting.

“Whatever you
do, don’t shut that door.” Sal said in a loud whisper. “Just come
over here as fast as you can.”

Peter ran
across the Lane. He heard yelling behind him. Sal’s hand reached
out and dragged him through her door, as the door on the other side
slammed shut. The door on their side smashed forward flinging them
to the ground.

Peter’s breath
was knocked out of him. He looked back towards the door and found
they were out in the open in the middle of countryside. Where the
door should have been, three blocks of stone, two vertical and one
horizontal formed the outline of a door.

The next thing
he noticed was that the sky was deep purple. Only where it touched
the horizon did it look a little blue. The world was in twilight
and an enormous red moon hung in the sky, at least four times
bigger than the one on Earth.

“What’s with
the moon?” he asked Sal.

“That’s not
the moon, it’s the sun. In Hellogon, the sun is older than on Earth
and is much bigger. It gives a lot of heat out though, which is why
it’s so hot here, just not a lot of light. We’re twelve hours
behind the time in England, so it is early afternoon
here.”

“The trees
and grass have black leaves,” Peter said in amazement.

“They’re
adapted to infra-red rather than visible light. As are your eyes
here or you’d have trouble seeing very far.”

“What do you
mean, my eyes have adapted?”

“The four
species of Hellogon are adapted to local conditions. Your father’s
from here and you’ve changed to your true form. There are vampires
and …”

“Vampires!
You mean you’re a vampire here?” He looked closely at Sal in her
Goth clothes and make-up. “You mean that isn’t make-up?”

Sal laughed at
Peter and grabbed his hand in hers. She brought his hand up so he
could see the back of it. Peter’s fingernails were the same colour
as Sal’s.

“I’m not a
vampire. I’m just pretending to be one to get people to leave me
alone. You though, are the real thing.”

 


 


 




Chapter
Twelve

 


Politics

 


Peter tried to
digest the insanity of being a vampire. It was much more likely, in
his view, that the light of this place made his fingernails look
different.

“I’ll explain
it later. We have to leave. This is a portal only Warlocks can
open, but that doesn’t mean the others won’t be keeping a watch. We
have to go.” Sal began to pull Peter into the woodland but Peter
showed no inclination to move and resisted her efforts.

Peter knew they
weren’t on Earth and was sure he’d been changed when they came
through the portal. He felt stronger and his senses were keener. He
could smell a rabbit at the edge of the wood even though he
couldn’t see it. But his Establishment training insisted that now
was the time to force some answers from Sal and he had three very
important questions.

“How did you
know Han No had those girls lined up for me, and why didn’t you
tell me about them last night?” Peter pulled Sal to him so he could
look into her eyes.

“Typical
bloody vampire! All arrogance. What you want is the only thing
that’s important. We have to go, Peter. We need to move away from
here, right now.” Sal tried to pull him towards the trees but he
stood there unyielding, and he didn’t let go of her
hand.

“Okay,” Sal
said as it became clear Peter wouldn’t move until she answered him,
“Dad told me about them before I met you yesterday. He has contacts
with Han No’s people. You realise Han No will punish those girls
because you escaped. He’ll give them to his sadist clients, the
ones who use whips and canes. That’s your fault.”

Sal was
becoming more agitated while Peter felt calmer. If Han No punished
the girls, it would be because he didn’t recognise his own
inadequacies. Unless he understood
perfectly, a dark part of Peter’s mind
whispered. Rule Five was Trust no
one. Some people in the Establishment
thought that rule should be Rule One.

“Didn’t you
mind those girls doing it with me? I thought there was something
special between us.” Peter asked the question preying on his mind,
the only one that truly mattered.

“We have to
go, Peter!” Sal implored, close to tears. “I thought you’d enjoy
it. Most men do. I do care for you, Peter, but we have to
go.”

“It seems a
funny way to show you care, to hand me over to a couple of
prostitutes in a brothel. That just doesn’t sound like you care for
me.” Peter held Sal by the shoulders trying to make her look at
him, but she looked everywhere but at his face. Sal burst into
tears, sobbing piteously.

“I haven’t
betrayed you. I’ll show you later. I promise I’ll fuck and suck you
until you’re ready to drop. But we have to go, Peter, we have to
go!” Sal collapsed onto the rich black grass, sobbing
uncontrollably.

“I’m
sorry.”

Peter offered
Sal his hand. He helped her to her feet. Sal scrambled into the
trees with Peter following. Sal wiped her eyes with the sleeve of
her blouse, her Goth make-up smearing leaving dark streaks across
her face.

The bark of the
trees looked dark purple. Despite the black leaves, Peter could
have sworn he recognised the trees as varieties of oaks, beech and
elm. It was like taking a walk in an English wood after having
taken a psychotropic drug. Hellogon was a weird mixture of the
familiar and the exotically strange.

After twenty
minutes or so, Sal sat on the trunk of a fallen tree in a small
clearing. She still sniffled but seemed in more control than
before.

“You’re a
complete bastard, Peter Cragus,” Sal mumbled as she stared down at
her hands.

“I’m tired of
being lied to and manipulated.” Peter said as he sat beside her on
the trunk and put an arm around her shoulders. Sal snuggled into
him and put her hands around his chest.

“I’m sorry
for everything,” Sal said quietly. Then she sat up a bit straighter
as if having made a decision. “Let me tell you about
Hellogon.”

“My Mum works
for Hellogon Imports. That seems an unlikely
coincidence.”

“That
company’s owned by Han No. He offered her the job to bring you
here.”

“So her job
is a fake?” Peter wondered how his mum would cope with that
news.

“No, it’s a
real job in a real company. Han No uses it to trade things between
Hellogon and Earth without anybody finding out. Now shut up and
listen as I’ve a lot to tell you and I’ll never finish if you keep
on interrupting.”

“Hellogon and
Earth have been connected forever. Stonehenge is a portal between
the worlds and that’s thousands of years old. The two worlds don’t
connect everywhere, just in special places. Most of them are in
England, but there are portals in China and a few in South Africa.
Some Hellogon philosophers think the Hellogon and the Earth are the
same planet, separated by millions of years. Our continents are
roughly the same shape and we have identical looking moons, but
nobody knows for sure.

On Hellogon,
there are four species of sentient life. We can’t interbreed with
each other or with humans when we’re here.” Peter started to
interrupt and Sal put her hand gently over his lips to stop
him.

“When we
travel to Earth we become human. Don’t ask me why, it’s a mystery.
On Earth, we can breed with each other or with humans, but when
humans come here, they stay human. The exceptions are cross-breeds
like you. Cross-breeds either stay human or take after their
Hellogon parent, which is what you’ve done.”

Sal paused for
another moment and ran her hand across Peter’s face as if
reassuring herself of the change in him.

“You’re a
Vampire. Not quite the same as in the human stories. You have
lightning fast reactions, much faster than a human. You can trap
the unwary with your mind and you can suck their life energy from
them with your touch. You can do that to any of us except for the
Grimms. You can also fly.”

“What, do I
flap my arms or turn into a bat?” Peter asked laughing. Sal gave
him a stern look and he shut up.

“You can fly
by thought. While on Earth, you’ve a shadow of these talents. Your
reactions are faster than humans, though not by as much as here. If
you jumped off a two story building on Earth, you’d land without
injuring yourself, though it might hurt a bit. Now you’ve been here
you’ll be able to see in the dark,” Sal paused and whispered. “You
can even make stupid girls fall in love with you.”

Sal fell silent
and Peter said nothing. They were lost in their thoughts for a
while. Then Sal continued her lecture.

“Solly is a
Grimm. On Earth, they all tend to look like him, short, fat and
bald. On Hellogon, they look like monsters. They have big bat-like
wings, grotesque bodies and hands like claws. They can fly. They
move at frightening speeds so they can appear next to you without
warning. They’re the strongest of all of us and they are great at
business and negotiating.” Sal laughed. “They always end up running
small businesses on Earth. Not big ones, as they wouldn’t find it
fun. They like to get their hands dirty.”

“Solly never
has any customers.”

“Who said he
was in the furniture business?” Sal laughed at Peter’s naivety.
“And then there are Warlocks, like me.”

“Shouldn’t
you be a witch? I thought warlocks were male witches?”

Sal punched him
gently in the stomach. “Never call me witch. Our species is Warlock
and that’s what I am.”

“We look
pretty much like humans, though we don’t have any body hair down
under. We can do all sorts of magic: light fires, make lights,
party tricks kind of stuff. We have two great gifts, the first of
which is to create the portals to Earth. We created all the
portals. We can jump to Earth from anywhere if we have time to
prepare, though we might end up a thousand miles from a portal. On
Earth, we created the great portals the species use to travel with.
But only a Warlock can open the weak portals like the Sunner
Door.”

“There are
arches in Solly’s store upstairs that he can project door shapes
onto,” Peter said.

“Solly has
collected up some of the most ancient gates and brought them to
where they’re strongest, near Hellport Lane. They can be used to
travel to different places in Hellogon.” Sal explained.

“Our second
great talent is to turn our enemies to stone. They don’t stay like
that for long. How long depends on our power and the strength of
the one we did it too. For a vampire, petrifaction might last five
minutes. It’s an exhausting magic.”

Peter said
nothing, but he wondered what might happen if someone petrified in
Hellogon was sent through a portal to Earth.

“Han No is a
representative of the fourth species. He’s a dragon. If you were to
see him here, he would look like a Chinese dragon. Snake like, with
small wings on his back to enable him to fly and claws. Dragons can
spit liquid fire that kills. The dragons are highly intelligent and
totally ruthless. They’ll use any weakness they can find to achieve
their ends.”

“On Earth,
they become human in form. Humans and the other species are just
tools to use and play with. They always look Chinese and there
seems to be some ancient connection with that race.”

“What’s this
‘Great Game’ Han No talked about?”

Sal explained
wearily. “The species form alliances and fight for supremacy of
Hellogon.” She leaned against Peter, resting her head against his
shoulder. “The Vampires and Grimms team together as do Dragons and
Warlocks. Alliances are loose and don’t include all members of a
species. There’s fighting between people in each species as they
wrestle for power. My mother was killed by your uncle when I was
seven in a Vampire raid on the Warlocks.”

Peter cuddled
Sal. “It must be terrible to lose your mother to an endless
pointless war.”

“Daddy tired
of the fighting and fled with me to Earth. Now I’m eighteen, I’m
fair game for any of the species to capture or kill. My magic isn’t
very good because I’ve had no chance to practice it. That’s why
I’ve been wearing a Vampire disguise. The other species tend to
leave Vampires alone. Even the Dragons fear them.”

“Why am I so
important to everyone?”

“You’re the
last of the Cragus family. For untold centuries the Cragus have
been the ruling family of the Vampires. There aren’t many of any of
us left, perhaps a few thousand of each species, possibly only a
few hundred Dragons as they never were prolific breeders. We face
extinction unless one species is allowed to rule or perhaps one or
more of the species is destroyed.”

Peter’s
Establishment trained mind saw a flaw in Sal’s
explanation.

“With so few
of the four species left, how’s it possible to maintain a
society?”

“We brought
lots of human slaves to Hellogon. They plough our fields, gather
our crops, and build our homes. We don’t need as many as we once
did, but humans don’t breed well in Hellogon. People go missing on
Earth all the time, young fit people, some of them end up here.”
Sal sounded embarrassed and ashamed as she explained.

“Han No and
the others want to use me to control the Vampires?” Peter asked,
checking if he understood this aspect of their plan.

“Han No wants
to control the Vampires through you and forge a grand alliance with
the Dragons as our leaders. Solly wants to unite the Vampires and
the Grimms and destroy the Dragons and the Warlocks. The Warlocks
want you dead as they fear that with you in the Dragons’ power, Han
No will have no further use for us.”

“You betrayed
your own people to sell me to Han No,” Peter said with a
sigh.

It took a few
moments for Sal to realise what Peter had said. She went rigid in
his arms and pushed him away, getting to her feet and looking at
him in horror.

“Are the
Dragons expecting to find me here or do we have to walk any
further?” Peter asked her mildly. He was totally sure of his
conclusions. The only thing he didn’t know was why. That was the
trouble with Establishment training, it taught a logic that was
inescapable and often bitter in its consequences.

“I didn’t, I
wouldn’t…” Sal trailed off as she saw the disappointment and
certainty in Peter’s eyes. “Han No came to my house before I left
to meet you yesterday. He told me he’d kill my father if I didn’t
lead you to him. I didn’t lie to you, Peter. Every single word I’ve
told you is true.” Sal voice rose higher. “He wanted me to explain
Hellogon to you before he made his offer. He promised he wouldn’t
hurt you. He promised…”

“I want you
to tell Han No I’ll consider his offer when I’ve heard from the
other side. Then, if you’re able, go and tell my mother not to
worry about my absence. You owe me that.”

Sal spoke in
desperation. “Peter, he’ll kill my father if you don’t
stay.”

“No he won’t,
because then he’d lose his hold over you.” Peter explained
gently.

“Why would he
want to control me? He’ll probably kill me on the spot.”

“No he won’t,
because he knows I love you, though it may take me a little time to
forgive you.”

“Peter…” Sal
wailed in distress and fell to her knees crying.

Peter looked at
Sal, his guts churning. Causing Sal pain was necessary because Han
No would see through her if the distress wasn’t real. He wondered
how flying worked, perhaps if he struck a pose like superman and
thought up, up and away.

 


* *
*

 


Sal knew Peter
was gone. It was as if her world became a little darker. A swishing
in the undergrowth caught her attention.

Sal stood up
and turned towards the sound, a smile on her face as she thought
Peter must have changed his mind. Her smile turned to fear as Han
No walked into the clearing on his reptilian legs with two tall
Warlock guards on either side of him.

“We heard his
speech, but before we could act he flew away. I am very
disappointed in you, Saloni Dark. You have failed me.” Han No’s
forked tongue slid out and around his mouth, tasting the
air.

“Still, you
and your father may have some uses yet.”

Han No turned
to his guards. “Take her back to The Bird Cage and find a client
who likes to punish girls. Instruct the client to avoid causing
permanent injury. Other than that, he should give her agony. Tell
him to take his time over it.”

 


 


 




Chapter
Thirteen

 


Cragus

 


Peter flew
through the air above the black forest and looked out across the
deep purple landscape. Flying proved as easy as thinking about it
for a Vampire. The extraordinary thing was the nature of it. He
flew vertically upwards at first and then tried horizontally like
Superman does in the movies, but that proved uncomfortable. In the
end, he flew as if standing on an invisible platform. Despite
travelling at speed, he felt no wind on his face and he heard the
world around him clearly, as if he was hanging stationary in the
sky.

Peter decided
he was moving the air around him along with him. He wondered what
would happen if he was in a rainstorm or if he flew into clouds,
but he wasn’t going to find out today as the sky was
clear.

The vast red
sun started to set and Peter supposed it must be getting darker.
Given the size of the sun, it would take it ages to set, probably
hours. He looked over the rolling black grassed hills around him
and tried to decide where he should go.

He needed to
meet with the Vampires and preferably representatives of the Grimms
as well. The landscape wasn’t completely devoid of habitation. The
odd farm and hamlet stood out here and there, but Peter suspected
the Vampires would want to live somewhere much more impressive. Sal
had mentioned castles and mansions, which sounded much more
appropriate.

It was
noticeable that all four of the intelligent species of Hellogon
were arrogant bastards, happy to enslave and abuse humans as much
as they were to play games of life and death with each other. Peter
felt he would have to play an equally harsh hand. From the moment
he arrived on Hellogon he’d felt different and he didn’t think he
would find such behaviour difficult. Perhaps he had changed more
than just physically when he crossed between the worlds.

He decided to
fly as high as he could to get a better look around. It soon turned
out his top altitude wasn’t much higher than he had already been
flying. He came to a stop in mid air and turned slowly. He didn’t
need to use his feet to turn, he just willed his body to do
it.

Over to the
east, in the opposite direction to the sea of red fire that was the
setting sun, he saw the glint of a river snaking its way across the
lands. There were hills in that direction and he had the feeling a
castle should be built on a hill. He set off towards the hills as
fast as he could go.

As he flew,
Peter worried about Sal. It was a calculated gamble to give her to
Han No. By sending her back, her father would be kept alive,
because it was certain Han No would have killed her father if Peter
had taken Sal with him. Han No would have seen betrayal by Sal as
an insult and be forced to respond. On the other hand, there was no
guarantee Han No wouldn’t still kill Sal and her father.

Peter showing
he cared about Sal was the only thing that might keep them alive.
Peter hoped it would be enough. Sal betrayed him, and he would have
to find a way to test her loyalty before he could trust her at his
side. This world and its politics were so dangerous he couldn’t
afford to have any doubts about her.

As he
approached the river, he spotted a castle at the top of a small
hill. It looked like something out of a fairy tale. Even the stone
in this world was black, and the castle grew from the hill like a
massive lump of intricately carved coal. It was no wonder Peter
hadn’t spotted it earlier. The castle blended into the
landscape.

The river
looked amazing. The sunlight hitting its surface reflected back as
a deeper darker red. The river sprawled across the broad flat land
like blood from a giant’s artery, spilling across the
landscape.

Peter dropped
in altitude and saw that the castle was much more impressive than
he’d first thought. In the deep purple light of the setting sun it
cast an awesome silhouette. Peter spotted a figure standing on the
battlements and decided to fly towards him. There was no time like
the present to introduce himself to the Vampire
families.

If the young
woman resting her arms on the black stone of the castle walls saw
him land she made no acknowledgement of it. Peter was deciding
whether to cough when she turned around to face him. She was every
bit the goth Sal pretended to be. Her long hair was black as a
raven’s, thick and rippling in the air as if possessing a life of
its own. Her eyes were jet black and she had facial markings like
Sal’s make-up. Peter could see the markings weren’t make-up; the
boundaries were softer and her flesh more alive than Sal could
manage with make-up.

The woman
appeared to be a little older than Peter, but not by much. She
stared at him eagerly as though she saw him as a challenge. She was
attractive, but Peter was not thinking in a way that allowed him to
see such things and her beauty made no impression on
him.

“Welcome Lord
Cragus to Castle Cragus,” she said courteously. “My name is Ilarna
Dran and we are related to each other.”

She walked
through an open door into a sumptuously decorated room and Peter
followed her as he looked around unobtrusively. He was on the
lookout for potential threats.

“Who runs
this castle?” Peter needed to understand the Vampire politics if he
was to be effective. Rule Three was the one you followed when your
life wasn’t in immediate danger.

“Lord Baldan
is First Lord of the Vampires, until you are accepted as the true
heir.” Ilarna laughed as if she thought that was extremely
unlikely. “They say you are a half-breed brought up by a human
mother. That must be a little bit like being raised by a
cow.”

Peter stepped
closer to the girl and she backed away as she saw anger flash in
his eyes. “No offence intended, Lord Cragus. It’s just the way we
think of humans here.”

“Don’t repeat
the offence and we’ll get on just fine. Where can I find Lord
Baldan?”

Peter let the
fake anger drop as he asked the question. He needed to pump Ilarna
for information. She sidled up to him and batted her eyelashes
provocatively. Ilarna brought her hands to where her dress barely
held her breasts in place, and pulled the top of her dress with her
hands to reveal a little more of them. “Do you not find me
attractive, my lord?”

As she spoke,
Peter felt a force try to grab him and ensnare him, but some
inbuilt defence immediately overwhelmed it.

“I think that
before calling other beings cows you should examine yourself in the
mirror.” Peter told her dismissively, and saw a flash of anger run
across Ilarna’s eyes before she suppressed it. “Where’s Lord
Baldan?”

Ilarna dodged
past him and went to the other side of the room, “He is downstairs
in the Banqueting Hall awaiting your return. I am not considered
old enough to take part in such ceremonies or play the Great Game
with the adults.” Ilarna spoke the word adult as though it was an
insult. “Despite the fact I achieved my majority over a year ago
and still live, they treat me like a child. Can I offer you a
drink, my Lord Cragus?” she said, changing the subject. She opened
an intricately carved wooden cabinet containing bottles and
glasses.

“He’s waiting
for me to arrive with Solly?” Peter asked as Ilarna prepared the
drinks. Solly told him he would get to meet his clan today if he
came to the furniture store, and it must be getting on for midday
back on Earth.

“Soluman the
Grimm?” Ilarna asked rhetorically, “Yes, there are Vampires and
Grimms below, though they didn’t tell me the details of their
plans. They just told me they planned to greet you
today.”

Ilarna placed
two delicate crystal wine glasses filled with black wine on a small
silver platter and lifted if towards him. “Partake of a drink with
me, my lord?”

She’s got to be
kidding me, Peter thought. He could see from her body language that
she was up to something and strongly suspected at least one of the
glasses contained poison or a knock-out potion. He would’ve
received detention for such a poor presentation of a ploy, if not
caned for it. Peter decided to play along and see what
happened.

“I’d love a
drink.”

Instead of
taking the drink nearest to him, he reached over to the far one and
watched her eyes. From her reaction, he was almost certain he held
the safe glass. Ilarna blinked involuntarily as he took the glass.
“Come on, young lady. I don’t drink alone. Pick up your glass and
sip with me.”

Ilarna dropped
the platter when she took the drink because her hands were shaking.
“Never mind that,” Peter ordered as she bent down to pick the
platter up. “Drink with me.”

Ilarna
hesitated and looked as though she might drop her glass. Peter
moved close to her, catching her hand in his and forcing her to
hold the glass tightly. He felt a force extend itself from his eyes
as he again commanded her. “Drink the wine, Ilarna. Drink it
now.”

Ilarna had gone
from a commanding presence to that of a little girl. She looked
like a rabbit caught in the headlights of a car, unable to escape.
The force in Peter’s words brought the glass up to her lips. Her
dark lips parted and she ran her tongue across them trying to use
her tongue to get her mouth to close. Peter stood so close that he
could hear her heart beat rising as death beckoned. He was now
certain her drink contained poison.

No doubt if she
succeeded in killing him, she would gain status in the game. As it
was, her death wouldn’t even make a footnote in the history of the
Vampires. Her eyes shone with terror, but her hand still moved the
glass to her lips.

The glass
touched her mouth, which opened sensuously, ready to sip the wine.
Driven by the energy in Peter’s words she couldn’t resist his
command. The glass tilted and the wine lapped like a deadly lake,
closer and closer. Death called to her.

Peter knocked
the glass from her hand. The fragile crystal shattered into a
thousand pieces as it hit the floor. Where the wine touched the
floor, plumes of smoke formed.

The spell
between Peter and Ilarna broke and she drew back, gasping as though
there was no air in the room. She looked at Peter in a mixture of
despair and surprise. “Why didn’t you kill me, my lord?”

Peter
remembered Sal saying that in Hellogon there was power in words and
promises meant a great deal. As he wasn’t going to kill the girl,
he would have to rely on that being true.

“Swear fealty
to me now or I’ll make you lick the wine from the floor. Are you
capable of loyalty, little girl?” He commanded her answer, making
his voice appropriately gruff. He needed to see the look in her
eyes as she spoke to see if her promise carried any
weight.

Ilarna pressed
up against him, her breasts pushing against his chest. “I will, my
lord. I will swear loyalty because you have shown mercy to
me.”

Peter felt sure
she was sincere. She acted somewhat like a puppy who had found a
new owner. He wasn’t sure whether this was a good or a bad thing,
but Peter didn’t doubt her word. “Then swear it,” he commanded and
Ilarna dropped to her knees burying her face in his
crotch.

Before Peter
could decide whether this was an unusual sexual custom, Ilarna
pulled both his hands over her head so they rested on her hair and
moved back from where her breath had been doing strange things to
him. “I swear the great oath of fealty to you, Lord Cragus, to be
my master from this day on. If I should fail you, I will cut my own
heart out before you. This I swear before the gods.”

Ilarna rose
from her position but not before placing a kiss through his jeans
on what had become a noticeable bulge. No one in his school would
believe a word of this if he ever got the chance to tell
them. Probably just as well I’ll never get
the chance, Peter thought
ruefully.

“We’re going
down to the Banqueting Hall, Ilarna.”

“I can’t. I
am forbidden,” Ilarna said in a shy school girl sort of
voice.

“That won’t
do. I need them to see my staff are important. Tell me, Ilarna,
what position could you hold in this castle under me? Err…, I mean
an official position.”

“There is
Castlemaine,” Ilarna said doubtfully. “That is the person
responsible for keeping the castle in working order. But it is a
very important position and I could not…”

“That’ll do.”
Peter put a finger over her lips to stop her talking. “We’ll go
downstairs and you’ll go ahead of me into the Banqueting Hall and
announce my arrival and your new position. Do you
understand?”

 


* *
*

 


Ilarna was
trembling as she walked down the wide stone staircase to the hall
below. They reached two massive oak doors and Ilarna informed him
they were at the entrance to the Hall.

“I’ll open
them for you. Then you stride in and make the announcement,” Peter
said, and gave Ilarna a quick kiss on the cheek. “That was for
luck. Go do your best.”

Peter pulled
the iron-ring handles of the great doors and they opened silently
on enormous hinges, and stood well back as their momentum carried
them round to crash loudly against the walls. Ilarna took a deep
breath and strode forward.

“Lords of the
Vampires and Cohorts of the Grimm. I, Ilarna Dran, appointed
Castlemaine to Lord Peter Cragus, heir to the Castle Cragus and all
its possessions, ask you bid his lordship welcome!”

Ilarna’s voice
held firm, but at the end of it she looked like a naughty
schoolgirl and stared down at her shoes. Peter heard tittering from
the men in the room.

He strode into
the room before their titters could turn to outright laughter.
“Thank you, my Castlemaine. Now go about your appointed duties
while I talk to the assembly.”

Ilarna scuttled
out of the room as if being chased with a whip.

Peter saw a
long table in front of him. Fifty or so Vampires sat down one side
of it and an equal number of Grimms sat along the other. Seeing
Grimms in the flesh for the first time, Peter was surprised how
handsome they were. Their skin glistened on their naked torsos
while they wore elegant loincloths, held up by thick leather
belts.

One of the
Grimm hurtled towards him at a speed far beyond anything he could
have imagined. Peter thought only a Vampire would be able to see it
happen. The Grimm stopped in front of him with a clawed hand raised
and the long incisors in his mouth sticking out.

“Hi, Solly,”
Peter said, as he grabbed the hand and shook it. “I’m sorry I
couldn’t make it to the furniture store today. I got waylaid. Well,
I certainly got laid. I can assure you of that.”

 


 


 




Chapter
Fourteen

 


Discussions

 


They sat in
discussions across the table for four long hours. Peter found it
hard to keep his anger in check. He didn’t know which of these two
species was more dim witted, the Grimms on the far side of the
table or the Vampires on his side. He was, however, beginning to
understand the urges these idiots had for killing each
other.

Peter tried to
calm down. The banqueting hall of Castle Cragus was impressive. The
ceiling was at least thirty feet above him while the room itself
was at least a hundred feet long by fifty feet wide. Four large
crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling along the centre line.
Each chandelier held several hundred candles. Exquisite tapestries
adorned the walls, showing historical scenes of Vampire murder and
pillage with the odd bit of tasteful poisoning thrown in for good
measure. A line of arched windows graced the upper part of the
wall.

Human slaves
waited on them hand and foot, though the Vampires called them
serfs. The serfs looked pale, presumably as a consequence of a lack
of normal sunlight. Some of them showed signs of rickets. Peter
concluded it would never occur to the Vampires to import vitamin D.
Humans were disposable animals in this world. The serfs kept their
heads down. Peter suspected that daring to look a Vampire in the
eye would shorten a serf’s lifespan.

 


* *
*

 


Peter had
assumed his position as heir to the Cragus line. He received some
evil looks from First Lord Baldan, a distinguished Vampire who
looked about fifty years old. His second in command, Lord Drogwar,
looked mean. However, no one of them dared to question Peter’s
authority. Peter suspected this state of affairs wouldn’t last
long, but he planned to savour it while it did.

The leader of
the Grimms was a grizzled old warrior called Geldar. It took Peter
twenty minutes to realise Geldar was female. He didn’t know what
the Vampires thought of her, but she certainly scared him. Solly,
or Soluman as they called him here, wasn’t part of the official
Grimm delegation. He was merely regarded as someone useful to have
at the meeting. Peter deduced from some of the talk that Solly
became part of this meeting on his promise to deliver Peter.
Peter’s method of arrival may not have been the one Solly planned,
but Peter was sure Solly claimed it as his idea all
along.

“We must
strike at the heart of the Warlocks in Zandar,” Lord Baldan said
energetically. Lord Baldan was much into striking and smiting
things. It must have been the fiftieth time that he made that
particular suggestion. The response he got from Geldar was much the
same as all the other times.

“The kill
ratio is not acceptable. We must kill at least three Warlocks for
every death on our side. It is simple profit and loss
accounting.”

“Enough!”
Peter shouted. He felt encouraged when the room became silent. “I
need a break from all this bickering.”

“Lord Cragus
is right,” Solly said. “We’ve been discussing the situation far too
long. Shall we reconvene in an hour when everybody has had a chance
to reflect?” There were nods of approval, especially on the Grimm
side. The assembled host got up from the table and made their way
to the door.

Peter noticed
that many of those present checked their Rolex watches as they
left. Though totally incongruous, human technology was desirable in
Hellogon. Apparently only small technological items made it through
the portals unscathed.

Solly grabbed
Peter by the arm and led him to a small private apartment. The room
was richly decorated with yet more tapestries, these ones
concentrating on Vampires performing coupling. Several of the
positions looked highly implausible.

A serf stood
waiting in the room, a young girl, perhaps twelve or thirteen years
old. She cowered as she opened the drinks cabinet. Solly cuffed her
about the head and ordered her to leave. She ran out of the room as
if her life depended on it.

“I was
surprised when you arrived here on your own.” Solly poured Peter a
drink. “It’s a long way from the Sunner Gate and the way to Castle
Cragus is far from obvious.”

Peter noted the
carelessness of Solly’s words. Perhaps Solly wanted him to know,
but Peter was already well ahead of him. “I just followed the
river, Solly. Having only attended one of these meetings, I’m not
sure I can take much more stupidity.”

“You sounded
like your father when you said that. He once told me the species of
Hellogon were bent on self-destruction and that’s why he was
leaving for good.” Solly walked over to Peter with the two glasses
in his claws. He offered one to Peter.

“He was
right.” Peter sighed. He took the glass and had a long drink. The
drink tasted like fire and then warmed him as it reached his
stomach. “According to Lord Baldan’s estimates, he thinks there are
approximately eight thousand Vampires left. How many Grimms are
left, Solly, three thousand?”

“Perhaps
less. Our population experienced a decline a couple of centuries
ago when the Warlocks targeted our women.”

“There may be
as many as ten thousand Warlocks or as few as five thousand, nobody
in the Banqueting Hall seems to know. And as for Dragons, no one
has seen any Dragon but Han No. You should be worried about
extinction, but instead you play the Great Game.” Peter paused for
breath and took another sip of his drink. “You kill each other more
than the enemy does. Four out of five Vampires die at the hands of
their own kind. Baldan told me he kills eighteen year olds that
look intelligent, so they don’t become a threat. This place is a
madhouse and the lunatics have taken over the asylum.”

Solly sighed
deeply. “The Game’s important here. How else can you assess your
worth? The Vampires and the Grimms balance Han No and the Warlocks.
Each claim they have the upper hand.” Solly subsided into a chair,
his wings folding back to present a smooth surface.

“If you let
Han No take the prize, you wouldn’t be able to tell the
difference.”

“We would
know, Peter. The shame would be too much.”

“And you,
Solly? What of these stone gargoyles? How do they come into the
great game?” Peter was pleased to see Solly jump up and look
around, startled out of his complacency.

“Be careful
what you say. No one here knows anything about them and I’d prefer
to keep it that way.” Solly convinced from a quick look around that
they were not going to be overheard.

“Tell me
about them, Solly,” Peter prompted. Given the small number of
protagonists available for battle, the number of items in the
crates had more than a little significance.

“I’ll tell
you if you’ll answer my questions about the Establishment,” Solly
countered.

“Done.”

“We Grimms do
not produce many females and they are fiercer warriors than the
males. You should see them on Earth, Peter. Even though they look
like small fat women they’d still take your breath away, they’re
such brilliant business-women.” Solly paused, his mouth open in a
wide grin showing his long fangs.

“Some
centuries ago, our females began vanishing. This was strange
because the Dragons rarely attack us and Warlocks lose in any
normal battle. Though they can turn us to stone, the magic wears
off quickly and then we kill them. The effects on our population
were devastating and our species never recovered. One day the
losses stopped as suddenly as they began.”

“It was while
I was in South Africa with your father that I discovered what
happened to our women.”

“They’d been
turned to stone and portaled to Earth where they remained stone,”
Peter finished for him.

Solly’s mouth
fell open. “How did you work it out?”

“Establishment training plus your own interest in finding and
collecting them. Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.” Peter
gave a laugh. Solly continued with his story.

“When
Warlocks open a temporary portal, it can open anywhere on Earth.
Most of the Earth is water and I’m sure many of our women lie
buried in mud and silt under the sea. The Warlocks must have caught
them while asleep. The ones you saw at the dock were in our
sleeping position. Some of the women ended up adorning churches
when humans found them. Those are the ones I’ve found.”

“Do you
really believe they will change back to living Grimms when you
bring them back?” Peter was sceptical. “You said it yourself,
they’ve been like that for centuries and they look so
worn.”

“I know they
will. I brought one back as an experiment. She remains in hiding
because Han No will act if he discovers what I’ve been doing,”
Solly whispered. “Now it’s your turn. What is the Establishment’s
purpose? I’ve never been able to find out. Are you
spies?”

Peter choked on
his drink and spent a minute coughing.

“The
Establishment was founded in 1862 by a group of ex-soldiers loyal
to Queen Victoria. The organisation doesn’t officially exist. It
isn’t in any way connected with Military Intelligence, neither
organisations 5 or 6, though I can see why people might think it
is.”

“The
Establishment’s purpose is economic warfare against rivals of the
Empire, or as it is now, the United Kingdom. It helps in economic
revivals as well as economic destruction. It hasn’t always been
used effectively. Between the first and second world wars, it
wasn’t employed at all, though it never disbanded. It is forbidden
for it to operate within the UK.”

“We’re
trained to enter a country and destabilise it. We might form a
trade union making unreasonable demands, or infiltrate its
companies and make conditions for the workers so bad they go on
strike. We destroyed the industry of the Soviet Union in the
nineteen seventies and we helped the pro-western countries of that
dissolution get back on their feet afterwards.”

“My father
met my mother in South Africa where she was working on strategies
and tactics to keep the country afloat during the regime change.
Not that the president or his government knew we were involved. We
are always covert and our agents often die. It’s the nature of the
Establishment to annoy people.”

“You use the
word ‘we’ a lot Peter. Are you of Hellogon or the Establishment?”
Solly asked as he considered what Peter told him.

“The
Establishment has been my life. I played with Establishment
children, went through Establishment training. I’ll always be
partly Establishment, but they’ve lost the right to tell me what to
do or expect me to follow their orders. I’m my own person
now.”

“Your father
told me he met a brilliant female strategist. He said she made the
Game players of Hellogon look like amateurs. Your father was
brilliant. Clever enough to leave the Game when he saw the heirs of
Cragus being killed.” Solly looked Peter in the eyes. “I wonder if
he didn’t plan to raise a son brilliant enough to save Hellogon
from itself.”

Peter laughed.
It would be wonderful to believe such a thing and think his father
thought so much of him.

“I think that
might be asking too much of any one person, especially me. Tell me,
Solly. What is it you really do on Earth, because I know it isn’t
selling furniture?”

It was Solly’s
turn to laugh. “Perhaps not so brilliant after all, as I’ve been
following my profession. I buy and sell information to the highest
bidder. I have a sideline in selling access to certain gates to
Hellogon, the ones you saw in my shop, but my real trade is
information.”

Peter nodded.
He knew that already. It was good to confirm Solly was honest
enough to admit it, though Peter was sure there were certain things
he wouldn’t admit to. Now was time for Peter to sail close to the
wind with regard to those matters.

“Good, I want
you to contact Han No and arrange a meeting between us on neutral
ground. Perhaps on Earth, in your shop?” Peter watched to see how
Solly reacted to the suggestion. He knew he was taking a massive
risk, but he needed to find out Han No’s true objectives, and to do
that a face-to-face meeting was essential.

Solly sounded
doubtful. “I’m not sure I can do it, and I don’t want Han No
anywhere near those crates.”

“We can meet
upstairs. Tell him he’ll have to travel through one of your gates
to the shop and I’ll have checked the shop to make sure he doesn’t
have any other men there. Tell him he can bring two Warlocks with
him, no more.”

Solly
brightened. “Yes, he couldn’t get help up the stairs in time to
capture you, so he won’t bother. And you could port out of any of
the gates, as could he. It makes it tricky for anyone to set up a
trap. I think I might get him to agree to a meeting.”

“I thought
you could.” Peter needed to be careful to keep Solly unsure as to
what he actually knew. “There’s one other thing I want you to tell
him.”

Solly’s face
fell, “Han No is not a being you can make demands of.”

“Tell him I
want him to send Sal Dark back to me as a gesture of goodwill. She
betrayed me and will receive an appropriate punishment when she
arrives. He’ll understand that perfectly, Solly. Be sure you use
those exact words when you contact him.”

 


 


 




Chapter
Fifteen

 


Pain

 


Solly ushered
Sal into an upstairs room in Castle Cragus and left hurriedly. The
room was lavishly decorated with long silk tapestries on the wall.
Sal sat on a large rectangular padded leather sofa. The seat was
next to a delicately carved coffee table. A massive sheepskin rug
covered most of the floor.

Sal ignored
all the features of the room but for one. Peter stood at the far
end of the room looking at her with clear disapproval.

Peter had
watched Solly rush Sal into the room. He almost failed to recognise
her because her usual clothes and make-up were gone. All that was
left of the goth look was Sal’s jet black hair, which currently
looked dishevelled, as though she’d been dragged backwards through
a hedge.

Sal hadn’t a
whisper of make-up left on her face. Peter thought she looked more
beautiful like that, but under the circumstances he wasn’t going to
tell her. She wore a nineteen sixties school uniform. It looked
accurate except her pleated grey skirt was way too
short.

Peter was
particularly impressed by Sal’s school tie, replete with red and
purple thick diagonal stripes. Her blouse sported a left breast
pocket with an embroidered school badge on it. The badge included a
rearing red dragon, which demonstrated Han No’s attention to
detail. Peter made a mental note to remember that, it would
undoubtedly be important in the future.

“Peter…” Sal
began, but Peter held up his hand in a gesture to shut up. Sal
straightened herself up, pulling her tie into its proper position
before pushing the ends of her blouse into the ridiculously short
skirt. Peter noticed her careful movements when she tucked in the
back of her shirt and the flickers of pain on her face.

“You sold me
out to Han No,” Peter stated. “The only way I could keep your
father alive was to send you back while making it clear to Han No
that I still cared for you. I ensured you remained a useful piece
in the game.”

Sal put her
hands out imploringly. “He had me caned, Peter. They made me wear
these clothes and put me in a room with a sadist in a headmaster’s
uniform, cap and gown, the whole thing. He said they’d kill my dad
if I didn’t obey him. It hurt, Peter, you’ve no idea how much it
hurt.”

Sal burst into
tears. He stared at her, seemingly unmoved by her tale.

Peter had a
very good idea how much her thrashing hurt. He wore a couple of
scars on his buttocks from his session with the Commandant.
Corporal punishment had always been a significant feature of
Establishment schooling.

“Look for
yourself!” Sal exclaimed angrily when Peter didn’t respond to
either her words or tears. She lifted up her skirt and pulled down
her blue knickers. She turned and lifted up her micro skirt and
bent over to give him a good view.

Obviously
someone who takes pride in his work, was
Peter’s first thought as he observed the finely spaced red and
purple lines covering Sal’s bottom from the top of her cheeks down
to her thighs. He mentally winced at the level of pain inflicted on
Sal, but kept his face stiff and unyielding. He needed to be able
to trust Sal but he was far from sure he could.

Sal pulled up
her knickers carefully, making sure the elastic didn’t touch her
skin. She felt shocked by Peter’s lack of reaction. She dropped her
eyes to stare at the floor and mumbled “What do you want from me,
Peter? I’m sorry for what I did.”

Peter moved
until he stood only a foot away. “I want your unquestioning
loyalty. Only then can I save you and your father. I need your
faith, because once we’re playing The Game I’ll not have time to
explain things to you. I need you to follow my orders, whatever
they are.”

Sal kept her
head down but lifted her eyes to stare at him. She twisted her
hands together as she struggled with what he was asking of her.
“Han No has my father.”

“Han No is
using your father to force you to do whatever he wants. If he kills
your father, he’ll have no control over you. Your father is safe
while you’re with me.”

“What if he
took your mum?” Sal protested, her voice breaking with
emotion.

“Han No wants
my willing cooperation. Taking my mum prisoner might get me to obey
him for a while, but that’s not his primary objective. He knows if
he did anything at all to my mother I’d try to kill him. His only
option would be to kill me first. Han No is a coldly logical
being.” Peter paused and then he said the thing he dreaded saying
to her. “I need a demonstration of your loyalty.”

“Peter, I am
loyal to you. Don’t you trust me?” Tears leaked from Sal’s eyes.
Peter continued to look unmoved although he felt like crying. “All
right, I give in, what do you want me to do?”

“Fifty spanks
across your bare buttocks as hard as I can manage. Provided you
accept my right to do it and don’t struggle or complain, it’ll give
me evidence you’ll obey me when I order you to do something, that
you’ll willingly suffer pain for me.”

Sal looked at
Peter in shock mixed with anger. Even to touch her backside at the
moment caused agony, and he had a Vampire’s strength. Fifty spanks
might kill her. If it didn’t kill her, she would wish it had. She
stared at Peter’s totally impassive face. He had changed so much in
the short time he’d been on Hellogon. Sal wasn’t certain of her
feelings for what he’d become.

Sal made a
decision. She slipped her regulation sandals off her feet, and
pulled down her knickers. This time she stepped out of them. A thin
grey plastic belt and a zipped seam held up her pleated grey skirt.
When she had loosened the belt and unzipped the zip her skirt fell
to the floor.

Peter moved to
the leather seat and pushed the small table away from it. He sat
and waited for Sal to come to him. He said nothing. Sal walked over
to his side and bent over his lap positioning her bottom for his
punishment. She ended up touching the floor with her toes and
hands, forming a triangle. She kept her legs as straight and
tightly together as she could and waited for the inevitable
pain.

Peter looked
down on the damage already done to Sal’s beautiful bottom and he
wondered if he had the strength of will to continue. His right hand
traced around her buttocks. As he ran his fingers over each weal he
felt Sal’s muscles tense and tighten. He was all too aware of the
pain she already felt, but he needed to be sure he could trust her.
He had no choice.

Peter hit Sal
four times very hard. He held back from using his full strength on
her. Sal gasped and shuddered on the first blow and by the third
screamed in agony. Despite the pain Sal kept her position and made
no attempt to stop him. That was all the proof he
needed.

He lifted the
sobbing girl back to her feet. He told her it was over, that he was
convinced. To his surprise, Sal put her arms around him and hugged
him. Peter caressed her as he tried to calm her sobbing. He thought
she would try to punch him or kick him. He hadn’t expected her to
want to hold him.

When her
breathing calmed, Sal loosened her grip and Peter moved his hands
aside. Sooner or later he was sure she would thump him and he knew
he deserved it. He hardened his stomach waiting for the inevitable
blows.

Instead, she
undid his jeans and pulled them down to his feet. Sal pushed him
back down onto the seat and followed him down. Within a short space
of time they were making love. Sal proved insatiable.

 


* *
*

 


Afterwards,
they lay together on the seat. Sal snuggled up to Peter with his
arm over her and was close to falling asleep. Peter looked up at
the painting of Vampires fighting on the ceiling and thought about
his upcoming meeting with Han No. He felt really good and he smiled
at Sal, whose head rested lightly on his chest. Sal opened her eyes
and smiled back. Life felt good indeed.

“You owe me,
Peter Craig, and I intend to collect everything that’s coming to
me,” Sal said suddenly. She turned so that half her body rested on
top of him, placing her elbows on Peter’s chest and looked deep
into his eyes.

“I do? What
exactly do I owe you, then?” Peter asked, wondering what it could
possibly be Sal wanted from him.

“When my
bottom is fully recovered I shall want them all, though maybe not
all at once,” Sal said with a grin.

“What are you
talking about?”

“My remaining
forty-six spanks.” Sal moved back to her previous position,
snuggling up tightly to him. She closed her eyes and, from her
breathing, Peter was convinced she had fallen asleep.

Peter went
back to staring at the ceiling. His arm was beginning to go numb
from Sal’s weight. He wondered how to move without disturbing her,
before deciding it was his fate to stay where he was.

He considered
the task ahead and the Great Game. In the end, he concluded he had
a few good ideas of how to deal with these strange creatures. He
could understand and therefore manipulate the Vampires, Grimms,
Warlocks and Dragons despite their differences from
humanity.

However, as
had just been amply demonstrated, the truth was he had no idea what
went on in the mind of a woman. No idea at all.

 


 


 




Chapter
Sixteen

 


Slaves

 


Sal finally
rolled off Peter’s arm in her sleep and he was able to get up off
the seat. His arm tingled fiercely as blood rushed back. He shook
it vigorously trying to get the feeling back into it.

His clothes lay
scattered across the thick wool rug. His jeans were inside out and
it took him a little while to figure out what had happened to his
boxers. As far as he could tell, they had three leg holes and
nowhere to get into them.

Peter looked at
Sal snoring quietly on the seat. She still wore the school shirt
and tie. The shirt was fastened by a single button at her neck.
Peter’s attention was captured for a few moments by the flatness of
Sal’s belly and the way her breasts curved. Then he shook himself
to get back to business. Sal couldn’t continue to wear those
schoolgirl clothes. They were like a mark of Han No ownership. He
needed Sal at the Han No meeting to keep her father alive, and she
should be dressed like a lady, someone fit to stand by his side as
the Lord Cragus.

As Peter bent
over on the rug to put on his boxers, Sal opened her eyes and
watched. She woke up when he first left the seat but decided to
pretend to sleep. Sal desperately wanted to keep lying there. Her
bottom ached and she didn’t want to pull anything over it until she
had no choice.

Peter’s got a
fantastic arse, she thought,
really tight buns and he can certainly knows what
to do with it. I wonder what those white marks are.

Peter pulled up
his boxers, ending her speculation. Sal shut her eyes as Peter
turned to look at her.

Peter sighed.
He was going to have to wake Sal soon, when what he wanted to do
was snuggle up with her, or maybe run both his fingers over every
inch of her body. His speculation was cut short by a derisive snort
of laughter.

“If that
thing sticks out any further, your boxer elastic is going to
snap.”

Peter hastily
turned away. He sat on the side of the seat and pulled on his jeans
as fast as he could. Sal moved over and placed her cheek against
his shoulder. “Now don’t get all huffy. I was just admiring. I even
have a technique to make the swelling go down, but hopefully it
won’t work too soon.”

Peter stood up
and zipped his jeans. “We haven’t got the time, Sal, even though I
can’t think of anything I’d rather do. I’ve got a meeting with the
Vampire-Grimm Council of War I can’t put off. I need to get you
some proper clothes for our meeting with Han No, which is,” Peter
consulted his watch, “only five hours away.”

Sal pouted. She
was in the mood for sex and wasn’t used to the idea of a boy
refusing her. It was the first time she could remember it
happening.

Peter laughed
when he saw the look on her face, which didn’t help her mood at
all. “Go off and play your stupid games then,” she snapped at
him.

“Sal, this
Game is about real people and real lives. For someone who claims to
know this place, you don’t seem to have a clue how Hellogon
works.”

Sal was
infuriated and, before she could stop herself, threw a hex at
Peter. Peter arched his back and jumped two feet into the air as
pain arched through him. “What the fuck was that?” he yelled as he
landed on the rug rubbing his backside with both hands.

Sal remembered
belatedly that she was supposed to be loyal to Peter and that he
was a Vampire with a strong right hand. She backed away to the far
side of the seat, giggling. “I’m sorry, Peter. I’m a Warlock. Small
magics, remember? I didn’t mean it, I got carried away.”

“I suppose I
should be grateful you didn’t turn me into stone. Mind you, you’re
always having that effect on me.” Peter laughed as he walked to the
door. “I’ve got to go, Sal.”

 


* *
*

 


On the other
side of the door, he found a servant waiting respectfully. It took
Peter a mental effort to remind himself that these servants were
slaves and abductees, or the children of abductees. He spoke
quietly to the servant, giving instructions.

Sal wondered
whether to get up or stay on the seat. It was pretty much the shape
of a bed anyway, though a little lumpy. What she wanted was a bath,
or preferably a hot shower. Certain activities, while very
enjoyable, could leave a girl feeling a bit sticky. She knew the
door Peter had gone out of led to the corridor but there was
another door just across the room. Even a toilet would be useful at
that moment and would soon become essential. Sal decided to
investigate.

She hadn’t
been expecting much in the way of facilities. This was a castle and
Hellogon wasn’t noted for its technology. She spent her first seven
years in this world and never remembered seeing a plumbed-in bath,
let alone a shower. She was staggered to find a superbly equipped
bathroom on the other side of the door. I’ve died and gone to heaven, she
thought as she turned on the hot tap of the bath and was rewarded
by a strong gush of cold water that soon ran hot. She turned the
water off while she searched for a lighter to light the room’s oil
lamps. One of the cupboards was full of disposable lighters and
soon the bathroom was lit up like a Christmas tree.

Sal stepped
naked into the large enamel bath. Someone had imported shampoos and
soaps from Earth. Sal found a bottle of bubble bath on the side and
poured in a large amount. She was luxuriating in the deep pleasure
of it all when she heard a knock on the bathroom door.

A servant woman
stood inside the bathroom. She had a look of terror on her face and
a small box under her arm. Sal deduced it was a sewing box because
of the dress on the woman’s arm. She didn’t look much older than
Sal and might be twenty years old at most.

“Begging your
pardon, my lady, but I’ve been sent to make sure you’re properly
dressed for your meeting. Lord Cragus asked me to adjust these
dresses to make sure they fit you.” The woman started to look
panicked as Sal frowned at her. “We don’t have much time, milady.
If I don’t take your measurements right now I might not finish in
time.”

“You want my
measurements? I don’t have to get out of the bath?” Sal asked,
seeing an escape clause. She didn’t want to leave the comfort of
her bath if she could help it. It felt so good.

“Just a few
measurements, milady. I need you to stand up and turn around for
me,” the woman said eagerly. “I’ll need you to try things on in
about an hour.”

“Okay,” Sal
said in resignation and hauled herself to her feet. The woman
rushed to pick up one of the towels on the rack and gently dried
her body. Sal turned slowly, standing in the bath as the young
woman dabbed and dried her.

The woman was
incredibly gentle when she saw the state of Sal’s bottom. Somehow,
she managed to remove bubbles and water without Sal feeling more
than a slight draft.

“You are
lucky, milady, to have such a considerate master,” the woman said
as she finished drying Sal’s bottom. Sal was surprised. She guessed
the woman believed Peter had caned her, but she couldn’t see
anything considerate about the thrashing she received at the hands
of the sadistic headmaster.

“What’s your
name? And what do you mean?” The young woman stepped back as if
slapped on the face.

“I meant no
disrespect, my lady. Please don’t punish me. I meant no harm,” the
young woman began to cry. Sal got out of the bath to go over to her
and lift her chin up so she could see the woman’s face.

“It’s okay, I
don’t mean any harm. Please, tell me your name.”

“Mary White,
your ladyship. Brought here when I was thirteen. I ran away from
home because I wanted to see the world. But this man caught me at
the railway station and brought me here. I’ve been a good servant,
my lady. I truly have.”

“I’m sure you
have, Mary. Tell me what you meant by the caning. I want to know.”
Sal sat with Mary on a long wooden box used to store spare towels
and put her arm over Mary’s shoulder in sympathy. She knew it must
have been terrible to have been turned into a slave.

“All those
marks, milady. He put them on you, considerate like. So they’ll
heal and not leave any scars. Most of them don’t do that, they’re
just interested in causing as much pain as they can.” Mary was
sniffling as she spoke, but the fear of facing punishment faded
from her eyes.

“I don’t
understand what you mean.”

“I’ll show
you, my lady.” Mary stood up, pulled her knickers down, and lifted
her skirt. A set of criss-crossed white lines covered her buttocks
and went up her back. Sal put her hand out and touched Mary’s
scars. Sal was shocked the Vampires treated the girl like this and
also by the realisation that the white lines on Peter’s skin were
exactly the same. He’d been beaten just like this girl.

“I see.” Sal
realised she had a new set of questions to ask Peter when she got
the chance.

“All the
servants are saying Lord Cragus has broken with tradition and that
he should have left you crucified on the battlements to die slowly
with your eyes cut out. Lord Baldan is furious over it. He says it
isn’t fitting for a new Lord Cragus to start his reign by being
soft on Warlocks. Begging your pardon, my lady, but I’m only
telling you what I’ve heard.”

Sal flinched at
what she might have faced. Hellogon had never been real to her,
just a place half remembered from childhood and then somewhere to
hide from Gaz and his posse of thugs.

Despite being
at permanent war in the Game, the races traded and drank with each
other in the town of Tallus. She even saw Han No walk past with his
retinue. He looked so different in dragon form from the man who
patted her head when she was a child.

“What else do
they say about Peter, er, Lord Cragus?” Sal realised the servants
of the place probably knew more than the Vampires about what went
on in the castle.

“Well,” began
Mary, as she warmed to her new mistress, “they say Lady Ilarna
tried to kill Lord Cragus when he arrived. The Vampires don’t know
this…” she said in a whisper. “We see things they don’t. Anyway,
when Lady Ilarna tried to kill the Lord, he forced her to put
poison to her lips, and then let her go. Lord Cragus showed mercy
to the first castle brat that tried to kill him. Who would have
thought it?”

“She’s young
then, this Lady Ilarna?”

“Oh yes,
young and pretty as you like, with those big breasts of hers
sticking out for everyone to see.”

Sal felt a
peculiar twitching in her stomach she had never felt
before.

“And what did
Lord Cragus do with her AFTER
he failed to kill her?” Sal said through gritted
teeth.

Mary didn’t
notice Sal’s tone and carried on. “Well, blow me if he didn’t get
her to swear fealty to him, and unforced on her part too. She had
her head in his crotch swearing so fast you’d have thought she
planned it.”

“Head in his
crotch?” Sal asked grimly, her lips and face tight. She was going
to have words with Peter over this Ilarna woman.

“It’s a
Vampire ritual. Looks funny to a human, you know like she’s, well
you know. Then he makes her his Castlemaine. Head of the household.
She’s been strutting around all over the place since.” Mary learnt
closer to Sal and whispered to her “She’d be dead by now if Lord
Cragus hadn’t told them if she dies, he’ll find who did it, torture
them and kill whoever’s involved. That’s got the bigwig Vampires
running for cover.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“People under
torture tell you whatever you want to hear. If Lord Cragus tortures
an assassin, like as not he’ll name every lord in the place just to
take them with him. She’s the safest person in the castle, apart
from you, of course.”

“What? Why
me?”

“You being a
Warlock, Lord Cragus knew you’d be fair game. Even some of the
servants might try to kill you to gain favour. Lord Cragus knew
that, so he told all the lords he’d take the right hand of every
lord in the Council if anything happens to you.”

Sal got dressed
as the idea of soaking in the bath no longer appealed. She wanted
to make sure Mary had plenty of time to get her clothes ready. Sal
intended to give Mary all the help she could.

They talked
while Mary worked and Sal came to understand that being a slave on
Hellogon was worse than she imagined. Mary had been caught by a
Warlock. She spent three years with him before he sold her on.
Apparently, she was too old for him. Half the marks on her back
were from the Warlock.

The female
Warlocks and Vampires were worse than the men. Mary’s stories of
mistreatment from women gave Sal a serious case of the shudders.
Mary knew little about the Grimms. They rarely took human
slaves.

Mary explained
the Game to Sal. All four races were sick as far as Sal was
concerned. If Peter believed he could fix all this, she was going
to help him as best as she could.

Mary adapted a
dress for Sal. It was beautiful and the bodice underneath lifted
her breasts to make them look bigger than Sal believed possible.
The dress was black, of course, but Sal enjoyed wearing black and
it looked good on her. Mary produced a make-up set and helped her
apply deep red lipstick, black eyeliner and a blusher.

“You look
beautiful,” Mary said in admiration as Sal twirled around for
her.

“She
certainly does,” Peter said from the door. “Thank you, Mary. Tell
your master I said you may take tomorrow off ... and that I’ll
check to see it has happened.”

Mary stuttered
her thanks, red in the face. She backed out of the room with her
eyes on the floor.

“Tell me,
Peter, how did Solly find it so easy to get me from Han
No?”

“I knew you’d
get the hang of this Great Game if you only got a chance to think.”
Peter held out his arm to her. He’d changed into some elegant state
clothes while away.

They looked as
if they were going to a ball when they walked out of the room, arm
in arm.

 


 


 




Chapter
Seventeen

 


Death

 


They arrived
nearly an hour early. Solly brought them through a portal outside
the castle which linked with the archway nearest the stairs in his
shop. Travelling outwards from Hellogon required no projected door.
Only the unsupported portals such as the Sunner Door required a
nudge to get them to work.

“I suppose
you wanted to come through early to check for traps?” Solly asked
Peter as they made their way towards the stairs.

“No, I wanted
to come early so I can go and see my mother. It’s been nearly two
days since I’ve been home and she must be worried.” Peter gave
Sal’s hand a squeeze, “A certain person who was supposed to pass a
message to my mum didn’t get the chance. Han No found a way to keep
her mind off doing it, I suppose.”

Sal thumped him
hard on the shoulder. “That’s not fair.” Although it was true that
until Peter reminded her of it she’d forgotten all about it. A
certain headmaster wiped it from her mind.

It was a warm
summer’s evening. The High Street was as clear of traffic as it
ever got, which meant all the cars on it were travelling much too
fast. According to Peter’s watch, it was a Sunday. The twelve hour
time shift between Hellogon and the Earth encouraged him to think
more days had past.

Peter found it
strange how the petrol fumes wafting through the High Street tinged
with the smell of takeaways and fish and chips made him feel home.
The air of Hellogon was clear of industrial waste products, though
candle wax and oil lamps induced a similar fug within the castle
walls.

Solly waited in
his shop for them. To guard it, he told Peter, though Peter had his
own ideas about what Solly might be up to. In any case, Peter
wasn’t concerned about Solly’s machinations.

Peter opened
the door and ushered Sal through in front of him. “Mum, I’m home!”
he called out as Sal stepped into the lounge.

“And you’ve
brought a friend. Or should I say, girlfriend?” Mel ran an
appraising eye over Sal before rushing over to give her son an
enormous hug. “Happy belated birthday, Peter,” she said, as she
gave him an embarrassing kiss on the cheek.

“Mum, this is
Sal Dark. I’m sorry I vanished but…”

“You were in
Hellogon,” Mel completed for him. “Now,” Mel held both of Sal’s
hands and gave her a much closer visual inspection, “you, I would
say, are a Warlock, not a Vampire. Peter, have you already got into
cross-species relationships on Hellogon?”

Peter’s face
reddened. His mother always had a way of getting straight to the
point and was always unembarrassed by anything, however personal.
“Mum, how do you know about Hellogon?”

Mel gave her
son a look that might charitably be taken as surprise. “Peter, I
was married to your father. Do you honestly think he would have
kept me in the dark about his life?”

Peter
reassessed the situation. “And you believed it?” he asked, because
he always believed his mother was the most rational person he knew.
Rational people don’t believe in travelling to other worlds through
magic portals

“Not until he
took me there, I’ll admit. We sneaked in under the wire a few
times.” Peter gave Mel a sceptical look. “Peter, I was a field
agent for the Establishment for almost as many years as you’ve been
alive!”

Peter’s voice
became shrill. “Then you knew coming here was a set-up and never
told me?”

Mel turned to
Sal and led her to the sofa gesturing for her to sit. “Peter’s not
usually this silly,” she explained confidentially, “it’s just he
assumes I’ll tell him everything, and we girls never do that, do
we?” Mel gave Sal a broad wink.

Mel spoke
firmly to her son. “Peter Craig, you’re the son of a Vampire Lord
who was a brilliant strategist and you have a mother who’s a better
strategist than he could ever be. Would you like to think it
through while I make your girlfriend a cup of tea?”

Mel stopped by
Peter to gently lift his mouth closed while on her way to the
kettle. Sal giggled, which Peter didn’t regard as helpful as he
struggled to get his mind into gear.

A few minutes
later, they were sitting around the coffee table and holding
warming cups of tea in their hands. Peter looked at his mother who
gave him an almost invisible nod.

“Okay. We got
thrown out of the Establishment and you had to find work and
somewhere to live. One of the job agencies came back with a
‘too good to be true’ offer from Hellogon Imports, along with the offer of a
flat.”

“You
recognised the name and knew this was a move in the Great Game and
that I had become a target. Dad would have told you about the
coming of age rules on Hellogon, so you knew they would be seeking
to get me to Hellogon as soon as I became eighteen. As a result you
weren’t surprised when I disappeared on Friday night.”

“Mum, you
must have known how dangerous Hellogon is, and if I hadn’t turned
into a Vampire when I arrived they would have killed me on the
spot.”

Mel sat back
and smiled at her son. She felt proud of him. He had reached all
the important conclusions almost instantly, despite the shock.
There were ones he couldn’t reach because he didn’t have the
required information. She reached across and fondly patted his
leg.

“Firstly,
you’re assuming this is the first time you’ve visited Hellogon, but
then you’d hardly remember the trip we made when you were 9 months
old. I knew you’d change into a Vampire. Secondly, you’re far more
dangerous than they are. Not one of them has your training.
Thirdly, as soon as they set up the Saturday work for me, I knew
Han No didn’t want me around on your birthday. If I resisted the
invitation, they might have tried to kill me to get me out of the
way.” Mel paused so she could emphasise her next words. She wanted
her son to understand exactly why she hadn’t told him about
Hellogon.

“Lastly,
you’re far too useful for them to kill until they find out you
can’t be subverted to their cause. Not knowing anything about
Hellogon gave you an edge. They had to explain things to you, and
hope you’d come over to their side. If they thought you knew about
Hellogon and its politics, they might try to kill you
sooner.”

Peter finally
understood what his mother had done. He put down his cup of tea and
kissed his mother on the cheek. “Thanks for giving me such an
interesting and challenging birthday present, Mum.”

“So how are
you getting on?”

“Not well. As
Dad anticipated, the direct line of Cragus is dead, putting me in
charge of the Vampires. I’ve used their sense of tradition to keep
them in line, but it won’t work forever. My humanity betrays me and
the Vampires will strike against me soon.” Peter sighed and paused
to catch his breath.

“God knows
what the Grimms have in mind. I suspect they’ve got many different
schemes running. They’re not truly loyal to the Vampires. Half the
Warlocks want me dead before I hook up with Han No and the other
half is working with Han No to subvert me to his plan.”

“Which half
of the Warlocks are you with, dear?” Mel asked Sal. Sal blushed and
dropped her gaze to her cup of tea.

“I’ll do
whatever Peter wants me too,” Sal mumbled in response.

Mel laughed as
though that was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. “She might
last longer than a week with the ability to lie like that. I
despaired of Establishment girls. I think in-breeding is finally
catching up with the place.” Mel looked at Sal and spoke to her
alone, “Peter needs someone as bright and devious as he is. You
just might do.”

Sal found her
face blushing, as did Peter’s. Mum’s
trying to keep us off balance, Peter
thought. I wonder what the question is
that I’m not supposed to ask.

“We have a
meeting with Han No in twenty minutes. Unless I manage to find a
way to change the cultural mores of all four species, they’re
doomed to committing genocide on each other. That would be a shame
because I think the human race needs companions.”

Mel gave them
an appraising look and spoke to Peter. “Your father believed you
embodied his species' best hope for survival.”

“As an
individual or as an approach, Mum?”

“Both. He
would be so proud of you.” Mel reached out her hand to her son and
he grabbed hold of it. She held out her other hand to Sal who
linked hands with them. They sat for a while before Peter broke
hands to check the time.

“We have to
go, Mum. I’ll try and keep in touch.”

Mel caught
Peter as he left the flat and pulled him back through the door and
out of Sal’s hearing. “Peter, Hellogon Imports is Han No’s only
legitimate business. He’s hidden his ownership of it so well no
government could take it off him. Despite that, he’s using it for
something illegal. I just can’t find out what. He has agents
scouring countries for something, but what he’s looking for, I
haven’t a clue.”

“How long has
the company existed?”

“Fifteen
years, more or less, though I can’t see how that helps. I’ll keep
you informed of anything I find out.”

“Thanks,
Mum.” Peter ran after Sal, who waited impatiently for him at the
bottom of the stairs.

 


* *
*

 


Solly had
placed a table in the centre of the corridor. The table was wide
enough to block access down the corridor on either side. Solly
stood on the same side of the table as Peter and Sal. Peter and Sal
looked at the table in surprise.

“I thought
the table would stop Han No from trying anything, Peter. He’s going
to be coming in from the portal nearest my office,” Solly
explained.

“It would
certainly stop us from attacking him,” Peter said. “Good idea,
Solly.”

At precisely
the time agreed, Han No and two large Warlock guards stepped from
the portal and walked towards them. A single chair graced either
side of the table and Han No sat down on his as if about to give an
interview. Peter stepped forward and sat on his chair with Solly
standing to his left and Sal to his right.

“Greetings,
Peter Craig. Did you enjoy my birthday presents?”

“What man
wouldn’t? I trust you’ll pass on my compliments to the two
ladies?”

“Alas, they
are currently serving their punishment with the headmaster and
would not appreciate your compliment. They failed to keep you
entertained all night as I requested.” Han No sounded genuinely
unhappy about it.

“But you knew
I’d escape. You planned on it. It seems unfair to punish the girls
for something you planned so well.”

“You have
much to learn, young man. Though what you say is true, the girls
did not know this. Thus, they failed me and must be punished. How
else would I maintain discipline?”

“I
understand.” Peter sighed.

“They were
not the only persons who failed me that night. I see you have
brought the wanton daughter of Grant Dark to stand by your side.
You are aware of her past, I take it?” Han No waited for a
response, but Peter gave no indication he was the slightest bit
interested.

“Her
honourable father would confide to me of Saloni’s many
indiscretions. She has a wanton nature and performed sexual
services from the age of eleven. I offered her work in The Bird
Cage to legitimise it, but she preferred to do it for free. The
Vampire Lords will not be happy when all this information leaks
back to Hellogon. But no one has ever managed to stop gossip, have
they?” Han No sat back in his chair and smiled broadly.

Sal rocked on
her feet in shame and anger. Anger because of Han No’s smug
description and shame because it was true. She didn’t want Peter to
see her like that.

Peter turned in
his chair so he could see Sal’s face. “Did you find some solace
like that?” he asked quietly. Sal nodded her head.

“Humans are
strange people and Sal is human on Earth. Humans cannot be judged
by one aspect of their lives. You have to judge them by their lives
as a whole. I thank you for Sal’s safe return, even if she was a
little battered and bruised.”

Han No looked
irritated. “You have requested a meeting and here I am. What is it
you wish to talk to me about?” Han No leaned forward.

“The four
species of Hellogon are heading for extinction. I believe you’re a
logical being and it is illogical to allow this to
happen.”

“The Dragons
are a long-lived species, unlike the three unworthy species we
share Hellogon with. I do not believe my species faces extinction.
All that is needed for peace is for the Vampires and Grimms to
accept my rule. This would indeed be a logical thing for them to
do.” Han No sat back, his hands folded and hidden within the large
sleeves of his robes.

“But is there
a Dragon species left to save?” Peter asked, “No one has seen a
Dragon other than you in living memory. Perhaps you wish the other
species of Hellogon to follow your own into oblivion?”

Han No’s face
contorted in anger. “I did not come here to play the Great Game
with an unworthy child. You think you understand the Game but you
only understand it here.” Han No pointed at his head. “But the game
is played from here.” Han No placed his palm over his heart. “It is
too early to talk with you. Had you stayed with me, then I might
have been able to educate you, but among the Vampires and the
Grimms you have learnt slowly. Learn this lesson now, as a further
gift from me.”

Han No clapped
his hands and three people emerged from the portal behind him. Two
of them were the Chinese bodyguards Peter had met before. Between
them, they dragged a man towards Han No. The man was bent over as
if drunk. He looked up and Peter saw a thin drawn face with an
unkempt ginger beard whose eyes looked straight past him. The man
smiled wanly.

“Daddy,” Sal
screamed. She tried to move forward but Peter and the table blocked
her way. Solly grabbed hold of her but she shook his hands away.
“That’s my father,” she yelled as Peter got to his feet.

Han No stood.
The two bodyguards had stopped some feet away from him. Peter held
Sal to prevent her from clambering over the table.

“The Game is
not only about logic.” Han No said simply and turned to his
bodyguards making a slicing gesture across his throat.

Sal screamed as
one of the bodyguards pulled out a long curved knife. Her screams
increased in intensity as she fought with Peter to get free. She
slumped in his arms as the bodyguard slit her father’s
throat.

Sal struggled
to get free as the bodyguards dragged her father’s body to the
portal and took his body through it. Han No followed them a few
seconds later. He walked serenely through the portal with his two
Warlock minders close behind him. Once they were gone Peter let go
and Sal scrambled over the table towards the portal, stopping at
its threshold and collapsing to the floor, sobbing
uncontrollably.

Peter climbed
over the table and walked towards her. He stopped for a second at
the place where Sal’s father’s throat was cut, and rubbed his
fingers in the splattered blood. He put his bloodied fingers up to
his nose, almost as though he was going to taste it. He wiped his
fingers on his jeans and went to Sal, helping her to her
feet.

“Why, Peter?
Why did he do it? You told me Daddy was safe. You promised me.” Sal
began to punch and slap at Peter as he held her to him.

“I don’t
know,” Peter said as Sal wept against his chest. “I really don’t
know.”

 


 


 




Chapter
Eighteen

 


Baldan

 


A week passed
since Sal’s father’s murder. It was a busy week for Peter as he
attempted to consolidate his position as leader of the Vampires.
Lord Baldan was incensed by his continuing liaison with Sal and by
Peter’s refusal to attack Zandar, a stronghold of Warlocks about
seven miles to the south.

Sal had become
withdrawn since their return and barely spoke to Peter during the
day. At night she was completely different in her need for him. He
found it strange she could be so insatiable for physical contact
and so remote the rest of the time, but he had bigger problems and
couldn’t afford the time to get to the bottom of her
behaviour.

A big bonus in
Peter’s struggles to take control was the surprising capabilities
demonstrated by his Castlemaine. Lady Ilarna took her job seriously
and proved excellent at castle management and intrigue.

A demonstration
of Ilarna’s capability was her handling of the plumbing. The water
system and bathrooms were less than ten years old, installed at the
instruction of the last Lord Cragus. He visited Earth regularly,
took a fancy to hot baths, showers, and plumbed-in toilets. He
ordered the appropriate materials shipped in from Earth. He paid a
team of plumbers from Earth to come over to Hellogon and fit out
the castle. Naturally, they killed the plumbers once the work was
complete.

Over the years,
faults had developed and Ilarna wanted to visit Earth and kidnap
some plumbers. When Peter suggested she might pay the plumbers
instead, Ilarna took to the novel idea like a duck to water. She
saw that this would make it much easier to solve future problems as
she could call in people who already knew the system.

The Vampires of
Castle Cragus were wealthy. Their vaults were filled with gold and
precious gems. Their collections of paintings, carvings and other
works of art created by Earth artists went back over a thousand
years.

Ilarna also
provided Peter with information about which Vampire lords were most
likely to act against him. Her fate was inextricably linked to his.
She was well aware her life would also be forfeit the moment Peter
was killed.

Despite all
this, Peter found it tricky to meet to discuss matters with her.
For some unknown reason, Sal hated Ilarna and objected to Peter
talking to her. Despite restricting her dialogue with Peter to the
bare minimum, Sal managed to make her views on the subject beyond
misinterpretation.

Peter took to
holding clandestine meetings with his Castlemaine, much to Ilarna’s
amusement. She knew very well why Sal feared her, but she wasn’t
planning on letting Peter into the secret anytime soon.

 


* *
*

 


It was
established practice to behead one of the servants in the courtyard
at the beginning of every month. The Lords claimed this kept the
servants properly cowed and obedient. This month, Lord Baldan
selected a twelve year old girl who spilt red wine on his lap.
Peter found out what was going to happen and forbade the execution
taking, the girl into his retinue as Ilarna’s dresser.

Lord Baldan
regarded Peter’s actions as an insult to his power and authority.
He stormed into Peter’s private apartment.

“How dare you
countermand the execution?” Baldan raged. Peter stood up from
behind his desk and tried to mollify the man.

“We can’t
keep replacing the slaves you keep killing. I decided it was best
the girl should come and work for me. Can I offer you some wine?
It’s an excellent vintage.”

Baldan knocked
the glasses and bottle off the table with one sweep of his hand.
The glasses smashed when they hit the floor while the bottle rolled
spilling its contents.

“A pox on
your wine,” Baldan turned towards Peter and sent the force of his
will against him. Peter felt as if a psychic gale struck him.
“Kneel before me, half-breed scum.”

“No.” Peter
forced the words out. It took all his power to resist Lord Baldan
and he needed to act quickly before it ran out. He spun on his
heels and back kicked Baldan in the groin.

Baldan flew
across the room and landed against the wall, his legs spread-eagled
on the floor. Baldan shook his head and got to his feet. He pulled
his sword and ran towards Peter.

Peter’s kick
destroyed Baldan’s concentration and he found himself free. As
Baldan launched his sword blow, Peter flew upwards and rotated
through ninety degrees to end up lying across the
ceiling.

The force of
the sword strike sent the vampire crashing into the desk. Before he
could recover, Peter dropped to the floor and thrust a paperknife
from the desk against the back of Baldan’s head, ready to strike
from beneath the skull into the brain. The blade cut deep into
Baldan’s neck.

Lord Baldan
stopped moving and thrust his arms out in a gesture of surrender.
His only hope for survival if Peter still thought him
useful.

“Lord Baldan,
I’d like to thank you for the fight demonstration. Perhaps in
future, you’d give me time to get my papers off the desk as it’s
going to take some time to pick them up.” Peter withdrew the knife
from Lord Baldan’s neck and stepped swiftly away from the man. This
proved a sensible move as Baldan swung his fist around in an arc
that would have smashed Peter against the wall, had it connected.
“But enough of this fooling around. Did you come to ask me
something specific?”

Lord Baldan saw
Peter was giving him a way out. If he chose, they could return to
the status quo. Otherwise, it would be a fight to the death. For
the first time, Lord Baldan became aware the outcome of such a
fight would not be a foregone conclusion.

“I beg your
pardon for the horseplay, Lord Cragus. I would like to remonstrate
with you over my slave. I paid one hundred pieces of gold for her
only three months ago.”

“As you
decided to cut her head off, making her value zero, I don’t see how
you can have a valid complaint, my Lord Baldan.” Peter returned to
behind the desk and picked up his overturned chair.

“She was my
property, Lord Cragus. However, she is prone to clumsiness. I
sought to make an example of her for the good of the other
slaves.”

Peter looked
Baldan in the eyes. “I find such examples to be counterproductive,
my Lord Baldan, and I’ll no longer allow them. However, to show
that Lord Cragus doesn’t resort to theft, I’ll ask Ilarna to draw
one hundred pieces of gold from the vaults. You may tell your
fellow Lords I made a fair payment for the slave and you found
payment more profitable than her death. Will that satisfy your
honour, Lord Baldan?”

Lord Baldan
nodded. Peter’s death was inevitable anyway and he saw how he could
turn this incident to his advantage. He knew that for the direct
approach to work against Peter he would need at least one good
fighter at his side, preferably two.

“Is there
anything more you wish to discuss?” Peter asked politely. Lord
Baldan shook his head and left the room, limping slightly. As the
door shut, Peter let out a huge sigh of relief. His voice was
getting steadier during these confrontations, but behind the desk
he hadn’t been able to stop his legs shaking. I ought to kill you, Lord Baldan. You’re giving murderers a
bad name, he thought.

The problem
with Hellogon was if he applied Earth laws to these creatures they
would all be in jail. It was a cultural problem, and the Vampires
needed years of retraining.

The door opened
and Peter left his chair ready to fight. Sal walked in and gave a
short laugh when she saw his pose, “The Kung Fu Kid in action.
Typical.” She ignored the scattered documents, smashed glasses on
the floor, and went to stare out of the window. Peter got the idea
she was waiting for him to tell her something, but he had no idea
what she wanted. He’d already told her a thousand times he was
sorry for her father’s death. It didn’t seem to help.

“I’m bored.
Can we go out somewhere?” Sal asked distantly.

“Where would
you like to go?”

Sal made no
attempt to answer his question and continued to stare out of the
window.

“How about
Tellus? I need to meet with the Warlocks, and Tellus is regarded as
neutral ground. Nothing more than the odd fist fight allowed,
apparently.”

“If you
want,” Sal said, as if the whole thing was his idea and she was
doing him a favour. “I’ll meet you at the stables in half an hour.”
Sal walked out of the room without looking at him.

“If she keeps
this up much longer, I shall go mad,” Peter told the room. “What
does she want from me?

He began to
pick up his papers. A servant entered the room and helped him. A
couple of minutes later, another servant arrived with a dustpan and
brush, incongruously made of bright yellow plastic, and began to
clean up the glass. Peter suspected the servants had a grapevine
superior to any bugging system. They always seemed to know about
everything that happened.

 


* *
*

 


Sal walked back
to her room and closed the door. Mary White rushed to her side. “Is
he all right? Lord Baldan didn’t hurt him, did he?”

“He’s fine.
By the time I got there, Lord Baldan was limping off looking as
though he had a groin strain. Peter was doing his usual trembling
thing and trying to hide it by being macho. I don’t think Lord
Baldan laid a finger on him.”

“How long are
you going to keep punishing Lord Cragus, milady?”

“He’s not
sorry enough yet.” Sal looked Mary in the eyes. “You’re certain
he’s not fucking that slut Ilarna?” It was a question she asked
Mary a lot.

“He never
touches her, milady. I would tell you if he did. He’s completely
professional at all times.”

“The trouble
is she’s a professional too, the sort that knows exactly how to
bide her time to catch a man. And she’s not getting her whorish
fangs into Peter if I have anything to do with it.”

Sal pulled
herself together. After the death of her father, she felt Peter was
the only friend she had and was terrified she might lose him. The
trouble was she got angry with him whenever they were in the same
room.

Still, a trip
would calm her down and it would be good to get away from the
castle, if only for a day. Mary helped her change into a pair of
jeans and a tee-shirt. Sal wasn’t sure how she coped before Mary
came into her life.

 


* *
*

 


It was almost
time to meet Peter in the stables. Sal and Mary exchanged kisses
and Sal ran down the stone stairs of the castle.

When Mary was
sure Sal had left, she walked down the corridor and entered a small
room. “It’s been done, just as you requested,” she said.

“Excellent,”
said Lady Ilarna, “You’ve done well, Mary.”

 


 




Chapter
Nineteen

 


Tallus

 


Peter greeted
Sal warmly when he reached the stables, but she turned her back on
him. Peter took his cue from her response. He mounted his horse in
silence, rode out into the yard, and out of the gate. He didn’t
bother to see if Sal followed him. If she chose to ignore him he
would do the same to her.

Sal had trouble
controlling her horse. A high spirited grey mare, it was eager to
be off. When Peter confidently rode out towards the gate, Sal’s
grey decided that was where she was going and broke into a canter.
Sal lost her stirrups, leant forwards and clung onto her horse’s
mane.

Learning to
ride was compulsory at the Establishment and Peter was naturally
good with horses. Brought up in the Establishment it never occurred
to him Sal might not know how to ride.

When Sal’s
horse broke into a gallop and sped past him, Peter thought Sal was
simply showing contempt. It was only when she wailed that he
realised she was in trouble. Peter brought his own horse up to a
gallop and soon caught up with her. They’d left the road and were
racing over grassland. They were heading downhill as the castle was
on the top of a hill and all routes led down. The grass was clearly
protective landscaping as it was cut short.

Sal’s arms
clasped her horse’s neck clinging on for dear life. Peter called
out as their horses ran side by side.

“Pick up your
reins and turn your horse’s head. She’ll slow down if she’s
turning.”

“You pick up
the damned reins,” Sal screamed. “I never even touched the
accelerator.”

Peter realised
Sal wasn’t going to do as he asked and it was up to him. This would
be dangerous as Sal’s leg might be crushed between the two horses.
Peter edged his horse towards Sal. Taking his right leg out of its
stirrup, he raised it along the back of his horse to get it out of
the way. Reaching for Sal’s reins, he pulled her horse’s head to
one side bringing the horses to a staggering halt.

“That was
fun,” Peter said brightly. “Do you want to do it again?

Sal almost
dived into his arms before she remembered she was still punishing
him. “I’m quite all right now, thanks very much.”

She took her
reins and directed her horse towards the road without a backward
glance. Peter sighed and used his knees to encourage his horse to
follow her.

They travelled
the road to Tallus in silence, Sal still trying to recover the
poise she had before her horse ran off with her. After riding for
over a mile, they came to a crossroads. There was no sign
indicating the way to Tallus. Peter showed no hesitation and took
the left hand fork.

“How do you
know it’s the right way?”

“Lady Ilarna
gave me directions.”

“I hope
that’s all she’s been giving you.”

Sal’s comment
was too much for Peter. He dismounted and before Sal realised what
he planned, lifted her down from her horse. The two of them stood
toe to toe in the middle. Sal put both her hands on her hips and
waited for Peter to start.

“There’s
nothing going on between Ilarna and me. She works for me, is
all.”

“Working under you is more likely. Has she had her face in your crotch
again, pledging her loyalty?”

“Han No had
it right with you. A good beating seems to be the only thing you
understand.”

Peter regretted
his words before they were out of his mouth, but he knew this
situation couldn’t go unresolved.

“Typical
fucking male. If you can’t win an argument, resort to violence,”
Sal shouted in his face.

Peter turned
away and began to walk back to his horse.

“Is that it?”
Sal screamed at his back. “Run away from me as soon as it gets a
bit tough?”

“I’ll arrange
for you to return to Earth,” Peter swung up into his saddle, “or
anywhere else you want to go.”

“But I want
to be here with you.”

“Then get on
your horse and come to Tallus. But if you can’t act civilly, I’ll
make you leave.” Peter turned his horse towards the road and urged
it to walk on.

It’s not easy
to remount a horse if you are a complete amateur. It was ten
minutes later before Sal managed it and by then Peter was out of
sight. They were riding through woodland and the road twisting and
turned with the contours of the land,

Peter rode into
Tallus on his own. He lifted up in his saddle and turned to see if
Sal followed him, but there was no sign of her.

Tallus looked
like something out of the sixteenth century. The houses were wattle
and daub with the timbers painted black and the rest whitewashed.
The streets were paved, but narrow. All around him, carts without
horses moved like cars back on Earth. The carts moved at about the
same speed as cars despite the lack of engines or anything pulling
them.

Peter urged his
horse into the town square. A market was in progress, which looked
pretty much like a market back on Earth, except that the tenting
around each stall was held in place with wooden poles instead of
tubular steel. He tied his horse in reach of a brimming stone water
trough and decided to wander round and take in the
sights.

All sorts of
bizarre produce were being sold. The fruit and vegetables were
different from those he knew back in England. In the castle, he’d
been served exclusively Earth food. He took it for granted it was
grown on Hellogon. It was becoming clear the servants had served
him Earth food as some sort of gesture and avoided home grown
food.

There were
stalls selling cloth and clothes of various kinds. Some were
clearly of Earth manufacture. A vampire was a rare sight in the
market. Perhaps only one in ten or one in twenty had the facial
markings that identified them. Peter assumed most of the people in
the town must be Warlocks, but it was difficult for him to tell
them apart from humans. He could hardly order passers by to strip
to check for body hair. His mother somehow deduced Sal was a
Warlock, but she hadn’t told him the secret of how she did
it.

It was easier
to find Warlocks among the market entertainers. They gathered
crowds around them while performing. They were certainly Warlocks
because they were doing street magic, but not as it was done on
Earth.

Two men created
fireworks in their hands and threw them into the air. Fire Dragons
flew from their hands followed by incandescent tortoises and fat
pink pigs. A brightly dressed woman conjured coloured water shapes
from a bucket. Green snakes rose from it followed by the heads of
lions roaring silently at laughing children before slumping back
and becoming water again.

The woman
with the bucket stood by a tavern called The Warlock Unsucked. Peter decided
it was time he met the locals and figured the tavern was as good a
place to start as any.

The tavern was
quiet after the noise of the market place. Groups of men sat at
tables with flagons in their hands. As he made his way to the bar,
he heard scattered bursts of laughter.

Peter jostled
the people at the bar to get to it. The patrons moved aside easily
enough. He wasn’t noticed at first, but the barman looked at him
with widening eyes.

“What the fu…
Hey, lad’s we’ve got a Vampire in here. And a baby one at that.”
The barman sounded astonished. “This isn’t a good place for you,
little Vampire. I’d fly away home before a big bad Warlock spanks
your little bottom, or maybe sticks a stake through your
heart!

Ribald laughter
rose around Peter and he found his face growing red under a barrage
of insults. These people knew full well Vampires could be killed
like any other mortals and it didn’t require sharpened sticks, but
the Earth legends were well known and considered
hilarious.

“I would like
a pint of your finest ale, barman,” Peter demanded, determined not
to be cowed by a bunch of local drunks.

“It wants a
drink now,” The barman said laughing. “We don’t serve your kind
here. Go and find a Vampire tavern. They can offer you a pint of
blood!”

The laughter in
the tavern swelled at the barman’s joke. Peter felt a hand on his
shoulder and turned to find an enormous bear of a man behind him.
“Give the boy a drink,” the man said, “A Vampire should always have
a last drink before he’s crushed.”

“I didn’t
come looking for trouble.”

“That is a
shame, because you have certainly found it,” the massive man
replied, “Your kind killed my wife and eldest son last year and you
dare to walk into a Warlock tavern in broad daylight and ask for a
drink? If you’re lucky, I’ll let you drink it before I tear you to
pieces.”

“And how many
Vampires did you kill before they got your wife and
son?”

The man looked
upwards as if counting in his mind, “No more than three, I’m
afraid. But I’m sure I can bring that up to four today.”

A flagon of
beer landed next to Peter’s arm, splashing beer over his shirt.
“Sorry about that,” said the barman. “I’m always a bit clumsy when
I’m around a sucker.” The crowd laughed hysterically.

“Drink up,”
the massive man urged, “I don’t have all day.”

“If we fight,
I may have no choice but to kill you,” Peter told the man
seriously. The crowd found that as funny as the barman’s jokes and
burst into laughter again.

“If you beat
me in a fair fight these people will let you go,” the man said,
“but that won’t happen because a Vampire whelp could never defeat
Jorge Dallman.”

Loud cheers
greeted the man’s name. Peter knew this Warlock must be famous.
However, he was soon going to be famous for losing a fight. Peter
downed most of what beer remained in the flagon and wiped the foam
from his mouth. The crowd moved back to give them room. The way
they were anxious to keep their distance suggested to Peter he
should watch out for Warlock magic as much as anything
else.

Dallman lunged
to grab Peter in a bear hug. There was no room to fly in the low
roofed tavern so Peter crouched low instead and used Dalman’s
momentum to tip him head over heels. The crowd roared good
humouredly, pleased Peter was going to make a decent fight of
it.

“Flip this,
little Vampire,” Dallman said as he created a stream of fire and
aimed it at Peter’s chest. Peter tilted through ninety degrees as
he had against Lord Baldan and the stream went past him. Someone
behind him screamed in agony. Dallman cut off the flame and Peter
flung the same force at Dallman that he used to subdue
Ilarna.

Dallman put
both his arms in front of his face as if fighting a stream of
water. As Peter’s energy levels fell, Dallman moved his arms and
laughed. “A good try, little Vampire, but Warlocks know many
defensive spells.”

However, it
seemed defending himself against Peter drained Dallman of his magic
and the two set about fighting like humans. Peter’s superior combat
training kept Dallman from getting a fight ending hold on him,
while Dallman was so big that Peter’s offensive moves were equally
ineffective.

The two
staggered around like drunks. “You fight well,” Peter told
Dallman.

“As do you,
little Vampire. May I know the name of the one I’m about to
crush?”

“Well, I
don’t know who that guy is, but my name’s Peter Craig.” Peter
said.

“You’re the
new Lord Cragus?” Dallman asked incredulously.

“I hope to
stop the fighting between the Vampires and the Warlocks,” Peter
said grimly. “How do you think I’m doing so far?”

Dallman decided
the time for talking had past and launched a massive punch at
Peter’s head. Peter moved to one side and used his fingers to
perform a nerve pinch on Dallman’s neck. Dallman fell to his hands
and knees as he tried to resist the pressure Peter exerted. It
looked as though he might succeed when Peter felt a strange urge
come over him.

Dallman gasped
as his life energy started to flow into Peter. For Peter it felt
like sex. No, he corrected himself. It was better than sex. This
was total orgasmic ecstasy. He burned with it as he sucked
Dallman’s life force from him. He felt his feet leave the floor as
the energy became almost too much to take.

“Peter,
stop,” Sal screamed. “Please stop, you’re killing him.”

Peter opened
his eyes, though he didn’t remember closing them and saw Sal’s
face. He let Dallman go and floated on air, full and happy. The
world felt so good to him.

“You’ve
killed him,” Sal said as she knelt down and felt Dallman’s
neck.

Peter didn’t
believe it. How could feeling this good
kill somebody? He looked down at Dallman’s
body, which he thought looked cute. Like a big dog fast asleep. He
dropped to the floor and touched the man. Sal was right. He was
dead. No, not dead, but as close as made no difference…
unless.

Peter fed
Dallman’s energy back into him. The world drained of colour, light
and happiness. Dallman gasped and began to breathe again. Peter let
go of him and took Sal by the hand.

“Let’s get
out of here,” he told her, and led her from the tavern.

The men in the
crowd moved out of their way as they approached the door. They
looked at him in a way that worried Peter almost as much as the
migraine headache threatening to take his head off.

When they
reached the market place Peter retched into the gutter, heaving his
stomach dry. The beer burned his throat.

“They
shouldn’t let young ones drink like that,” the Warlock woman with
the coloured bucket of water said disapprovingly.

 


 


 




Chapter
Twenty

 


Dallman

 


Peter vomited
into the gutter. His headache subsided but he felt dizzy and a
jagged line of sparkling nothing moved across his field of vision.
It was travelling fast enough to disappear in a few minutes but
right at that moment, it made it very difficult to see
anything.

“What did you
do?” Sal asked. “Vampires don’t have the power to bring the dead
back to life.”

“He wasn’t
dead. I gave him back what I’d taken from him,” Peter said when he
could stop heaving for long enough to complete a sentence. “If I’d
known this was going to happen, I’m not sure I would’ve
bothered.”

“Vampires
can’t give back someone’s life force. They can only take
it.”

“How can you
know that?”

“Because…
everybody knows that. It’s never happened before or we would’ve
heard of it.”

“I think
you’re confusing something Vampires almost never do with what can’t
be done. I don’t believe I’m special, but I’ll ask Ilarna when we
get back.”

Sal folded her
arms in front of her and turned her back. Peter grabbed her by the
shoulders and forced her to look at him. “If you can’t get over
this insane jealousy of Ilarna, I’ll send you back to Earth. Do you
understand?”

Sal humphed in
annoyance but unfolded her arms. “Okay, but if that bitch gets her
mouth around your cock, I’m cutting it off. Do YOU
understand?”

Peter nodded.
He wasn’t attracted to Ilarna though intellectually he could see
she was a beautiful young girl with exceptionally pretty breasts.
It just wasn’t important.

Peter’s vision
cleared and though he still felt as if he was recovering from a
week of influenza, he also thought he could get to his feet. As he
did, a newly familiar voice spoke.

“That’s how I
feel, little Vampire. I thought I had the worse of it, but now I am
not so sure.” Jorge Dallman’s voice conveyed deep feeling. Peter
turned around to face him, not sure if he would have to fight this
enormous Warlock. If so, he was certain he would lose.

“Giving it
back is no picnic.” Peter wondered if he was up to running
away.

“So it would
appear. Perhaps we can talk, rather than fight. I’m feeling a
little under the weather myself, as it happens.”

“That sounds
like an excellent idea.”

“I’ve a room
in the tavern we can reach without being seen,” Jorge offered.
Peter waved him forward and nearly fell over. Jorge caught his arm
to steady him and nearly fell over himself. The two men staggered
off around the tavern, arm in arm.

“Isn’t that
typical of bloody men? They try to kill each other and then they go
off like they’re brothers. And does anybody invite the girl who
saved both their lives to come with them?” Sal said caustically as
both men staggered out of sight. She was debating whether to follow
them when Peter and Jorge’s heads reappeared around the
corner.

“Are you
coming with us or what?” Peter asked.

 


* *
*

 


The room in the
tavern was small and comfortable. Its walls were lined with oak
panels while in the centre of the room a large round wooden table
with chairs dominated. Peter, Sal and Jorge spread around the table
with Jorge facing Peter.

There was a
knock at the door and a buxom serving girl entered, human, if the
look of fear on her face was anything to go by. She brought a pot
of tea with cups, milk and sugar on a wooden tray. She put the tray
down on the table carefully, as though her life depended on it,
before fleeing from the room.

“I noticed my
name meant nothing to you,” Jorge said as he poured the tea out
into the cups and passed the milk pot and sugar bowl around to Sal,
obviously not planning on using either.

“I noticed it
meant a lot to the other Warlocks in the room,” Peter replied. He
put a little milk in his cup and brought it to his lips. “Ah,
Rooibos tea, how strange to find it here.”

“I developed
a taste for it years ago and a friend brings it into Hellogon for
me,” Jorge replied as he savoured the tea in his own cup. “Even in
an endless war, one should take time to act civilised.”

“I wonder if
our friend is a mutual one,” Peter mumbled.

“Who cares
about the fucking tea?” Sal said angrily. Peter and Jorge carried
on as if she hadn’t spoken at all. If anything, Sal found their
response more irritating than if they’d shouted back. She rattled
her cup in its saucer while the two men carried on
talking.

“My name is
Jorge Dallman, and it caused a stir because I am the leader of the
Warlocks not allied with Han No. The Council keeps telling me we
should strike to kill you. I find it amusing that you nearly killed
me when we finally met.”

“Now why
would killing me aid the Warlocks? All I’ve done since I arrived is
to prevent Lord Baldan and the other Vampire Lords from striking at
you.”

“If you ally
the Vampires with Han No then all the independent Warlocks will be
killed. There is no doubt the Vampires would make better servants
of the Dragon than the Warlocks.” Jorge explained
patiently.

“Tell me,
Jorge, how long do you think the Great Game has been going
on?”

Jorge seemed
nonplussed by the change of topic. He looked at Peter and decided
this was not an idle question. Peter was leading up to something
and Jorge decided to find out what. “It has been going on
throughout history,” he replied.

“No, it
hasn’t. It hasn’t been going on for more than a few hundred years.
Any longer and you’d all be dead. As it is, Hellogon won’t have
four species on it for more than twenty years.”

“Just because
you believe it, does not make it true.”

“Consider
this. If the Vampires wanted to build another castle like Castle
Cragus, could they do it?”

Jorge
considered the question. He still didn’t see what the boy was
leading up to, but could see no harm in answering the question.
“No. We would harass them into failure. We couldn’t risk the
creation of such a fortress in our enemy’s hands.”

“And yet
Castle Cragus exists, as does Zandar, which from all accounts is
similarly fortified.” Peter sat back and waited to see how Jorge
would respond.

“Our
strongholds must have been there forever,” Jorge
concluded.

“No, they
haven’t. Castle Cragus is only three hundred years old at most. I
can tell by the construction techniques and the shape of the
arches. It was built after the age of castles ended on Earth. There
are no older parts of the castle, so it wasn’t an incremental
build. I would bet money the fortress at Zandar is just the same.
The question is, how did they get
built?”

“My question
back to you is why does it matter?” Jorge banged his fist on the
table, “I don’t see what you’re trying to prove.”

“Zandar and
Castle Cragus exist because once upon a time, not more than three
hundred years ago, the various species of Hellogon lived together
in some form of peace. Probably an occasionally fighting kind of
peace, but it was peace nevertheless. This town is a good example.
It was built before you chose to start a genocidal war, a war that
has nearly accomplished its purpose. Look at your surroundings. You
live on top of each other, even your strongholds are only a few
miles apart.”

“There are
old stories…” Jorge mused, “but I still don’t see where it gets us.
The Vampires are bent on the destruction of the
Warlocks.”

“And yet
there are more of you than there are of them,” Peter pointed
out.

“We breed
faster than them, and Han No replenishes our supplies so we can
fight the war.”

“If Han No
wasn’t doing that, what would have happened?” Peter was curious to
know whether Jorge could reach the correct answer.

“We would be
dead,” Jorge said flatly.

“I think
you’d have negotiated terms of surrender with the Vampires. The
Vampires would, no doubt, have treated you badly for a while. But
as you pointed out, you outbreed them. By now the Vampires would
have given you back your freedom because there would be too many
Warlocks to fight.” Peter paused for breath.

“This world
would be populated by millions of Warlocks and Vampires and
everybody would have far too much to lose to embark on a
destructive civil war. Even after centuries of pointless warfare,
you still choose to live together in this town. War isn’t your
natural state of being. You’re being manipulated.”

Jorge could see
Peter’s logic. He knew the populations of Vampires and Warlocks
were close to collapse. If you went into the forest, you could find
the remains of villages. If you went far enough afield, you could
find the ruins of towns and abandoned cities. Still if Peter was
right, there was only one conclusion.

“You’re
trying to tell me that Han No plots the destruction of Vampires,
Warlocks and Grimms. If so, why is the world not already filled
with Dragons? Where have they gone?”

“I don’t
know,” Peter confessed. “From what the Vampires and the Grimms tell
me, one day there were lots of dragons and then there was only Han
No. I think that was the point where the Great Game stopped being a
game and you all started killing each other. As far as I can tell,
it was about the same time the Grimms population collapsed. Grimms
are very difficult to kill. Had that not happened, the Warlocks,
Vampires and Dragons would only be a footnote in the history of
Hellogon.”

“Well, you
can’t blame the Warlocks for that,” Jorge said.

“How does any
of this stupid talk help anything?” Sal burst out. She had rattled
her cup and saucer until the handle of the cup broke off, and she
was tired of being ignored.

“I’ve no
intention of attacking the Warlocks. I think I can keep the Vampire
Lords in line unless your hotheads attack the Vampires,” Peter
explained, ignoring Sal. “If you attack the Vampires, I’ll have to
respond in kind or I’ll be deposed. It’s time the Vampires,
Warlocks and Grimms rounded on their real enemy and discovered what
Han No is up to.”

Jorge Dallman
stood up and offered his hand to Peter. “I’ll do what I can to hold
my people back. They would never believe your argument about Han
No. I find it difficult to accept it. He has been our salvation for
centuries. However, I believe you do not want to kill
us.”

Peter took
Jorge’s hand in a firm grip.

“Finally,”
Sal said in a voice filled with admiration and disgust. “The boys
are prepared to put down their toys. Anything that results in Han
No’s death is fine with me. I’ve a personal matter to settle with
him.”

 


 




Chapter
Twenty One

 


Saloni

 


Peter and Sal
left Jorge Dallman at the tavern and decided to wander around the
market before it closed. Under pretty coloured tent cloths they
found many things to divert them. Peter bought Sal fried sausage
with something similar to rice. Sal washed it down with a local
drink that tasted something like lime. Peter barely touched the
food because he still felt queasy.

They watched
the street shows. Peter threw coins to the players because Sal had
no Hellogon money. They watched a play performed on a makeshift
stage involving a mix of Vampires, Warlocks and Grimms, not to
mention a Warlock in a mask playing a Dragon.

The play took
two hours from start to finish, mainly because the audience shouted
insults and encouragements to the characters. The distinguished
looking Vampire playing a Vampire Lord broke off from the story to
engage in good natured insults with the Warlock crowd. He gave as
good as he got and the crowd roared their approval at his ready
wit.

It was getting
late when Peter and Sal made their way back to Castle Cragus. The
massive red sun touched the horizon so they knew they had only a
few hours of daylight left.

When they got
back to their mounts, Peter offered to swap horses with Sal. His
mount had been placid on the ride to the town while Sal seemed to
have real trouble with her horse. Sal thought one horse must be
much like another so she wasn’t really bothered. In the end she
decided to humour Peter by agreeing to the swap.

Riding Peter’s
horse was a revelation. It seemed to know exactly what she wanted
without giving any instructions. Peter’s horse gave her a sense of
security she hadn’t felt on the ride to Tallus. For Peter, who was
an experienced rider, Sal’s horse was a revelation of a different
kind.

Someone had fed
an already jittery horse far too many oats. It was no wonder Sal
had problems. Even with his considerable experience, Peter found it
difficult to keep the horse under control. He wondered exactly what
someone had been up to when they gave this horse to a novice
rider.

Peter didn’t
say anything to Sal about the horse or his deepening suspicions.
Sal was paranoid enough about the Vampires of Castle Cragus and
Lady Ilarna as it was. Telling her anything would only confirm her
worst suspicions.

They rode
towards the setting sun. The sun wasn’t very bright, but there was
so much of it that it filled a quarter of the sky. In its own way
the sun was as spectacular as anything that might be experienced on
Earth, especially as it contrasted with the jet black forest and
purple grasses around them.

They had just
ridden past the crossroads when Sal asked if they could dismount
and talk. They walked the horses into the forest and found a small
glade formed by the toppling of an ancient tree. The tree’s trunk
provided a convenient place to sit and talk.

“I want to
apologise for being such a bitch,” Sal said hesitantly. She never
found it easy to say sorry. “I’ve been blaming you for the death of
my father when the real villain is Han No. I knew I couldn’t get at
Han No, so I got at you.”

“I promised
to keep your father safe,” Peter put his hand on Sal’s leg. “I know
how I’d feel if something happened to mum.”

“Why did he
do it? Kill my father, I mean.” Sal stared out into the
forest.

“I think it
was to keep me off balance. You were there to manipulate me. To
show me Hellogon as Han No wanted me to see it, and then to reel me
in like a fish on a line. That went wrong, so he punished you. But
he didn’t eliminate you because I said I loved you. That made you
useful and that meant he needed to keep your father
alive.”

“I don’t
understand. You said you would keep my father safe.” Sal plucked a
blade of jet black grass from the ground and started to chew
it.

“I sent Han
No a message saying I wanted you returned to me, so I could punish
you for your disloyalty. I thought he’d understand that, as it
would appeal to his nature. However, he knows everything happening
in Castle Cragus. One of his spies in the castle will be passing on
every detail.” Peter paused, he was not sure of the truth of what
he planned to say next.

“I think his
spies reported back that you and I have become a team and he
decided to break us up by killing your father. He wants us to fight
each other. He knew I wouldn’t be able to operate effectively while
worried over you. I think he killed your father to slow me
down.”

“You’re
saying I’ve been doing exactly what Han No wants me to do?” Sal
said in a whisper.

“He’s an
excellent manipulator of emotions, that’s for sure,” Peter replied
dryly. “I’m sure I’ve badly underestimated him.”

The two sat in
silence. There were strange sounds in the night as the local birds,
bats and frogs welcomed the fall of night. Peter found the sounds
relaxing and felt at total peace for the first time in
days.

“Saloni,”
Peter used her full name for the first time, “I need to ask you
about the things Han No said.”

Sal’s face
blanched. Peter was going to ask her about all the boys she had
been with, and she knew how it would sound to him. Boys always
wanted to believe they were the first with a girl, that they were
the most experienced. For the first time in her life, she regretted
her past.

“It’s all
true. I was always into boys. By the time I was twelve I needed the
feeling only a boy could give me and his holding me as if I’m the
most important person in the world. I needed that comfort a lot.”
Peter said nothing and Sal felt she had to continue.

“I’ve had a
lot of boyfriends and I’ve screwed every one of them. They were all
grateful for my favours. Not one of them said ‘You’re under age’ or
‘Let's wait a bit’ or even ‘Should I use a
condom?’ And I manipulated them all, it
was always so easy. I’d just run my finger up my legs like this…”
Sal ran her finger up her jeans and then veered off towards her
inner thigh.

“See, it even
gets a reaction from you.” Sal looked at the suspicious bulge in
Peter’s jeans. “Well, I’m sorry, but what I’ve done is done and I
can’t undo it. You’re just going to have to put up with
it.”

“Are you
finished?” Peter asked.

Sal nodded and
dropped her head, eyes fixed on the ground.

“No more
outbursts to come?”

Sal nodded
again.

“That wasn’t
what I wanted to ask you about.” Peter yelped as a fist pummelled
into his upper arm. “Ow! That hurts!” He rubbed his arm. “For the
record, I may be an abnormal male, but I couldn’t give a damn what
you did. The only thing that matters to me is what you do now we’re
together. I had a strange childhood. I only know what constitutes a
normal childhood from books and television.”

“We were
trained not to judge the people we work with. Some of those people
could have done terrible things. Things they needed to do to
survive. Judge not others, was the creed of the Establishment.”
Peter smiled at Sal and gave her a quick peck on the cheek.
“However, if any of those were a lot better at it than me, could
you keep it to yourself?

“What? Not
even to explain their techniques?” Sal asked brightly, and managed
to dodge a blow to her arm every bit as hard as the one she gave
earlier.

Peter chased a
giggling Sal through the glade. When he finally gave up, Sal came
and sat besides him, keeping just enough distance between them to
run away. Peter started the conversation again.

“What I
wanted to ask you about was about Han No visiting your father. Why
did he do that?”

“Daddy was an
exile from Hellogon. I suppose Han No came around to check Daddy
obeyed the rules.”

“What are the
rules for exiles?”

“If you’re an
exile, you have to stay out of the Game. You can’t return to
Hellogon.” Sal thought for a second. “I’ve just realised. Your
father broke the rules! He was an exile just like Daddy and he took
his wife into Hellogon and you too, at least once. Even the
Vampires would have strung him up if they’d found out about
it.”

“Mum and Dad
were Establishment. We break the rules as a way of life. What’s
more interesting is how they got into Hellogon. The regular portals
are guarded.”

“They must’ve
had the help of a Warlock.” Sal said with certainty. “Only Warlocks
can bring people in through places like the Sunner Gate, and those
are the only ones not guarded.”

“Getting back
to the subject,” Peter said, “how often did Han No visit your
father?”

“I don’t
know. He was always around when I was young. Remember, I saw Mum
die when I was seven and it traumatised me. I don’t have good
memories of our early days on Earth.” Sal thought for a few
seconds. “He came around at least once a month, I suppose. That
doesn’t really make any sense, does it?”

Peter had all
the facts he wanted and needed to divert Sal from her current line
of thought. He didn’t want her thinking about why Han No would be
visiting her father. Fortunately, she’d given him a cue for
something he did want her to know about. “You saw your Mum die?
That must have been terrible.”

“It
was.”

Peter waited
for her continue, and Sal cast her mind back to that terrible day
when her mother died and she and her dad fled to Earth.

“We were
staying in Zandar. It was a horrible place for a little girl, full
of angry men. We came from a village after some Warlocks visited us
and told us we weren’t safe and we had to come with
them.”

“Mummy was
upset about leaving and she hated it there. We spent most of the
day walking around looking for somewhere to hide away, somewhere
quiet and safe.”

“When the
Vampires attacked, it was chaos. Mummy picked me up in her arms and
ran back to the common room. It was the only place where Daddy
could find us. The room was empty and we sat on our bedrolls. Mummy
put her hands over my ears so I wouldn’t hear the
screams.”

“Then Daddy
burst into the room and Mummy smiled at him. The next moment she
screamed because a Vampire came in behind Daddy and felled him.
Daddy fell to the floor groaning and holding his head. The Vampire
spotted Mummy and me and came over to us. He put his hand on
Mummy’s head and Mummy started shuddering and shaking.”

Sal paused to
wipe a tear from her eye.

“I could feel
her body go cold and she stopped breathing. Her hands fell away
from me and I saw this Vampire quivering. He swayed as if he was
drunk. Then he turned his attention to me and his hand reached down
to touch my forehead.”

Again, Sal
paused and Peter took her hand in his and held her
tightly.

“I closed my
eyes and waited to join Mummy in death, but his fingers never
reached me. An even larger Vampire came up and killed the first
one. I thought he was going to kill me too when he held out his
hand. I’ll never forget what he said. We
don’t kill children. He had his death coming and I have given it to
him.”

“My daddy
cradled my mummy in his arms. He cried like a baby. He ignored the
Vampire. The Vampire spoke again. 'My
orders were that non-combatants should not be attacked. I am sorry
you should have encountered such an unworthy
Vampire'.”

“My Dad stood
up and took me in his arms. He bowed his head to the Vampire.
‘May we leave, my Lord’, Daddy said.”

“'Can you make a portal to
Earth?' the Vampire asked and Daddy
nodded. 'Go in peace,' the Vampire said and Daddy made a portal appear and
carried me through it. We were incredibly lucky because it brought
us to the city. A short time after, Daddy requested exile and the
Vampires, Grimms and Han No agreed.”

“Shall we
go?” Peter helped Sal to her feet and kissed her on the
cheek.

“Can’t we
stay a little longer?” Sal gave Peter a wicked grin and rubbed her
hand against the front of his jeans. “I’ve never done it in a
forest.”

 


* *
*

 


A few hours
later, Peter and Sal rode through the gates of Castle Cragus. They
were laughing, and leaning over to hold each other’s
hands.

Far above them,
Ilarna nodded in relief. She stood at a window and watched Peter
and Sal ride up the hill.

It has all
worked out as I planned. The girl’s inability to handle the horse
resulted in Lord Cragus saving her and that has led to the girl
giving up her attempts to punish him, she
thought.

Ilarna stepped
away from the window and looked at her watch. This had proved an
astonishing week for her and she still couldn’t believe all the
things that had happened or all the things she had done.

To think I had
to explain myself to a slave simply to get her to follow my orders.
I would have killed her once upon a time just for the impudence of
it. But Lord Cragus would have been upset if I killed her. He is
subject to many foolish sentimentalities. Still, I wish him
whatever joy he can get out of the girl. When he tires of her I’ll
show him the best love can only be experienced with a fellow
Vampire.

Pleased her
latest scheme had worked so well, Ilarna bustled off to make sure
an excellent meal would be ready for Peter, whenever he was ready
to eat.

 


 


 




Chapter
Twenty Two

 


Commandant

 


The next two
weeks were exceptionally busy for Peter as he consolidated his
position. He had been busy trying to make the essential changes
needed if the Vampires were to survive. The first thing he did on
getting back from Tallus was to issue an edict that Vampires
shouldn’t kill each other. Any Vampire killing another for any
reason except unambiguous self-defence risked being put to
death.

He half
expected the Vampire Lords to rebel over the order but they went
along with it without question. Even Lord Baldan, who often boasted
about how many Vampires he had killed, seemed to be okay with it.
Peter asked Lady Ilarna for an explanation when he noticed the sour
looks he was getting from the younger Vampires.

“You are so
naïve sometimes, Lord Cragus. You make many good decisions, but you
do not seem to understand the people in your charge.” Ilarna
laughed, which made her breasts heave in a way Peter found
fascinating. Ilarna noticed where his eyes were focussed and subtly
turned to give him a better view.

“That’s
exactly why I’m asking you, Lady Ilarna. Instead of laughing at me,
perhaps you’d care to explain?” Peter asked though gritted teeth.
He hated people laughing at him.

“Would there
be something in it for me?” Ilarna asked, giving Peter a sly
wink.

“Yes, my dear
Lady Ilarna. Telling me will mean that I’ll change my mind about
having you tied to the whipping post and asking the servants to do
the honours.”

Ilarna blinked
and her face took on a slightly paler shade.

“I beg your
pardon, Lord Cragus,” she said giving a low bow. Ilarna decided to
get on with it when she saw how Peter’s fingers tapped irritably on
the desk.

“Despite
first appearances, the Lord Vampires do not enjoy killing their
young. It is just that the fastest way to climb to the top has been
over the dead bodies of Lords. Young Vampires are impatient for
power and glory and believe themselves infallible and
indestructible. They see no problem in killing a Lord to advance in
the hierarchy.”

“Lord Baldan
talks up his reputation for dispatching reckless youths, which
makes them wary of attacking him. They say to themselves
‘I will tackle an easier target
first’ and, of course, there are no easy
targets. Lord Baldan has fewer young Vampires attacking him than
would otherwise be the case. The Vampire Lords are grateful you
have ended this massacre.”

“Okay, I
think I see. The young Vampires think I’ve denied their chances of
reaching the top, so they’re mad at me.” Peter mused on this
strange state of affairs. You would’ve
thought they’d be pleased they might reach the age of nineteen or
twenty, he thought.

“Under the
old rules, an intelligent young female Vampire might try to kill a
naïve young ruler when he turns up unannounced. If she thought she stood a chance,
of course.”

Lady Ilarna
had the grace to look ashamed before lifting her head proudly. “I
have proved to be a good Castlemaine, have I not, my
lord?”

“You’ve
proved to be an excellent and indispensable Castlemaine.” Peter
agreed and Ilarna looked as though she wanted to leave and get on
with her job. However, there were another couple of things he
needed to raise with her before she could go.

“Tell me, how
has the new training course been received by the juvenile Vampires,
my most excellent Castlemaine?”

Peter had
introduced some of the training methods of the Establishment to the
young Vampires. This proved hard and frustrating work for Peter as
he had no access to Establishment books and manuals, working
entirely from memory.

In particular,
he wanted to teach the young Vampires to think about their world
and to discover how Han No was manipulating them.

He started a
course where scenarios were presented to the students. They had to
propose explanations as to what was going on. A student didn’t get
good marks for discovering the ‘truth’, they were marked highest
for finding multiple answers to the problem and then evaluating how
likely each of them were. Peter developed all the scenarios and
answers so another Vampire could teach the course.

He discovered
to his surprise that Lord Drogwar, the most bloodthirsty Vampire
he’d met so far, took a considerable interest and proved so good at
it that Peter appointed him as principle lecturer. Though Peter
wasn’t aware of it, several adults were sitting in on the course,
including Lady Ilarna. He would have been even more surprised to
discover Sal was taking the course unofficially and had persuaded
Lord Drogwar to mark her answers to the questions.

Peter was
stunned when Lord Drogwar suggested that the students should be
encouraged to look for anomalous data included in each problem. The
students were required to assess whether particular data was likely
to be true. Peter knew if these people could be persuaded to stop
killing each other they were going to make formidable negotiators
with Earth.

“I can say
with some certainty,” Lady Ilarna replied carefully, “that your new
course has been received with universal acclaim by every student
that is any good at it. Only a few of the Lords oppose it, and they
only do that because they think it may result in a generation of
Vampires capable of out-thinking them.”

“Is the
likelihood of the Lord Vampires trying to depose me increasing or
decreasing?”

“No one is
ready to act. Even those most opposed to your reign recognise the
wisdom of your recent actions. Lord Baldan has suggested they
should hold off doing anything against you until things settle
down. You are proving too effective to kill.”

“How do you
hear all these things?” Peter asked, certain Ilarna would never
tell him her methods. To his surprise, she did.

“I have
cultivated the slaves. They hear everything that happens in the
castle. Only one person in this castle has better access to them
than I.”

“I can’t
imagine which Lord that could be.” Peter was convinced all the
Vampire Lords treated slaves like dirt.

“The person
in question is Saloni Dark, my Lord. I am surprised you didn’t know
of it.”

Peter gave
Ilarna a shocked look. This was something he would have to take up
with Sal. She was always off doing something these days. Except for
at night he hardly saw her at all.

Thinking of
his evening plans reminded Peter he had some other important
engagements to do first. He looked at his watch and realised he was
already late for a meeting with Solly. He made his excuses to
Ilarna and set off down the corridor at a run. If there was one
person on Hellogon he didn’t want to offend right now, it was
Solly.

Solly paced up
and down the meeting room. “You’re late, Peter.” He complained as
soon as Peter set foot through the door.

“I’m sorry,
Solly. Running the Vampire Empire isn’t easy.”

Solly grumbled
loudly. “Vampire Empire? There aren’t enough of you left to make up
a battalion, even if you roped in the children. You should delegate
to the other Vampire Lords.”

“Possibly.
But more to the point, has Han No agreed to meet me? I’m tired of
the endless prevarication.”

“It isn’t my
fault, Peter. I’ve got an answer from Han No, but you won’t like
it. He told me he has no intention of seeing you in the foreseeable
future. He said you should ask him once you hold your first
grandchild.”

Peter banged
his fist hard on the table, making Solly jump. His scaly wings
spread and his clawed hands moved into a defensive position. “I
won’t be treated like this by him, Solly. If he won’t meet with me
voluntarily then I’ll force him to come to the table.”

Solly spread
his scaly arms in supplication. “Peter, my boy. You shouldn’t make
threats you can’t deliver on. Perhaps you should forget about Han
No and turn your attention to the Warlocks in Zandar. I hear
they’re gathering their strength and are poised to strike. Their
leader Dallman is a massive unthinking beast of a man and he has
good reason to hate Vampires. Best for you to strike first, while
you can.”

Peter exhaled
slowly to get his breathing under control. “You’re correct, Solly.
If there’s one thing I’ve learnt since I came here, it’s that the
Warlocks can’t be trusted to keep the peace. I just need a little
more time before I raise an army of Vampires along with our
friends, the Grimms. We’ll see their bodies rotting and floating
down the River Blood before much longer, believe me.”

“Now that’s
more like the Peter I know.” Solly said with a toothy grin. “Once
you’ve been blooded in battle, Han No will no longer seem
important. You need to discover who your enemies are.”

Peter went
over to the drinks tray and poured two drinks. He passed a glass to
Solly who sipped from it appreciatively. “I need to visit Earth and
talk to my mum, Solly. I haven’t seen her in a few weeks and I
don’t want her to worry about me.”

“I’m not sure
that’s a good idea, Peter. Han No can be very sensitive about
Vampires visiting the Earth.” Solly frowned for a minute before
speaking again, “but I don’t see how a quick visit, in and out, can
do much harm. You do only intend to visit your mother, don’t
you?

Peter put on
his most innocent expression, “Of course, I dare say we won’t stay
longer than it takes to have a nice cup of tea and eat some
pastries.”

“We?” Solly
enquired, his frown deepening.

“I have to
take Sal with me, Solly. Mum made me promise to bring her with me.
Didn’t I mention it?”

“No, you
didn’t. But you had a lot of things on your mind, so I suppose that
excuses it. Okay, Peter, when do you want to come over?”

Peter gave a
mental sigh of relief. He could have easily gone to Earth through
one of the unregistered gates, but he didn’t want Han No’s
suspicions aroused. He knew Solly would repeat every single word of
this conversation to Han No.

“Tomorrow
morning. That’ll be Sunday evening on Earth and I can be sure Mum
will be in.”

“Very well.
If you meet me at the castle gate I’ll take you through to the
shop.”

“Fantastic!”
Peter said. He poured Solly another drink, and spent half an hour
quizzing him on how well Manchester United were doing.

Sal was
annoyed when Peter informed her they were going to Earth. She told
him it was inconvenient as she had some work to do. When he asked
her what work, she changed the subject.

Later on, when
they were lying on their bed, Sal said she would be very happy to
come to Earth.

 


* *
*

 


Peter opened
the door to the flat feeling a bit like a thief. Since he no longer
lived in it, it seemed to him he should knock at the door. On the
other hand, he knew his mum would never forgive him if he
did.

“Mum, I’m
home.” Peter walked into the living area. His mum was talking
earnestly to a man on the sofa. As soon as she heard his voice, she
stopped and got up and rushed over to greet them. She gave them
both a kiss and a warm hug.

Peter watched
the man, who had his back to them, stand up. You could have knocked
Peter over with a feather when man turned around and he recognised
his gym instructor, Mr Conner. Mr Conner smiled warmly at
him.

“Hi Peter,
it’s good to see you looking so well.” Mr Conner offered his hand.
Peter shook it and turned to Sal.

“This is Mr
Conner, my gym teacher.” Peter was careful not to use the word
‘Establishment,’ as strictly speaking it was an official
secret.

“And you must
be Saloni Dark.” Mr Conner offered his hand. “Let’s not stand on
ceremony. You can both call me Mike as Peter is no longer a pupil
at school.”

“Mike has
come to tell us something very important, Peter. So it’s lucky
you’ve turned up.” Mel invited them to sit down and rushed to the
kitchen area to get more cups and saucers.

“I understand
you’ve been visiting foreign parts, Peter,” Mike said as he sat
back down on the sofa. Peter took one of the chairs and Sal sat
next to Mike. She huddled so no part of her body touched Mike. Mike
ignored her and spent his time watching Peter.

“I’ve been to
see some of my father’s relatives and friends from before the days
when he joined the… group.” Peter struggled to avoid the ‘E’
word.

“Have you had
a… successful time there?” Mike enquired.

“It’s been
very… interesting.” Peter suddenly knew the question his mother had
avoided on their last visit. The question was, ‘Does the
Establishment know about Hellogon?’

Mel arrived
with cups and tea. The next few minutes involved sorting out the
drinks. When they settled, Peter decided to take the
initiative.

“What’s so
urgent that you’ve come all the way here in person, Mr… er,
Mike?”

“Well I have
some good news and some bad news, I’m afraid. There’s no easy way
to tell you. Commandant Hawkins is dead. He was found hanging in
his garage three days ago. His wife is devastated, and the whole
village is in mourning.”

“I don’t see
how any good news can flow from that.”

Peter never
liked Jeremy’s father, even before he cut the marks on Peter’s back
with his cane, but he didn’t want him dead. There had been far too
much tragedy in that family. Peter worried it might be his fault.
After all, he killed the Commandant’s son only a few months
ago.

Mike reached
over and placed a hand on Peter’s knee. “Its okay, son, his death
wasn’t your fault. I can assure you of that. We know because he
left two notes explaining his actions.”

“Two notes
seems a little excessive.” Sal said.

“One of the
notes was from his son, Jeremy,” Mike explained.

Peter spoke
sharply. “Jeremy didn’t leave a note.” Peter had wanted a note to
explain Jeremy’s attack on him. He was told no note had been
found.

“Would you
like to read it?” Mike asked.

“Yes, I
rather think I would.” Peter was surprised how calm his voice
sounded. The thinking part of Peter seemed to be receding away from
the room.

Mike fumbled
about in a briefcase he took from the side of the sofa. He handed
it over solemnly to Peter, who took it in his hands and found he
couldn’t focus his eyes on it. All he could see was the vague
shapes of the familiar elegant handwriting that typified his best
friend. He just couldn’t get his mind to work and to read the
words.

“Peter, why
don’t you go and read it in your room?” Sal suggested as if from a
hundred miles away. That’s a good
idea, Peter thought as he stumbled blindly
to his feet. Sal jumped to her feet as she steadied him and helped
him walk to his room.

They shut the
door behind them, locking Mike and Mel out.

“You were
right. They make ideal partners in the field,” Mike said quietly to
Mel. Mel bit her lip and nodded, staring anxiously at the door to
her son’s room.

 


 


 




Chapter
Twenty Three

 


Revenge

 


Dear
Commandant Hawkins,

Yes, dear
father, that is exactly how I have always seen you, as Commandant
Hawkins, never once in my life as Daddy or Dad. By the time you
read this, I shall be among the dear departed and hopefully, at
this very moment, a cute male angel will be taking me away to screw
my little butt until his wings fall off.

Don’t looked
shocked by my words, dear Commandant, as we both know the apple
rarely falls far from the tree, does it?

I remember all
those Fridays through all those years when you would punish me for
failing to be as good a student as Peter. You would punish me so
carefully, determined no mark would be visible by the time I
undressed for gym class on Tuesdays. That was the nearest we ever
came to love, you and I, the caress of your strap on my red little
bottom. I was never as good as Peter at the things that mattered to
you. Well, only in the annual tournament and as we both came to
realise, even that was a lie.

I have always
preferred the thought of sex with men over that of women. Give me a
hot throbbing cock over a smelly damp vagina any day of the week.
You knew of course. How could you of all people not see the signs?
From my delight in fancy clothes to the way I swung my hips as I
walked, you knew what I was and you hated me for it. You must hate
yourself a very great deal.

I fell in love
with Peter from the day I met him. Lovely Peter, he was always a
boy’s boy, with his pleasant outgoing nature and his ever-present
desire to please. I coveted his ass, dear father, from before I
realised there was a commandment to break. I was always dreaming
about the two of us running a restaurant out in the country, or
perhaps a fashion business. That was long before I was old enough
to discover the extraordinary high of sexual pleasure.

But my Petey
was always as straight as a die, though I did get some small
blessed joy out of him in the early years before he discovered
girls. Why are the most fuckable men always straight, dear
Commandant? I wonder if you know.

I could not
live the lie in the end, though I tried to so much for you, I
really did. I guess I have seen first hand the bitterness living
that lie brings and I would not wish it on myself or, God forbid, a
child of mine.

On my
eighteenth birthday, I told Peter my real feeling, my heart’s
desire. But it was not Peter that couldn’t cope with bringing my
homosexuality out into the open. It turned out to be me. I ran away
from his friendship because I couldn’t have his love. I grew bitter
and angry that he was straight and I was gay. It became his fault
in my twisted little mind.

By the time of
the tournament, I was out of my head with self-pity and a desire to
hurt Peter every bit as much as I thought he had hurt me. He hurt
me with his understanding, his kindness, and his desire to be my
friend despite all my desires to fuck him in the arse until he
bled. I didn’t start the contest with a plan to kill him. I just
wanted to teach him a lesson. I was behaving like an almighty
fool.

With my
emotions all over the place, I delivered what should have been a
fatal blow on my beloved Peter’s neck. Even as I struck him, a part
of my mind was saying don’t, don’t, don’t. But my blow didn’t kill
him. He had fooled both of us for all those years. His speed of
reaction saved him and he managed to avoid most of my strike. I was
so happy to see him still breathing, Commandant, even as I realised
I had attempted to murder him. I was ecstatic I had
failed.

I think I
might still be alive now if you had done the right thing and
recognised Peter had won and I had lost disgracefully. I would have
served my term in prison without complaint because they would have
been years of punishment I know I deserved. I tried to kill my best
friend. I needed to be punished for that crime. But you couldn’t
bear that humiliation, could you? Especially as we both recognised
at that moment that Peter always chose to let me win.

Peter might
not love me the way I would wish him too, but I know he loves me,
Commandant. Loves me unselfishly in a way I do not think you are
capable of understanding, loves me for everything I am.

I’ve been a
very naughty boy, Commandant. In some ways, I am sorry you will not
get the chance to punish me for it, for I would welcome cleansing
pain. I’ve been into your safe. The hidden one in the loft that
mother knows nothing about. You shouldn’t have used your date of
birth in reverse order as the combination. That was careless of
you.

I have been
into your safe a number of times over the last year and I have read
about things I would not have believed possible. That hardly
matters now. The important thing is that I gained access to your
mission kit, the one you are supposed to hand back when you come
back, the one with the suicide phial that spells instant death on
swallowing.

I am gone now,
dear Commandant. I took your pill with me for a confrontation I’ve
staged with Peter. Only a fool or someone who loves me dearly would
turn up after all I have done to him. Peter isn’t a fool, but I’m
certain he’ll be there.

I know right
now that you are squirming with the thought of the dishonour I am
bringing on the family. Remember though that I have read the
documents in your safe, so I know the family name of Hawkins was
hopelessly dishonoured before I was six years old.

I love Peter.
Tell him that. I was just not brave enough to live this perverted
Establishment life and not strong enough to leave it and make my
way in the world on my own.

I want to die
with Peter’s hand touching me, dear Commandant. It is a nasty thing
for me to want, but when he finds out about this letter and reads
it, I am sure he will forgive me.

Respectfully
yours,

Your
son,

Jeremy

 


Sal carefully
took the letter from Peter’s trembling hands. She finished reading
it long before he did and she knew he had finished as soon as the
words, ‘I forgive you’ left his lips.

Sal put the
letter to one side and held Peter tightly as his tears flowed and
he made a keening sound, rocking his body backwards and forwards.
It was a long time before he was able to turn to face her and
collapse into her arms.

 


* *
*

 


An hour after
Peter and Sal walked into his bedroom they walked out together. Sal
had wiped Peter’s face and got him to the point where he looked
almost normal. Peter had the letter in his hand and he gave it back
to Mike Conner as if it was just a piece of paper. It took Peter an
incredible amount of effort to do that.

Mike and Mel
had been waiting patiently for the two of them to come out of the
bedroom. Mel kissed her son lightly on the forehead and rushed off
to make another cup of tea. Peter found the thought of a warming
cup of tea resting in his hands comforting and waited patiently for
her.

“You do
realise what this means?” Mike Conner said when they were all
sitting again.

“That the
Commandant was a bastard of the first order?” Sal cut in before
anybody else could speak. Peter snorted a bark of a laugh that
almost became a giggle.

“No, young
lady,” Mike said severely. “It means, Peter, that we would like to
welcome you back into the community. You and your mother can come
back home. You can finish your education.”

“Just as if
nothing happened,” Peter said.

“Exactly,
Peter,” Mike replied, missing or choosing to ignore Peter’s tone of
voice. “So many people have been asking me when you’re coming back.
Mrs Hawkins asked me to tell you she never wanted you to go in the
first place. You have many friends back in the village.”

“I’m afraid I
can’t go back,” Peter reached for Sal’s arm and pulled her close to
him. “I’ve far too many commitments here.”

“Peter, we
don’t have to go back straight away,” Mel broke in quickly, before
Mike could speak. “You have things to finish here first and that
might take some time. Saloni can come with us, of course. Her
father seems to have disappeared, so she’ll need a
home.”

“We shall
have to see how things work out, Mum. I certainly don’t want to
hold you here, living in this hovel. I think you should go back to
the village while I finish what I’ve started.”

“I’m not
leaving here without you,” Mel said indignantly. “You’re my
son.”

“Tell me,
Mum. Did you discover what Han No is looking for?” It was such an
abrupt change of subject Mel looked put out.

“Yes, but it
doesn’t help, because it makes no sense,” she said when she got
over her surprise.

“Let me
guess, Mum. Would it be carved stone eggs by any
chance?”

“Someone must
have told you.”

“I didn’t
know, Mum. I suspected that was what it would be. It’s the only thing that makes
sense. Do you know how many of them he’s found?”

“Peter, how
can you say it makes sense? He has hundreds of agents searching the
world for stone eggs about the size of a tennis ball. We think he
has found hundreds over the years. They’re nothing but solid stone,
I can assure you of that.”

“No doubt you
have tested them to destruction in an Establishment facility,”
Peter said. “Go home, Mum. Your mission’s finished and the
Establishment is probably finding life difficult without its best
analyst.”

Mel’s face
flushed red and then white as she worked out the implication of her
son’s words. Lacking anything to say in mitigation, she sat down
looking as though she was about to cry.

“Peter!” Mike
shouted. “You shouldn’t talk to your mother like that, and there
are rules about what you can say in front of…” he indicated Sal
with a nod of his head.

“I’m tired of
being played by everybody and his dog,” Peter said wearily. “I have
a task for you, Mike Conner, a task for you and the
Establishment.”

“I’m just a
gym teacher, son. I can’t authorise anything.” Mike sat down on
Mel’s chair arm and put a hand on Mel’s shoulder.

“A four hour
a week gym teacher who looked after, what, fifty students in
total?” Peter said with contempt. “One thing about going away from
a place is you get to see it with fresh eyes. There were so many
gym teachers handing out personal training to so few. But if you
want to carry on pretending you are a gym teacher, be my
guest.”

Mike shrugged
as Mel began to cry.

“I’ve a small
task for the Establishment. If you can’t manage it, don’t come
looking for me. I need you to get the authorities to harass Han No.
Raid his clubs, especially The Bird Cage. Take his girls into
custody for a week or so. Send the tax and customs people over to
Hellogon Imports and get them to stop the movement of their goods.
Let Han No know I arranged these things.”

“Peter, we
can’t do any of that,” Mike protested, “You know we’re forbidden to
operate in the UK.”

“The
Establishment’s never played by the rules, especially its own. Find
a way to do it. Mike. I’d remind you, you’ve had my mother working
undercover and, last time I looked, this city is part of the United
Kingdom.”

“Peter, it
wasn’t like that.” Mel said.

Sal looked on
bemused, but Peter’s training course had taught her to look for
patterns. She wondered why Han No wanted to collect stone eggs. Sal
was certain Peter wouldn’t tell her. Well, she thought to herself,
two can play at that game.

“Is that all
you want, Peter?” Mike asked in a stony voice.

Peter
instructed Mike in the tone of voice a teacher might talk to a
recalcitrant child. “I want you to pull everyone off Han No when I
tell you to. Just as quickly and completely as you put them
on.”

“It will take
a couple of days to organise. Can we rely on you?”

“You can rely
on me to do the best I can. If you can’t live with that, then you
should stay out of the affairs of Hellogon.”

Peter got up
from the sofa and offered a helping hand to Sal. He looked at his
Mother who was still crying into balled up fists.

“Mum, go back
to the Village. I’ll come back here on the occasional Sunday, so
get the Establishment to keep the rent up on the flat. If you want,
you can visit here and see if I turn up. If not, I’ll leave
messages for you.”

“Peter, I’m
sorry. We’ve only done what we thought was for the best for
everyone. You have to believe me, Peter.”

“Mum, I have
only one question.”

Mel fought back
her sobs and looked into her son’s eyes. “If I can answer your
question, I will.”

“If Jeremy
hadn’t conveniently killed himself, how would you have got us to
the city?”

Mel turned to
Mike and put her arms around him. Mike held her tight and glared at
Peter.

“If you can’t
take the heat…” Peter said quietly. He took Sal by the hand and
walked out of the room, the flat, the building and planet
Earth.

 


 




Chapter
Twenty Four

 


Progress

 


When they got
back to the safety of their room within Castle Cragus, Peter
started to shiver uncontrollably. Sal stripped him of his clothes
and put him to bed cuddling up to him. It never seemed to be cold
in Hellogon but, even so, Peter shivered for a long
time.

A few hours
later, Peter appeared to have recovered and Sal felt it was time to
ask him the questions that were driving her crazy. Peter lay on his
back with Sal leaning against him. Sal started with the one she
thought he was most likely to answer.

“Peter, why
did your Mum start crying? I don’t understand what you accused her
of.”

“I told her I
knew she was still working for the Establishment and this whole
thing was a set up.” As Peter talked, the fingers on Sal’s right
hand walked down his chest heading for places pleasurable. As his
words ceased so her fingers stopped moving, just above his belly
button.

“You think
they arranged Jeremy’s suicide to get you here?”

Peter laughed.
“I’m not that paranoid. Besides, they would’ve stopped Jeremy
killing himself if they’d known. He was far too valuable an asset
to be thrown away so cheaply.” Sal’s fingers gently stroked him.
Peter turned towards her so he could put his hands on her breasts,
but she pushed him back.

“You only get
to play if you talk to me, Peter Craig,” she said
severely.

“I’m not sure
this form of interrogation is allowed under the Geneva
Convention.”

“Then it’s
lucky I never signed it, isn’t it? I thought your Establishment
would throw Jeremy out for being gay.”

“Not a
chance, silly.” Peter gasped as his last word brought a warning
squeeze from Sal. “Being gay would’ve made him more valuable. He
was always in the top three students in the year. It was the
Commandant who had the problem and from Jeremy’s letter it would
appear the Commandant was a repressed homosexual.”

“How did your
mum arrange for you to come here then?”

“They used
Jeremy’s death as an excuse. I’d bet they carried out an autopsy on
him in spite of what the Commandant wanted and knew Jeremy killed
himself. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d found and copied his
suicide letter as well. I think the Establishment always planned I
should come to the city for my eighteenth birthday.” Peter caught
his breath as Sal stopped again. He was close to a kind of
explosion.

“Explain it
to me!” Sal demanded and she gave him another warning
squeeze.

“Ahh! All
those embarrassing things Mum said the first time you met her. That
wasn’t like her at all. It was just to keep me off balance so I
wouldn’t ask the obvious question.” Peter squirmed as Sal speeded
up, “When she told me she knew about Hellogon, the question was did
the Establishment know about it too? The question after that would
be what did they plan to do about it? Sal, for God’s sake, either
do that faster or stop doing it, you’re killing me…”

Sal smirked at
Peter. “I thought this Commandant bastard was head of the
Establishment. Now you’re making it sound like someone else is
running the place.”

“There are,
oh… that’s good… When I was a little kid the Commandant of the
Establishment ran everything. But, after my father died, the
Establishment reorganised and the Commandant lost his operational
role and ended up controlling the village and the
school.”

“Operations
is run by some people who never revealed who they were. I think our
part time gym teachers, including Mike Conner, run operations. The
gym stuff would give them a chance to assess future agents and
guide their development. Mike was at the flat to talk to Mum about
much more than the Commandant. Mum was being debriefed when we
walked in. I…” Peter stopped talking as nature finally took its
course. Sal snuggled closer to him.

“Carry on…”
she ordered when Peter showed no signs of continuing his
explanation.

Peter smiled.
“I’ve run completely out of incentive. As an interrogator I think
you’ve just blown it.”

“Firstly, you
should be so lucky. Secondly, you can’t get the people to torture
you used to. My latest one has no stamina.” Sal leaned forward and
kissed Peter on the cheek. “How about continuing just because you
love me?”

“Just this
once, but I’ll never train you to be an effective torturer at this
rate. Ummpphhh!” Peter convulsed in pain as Sal squeezed a couple
of objects a little lower down Peter’s body. “I just got
incentivised to apply those forty-six things I owe you young lady,
and I shall do it very hard.”

“Don’t change
the subject,” Sal told him primly. “Well, maybe later…, but only if
you do it gently…” she added as an afterthought.

“I should’ve
known Mum wasn’t just a housewife. She must have been advising on
strategy all my life. It never occurred to me to question when she
said she was just off to help out with a bit of secretarial work.
It was never likely the Establishment would waste one of their
finest strategists to bring me up.”

“She must
have told them about Hellogon years ago. I don’t think she would’ve
betrayed Dad’s trust, so I’m sure it would’ve been after he
died.”

“I’m
surprised they believed her.” Sal moved and brought her body over
Peter so she straddled him.

“They would
have checked it out. There’s plenty of evidence if you knew what to
look for. Don’t be surprised to find out you’ve been on camera
every time you travelled through the Sunner Gate. Dad would’ve
explained to Mum what was going to happen to me when I reached
eighteen.”

“The
Establishment must have decided they wanted me in Hellogon. There’s
no way Han No or Solly could’ve got to me if I’d stayed in the
Village. That place is sealed airtight.”

“What did
they expect you to do when you got here?” Sal said a little
distractedly. Peter used his index fingers to run little
featherlike circles around Sal’s nipples. Both of them stood up to
attention like tiny soldiers and she knew her own physical desires
were soon going to overpower her attempt to extract
answers.

“They’d
expect me to do exactly what I’ve done. We’re trained to build up
economic systems or to tear them down. Hellogon’s in such a mess,
the only sensible direction is up. Besides, all the people on
Hellogon are my family. The Establishment knows my psych profile
backwards and they’d be sure I’d try and fix things.”

Peter cupped
Sal’s breasts in his hands and used his thumbs to caress her
nipples. She began to move her body up and down on top of him and
it was getting more and more difficult to think.

“Why did Mike
suggest you should go back to the village?” Sal tried desperately
to stay focussed.

“Simply a
ploy to keep me onside. They’d always have extended that offer to
me. I’m sure Jeremy’s death was his own doing, but I couldn’t swear
the same about the Commandant’s death. It was far too convenient,
timing-wise, and Jeremy hinted about secrets in the Commandant’s
safe. I’d bet money Mike or one of his minions searched the
Commandant’s house for Jeremy’s suicide letter. Once they read the
letter they’d have gone back for the rest to find out what he was
talking about.”

Sal was beyond
asking questions. Peter slipped his hand between her thighs while
she rocked up and down, and his fingers began to work on her with
surprising delicacy. At first, Sal was just aware of his hand’s
presence on her and then it was as if a tiny gentle little bird
fluttered its feathery wings against her most sensitive places. All
thoughts of further questions fled from her mind as waves of
pleasure spread through her body and brought her to a shuddering
climax.

Peter had fully
recovered from Sal’s earlier ministrations and over the next few
minutes he showed her that though he might be quick by her
standards, he could still be effective.

 


* *
*

 


The next week
was a blur to Peter. Jeremy’s letter energised him and made him
desperate to make progress. In a strange way, he thought that what
he was doing was for Jeremy, to show everybody Jeremy’s life hadn’t
been wasted. He’d been Peter’s friend and he shaped Peter for
better or for worse. Peter would have been a completely different
person if Jeremy hadn’t existed.

Peter walked
the corridors of Castle Cragus whenever he got the chance. In the
past he walked by others in the corridors ignoring them, now he
stopped to talk to all he saw. He found out the names and jobs of
every person in the castle. Peter had an excellent memory for names
and faces.

Talking to the
inhabitants of the castle revealed an immense number of minor
gripes and a few significant problems with structure of the castle.
Lady Ilarna found her life getting difficult as Peter set her to
solve the problems he found. The castle was soon awash with
tradesmen from Earth. Polish plumbers and Lithuanian brick layers
began repairing the cracks and leaks that had built up in the
castle over the years.

The builders
were kept well away from the Vampire Lords. Peter didn’t want
anybody getting killed if he could avoid it. Lady Ilarna chose the
people who came over to Hellogon with great care. Where she could,
she picked illegal immigrants who would be unlikely to mention
Hellogon to the UK authorities, especially as Lady Ilarna paid them
very well. Where such things were impossible, usually for the
highly skilled jobs, she made sure the workers employed never found
out where the portals to Hellogon were.

Lady Ilarna
very much doubted the English police or social services would take
a foreigner seriously who claimed he had been working on another
planet, but she took no chances.

Peter talked to
everybody he found, including the human slaves. He found most of
the slaves were born in Hellogon and were inculcated with its mores
and beliefs. If he took any of them back to Earth, they would have
drowned in confusion, like fish out of water.

For the slaves
kidnapped from Earth he was in a dilemma over what to do. In
theory, the answer was to return them to Earth. For many of the
slaves, this was their most ardent desire. However, it was clear
Hellogon’s existence would be revealed if he returned them. On top
of that, they were acclimatised to Hellogon in a different way to
Peter and Sal.

When Peter and
Sal travelled to Hellogon their bodies changed so they were
completely adapted to Hellogon. When they travelled back to Earth,
they changed back to become human. The humans who travelled through
the portals didn’t change and their bodies had adapted to perpetual
warmth and low levels of light. It might take weeks or months for
the slaves’ eyes to adjust to the brightness and white light of
Earth if they returned.

Peter concluded
that when he finally got to abolish slavery on Hellogon, he needed
to create a new economy for the native born slaves who wanted to
stay. For those who wished to return to Earth he would have to
create a rehabilitation centre on Earth where they could
acclimatise. It was all going to be very difficult to
achieve.

However, all
that was a long way in the future as currently he had token control
over the Vampires and no control over the Grimms, Warlocks or
Dragons. Unless he could force Han No to the negotiating table, he
was bound to lose.

Peter was
secretly delighted when Solly arrived in the castle at the end of
the week in an incandescent rage.

“Han No’s
ready to kill you!” Solly shouted as Peter walked into the meeting
room.

“And why’s
that? Is it because I keep my promises?” Peter asked calmly as he
poured his friend a large drink.

“All his fish
and chip shops are closed for trumped up health and safety reasons.
One official told his cook that frying food in oil was too
dangerous!”

“I always
knew the European Union would go too far in interfering with our
lives,” Peter said sympathetically as he handed Solly a
drink.

“Don’t try
pulling that one on me. Every attack on Han No’s businesses has
come with your name attached. Officials have been tripping over
themselves in their eagerness to tell him the orders came from
you.”

“Tut, tut.
You mean it isn’t only the food businesses in trouble?”

“You know
damned well it isn’t! The Bird Cage was raided even though Han No
bribes everybody below the rank of Chief Constable. They took his
girls away in handcuffs, Peter.” Solly said.

“Really? Did
they use proper police handcuffs or the ones the girls use?”
Keeping a straight face during Solly’s tirade was proving
difficult, but Peter determined to keep it up as long as
possible.

“That’s it.
Keep on joking! You won’t be laughing when Han No brings an army of
Warlocks through your windows and reduces Castle Cragus to
rubble.”

“Warlocks
can’t fly, Solly. They’d have to use the tradesman’s entrance.
However, it’s in much better shape these days. Ilarna has the
builders in, the good ones too, not English ones. They’ve done a
wonderful job.”

“Is
everything a joke to you? You’ve made an enemy of the most
dangerous creature in this godforsaken universe and he’ll take his
revenge on you.” Solly subsided into unintelligible grumbles as the
alcohol began to affect him.

“No, it was
never a joke. You may remember when we spoke a week or so ago I
told you to tell Han No that if he wouldn’t talk to me I’d force
him back to the table. Han No’s brought this on himself by
underestimating me. Go back and tell him that, Solly. Tell him,
unless he comes to talk to me, his businesses on Earth will cease
to exist. Tell him this is only the beginning and worse is to
come.”

“I can’t tell
him that. Peter. He’d kill me on the spot.” Solly poured himself
another large glass of brandy.

“I think you
underestimate your value to Han No, Solly,” Peter replied soberly.
“You have no choice anyway. Because it’s the only message I
have.”

 


 


 




Chapter
Twenty Five

 


Reconnoitre

 


“I want you
to fly with me,” Peter asked Lady Ilarna and was puzzled when her
faced flushed and she turned her eyes away from him.

“Is there a
problem? I need you to show me where Zandar is. Female Vampires do
fly, don’t they?” Peter wondered what he said to cause offence. It
was clear he had broken some kind of local taboo, especially when
Ilarna giggled like a schoolgirl at his question.

“Yes, my Lord
Cragus, Vampire females do fly when they get the desire.” Ilarna
attempted to keep a straight face and failed. “And I am more than
certain quite few of the women in this castle would be more than
honoured to do it with you.” Ilarna turned away and Peter was
certain she was laughing, though she kept any significant sounds
from escaping her lips.

“Yes, well. I
don’t want to fly with just any Vampire girl, however much she’d
like me too. I want to fly today and I want to fly with you.” Peter
explained to Ilarna’s back. He hated people laughing at him. “So
are you up for it or not?”

Ilarna turned
and gave Peter a deep and formal curtsy. “I would be honoured to
fly with you. Be it only to the Warlock stronghold at Zandar. Would
my Lord Cragus like us to have it away now, or are you planning to
save this flight for later in the evening when the stars are
visible in the sky?”

Despite her
formal tone, Peter knew there was more than a hint of laughter in
Ilarna’s eyes. He decided he would find out what amused her while
they were on their way to Zandar. Lady Ilarna was far less likely
to play games with him when she was away from home
ground.

“Thank you
Ilarna. I’d like us to go now, if you’re sure you’re ready for
it.”

“I have been
ready for it with you for some time, my lord,” Ilarna replied and
Peter became certain she was laughing at him. “Perhaps you would
prefer us to leave from a more private place?” He could tell Ilarna
meant that question seriously.

“No, the
battlements are just beyond this room and we can take off there.
I’ve seen one of two youngsters furtively taking off where they
think no one can see them, but I don’t see what there is to be
ashamed about flying.” Ilarna convulsed at his words and her face
changed colour to a bright pink.

I’ll never
get to the bottom of this, Peter thought.
He decided the best way to stop this humour was to go quickly. With
a deep bow to Ilarna, he indicated she should walk out onto the
battlements.

Once they were
airborne, Peter discovered the two of them had to hold each other
to fly together. At first, they drifted across each other’s paths
dangerously and there was a real possibility of collision. As soon
as their hands touched, their flying fields merged and encircled
them. Peter found he had to put his hand around Ilarna’s waist to
stabilise them completely. He quickly discovered the merging of
their fields was an intimate sexual experience.

“Thank you,
my lord,” Ilarna said as he drew her close to him and their flight
steadied. Peter couldn’t help but notice Ilarna’s lips were
swollen. She began breathing heavily as she guided them through the
sky.

“Okay, out
with it, Ilarna. What is there about Vampire flying I don’t
know?”

“Vampires
cannot fly for long, perhaps two hours during a single day, before
the magic wears thin,” Ilarna began. Peter wondered if flying with
Ilarna was such a good idea as the sexual tension increased. He
heard Ilarna’s blood pumping and she sounded excited and
breathless. He sported an erection he didn’t anticipate or want.
There was something like foreplay in the act of flying
together.

“And mainly,
almost exclusively in fact, my lord, we use it for skupping.”
Ilarna turned her face away from Peter in a display of feminine
modesty.

“What’s
skupping?” Peter felt embarrassment building in him like a million
butterflies. It was, when he thought about it, pretty
obvious.

Ilarna gave him
a coy look as her fingers began to trace a circular pattern on the
back of his hand. “Surely you would know what skupping is, my Lord?
You practise the ground version with your tame Warlock every chance
you get. Skupping is simply doing it in the sky where it is a lot
more fun.”

Peter let go of
Ilarna and the two tumbled away from each other. For the first
time, Peter experienced the exhilaration of flying as he almost
crashed into a tree before recovering his balance. A few seconds
later, Ilarna put her hand around his waist and they flew together
once more. Her fingers touching his skin through his thin shirt
made his erection bounce as more blood flowed. It felt twice as
large as usual and was becoming painful from unfulfilled
need.

“Surely,”
Peter gasped, “Vampires don’t only fly to have sex? What about the
young men taking off from the battlements at night?”

“Male and
females in need of sexual release without a partner often fly alone
to…,” Ilarna told Peter with a nervous giggle. “I’ve done it once
or twice, but never often you understand.”

“Jesus, and
all we have to worry about on Earth are pigeons. But flying is so
useful. Surely you use it to travel quickly to places, or in the
heat of battle?”

“It’s
considered perverted to use it like that, my Lord. We sometimes use
it in battle, but you can’t rely on it because the magic can fade
out if you aren’t paying attention. Even lovers have been killed
flying.” Ilarna smiled and squeezed Peter a little tighter.
“Everyone in the castle will be gossiping about us flying from the
battlements.”

“Oh no!
Someone is bound to tell Sal, and you can bet your life if she
hadn’t heard of skupping before, her damned slaves will explain it
to her in gloriously dirty detail.” Peter blanched at the thought
and his erection shrank. “You have to go back and
explain.”

Ilarna was
outraged. “You want me to dishonour myself in front of the whole
castle? I certainly will not.”

“I could
order you to be whipped instead. The whipping post hasn’t been used
for a few weeks. Perhaps it needs to be.” Peter said, desperately
attempting to bend Ilarna to his will.

Ilarna replied
tartly. “A girl who comes back from a skupping to be whipped on her
Lord’s orders is given every consideration within the community.
Everyone knows it means she refused to carry out her Lord’s
perverted requests. There is nothing you can do that will make me
tell anyone you refused my body having taken me into the air. And
here is something else. Your damned Zandar stronghold is over there
in the distance, if you’d care to look.”

Peter realised
he was just going to have to get Sal to believe him. If only there
was a handbook to consult, he could have avoided all this. There
was nothing to do now but grin and bear it.

“Go to Castle
Cragus Lady Ilarna. I have things to do here on my own.”

“Should I
report for a whipping, my Lord Cragus?” Ilarna asked, though it was
clear from her tone she knew who had beaten whom.

“Not this
time, Ilarna. However, I do owe you some kind of punishment for not
warning me about this. Be sure I shall get my revenge on you at
some point.”

“As my lord
wishes,” Ilarna said, laughing at him as she said it. She let go
and swooped low against the trees flying towards the
castle.

Peter spotted a
large distinctive man riding a horse. He hadn’t expected such luck
on his first visit, but neither was he going to ignore it once it
presented itself to him. Peter shot through the air and landed in
front of Jorge Dallman.

Jorge pulled
his horse to a halt and looked at Peter in surprise.

“Well, boy, I
would have thought you were a bit old for solo flights. But if you
needed to come, I suppose you needed to come.” Jorge started
laughing and nearly fell off his horse, as his laughter grew
louder.

Peter’s face
turned a brighter shade of red than Lady Ilarna had managed
earlier. It would appear Warlocks were familiar with Vampire
habits.

Jorge
dismounted from his horse as soon as his laughter died. The two men
walked away from the road until they found somewhere they could
talk.

“Have you
thought on the things I told you?” Peter asked. It was vital to his
plans that Jorge recognise the truth of his words.

“That I have,
little solo flyer. As I promised you, I’ve kept the hot heads from
attacking Castle Cragus and when I wasn’t doing that I probed into
our archives.”

“You have
archives?” Peter was unconvinced Warlocks could read. It seemed
unlikely they would have scholars and records.

“We have not
always been as we are now, young Lord Wanker. The Warlocks were
once a scholarly species. However, reading books has not proved a
survival trait. One of my more elderly warriors, Tamus Gret, has
always had a passion for reading history and he confirmed to me the
four species once lived in peace and harmony. It appears you were
right in your estimate, it was a little over two hundred and fifty
years ago that the war started.”

“Did you find
out how it began?” Peter would have given a lot for similar records
in Castle Cragus. An earlier Lord Cragus burnt down the library
because his wife was always ignoring him with her head stuck in a
book.

Jorge stroked
the stubble on his chin and looked embarrassed. “That we did. As
leader of the unaligned Warlocks, I have access to the secret
leadership records. They’re kept in a locked room and only I am
entrusted with the key. I must confess that in the twenty years
I’ve been in charge, I only opened that room once before. Even then
it was to check the key worked. I asked Tamus to take a look inside
and see what he could find out.”

Jorge leaned
back on the fallen tree trunk and looked uncomfortable. “Before the
troubles, the Warlocks were considered the least of the four
species, though we were by far the most numerous. The books say we
were twenty million strong, though I think that must be an
exaggeration. Whatever the truth, there were far fewer of the other
species. The records say that there were a hundred thousand
Vampires, sixty thousand Grimms and a few thousand
Dragons.

Apparently,
there were never many dragons and sometimes their species dwindled
to one or two members before a new generation of young dragons
would appear.”

“That
confirms my working hypothesis,” Peter said, nodding his
head.

“Well, it is
beyond me. The Dragons have always been the intellectual heart of
Hellogon and were the greatest of the species. The Vampires were
the most powerful with their incredible strength, fast reactions
and the ability to suck the vitality from a man. The Grimms made
the Vampires look slow, could fly like birds and trade you out of
your heart while leaving you thinking you got a bargain. The
Warlocks, on the other hand, couldn’t do more than a few magic
tricks.”

Peter disagreed
with Jorge’s assessment. “That’s hardly a fair description of your
species. You can petrify anyone or anything, even if it only lasts
for a short time and you created the portals to Earth, which might
be regarded as the greatest of all the abilities.”

“That’s not
how it was seen back then or, in truth, how it is seen now. The
Warlocks introduced human slaves to Hellogon so they no longer did
the menial tasks. We have a major inferiority complex when dealing
with the other species.”

“I gather the
Warlock leaders decided to do something about it,” Peter ventured.
He wondered if Jorge would tell him the truth if he knew it. If
what Peter suspected was true, it wasn’t the kind of thing you
would tell any of the other species, in case they decided that even
one Warlock left living was one too many.

“They did,”
Jorge said with a large sigh. “It isn’t clear what they did, but it
involved attacking the Dragons and the Grimms.”

“You believe
your ancestors removed all those female Grimms, that virtually
destroyed their species and they’ve never recovered?” Peter paused
and asked the question really bothering him. “Why did they attack
the Grimms? They were the least of the other species and weren’t
any kind of threat.”

Jorge sighed
yet again. He did not want to tell Peter any of this, but he
suspected the lad already knew it. Jorge needed Peter’s help if any
of the species were to survive. “The Grimms have always had a
special relationship with the Vampires. It is rumoured Grimms and
Vampires fly together. The two species are bonded to each
other.”

“The Grimms
act as the Vampires enforcers when violence is required, or rather
they did. The two species are so close emotionally you can almost
regard them as one. The truth is that without the Grimms constantly
at their side the Vampires are much less of a threat.”

Peter kept his
face impassive as he remembered Solly telling him back at the docks
how he used to fly with his father. Undoubtedly, Solly never
expected Peter to unravel those words and discover Solly and his
Dad were interspecies lovers. That opened up a host of new
possibilities.

“The Grimms
and the Vampires don’t compete. The Vampires like to rule, the
Grimms like to run businesses. Their desires and skills compliment
each other and the two species truly enjoy each others company,”
Peter said. There was more too it than that though, Peter knew.
There was a deep affinity between the two species. Peter loved
being around the Grimms and it appeared the Grimms loved being
around Vampires.

There was one
important question left to ask Jorge. “Do you know what the Warlock
plan was against the Dragons?”

“Not yet. I
am waiting for Tamus to uncover it. What we know is that it
involved taking advantage of something the Dragon’s call ‘The
Cycle’. The Dragons inhabit the part of Hellogon corresponding to
China on Earth. They live high in the mountains. There are no
Warlocks, Grimms or Vampires there, unless taken there by Han
No.”

Peter nodded.
“Your race must have set up the portals for the Dragons; yours is
the only race capable of creating them. And wherever you set up
major portals you always set up minor ones only Warlocks can use,”
Peter reasoned out. “So, in those days, there must have been many
ways the Warlocks could get to the Dragons’ home.”

“However,”
Jorge said, “in a fight we always lose against a Grimm or Dragon.
If we petrify them, they wake up a few moments later, track us down
and kill us. I don’t see how we could have eliminated the Grimm
females or the Dragons, whatever the records say.”

Peter decided
not to tell Jorge how they did it. It was better the method stayed
forgotten.

“I think
there may be ways to bring peace to Hellogon,” Peter said. “It
relies on Han No and how successful he has been in his quest. His
species has been destroyed and I suspect the circumstances needed
to give him any chance to restore it are remote.”

“His species
has been destroyed?” Jorge repeated.

“Oh yes. The
Warlocks killed all the Dragons but Han No. He didn’t discover it
was the Warlocks until a few years ago. I think he thought the
Vampires and the Grimms were behind it. Unless he can restore his
species to life, he will certainly take the Warlocks with him in
revenge.”

“You are
certain of this?” Jorge asked.

“Absolutely
certain,” Peter replied with a sigh. “It’s why he refuses to
discuss anything with me now. I was the lever he wanted to use to
get the Vampires and the Grimms to wipe Zandar and the Warlocks off
the face of Hellogon. While the woman at my side is a Warlock, he
knows he’ll never get me to carry out his genocide for him. I’ve
become a bit of a disappointment, I’m afraid. And after all that
work to get me to hate and distrust Warlocks.”

Jorge Dallman
and Peter talked for another couple of hours, discussing the way
forward. When they finished, Peter flew back to Castle
Cragus.

Jorge shook his
head in sorrow as he watched Peter fly away. “He’s a nice enough
boy, but he has to stop this self-abuse if he wants to be
considered a man.”

 


* *
*

 


Peter landed
just before reaching the castle in the cover of some trees. He
didn’t want to create any more gossip. He strode past the guards on
the gates and heard the men giggle.

He was walking
back to his office when he was grabbed by an angry Sal. “I didn’t
do anything with her, I promise.” Peter protested putting his hands
up in the air in a gesture of surrender. Sal said nothing in the
corridor, choosing to drag him back to their apartments.

When the door
closed, Sal spoke furiously. “Get those trousers down. If I can’t
toss you off in your usual ninety seconds you’re going to be in so
much trouble!”

“Sal, you
can’t expect me to perform under duress,” Peter protested as he
started to loosen the belt of his jeans.

“Hah!”

A short time
later, Peter and Sal lay on their bed looking at the highly erotic
picture painted on the ceiling. Now Peter understood about
skupping, the mural was easy to interpret. He thought the reason
none of the Vampires ever had their feet on the ground in all the
paintings was something stylistic.

“I never
thought I’d be so glad you were faster than a speeding bullet,” Sal
remarked.

“I’m better
the second and third time around.” Peter said, more than a little
hurt by her words.

Sal gave an
unladylike snort. “Yeah, that would be the fighter jet and a racing
car.”

“So, am I
forgiven, then?”

“Never fly
with that woman again.”

Peter nodded
his head in agreement.

“And when you
fly on your own… work on your endurance will you?”

The fight that
ensued was mainly play, but if Sal hadn’t managed to lock Peter on
the far side of the bathroom door she might have received far more
than she bargained for.

 


 


 




Chapter
Twenty Six

 


Lady
Geldar

 


Peter walked
into his office to find a female Grimm sitting behind his desk. He
was so flabbergasted that it took him a few seconds to adjust. His
first thought was he must have entered the wrong room and he got as
far as turning to his door. The Grimm in question cackled with
amusement and he recognised her as Lady Geldar, leader of the
Grimms.

“Yes, this is
indeed your office, Lord Cragus. Did I startle you?” Lady Geldar
pushed his seat back and dropped a leather booted foot onto Peter’s
desk, scuffing his papers and knocking some onto the
floor.

“I confess
I’m surprised to see you, Lady Geldar. To what do I owe this
delightful, if unexpected, visit?” Peter prevaricated while he
tried to get his bearings. It looked as if he would have to sit on
the guest chair. He tried hard to look casual as he sat down. Peter
didn’t want to give Lady Geldar the satisfaction of thinking she
had discomforted him.

Peter took the
time for a detailed look at his visitor. Female Grimms looked in
every way identical to the males. Their typical clothes consisted
of leather pants and boots. Both sexes had what Peter thought of as
man-boobs, which is to say their chests weren’t flat, but Lady
Geldar certainly looked nothing like a human female.

Yet Peter had
no problems in distinguishing male and female Grimms apart. He
couldn’t tell how he knew their sex, but somehow he always did. It
annoyed the hell out of his analytical mind that didn’t know how he
knew.

Lady Geldar
frightened Peter a little. It wasn’t the fangs, the claws, or the
bloodshot eyes that all Grimms possessed. It wasn’t the large
leathery wings that folded back so unexpectedly neatly whenever a
Grimm sat down. It wasn’t even the fact that by human standards
Lady Geldar possessed a face capable of scaring a cat from over a
hundred yards. It was more that she was a formidable person in her
own right. Peter could feel the strength of her personality and he
knew she didn’t suffer fools gladly.

“Can I do
something for you, Lady Geldar?” Peter felt as if he was back in
the Commandant’s study waiting to find out just how many strokes of
the cane he would get. He felt a strange urge to rub his bottom,
which he resisted.

“You can stop
treating me like a fool, Peter Craig.” Lady Geldar said vehemently.
“That is perfectly acceptable behaviour as far as the other members
of the council are concerned. They are fools, after all. But it
isn’t acceptable behaviour with me.”

“In what way
have I given offence?” Peter asked, though he had a shrewd idea
what she was complaining about.

Lady Geldar got
up from Peter’s chair and her wings unfolded behind her. If she was
formidable before, now she looked downright frightening. “Are we
going to shadow box all day or can we talk honestly? I assure you
that no word of anything you tell me will reach the other members
of the Council.”

“Information
must be shared in both directions, my lady. I’ll tell you some
things you want to know if you’ll do the same.” Peter was
astonished his voice didn’t shake as he spoke. She really was
frightening when she stood like that.

Lady Geldar
folded her wings and sat down again. “That’s a fair deal. A bargain
is a bargain and I will keep my side if you keep yours. So tell me,
Lord Cragus, why have you stopped the Council attacking
Zandar?”

“Why should
you want to?” Peter responded. “The Warlocks haven’t attacked us
since I’ve been here.”

Lady Geldar
laughed. “A question for a question and you tell me nothing.
Beware, I grow weary of this. We attack the Warlocks before they
can regroup. It has been this way for centuries and if we don’t
attack soon, more of our families will die in their inevitable
attack.”

“I’ve come up
with a remarkable new stratagem,” Peter went to the drinks table.
“I’m going to call it peace in the long term, but the word
armistice will do for now. Can I offer you a drink, my
Lady?”

“Peace with
Warlocks is a false dream. It has been tried before, my young and
naïve friend.” Lady Geldar laughed. “You may have already exceeded
the longest peace we’ve had in a hundred years. Pour me a large
drink. If that’s your best reason I might need several.”

Peter prepared
the drinks and handed her a very large one as he pondered what to
say. It all depended on whether Lady Geldar was willing to consider
radical ideas.

“Do you
believe the Warlocks are our real enemies and there can never be
peace?”

Lady Geldar
took a large gulp of her drink. Peter would have choked had he
attempted something similar. This particular drink contained a high
alcohol content and burned the throat like liquid fire. “When they
came to kill my husband they looked like Warlocks. I might have
noticed if I was attacked by Dragons, Humans or Vampires. Are you
telling me I’m wrong?”

“Have you
ever persuaded a Grimm to attack someone he liked, because it
pleased you to trick him?”

“Not for
three times as long as you have been alive and more. Those are
foolish childish games, not worthy of an adult.”

“But you know
of men and women who’ve done such things?”

“Yes it’s
been known, but the Warlocks are not so naïve as to be led around
by their cocks, though rumour has it a Vampire Lord suffered such
indignities at the hands of his Warlock female.” Lady Geldar smiled
at Peter like a fox in a hen house.

Peter’s face
reddened. He knew he needed have to find a way to stop the slaves
gossiping. Perhaps they would stop if he paid them for their
silence.

“Would you
say Han No has the ability to lead the Warlocks in such a
manner?”

Lady Geldar
rubbed her chin as she gave this idea her serious thought. “Why
would the Dragons want us to fight?”

“How many
Dragons do you think there are?”

“Damn you!
This answering a question with a question is irritating, especially
when they lead me to places I should have thought to look. Han No
has no reasons to hate Vampires or the Grimms, let alone the
Warlocks who have moved to his beck and call for
centuries.”

“He has a
very good reason and for over two hundred years he has led the
Vampires and Grimms of Hellogon to the edge of extinction. Now he
has reason to destroy the Warlocks, and we’re his only available
tools.”

“You’re not
going to tell me why he would want to do this, are you?” Lady
Geldar asked quietly.

“I can’t. No
one alive is to blame and we must put past treacheries aside if
we’re to survive. I hope to change Han No’s mind, but that’s no
simple task and relies on things outside my control. In the
meantime, I’ve arranged a cessation of attacks with the Warlocks.
It’s a delicate peace but, while it survives, so do the sentient
species of Hellogon.”

He took a
massive risk in telling Lady Geldar this much. If she didn’t agree,
he was going to have to keep the secret within this room and that
meant that she would have to die.

“Do you think
you can kill me if I disagree with you?” Lady Geldar asked, her
face crinkling up in what Peter was learning to interpret as
smiling. He inclined his head. “I could lie to you and walk away,”
Lady Geldar offered.

“No, you
couldn’t. You’ll tell me what you believe because that’s the kind
of person you are. If it’s against me, then we’ll fight and one of
us will die.”

Lady Geldar
laughed and jumped over the desk in a single fluid bound. Peter’s
knife rested against her throat as he reacted every bit as swiftly.
Lady Geldar laughed even more heartily and Peter put his knife back
in its sheath. He only started wearing weapons in the last few days
and didn’t want to start using them by killing an ally.

Lady Geldar
bowed, which was an impressive sight when you have large leather
wings. “You are worthy, Lord Cragus. Perhaps more worthy than any
of us deserve. I will support you and keep your
secrets.”

Lady Geldar
shooed Peter out of the guest chair he was in and sat on it. Peter
took the hint and sat in the chair behind his desk. “Now what
secrets do you want me to reveal in return, my Lord Cragus?” she
asked.

“How many
Grimms are left and where do you live?”

Lady Geldar
laughed uproariously.

“Any of the
servants could have told you that if you had but asked.” She
considered for a moment before she continued, “Or perhaps it is a
more astute question than I first supposed. There are more of us
than might be thought, though we have been in decline for
centuries. There are nearly a thousand of us on Earth. We like shop
keeping and England is a nation of shopkeepers, I suspect because
so many of them are Grimms. Who would notice a short fat shopkeeper
anyway?”

Peter nodded.
“And how many Grimms are left on Hellogon?”

“If you count
people like Soluman who commute, there are exactly two thousand six
hundred and thirty three of us. Most of us live in the hills. We
build our nests on rocky crags. Our breeding grounds are about
sixty miles from here. We don’t build castles as the Vampires do.
We use caves to store things of value, or we bring them to Cragus.
We prefer to live with the sky over our heads.”

“If you had
an extra forty of fifty women, would it help your species all that
much?” This was the real focus of Peter’s questions.
Why was Solly so determined to recover a paltry
number of women?

“Have you
seen our children in the castle?” Lady Geldar asked, “And how many
of our women have you seen in your time here?”

“Just you and
no children at all,”

“There are
only two hundred female Grimms alive. Of those, only one hundred
are capable of bearing young. Alas, I am one of those past her
time, which is why you see me here. We breed a little like cats.
When we enter our fertile cycle we mate with up to a dozen males in
the space of three or four days. We give each one a child that
spring. I have born nearly two hundred children and seen most of
them die in this war. Forty breeding female Grimms would turn our
species around.” Lady Geldar looked depressed when she stopped
speaking.

“I
understand,” Peter said as he worked it out. A lot more of what was
going on made sense now. He wondered if Solly realised Han No knew
about his female Grimms and would blow his shop to little pieces if
he tried to move them.

As soon as he
thought of the question, he knew the answer to it.
What a terrible position Solly’s in. No wonder
he’s been doing all those things.

“But back to
sensible matters,” Lady Geldar said as she shook the melancholy out
of herself. “The Ball will take place in less than a week and I
came to your office to make sure you are properly prepared for it.
As Lord Cragus, you have a major part to play and your little
Warlock whore is going to cause a terrible problem for
us.”

“I don’t have
time to go to a ball.” Peter said in astonishment. “I’m trying to
save the planet and four sentient species, for God’s
sake.”

“What you
want and what you must do are totally different,” Lady Geldar
explained in a kindly voice. “Lady Ilarna should have been here to
tell you all this, but the girl won’t go near you since you skupped
her the other day. You should have been gentle. Males will insist
on trying out all the human perversions. I suppose in your case you
have some excuse as you were brought up by those
savages.”

“There are
formal dances you must lead and toasts you must give. If you don’t
give the toasts perfectly, you will be deposed. This ball is
massively important to the Vampires.”

“It is also
the event at which the Grimms and Vampires renew their oaths of
loyalty. So no more protests from you, young man. You are going to
go to the ball and you must get it exactly right.”

Peter put his
head in his hands in horror. “Oh God.” were the only words he could
find.

 


 


 




Chapter
Twenty Seven

 


Preparations

 


By the end of
the day, Peter’s worst fears about the Vampire Ball were confirmed.
He never enjoyed formal events and his experience at Jeremy’s party
hadn’t helped. This was the most formal ball it was possible to
imagine and his life rested on getting things absolutely
right.

Lady Geldar
ordered one of the slaves to escort Sal to Peter’s office. She
entered apprehensively with Mary in tow. Lady Geldar explained
formal dancing was an essential part of the ball and Lord Cragus
and his partner would be expected to lead for many of the
dances.

“The only
dancing I’ve ever done is swaying to dance music.” Sal
said.

“I’ve avoided
learning to dance all my life.” Peter smiled at Sal. “Done a pretty
good job of it too.”

This was not a
good start and it got worse as Lady Geldar tried to teach the two
of them to dance.

“I have never
seen people with four left feet before!” she complained bitterly.
“Have you no sense of rhythm?”

“No one’s
ever complained about my sense of rhythm before,” Sal snapped back,
her anger increased by Peter standing on both her big toes. Even he
wasn’t quite sure how he had achieved this.

“Well,
perhaps instead of dancing you could take your partner horizontally
for the benefit and delectation of all the Vampires?” Lady Geldar
suggested menacingly and Sal stepped back looking cowed. Peter
suspected that if Lady Geldar was as frightening when fighting as
she was teaching people to dance, then all her enemies had probably
run away.

Soon Peter and
Sal were reduced to hobbling around the room cursing each other.
Lady Geldar gave up and called in the slaves to measure Peter and
Sal for their costumes. Sal insisted, much to Lady Geldar’s
disgust, that Mary should make her dress. The Ball was a costumed
affair where every Vampire tried to outdo the rest with their
extravagance and style.

From the
description Lady Geldar gave them, Peter got the impression that
black wedding dresses summed up the women’s clothes, while for the
men it would be black and purple silk suits decorated with sequins
and topped by black cloaks and swords. It all sounded silly to
him.

He managed to
get away to find Lady Ilarna when Sal told Lady Geldar she had
something to do and vanished out of the door like a schoolgirl late
for a lesson. She’d been doing that a lot lately and Peter still
had no idea where she was going. There weren’t many places a female
Warlock would be welcome in Castle Cragus and he was intrigued
trying to figure out what she was up to.

It took Peter
over an hour to find Ilarna and, when he did, she stood at the far
end of a corridor. He shouted to her and she turned on hearing her
name. As soon as she saw it was Peter, she ran away.

Lady Geldar had
been right when she suggested Ilarna was avoiding him. Catching her
was going to be tricky, as she knew the castle better than he did
and the slaves were on her side.

 


* *
*

 


That first day
was much the pattern for the days that followed. Peter and Sal were
cornered by Lady Geldar first thing each morning. She would spend
an hour or two cursing their inability to follow her commands.
Peter found his own clumsiness a mystery and believed Sal must be
putting him off. Dancing and martial arts were similar skills and
he should have been able to master dance steps easily. But as soon
as he put his hands on Sal’s waist he became a complete
klutz.

After dancing
practice, Sal would excuse herself saying she had an urgent
appointment and Peter stayed to learn another set of toasts. The
ball was a unification event for the Vampires. They toasted clans
that were long gone. It was Peter’s duty to lead every toast and
there had been hundreds of clans.

Each Lord
represented a dozen or more clans. Their job was to maintain the
honour of the clans and woe betides the Lord Cragus who named one
incorrectly or, worse still, forgot about one. Using notes would be
seen as an insult. Peter needed to recall all the clan names from
memory or he wouldn’t be Lord Cragus by the end of the
night.

If that wasn’t
bad enough, the ball was also the occasion when the Grimms and the
Vampires reaffirmed their allegiance. The rituals involved were
complex, and Peter was expected to know and intone them as though
he had spent his life seeing them enacted.

If Peter had
grown up on Hellogon they would all be second nature because, as an
heir to the Cragus line, he would have attended the ball from
childhood. As it was, there was a massive amount to learn and it
took up all his free time.

Every day a
group of slaves worked on fitting his costume. Each fitting
involved a large number of pins being fastened to the half
constructed suit and a great number of these pins seemed to end up
sticking into him.

Lady Geldar let
him out from time to time and he would rush around looking for
Ilarna. He wanted to sort out the situation between them as he
needed his Castlemaine. One thing soon became obvious to him. When
Sal disappeared, Ilarna was missing as well.

Peter had a
inspiration when he realised Sal’s disappearances corresponded with
the times Lord Drogwar lectured his students. A quick sortie to
observe the class through a window confirmed his suspicion. Both
women were attending the course. They sat at diagonal ends of the
room and studiously avoided looking at each other.

Peter decided
to lay in wait for Ilarna and catch her at the end of the class. If
Ilarna avoided Sal, she would have to take the back stairs and this
was where Peter waited. As Peter anticipated, the other students
walked down the hallway while Ilarna headed to where he hid in the
shadow of the spiral staircase. He stepped up behind Ilarna as she
put her foot on the first step.

“Lady Ilarna,
I’ve been trying to find you.”

Ilarna jumped
as if someone had stuck a pin in her bottom. She began to run up
the stairs.

“Lady Ilarna,
I order you to come back here right now!” Peter shouted at her
retreating back. Ilarna stopped. A Castlemaine was obliged to obey
the lawful orders of her liege. If she didn’t obey him he could
remove her from office. Ilarna turned and walked back down the
stairs, her eyes firmly fixed on the stairs.

When she
reached the bottom of the stairs, she awaited further
instructions.

“Lady Ilarna,
you’ve been avoiding me.” Since this wasn’t a question, Ilarna said
nothing. “Why are you avoiding me?” Peter asked, when he realised
she had no intention of speaking to him.

Ilarna replied
in a whisper. “If I do not please you, would you like me to report
to the whipping post, my Lord?” Peter knew Ilarna was bluffing.
Before he became Lord Cragus, the castle whipping post was used
several times a day. Young Vampires would be whipped for any reason
taking a Lord’s fancy. He had stopped all that but if Ilarna was
whipped it would all start again. Both of them knew he wasn’t going
to have her whipped no matter how much she annoyed him.

“You have
shamed me in front of the whole castle, my Lord Cragus,” Ilarna
mumbled at the floor.

Peter shouted
at her more loudly than he intended. “I’m not the one spreading
rumours I asked you to do something perverted.”

Lady Ilarna
looked around urgently. She ran to the door and shut it for greater
privacy. “Please talk softly, Peter. I didn’t spread those rumours.
The slaves did it when they saw me come back alone.”

“I don’t
understand Vampires. You’re happy to cut out someone’s eyes and
crucify them without a second thought, but fly off with someone and
send them back alone and it’s as though you’ve committed a mortal
sin. How did I shame you by doing this?”

Ilarna flushed
and turned her head away.

“Sending me
back alone meant I had refused your advances, my Lord. The slaves
assumed that meant you asked me to take part in a human perversion
involving the rear passage.”

Peter wanted to
laugh at the absurdity of it. A species that sucked the very life
force from people found the act of anal sex unspeakable. If Ilarna
wasn’t taking it so seriously, he would have laughed out
loud.

“And yet
you’re quite happy to indulge in sex with Grimms and they’re
another species, for God’s sake,” Peter said, trying to seek light
in the insanity that was Hellogon’s social mores.

“Shhh. We do
not talk of such things. It happens, though. You know how much our
two species attract each other. You must feel it.” Ilarna leant
over towards Peter and whispered in his ear. “They say a male Grimm
takes over an hour to spend. There is no danger in such a long
flight either, because Grimm flying magic is much more powerful
than ours.”

Peter couldn’t
resist turning Ilarna’s head and whispering back into her ear “You
haven’t tried it yourself, I take it?” Ilarna’s face turned so
bright a red Peter feared he might have brought on a heart attack.
She shook her head.

“Is there no
way I can restore your honour and we can continue as before?” Peter
asked. He had to resolve this problem with Ilarna, as he needed his
Castlemaine to talk to him, if only to tell him what the other
Lords were getting up to.

Ilarna appeared
to be in deep thought. After a minute, she looked up at Peter and
for the first time looked him straight in the eyes. “I know of one
way, my Lord.” She looked away again like a shy
schoolgirl.

“Well, out
with it woman?” Peter demanded after another thirty seconds of
strained silence.

“You could
marry me, my Lord,” Ilarna told him.

“My dear
Ilarna, I need a solution that lets me retain my testicals and Sal
will certainly take them as a prize if even a rumour of that
suggestion gets out. As it is, the damned woman is driving me crazy
with demands of proof that I haven’t been having it away with
you.”

“Excuse me,
my Lord?”

Peter decided
there were some things best kept secret. “I need you to find a
solution to this problem acceptable to you and Sal. If I’m also
happy, I will take it a miracle has occurred. I’m ordering you to
talk to Sal and find a solution. Is that clear?”

“My Lord,
your Warlock consort isn’t speaking to me.”

“Lady Ilarna,
I’m trying to save the four species of Hellogon from extinction.
The only certain allies I have in this endeavour are you and Sal. I
can’t allow this to continue. Sal will have to accept you had the
right to try to court me while you’ll have to accept I already have
a girlfriend. Find a way to get Sal to talk to you and sort this
out before I go insane.”

Peter lifted
Ilarna’s chin with his hand until she was forced to look in his
eyes. “You’re my friend, Ilarna, and you’ve been a good friend so
far. Please make the effort for me.”

Ilarna pulled
away from Peter but continued to look at him. “I will do what I
can, my lord.” She curtseyed to him, and hurried away up the stairs
without a backward glance.

Peter opened
the door and walked straight into one of the slaves. It was a man
called Jenkins. Jenkins acted as the classic English butler when
caught by a Warlock. This attracted the attention of the last Lord
Cragus who bought him at a slave auction for a large price. Jenkins
had been in Castle Cragus for over ten years. Apparently, they had
been very happy years.

“Beg pardon
for the interruption, Lord Cragus,” Jenkins said, as he stepped
back. “Soluman, is waiting to speak to you in the usual room. He
seems to be a little more excited than usual, if I may say so,
sir.”

“You may say
so whenever you wish, Jenkins. Thanks for the information. I shall
join him shortly.” Peter always responded formally to Jenkins. It
amused both of them and, in Peter’s view, a slave needed whatever
fun he could get.

Solly paced the
floor with wings spread out when Peter entered the room.

“You’ve taken
your own sweet time.”

“I am Lord
Cragus, you know. I have duties, Solly. You should try learning to
dance some time.”

“All Grimms
dance. I’ll be doing it at the Vampire Ball, never fear. And we
Grimms dance in the air as well, which is more than Vampires
do.”

“I regret I
lack your natural talent, Solly.” It had been Sal’s turn earlier
that day to stand on Peter’s toes repeatedly. He would be lucky if
he could hobble at the ball the way things were going.

“Han No has
agreed to your terms. Call off your dogs and he will meet you in
his stronghold in Cathan.”

“And where,
exactly, is Cathan?”

“It is in the
equivalent of China on Hellogon.”

Peter’s face
fell. “I’m sorry, Solly. I’ll not meet him there. It’s hardly
neutral ground. Tell him I want to meet in my mother’s flat. He
owns that too, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Will you
call off your human dogs?”

Peter sensed
Han No must have threatened Solly’s gargoyle collection for the
Grimm to be so upset. He put a hand on Solly’s shoulder. Han No and
Peter were playing for very high stakes and it was likely there
would be casualties. He hoped it wouldn’t be the Grimm females who
had spent so much of their existence as statues.

“I will not
call them off until after the meeting, and that must wait until
after the Ball, I’m afraid.” Peter felt his friend’s muscles
tense.

“Peter,
please…”

“We’ll meet
with Han No the day after the ball. At two in the afternoon, Earth
time. He can bring a single bodyguard and I’ll bring Sal. You’ll
stay in your shop throughout the meeting. I’m sorry, Solly, but
those are my terms and Han No will have to live with
them.”

 


 


 




Chapter
Twenty Eight

 


Vampire
Ball

 


Lady Geldar
looked Peter over critically. He felt like a clown in his ballroom
finery. “Well, Lord Cragus, you are as ready as you’re ever going
to be. You should make a start for the Banqueting Hall soon. Most
of the guests will already be in the hall and while you are
required to be fashionably late, you shouldn’t be the last to
arrive.” Lady Geldar flicked a bit of lint off the top of Peter’s
cloak with a talon.

“I’m just
waiting for Sal to get here.”

They stood in
the meeting room, which was only a stone’s throw from the
Banqueting Hall. Peter felt foolish in his official regalia. His
trousers were black silk and hugged so tightly around the crotch
that Peter felt they might as well not be there. They certainly
showed off his bulges.

His shirt was
dark purple and had two sets of ruffles running down it. His jacket
was made of silk lined with a thicker stiffer material and had
large shoulder pads. It was black and adorned with a large gold
medal held in place by coloured ribbons. Peter had no idea what the
medal was for. Perhaps an earlier Lord Cragus won a village
gardening competition. It was as likely as anything
else.

What made the
clothes feel particularly absurd was the long sword strapped to his
waist, held by the most decorated and gilded belt Peter could
imagine. The sword’s scabbard had silver chasing on a black ground
with perhaps a thousand small diamonds to add a little
sparkle.

Then there was
a cloak modelled on a Batman movie. It billowed around him as if it
possessed a life of its own. All in all, in his current clothes, he
felt like a prat.

Lady Geldar’s
outfit was much more modest. She had replaced her leather trousers
with a short black pleated skirt over black knickers. The skirt was
so short that Peter couldn’t help but notice her underwear. She
wore a plain silver band around her head that gave her look regal
look. That is, if a bow-legged, bald, snake skinned gargoyle with
fangs could ever achieve such a state.

“Just one
more thing before we go,” Lady Geldar remarked as she straightened
out the ruffles on Peter’s shirt. “It is possible that after the
toasts and before the pledges of allegiances, you will be
challenged.”

Peter flinched.
Was he going to have to fight someone in these idiotic clothes?
“What do you mean, challenged?”

“It is the
right of anyone who feels he has been wronged by the Lord Cragus to
seek redress at the ball,” Lady Geldar explained. “Only those with
sufficient grounds can make the challenge, but your Warlock consort
might be considered a sufficient reason to some. We have been
fighting the Warlocks for hundreds of years. Everybody at the ball
has lost members of their family to the Warlocks.”

“How do I
deal with a challenge, should it happen?” Peter asked as a sinking
feeling moved down into the pit of his stomach. He felt it was a
silly question given the Vampires tendency to kill and ask
questions later.

Peter was
distracted for a moment by his reflection in a full length
mirror. At least Vampires can be seen in
mirrors, Peter thought. He had to shave
this morning for the first time in a week and doing it without
being able to see could have been fatal given he was using a
cut-throat razor.

“You kill the
challenger, my Lord,” Lady Geldar’s manner suggested he had just
asked the stupidest question she had ever heard.

“Can’t I just
let him go with a good telling off?”

“Your only
other choice is to admit your crime and throw yourself on the mercy
of the one challenging you,” Lady Geldar smiled. “It is committing
suicide by proxy. I believe a Lord Cragus did it once, a long time
ago.”

Their
conversation was interrupted by a knock, followed by Mary poking
her head around the door and looking in as if a poisonous snake
might be lurking somewhere.

“If it
pleases the Lord Cragus and Lady Geldar, Saloni Dark asks
permission to enter.”

“Stop being
silly Mary, let Sal in,” Peter commanded.

Mary opened the
door and held it open. “The Warlock Saloni Dark.” she stated
proudly

Sal walked into
the room and Peter’s mouth fell open. He hadn’t been allowed to see
the clothes Mary and Sal were working on.

Starting from
the bottom up, Sal’s legs to just below the knee were coated in
black calf’s skin high-heeled patent leather boots. The boots
looked as though they might have been sprayed on. Above the boots,
Sal wore the sheerest black silk tights. The leather skirt Sal wore
didn’t go down far enough, though it hung right on the edge,
revealing hugging black silk knickers

Sal’s skirt was
a work of art. As Sal twirled to give Peter a better look, he saw
the thin supple leather had been shaped to her buttocks like black
paint. The skirt was held in place by a two inch wide silver chain
link belt. The belt drooped low at the front as if to draw the eye
towards the place where her legs met.

Above the
skirt she wore a purple blouse, the same colour as his shirt,
though it had no ruffles on it. Its sleeves dropped down to her
wrists and its V-necked front was cut down almost to her navel. How
her breasts stayed in place was beyond Peter. He expected them to
fall out of her blouse when she moved. They must be glued in place, he
thought in awe.

Sal also wore a
simple diamond necklace that dropped to her cleavage. Like Lady
Geldar, she wore a band of silver around her head, though in her
case it served to hold her hair in place. Bright green emeralds
sparkled in their silver filigree mounts matching her green eyes.
Her eyes were shrouded in a painted black webbed mask, matching her
tights in pattern and giving her a mysterious sultry
look.

“Put your
eyes back in their sockets before they fall out,” Sal said amiably.
“And you had better adjust your tackle. We can’t have your willy
arriving in the ballroom a few seconds before the rest of
you.”

“You look
gorgeous,” Peter stammered as he thrust his hands into his silk
trousers and tried to adjust himself, completely forgetting about
Lady Geldar’s presence in the room.

“Ahem, I
shall precede you,” Lady Geldar said primly. “Men have one track
minds.”

“Shall we
follow her?” Sal asked a minute later when Peter finished his
adjustments to her satisfaction. Peter took Sal’s arm and the two
sauntered down the corridor.

Two slaves
stood in gaily-coloured costumes at the hall doors, each holding
one of the handles of the great oak doors. As they approached, the
slaves opened the doors. Jenkins waited for them, dressed in a
ceremonial butler’s uniform. As they entered the hall he indicated
they should stop at its threshold.

“Peter Craig,
Lord Cragus, Lord of all Vampires and his consort the Warlock Lady
Saloni Dark,” Jenkins intoned. The announcement was followed by
silence until Lord Baldan began to cheer. The rest of the crowd
began clapping and cheering as Peter and Sal walked into the
room.

Peter didn’t
recognise the place. The tables had vanished along with the
tapestries. The tapestries must have subdivided the hall, as it now
looked wider. High above them, a balcony ran along two walls,
bounded with wrought iron railings too low to prevent someone
falling over.

There were
hundreds of Vampires in the hall. The room held more than a third
of the adults on Hellogon. Peter heard a shuffling noise above him.
When he looked up he found the balcony filled with Grimms. At a
rough count, they represented an even larger proportion of the
Grimms population.

Peter and Sal
moved through the crowd to where Lord Baldan and Drogwar waited for
them with their wives. Most of the male Vampires dressed in a
similar manner to Peter, though Peter suspected he had the most
glittery sword and belt in the room. The female Vampires dressed in
black wedding dresses. Several of the women wore silk veils, though
most held small masks up to disguise their faces.

There were
murmurs from the women as Sal walked across the room. From the
sounds Peter couldn’t tell whether Sal had introduced a fashion
change or was about to get them lynched.

When they
reached the two Vampire lords they heard the doors open again and
turned around.

“The Lady
Ilarna Dran, Castlemaine to the Lord Cragus and Keeper of the
Keys!” Jenkins announced more loudly than he introduced Peter and
Sal. Peter suspected Jenkins wanted to make sure nobody missed
Ilarna’s entrance. She certainly deserved attention as she looked
spectacular.

The simplest
way to describe Ilarna’s look was that she dressed like a man. Her
body shape dispelled this initial male illusion. She wore
high-heeled black shoes, but they were shoes like a Cuban dancer’s.
Ilarna wore loose black trousers of sheerest silk that moulded to
outline her legs as she moved. The trousers were tight across her
torso, outlining it in intimate detail.

She wore a
parody of a man’s jacket over a man’s shirt. Her breasts filled the
shirt to bursting with the upper buttons undone down to her
cleavage to give them room. From the way they moved as she stepped
across the room, it was clear they were otherwise
unsupported.

She wore a
man’s short-sword, the sword hilt, scabbard and belt glowed white
and dazzled the eye against the black of her trousers. Peter
suspected next years ball would be full of women wearing costumes
he’d pay money to see as they copied Ilarna’s and Sal’s
clothes.

The orchestra
started up. It took Peter a few seconds to locate them on the
balcony above them. The crowd crushed against the wall as the
senior lords and ladies lined up for the first dance.

The dances were
exclusively of the formal kind common in medieval England. Men and
women formed lines facing each other and performed a series of
complicated manoeuvres as each man danced with every woman before
returning. Peter was required to lead the first dance. Ilarna found
a partner and stood half a dozen dancers down from Peter and
Sal.

Sal and Peter
danced as though they were born to it. Peter’s skills took over as
soon as the dance was under way, the music guiding his feet. Sal
had practised in secret and was much better than she had let on.
They heard the audience’s appreciation as they glided across the
dance floor keeping perfect time.

The dance
brought Ilarna into Peter’s arms and she gave him a look capable of
burning a lesser man to a crisp. Peter saw disdain as they twirled
around. It was only as they parted and Ilarna looked into Peter’s
eyes from less than a foot away that she gave him a sly
wink.

The dance
continued while Peter tried to work out what Ilarna was up to. It
became clear from whispers following Ilarna across the dance floor
that the ladies held her in contempt. Peter hoped Ilarna and Sal
would come up with a plan to fix the problem, but if they had
spoken to each other since he gave Ilarna her orders, he’d seen no
sign of it.

When the dance
finished, the Grimms flew down and performed their dances. These
were wondrous to behold, not least because the Grimms did them just
above the dance floor. One dance involved holding hands and
spinning in concentric circles that convinced Peter they were going
to fly apart and kill someone. When the dance finished, Peter
realised he was holding his breath and felt faint as he gasped for
air. When Sal fell into him, he realised he wasn’t the only one to
be stupefied by the Grimms’ performance.

The slaves ran
into the room carrying tables and chairs. They moved almost as if
choreographed as Jenkins directed them.

Peter sat with
Sal at the centre of a long row of tables. The other tables were
arranged at right angles to his, running down the hall.

It took over
four hours to eat the meal and complete the hundreds of toasts.
Peter stood up and sat down so many times his legs ached. The years
of memory training at the Establishment paid off as he reached the
end of the toasts without a single error.

The tables were
whisked away while the Vampires and Grimms formed a loose
semi-circle around Peter, Sal, Lord Baldan and Drogwar. The
allegiance ceremony was about to begin and Peter reviewed the oath
he was to speak. He was concentrating so much, he missed the first
few words being intoned by Jenkins who had come forward to stand a
few feet in front of him.

“… is
paramount. If any of you are honour-bound to challenge the Lord
Cragus, this is your time. Let no one be afraid of speaking the
truth. The Lords hold honour over above all other things. Either
make your challenge or hold your peace.”

“I so
challenge!” yelled a familiar voice from the back of the crowd.
There were shocked gasps and Peter saw pure fury flash across Lord
Baldan’s face.

The crowd moved
back forming a corridor for the challenger. Peter looked in horror,
though he knew who the challenger was from her first
word.

“My Lady
Ilarna, you can’t mean to…” Peter’s voice faded as he saw steel in
Ilarna’s eyes.

“Withdraw
your complaint.” Lord Baldon shouted. Peter flinched at the force
of his voice. “If a miracle happens and he doesn’t gut you, I swear
I will.”

“You will
not, Lord Baldan.” Peter spoke in a tone capable of crushing rocks.
“If Lady Ilarna walks away alive you shall keep her that way. I
demand it.”

Lord Baldan
snorted in disgust and moved to stand by his wife.

“Can anyone
here say that I do not have just cause?” Ilarna spoke clearly.
Murmurs of assent rolled through the hall, mostly from the women.
“Lord Cragus used me and cast me aside once he took my maidenhood.
He ordered me home simply because he lasted less than two
minutes.”

The odd titter
of laughter ran through the hall and for the first time Peter had
an inkling of what was going on. It didn’t stop his face from
turning a bright shade of red.

“See, his
face admits the truth of it. He was ashamed to bring me home so
quickly. Better you should be shamed than I, he told
me.”

The laughter
became more widespread as Peter’s face reddened further with every
word. Even though he knew it was lies, some parts were close enough
to the truth to embarrass him.

“Will you
admit to your shame and take a woman’s justice!” Ilarna shouted at
Peter. The crowd tensed as they waited for Peter to draw his sword
and cut this impudent woman’s head off. No matter the truth, the
vampires knew he had no choice. It was inconceivable he could do
anything else.

“I will take
your justice,” Peter agreed in a choked voice, “I have wronged you,
Lady Ilarna. Now you must do your worst.”

Peter dropped
to the floor and bowed his head, presenting the back of his neck to
Ilarna. The crowd stared in horror as Ilarna pulled her sword from
its scabbard. The blade glinted wickedly as she laid its blade
against Peter’s neck. It felt very cold to Peter, like
ice.

“Please spare
him, Lady Ilarna,” Sal pleaded. “He has been a good Cragus and he
doesn’t deserve to die.”

“And will you
prevent him from besmirching the honour of any other maiden in
Castle Cragus?” Ilarna asked Sal.

“I will
guarantee it if you will spare him. By his submittal to your
justice for his ungentlemanly actions, he has shown he is a fair
and honest lord and does not place himself above women.”

“Get up, Lord
Cragus,” Ilarna ordered. “You are forgiven. I hope you will allow
me to continue to serve you as Castlemaine.”

The crowd held
its breath as Peter stood up with some help from Sal. His legs had
stiffened as he knelt on the floor. He faced the people in the
hall.

“Lady Ilarna
Dran, you are a credit to our species and I would be honoured if
you would continue to serve me.”

The crowd went
wild with delight and Lady Ilarna stepped back from Peter and gave
a small curtsey. Female Vampires strove to kiss her cheeks as she
made her way to the back of the hall.

Sal leaned
close to Peter and whispered in his ear. “You wanted a solution and
we staged that just for you. Are you happy now?”

Peter kissed
her cheek and then placed his lips close to her ear. “Forty-six to
come, remember? I’ll make them count when I pay you back for
this.”

Sal kissed
Peter on the lips. “You say the nicest things. Don’t you have an
allegiance ceremony to get on with?”

 


 


 




Chapter
Twenty Nine

 


Dragon

 


Peter and Sal
down the High Street from Solly’s Furniture Emporium on a bright
summer’s day. Solly watched their progress from his shop door
before reluctantly going inside.

Peter shielded
his eyes from the sun. It was far too bright on Earth. It was also
noisy beyond belief. He wondered how he had ever managed to think.
On top of that, there were a staggering number of people in the
street.

So many people
running around minding their own business seemed extraordinary
after spending time in a place where everybody interfered in
everybody else’s business.

Peter and Sal
had changed into Earth clothes. As they walked to his mother’s
flat, Peter noticed that Sal couldn’t stop fidgeting. It made him
feel embarrassed as he was well aware of the cause.

“Leave it
alone, will you? Somebody will notice. It looks like you’ve got
ants in your pants.”

“I’d like to
remind you it’s your fault.” Sal protested. “Just because we made
you look like a fool doesn’t give you the right to do that to
me.”

“I seem to
remember you agreeing to it.”

“You said it
would only be half and it wouldn’t really hurt,” Sal hissed back.
“Well it bloody well did hurt, and it itches, you
sadist.”

“You said you
had the best orgasm you’d ever had. Were you lying?”

“I’m bloody
sore down there, you smug bastard. That was last night and anyway,
a lady’s allowed to change her mind.”

“If I meet
any ladies while I’m here, I shall be sure to let them know.” Peter
began to run as Sal charged at him with raised fists.

They were
laughing and a little breathless when Peter unlocked the street
door and walked straight into the landlady.

“Not so much
running and pushing,” she complained as she tapped her cigarette
ash onto the hallway carpet. “You need to learn good manners, young
man. And you too, young lady.” Mrs May sniffed at them and made her
way out onto the High Street, flicking the stub of her cigarette
into the road.

“Nar-nar-nenar-nar,” Sal mocked, sticking her tongue out at
Peter. “At least one person can recognise a lady when she sees
one.” Sal ran up the stairs as it looked as though Peter was going
to chase her this time.

By the time
they reached the door to the flat they were out of breath and Sal
couldn’t stop laughing. Peter was in only slightly better
condition. They stood at the door for several minutes while they
recovered.

“Decorum at
all times,” Peter said as he straightened his shirt and tucked it
back into his jeans. This set Sal off again and they had to wait a
few minutes before Peter felt they were acting respectfully enough
to meet Han No. Peter was certain Han No was already in the flat.
After all, he owned the whole block so he must have a
key.

Peter opened
the door and they walked through the hallway into the lounge. As
Peter expected, Han No sat in a chair on the far side of the dining
room table. A Warlock wearing a silver mask stood at attention
behind him. The Warlock carried a vicious looking quarter staff,
which he held vertically with one of its brass ends resting lightly
on the floor.

How
unexpected, Peter thought as he sat down
facing Han No. He pulled another chair forward for Sal so she could
sit by his side. It looked to Peter as though Han No was going to
try and disrupt their lives yet again. You’d think all the failures would make him give
up, Peter mused. It was time to put the cat among the
pigeons.

“How good of
you to see me again and to do it at such short notice. I’ve been
doing my best to get Sal pregnant so we could take the first step
towards having grandchildren, but I must say this makes it so much
easier.” Peter made his voice as light and airy as he could, as
though this meeting had no significance for him.

Han No nodded
his head. He was once again in Chinese Mandarin clothes and held
his arms folded in front of him with his hands hidden within its
wide colourful sleeves.

“Let me tell
you a little story to start,” Peter said as he put his elbows on
the table and leaned forward.

“A long time
ago, oh say two hundred and fifty odd years ago, somebody started
killing Grimms. Naturally, the Dragons couldn’t be bothered as they
care little for other species and they ignored the whole affair.
This was a big mistake because every so often, the number of
dragons dwindles and the future of the species relies on a clutch
of eggs.

One day, you
returned from a mission on Earth to find all the other Dragons dead
and the eggs gone. You’ve become the only Dragon left in the
universe. That must have been tough.” Peter waited for a response,
but Han No remained silent, his face impassive and his eyes looking
straight through Peter.

“I bet that
sent you insane with grief. Then, when your grieving was over, you
set about getting revenge. Genocide is a pretty dirty word, but if
they could do it to the Dragons then you’d give as good as you got.
Is any of this coming back to you?” Peter sat and waited in vain
for any sort of response.

“You turned
the Great Game into a tool of destruction. I think it had been
mainly a points scoring set-up up to then. The other species wanted
nothing of each other but respect. The species of Hellogon want
things that don’t overlap, so there was never any major conflict
before you. The great Han No became the evil manipulator, intent on
bringing down the other species and destroying them as certainly as
they destroyed the Dragons. Is this still not ringing any
bells?”

“You thought
the Vampires wiped out the Dragons, of course. They are the only
other regal species on Hellogon, so it must have been them. Two
hundred and fifty years of pitting the species against each other
must have taken its toll on you. And then, when the end is nearly
in sight, when the Vampires are coming close to extinction, you
find you picked the wrong enemy. The real foes were the Warlocks
and you’d been allied with them for forever. That must have really
hurt, eh Han?”

“It did bring
a certain sour taste to the mouth.” Han No acknowledged.

“But at the
same time, you discovered the race of Dragons might rise from the
grave. Solly discovered the Warlocks had petrified Grimm women and
dropped them through a portal to Earth before the magic wore off.
He found one of the women and restored her, which is when you
stepped in.” Peter waited to see if Han No would continue the
story, but he sat listening impassively.

“You couldn’t
allow the balance between the species to change, so you told Solly
something to the effect that he could keep on finding his females
but he must keep them at his shop. There’s probably a bomb in the
shop that you’ll set off if he tries to move any of them through a
portal.”

Han No nodded
slightly.

“One of the
things I can’t understand is why the Warlocks didn’t destroy the
Dragons eggs on Hellogon. Why petrify any of them and portal them?
And why have you failed to restore the eggs you’ve
recovered?”

Han No shifted
his position in his chair. “It is good to finally find an
intelligent mind among the Vampires. They have generally been a
disappointing enemy. You cannot imagine how much it grated to
believe the most noble species of Hellogon was brought down by low
grade minds. You have made some mistakes in your analysis. The
Dragons were attacked before the Grimms. We are a species made up
largely of females hidden in Cathan, ten females for every male, is
how it was. Our females live for many centuries, while the males
live until they succumb to accident or an act of malice. Every few
centuries the females lay their eggs en masse. They lay many eggs
over a period of a year and then they die, leaving their offspring
to be brought up by males.” Han No paused, as if he didn’t want to
talk any further of Dragon affairs.

“Female
Dragons were highly territorial. They would fight to the death to
secure many square miles of land. We were never a numerous species.
There were only one hundred male dragons left on Hellogon back in
those days.”

“Since
hatchlings do not fight each other, we conceived a plan to increase
our numbers by putting all our eggs in one place. Males have always
grouped the eggs of their female mates in one place, but we planned
to let the whole race hatch together. Twenty thousand eggs in one
great hatchery.”

“Putting all
your eggs in one basket is never wise.” Peter remarked.

“Beating your
woman before an important meeting is also foolish as it makes her
fidget.” Sal’s face turned to a deep shade of red and she put her
hands and arms on the table trying to keep still.

“Pleasure
before business whenever possible has been my
watchword.”

“I came from
Earth to find them gone, my fellow males and the eggs of our
species. Dragon’s eggs are not easy to break. I suspect putting
them through portals was the Warlocks’ only choice, given how
little they knew about us.”

“For all they
knew, our eggs could have hatched and a newly hatched dragon could
easily kill a Warlock or a Vampire. Twenty thousand angry dragons
would be a large number to petrify.”

“But why
petrify the eggs, why not just shove them through the portal?”
Peter asked. It made little sense to his Establishment trained
mind.

“Alas, the
Warlocks in question are no longer alive to ask. I would give much
to go back to that time and skin them slowly while asking that and
many other questions. Perhaps they feared that once on Earth, the
eggs might become baby humans and that some might be brought up to
one day return to Hellogon.”

“You want to
bring all your eggs back to Hellogon at once, so they’ll be
hatchlings and won’t fight each other?” Sal said. Han No nodded in
acknowledgement of the truth of her words.

“And how many
have you found in the years you’ve been searching?” Peter asked,
aware this was the critical question to the survival of all the
species.

“Alas, far
too few,” Han No said wearily. “I need at least a thousand to
guarantee enough males in the population and I have found only a
few hundred eggs. I cannot search while my hands are tied by you.
Will you remove those shackles?”

“The other
species of Hellogon will die if you continue this pointless war.
Does your Warlock friend standing there know he’s helping to
destroy his species?” Peter knew Han No had a trap waiting for him
in that guard, and it was time to spring it wide open. The guard
continued to stand motionless. The mask meant Peter couldn’t tell
if his words had any effect on him.

“What care I
for the other species, or for humans? I would sacrifice you all to
bring back the Dragons. We were the best of Hellogon. You are not
worthy to worship us.” Han No stood up and Peter and Sal also rose.
“You promised to stop your people interfering if we had this
meeting, and now it is over.”

“Leave Grant
Dark with us and I will.” Peter was determined to end the
cat-and-mouse game Han No was playing. Sal’s mouth dropped open and
she stared at the guard. He was the right height and build to be
her father, but she had seen her father killed.

“Grant Dark
is dead. You saw him killed and I expect you sent his blood for
your DNA analysis.” Han No responded haughtily.

“No, I
couldn’t be bothered with the tests. It was obviously his blood or
you would have been careful not to spill it where I could get at
it. The problem was it was cold when I touched it.”

“Blood cools
quickly on a cold floor.” Han No shrugged.

It’s always a
game with the species of Hellogon, Peter
thought. Why can’t they just be
straightforward?

“But never
colder than the floor. Your henchmen kept his trick knife in a
fridge so the blood wouldn’t clot.” Peter said. He wanted this
latest attempt to split up him and Sal to be over and he couldn’t
do that with Han No holding her father.

The Warlock
guard lifted his hand to his mask and removed it.

“Daddy!” Sal
ran to hug her father.

“He will not
stay with you. He is mine,” Han No said flatly. “Come Grant, we
must go.”

Grant Dark
pushed his daughter off him roughly and threw her to the floor. “I
serve Han No and you’re no longer a daughter of mine.”

“He was
always your spy. So much for your honour. Exiles are supposed to
stay out of the Game, but he was always your player. That’s why you
visited him so often, to get reports.” Peter explained this for
Sal’s benefit, as he and Han No already knew.

“I needed to
know what the exiles were doing on Earth. Especially what the
Grimms were up to, as there are so many of them here. Grant has
been very useful to me, though his daughter has proved to be a
disappointment.” Han No replied.

“Daddy,
you’re betraying the Warlocks. Surely they mean something to you.”
Sal said from the floor, tears streaming down her face.

“He has more
important needs,” Han No said gravely and Grant Dark came to his
side.

“Opiates do
that to a man,” Peter said, and had the satisfaction of seeing
Grant Dark flinch. “You have your freedom back, Han No. The dogs
will be called off.”

Han No looked
across the room, “No doubt you think this room is bugged by your
Establishment, but it has been swept by experts and no one has been
in it since your mother left. Make sure word gets to
them.”

“Believe me,
when I say they’ll know exactly what they have to do.”

Han No bowed
his head and left the room with Sal’s father close behind. Peter
went over to Sal and helped her to her feet. He went to the sink
and filled the kettle to brew some tea.

“Well, aren’t
you going to contact the Establishment?” Sal asked as she dried her
face and watched Peter warming the teapot with boiling water before
emptying it again and putting in tea bags.

“They already
know,” Peter waved his arms around generally. “I expect even the
toilet has a video camera in it.”

“But Han
No…”

“Knows
nothing about the Establishment. This is a mission, which means
this place was bugged long before Mum got here. Probably every room
in this building is bugged. Besides which, Mum’s a field agent and
would have bugged the flat if necessary. The Establishment uses
state of the art technology. Even the intelligence services are
years behind them.”

Sal came close
to Peter and snuggled into his chest as he leant against the
kitchen sink. She looked him in the eyes. “Peter…,” Sal's eyes
flicked to the side of the room as if she saw something and Peter’s
eyes followed automatically, looking for danger. In the second he
was distracted, Sal brought her knee viciously into his groin
before stepping calmly away from him.

Peter looked at
Sal in shock in the half second he had before the pain struck. He
bent over retching as the room spun around in front of him. He
collapsed onto his knees and his head fell hard against the seat of
the sofa. He heard Sal’s voice coming from a great
distance.

“That’s for
not telling me my father was alive.”

As the room
went dark and he collapsed into unconsciousness, Peter heard the
flat door open and slam shut. Then the world faded.

 


 


 




Chapter
Thirty

 


Hospital

 


Peter was
barely conscious when he heard the door to the flat smash open. A
man with a combat rifle in full anti-terrorist gear leaned over him
and checked his pulse.

“You’re going
to be all right, Peter. The ambulance and paramedics will be here
soon. I’m giving you an injection to help with the pain. Relax,
it’s over.”

Those were the
last words Peter heard for a long time. The world faded out. He
vaguely remembered being in an ambulance because the siren was so
loud it woke him. A friendly face smiled at him, and then the world
went away again. Later, he lay inside a tube of shiny metal that
hummed and made his teeth ache, and then the darkness came
again.

 


* *
*

 


An unknown
time later he opened his eyes. He lay in a hospital bed in a
private room. As soon as he opened his eyes he knew he was back in
the Establishment. There was nothing about the antiseptic white
room that gave it away, but still he knew. It was the aesthetic and
the no-expenses-spared utilitarianism that gave it away. Far too
expensive in equipment terms to be a National Health bed, but with
none of the humanising frills that would characterise a private
hospital. It had Establishment written all over it.

Mike Conner
walked into the room less than a minute after his eyes opened even
though there were no surveillance cameras in sight.

“Peter, glad
to see you’re awake again. How are you feeling?” Mike spoke
cheerfully as he pulled a chair alongside the bed.

“I feel like
I’ve been drugged for a month. What happened?” His throat was sore
in a way suggesting a feeding tube had been down it and he felt as
weak as a kitten. There was a substantial ache in his groin that
increased when he breathed in.

“You’ve only
been out of it for a week or so. The medico’s thought it would be
best for your treatment. You’ll be glad to know they saved your
left testical, though it was touch and go for a while. That young
lady of yours doesn’t know her own strength.”

Peter tried to
rise and the pain in his groin increased to a point where he gave
up. “Was it really the doctors who decided to keep me drugged or
did the Establishment want me out of play?” He wondered how honest
Mike’s answer would be. Rule Three was ‘Discover the local
politics’ and it was as true of the Establishment as it was in the
field.

“A bit of
both, to be absolutely honest,” Mike said in a dismissive tone. “We
knew you’d want to carry on with the mission and the Operations
Council wanted to review the whole thing to be able to give you a
clear answer.” Mike paused. The Establishment believed he was
theirs to use as they saw fit. His role was that of a foot soldier
following orders. “You’re off the mission, Peter.”

Peter tried to
rise again but Mike gently pushed him back onto the bed. “You’ve
done a great job and put us in a fantastic position, but you’ve let
your personal feeling jeopardise the mission. You had no need to
reveal the identity of Grant Dark in that meeting. You did it so
you could carry on screwing the girl with a clear conscience. That
wasn’t for the good of the mission. You’re off the mission and
that’s final.

“I’m the Lord
Cragus, leader of the Vampires. You can’t just dismiss me from
Hellogon. They need me.”

“It’s already
been done, Peter. You’re home in the Establishment, and you’re
going to stay.” Mike stood up and smiled. “Peter, you’ll be one of
our greatest agents when you grow up. We can’t afford to lose you
on this mission, there will be many others.” Mike turned to
leave.

“The Dragon
eggs, how many have you retrieved?” Peter said to Mike’s
back.

Mike turned.
“I thought you’d ask about your girlfriend first. She’s missing,
assumed to be back on Hellogon. She’ll be arrested if she dares to
come back. To answer your question, we’ve located four hundred plus
eggs so far. They’re being collected together in England as we
speak. How many of them are viable after two hundred and fifty
years is a question we can’t answer.”

“We have
agents scouring the planet and we should get the number up to a
thousand by the end of the month. We’ve also located fifteen
gargoyles fitting the Grimms description. Getting them back is
going to be tricky as churches get upset when you steal their
statues. We have a team of counterfeiters working on making copies
so that they never notice.” Mike grinned.

“Never fear,
Peter, we received and understood your message. We’ve disabled the
bombs in Solly’s shop. Your friend doesn’t know it, but he can take
his ladies back to Hellogon whenever he wants. Now, I have to go
and do some work. Your mother is waiting to see you.”

Mike gave
Peter a wave and walked out of the room. He barely cleared the door
before Peter’s Mum rushed in.

Mel spoke in a
rush. “I’ve been so worried about you. First, they said they were
going to remove a testical and that you might end up sterile. I
refused to give them permission for the operation. You surprised
them by recovering, but they insisted on keeping you unconscious.
I’ve been so worried about you, my love.”

“I know, Mum.
I’m sorry I’ve put you through this.” Peter could see his Mother
was close to a breakdown.

Mel stood over
him and ruffled his hair. Peter always hated when she did that, but
this time he smiled.

“I didn’t
want the last words we ever had to be in anger. I’ve spent my whole
life with the Establishment, Peter. You get so used to treating
people as chess pieces you forget they’re sometimes your own flesh
and blood. I’m sorry for getting you into this. I should never have
agreed to the council’s orders.”

“Mum, I still
have some questions, not about the mission but about you and Dad.
They might upset you.” Peter looked her in the eyes trying to see
if she was up to it. He might be the patient, but his Mother was
the vulnerable person in the room.

Mel sat down.
“Ask away.”

“You and Dad
met in South Africa. Solly was there and he said Dad loved you, but
Dad had an affair with Solly when he was younger. Was Dad
bisexual?”

Mel
winced.

“Your dad
loved me and he loved you more than anybody or anything else. He
loved me for my mind. He used to tell me if I’d been born a
Vampire, Hellogon would have been ruled by the Vampires. For your
father, as the youngest of the Cragus heirs, that was probably the
biggest compliment he could give.”

“We did
everything that man and wife could do together, but for one thing.
He never had sex with me, though we sometimes came close. I
artificially inseminated you using a chicken baster. It was your
father’s idea, Peter. We both wanted you. He found men were the
only gender he could perform for.” Mel lapsed into
silence.

“And the
Commandant fell in love with him and killed him for not being
willing to leave you.” Peter completed the story for
her.

“I only found
out when the Commandant died. Up to then, I thought your father
died on a mission. You’re too young to remember, but in those days
the Commandant ran all of the Establishment. The agents staged a
revolt after your father died and the government stepped in and
revised our charter. Within six months of your father’s death, only
a council made up of agents and ex-agents could approve missions.
We thought the Commandant was incompetent. We never realised he was
a murderer.”

“Did the
Council kill the Commandant?” Peter had no doubts at all that they
were more than capable of it.

Mel seemed
shocked at the suggestion. “I don’t think so. Though now you bring
it up, I realise they might have killed him. They told him they
were reopening your father’s mission log and would consider any new
evidence they found.”

“Knowing he
would rush to his safe to destroy the evidence and would find
whatever clues they deliberately left in the safe to ensure he knew
that they knew,” Peter said.

“Knowing the
shame would force him into committing suicide,” Mel concluded.
“They knew his psychological profile so they could be sure what
action he would take. You’re right, Peter. They may not have put
the noose around his neck, but they killed him as surely as if they
had.”

“I need to
get back to Hellogon, Mum. You have to convince the council to let
me go.”

“I don’t have
that much influence. My strategy paper suggested your presence to
the mission is no longer critical. Han No will end the war to get
at the eggs we have. The Grimms can be similarly coerced and,
without them, the Vampires won’t have the resources to oppose a
peace deal. The Warlocks are still a problem, but with the other
species on-side they’ll find it hard to resist.”

“Half the
Vampires and lots of Warlocks will die when they fight against the
deal you impose on them. That might leave the Vampires close to
extinction, Mum. I can bring them in on the deal. For God’s sake,
I’m their leader.” Peter shouted in frustration and Mel backed
away, taken aback by the depths of his passion.

“That’s an
acceptable level of collateral damage to the Establishment.
Hellogon’s a whole new planet to exploit. It will make the UK the
most successful economic power on Earth when we get exclusive
trading rights.”

“That was the
mission plan from the start, to find the levers to bring Hellogon
under the UK’s economic control. You’ve given the Establishment an
incredibly powerful hand to play and they’re so proud of you. With
the Dragon eggs and female Grimms as bargaining tools, the UK will
be able negotiate rights to minerals and land and God only knows
what else.”

Mel paused as
she gathered her thoughts. “The Establishment plans to deal with
the Warlocks to establish portals to other places on Earth. Do you
have any idea how much more powerful we’ll be as a nation if our
agents can pop in and out of any country without going through
their borders?”

“Do you have
any idea what that will do if they find a way to move atomic bombs
through those portals?” Peter said and Mel blanched.

“I’ll try and
persuade them, Peter.” Mel looked around the room. “They’ll have
heard every word spoken, of course, so at least you won’t have to
repeat your arguments.”

“It won’t
stop me doing it,” Peter said grimly as he surveyed the walls and
ceiling, all apparently devoid of camera’s and listening
devices.

 


* *
*

 


The next two
weeks of Peter’s life were spent in debriefing sessions. Everything
Peter knew about Hellogon was extracted from him. They wanted to
know the names, body build and faces of all the key players as well
as Peter’s assessment of them. They wanted to know the layout of
the land around Castle Cragus and the internal layout of the castle
down to its fittings and furnishings.

His pleas to
be reinstated were ignored. Meanwhile his recovery progressed as he
had no less than three physical therapists to help him recover
muscle tone. His nether regions were becoming less painful though
he was limited in how much he could move about.

Peter lied to
the Establishment. He didn’t disclose how important the petrified
female Grimms were to their species. He told them it would help the
population, but kept to himself the numbers of children a female
Grimm could bear.

He exaggerated
the number of Vampires left. This was easy as he knew the names of
so many extinct clans.

In both sets
of lies, his strategy was straightforward: to reduce the bargaining
power the Establishment thought it had over Hellogon and make them
more cautious in their dealings. Peter felt this was the least he
could do for his species and those to whom he had sworn his
allegiance.

During the
weeks that passed, Peter tried many times to find out what was
going on. Mike Conner came to see him only twice and in those
meetings disclosed nothing of value. It was clear the council had
decided the best way to get Peter over Hellogon was to deny him any
role in its future.

Mel proved a
better source of information. She told him the Establishment hadn’t
made any contact with the species of Hellogon. The warrant out for
Saloni’s arrest had been withdrawn after Peter made it clear he
wouldn’t testify against her. According to Mel, Sal hadn’t been
seen recently in any case.

The pain in
Peter’s groin continued to limit his recovery and finally the
doctors decided to send him for a magnetic resonance scan in the
city. Peter would be sent by ambulance, escorted by two armed bike
riders. From the unusual precautions, Peter knew someone must have
made an attempt to get into the Village.

They allowed
Peter to dress in street clothes, though he wore much baggier
trousers than normal. At the last minute, Mike Conner turned up to
accompany him and Peter noted that Mike was armed.

 


* *
*

 


They arrived
at the hospital just before noon. Peter stepped out of the
ambulance and for the first time in four weeks breathed in the warm
sultry air of the city. It tasted like nectar and he stood outside
the ambulance savouring it.

“Come on,
Peter, move it!” Mike said. His right hand held the handle of his
gun in its holster. Peter reluctantly entered the hospital to be
assailed by the smell of antiseptic that seemed to permeate the
fabric of English hospitals. He could only walk slowly because of
his pain, much to Mike’s annoyance. Mike appeared to believe they
were going to be attacked, which seemed slightly ridiculous to
Peter.

Peter stripped
and put on a hospital gown for the scan. He felt more than a little
stupid as the gown was adjusted by a nurse to cover up every part
of him except his cock and balls. ‘What’s the point in that?’ he
wondered. He might as well have gone into the machine
naked.

After the
scan, he put on his clothes and waited for an hour while the
specialist got around to seeing him. Mike persuaded an orderly to
get them sandwiches and coffee.

When the
specialist called him in and explained what the scan showed it
proved a bit of an anticlimax. The specialist told Peter there was
no physiological reason for the pains and they would probably go
away with time.

Mike and Peter
walked back down the corridor to the ambulance. As they sat down in
the back waiting for the driver to shut the back doors, Mike
grimaced in pain.

“That
sandwich must have been a bit off. I’ll be back in a minute. Don’t
let the ambulance leave without me.” Mike set off towards the
hospital toilets at a run. Peter couldn’t help grinning and hoped
the driver wouldn’t notice Mike’s discomfort.

“Are you
ready to get out of here, Peter, my boy?” a familiar voice asked.
turned to see Solly about to shut the ambulance doors. Solly wore a
paramedic uniform that looked much too large on him.
There are probably no short fat paramedics I
suppose, Peter thought as Solly sat beside
him and gave him a hug.

“Solly,
you’ll get caught. The driver and the two motorcyclists
are…”

“Well taken
care of,” Solly finished off for him. “A sudden outbreak of the
trots has overtaken all the Establishment people and they’re
currently unable to leave their respective stalls.”

“We can get
back to Hellogon?” Peter asked, noticing that the pain in his groin
had mysteriously vanished.

“Would I
break you out of here for anything less?” Solly laughed as he
punched Peter lightly on the shoulder.

“But
how?”

“When the
armed police turned up at your flat I knew you were in trouble. I
followed them to this hospital and called in some favours from a
few exiled Warlocks. They got me through the security to see you.
They can do minor magics on Earth remember? I could have snatched
you then, but you were ill and I couldn’t risk your
life.”

“We knew you
had recovered, but we couldn’t get at you. We tried three times,
but never got closer to the Establishment hospital than the village
hall before we had to retreat. I called in some more favours and a
group of Warlocks used their powers for me. Acting in combination,
they kept your balls aching so the Establishment would bring you
here to see a specialist. The rest didn’t require any magic, just
laxatives in the right places,” Solly lolled back on his seat as
the ambulance started moving.

“Where are we
going?”

“We’re going
to dump the ambulance where my lorry is parked. I’ll drive that
back to the shop with you hidden under a blanket. You’ll have to
crouch down when we approach the shop. Lady Ilarna will escort you
back to Hellogon.”

“Lady Ilarna
is on Earth?” Peter asked in astonishment.

“Who do you
think’s driving the ambulance?”

“She has a
driving licence?”

“She learns
fast and insisted on doing it. They know what I look like, Peter.
We couldn’t risk me being seen driving the ambulance and there was
no one else.”

“Solly, have
you seen Sal?” Peter asked. It was the question that had been on
the tip of his tongue since the moment he had first seen his
friend.

Solly’s face
fell. He was silent for a moment. “She came back to Castle Cragus
looking for you the day after your meeting with Han No. Word of the
seriousness of your injuries got back to the castle and everybody
was waiting for news. When she found out how injured you were, she
ran from the castle and disappeared. We don’t know if she went
through a portal or is still in Hellogon. No one has seen her or
heard anything of her.”

The two sat in
silence until the ambulance came to a stop. The back doors were
flung open and a girl Peter didn’t recognise shouted “Well come on
then, before somebody notices us.”

The voice was
the giveaway. The girl was Ilarna, and she was stunningly beautiful
as a human female. However, the blonde hair and blue eyes took some
getting used to.

As they were
about to step through the portal to Castle Cragus, Peter remembered
he had to tell Solly something. He took Solly a little way down the
corridor so Ilarna couldn’t hear them. “The Establishment has
defused the bombs in this shop. You can bring your females through
to Hellogon. If I were you, I’d do it quickly. Do you want me to
send any help from Castle Cragus?”

Solly smiled
at Peter and clasped him tight. “You are just like your father,
always making my life better. There’s a hidden gate in the store
room. I can get the crates through it in a couple of hours. Thank
you Peter, you’ve saved my species from certain
extinction.”

“Not yet
Solly, but it’s a start.”

 


 


 




Chapter
Thirty One

 


Pandemonium

 


Peter and
Ilarna snuck back to Castle Cragus trying to avoid creating a fuss.
No one saw them enter apart from the guards at the gate whom they
swore to secrecy. The two entered Peter’s office and lit the
lamps.

“It is good
to have you back on Hellogon, Lord Cragus. You have been missed.”
Ilarna stood facing Peter. It seemed to Peter she was acting
nervously. He put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her lightly
on the cheek. She exhaled deeply, almost a gasp, then snuggled into
him for a couple of seconds before drawing away.

“Thank you,
Ilarna. The Establishment was trying to stop me coming back to
Hellogon and I couldn’t have done it without you.”

Peter might
have gone on to say more but his office door burst open. Lords
Baldan and Drogwar pushed into the room, barely managing to halt
before running into Lady Ilarna.

Ilarna’s face
stiffened and she gave Peter a formal bow. “Now the Lord Cragus is
returned to his proper domain, I shall return to my duties and bid
the noble lords goodnight.” Ilarna walked out of the office as
though she had only been in the room to enquire where the brooms
were.

Baldan and
Drogwar stepped forward and crushed Peter in their efforts to hug
him. After a few seconds, they thought their behaviour somewhat
unseemly and stepped back to dust themselves down.

“It is good
to gave you back in Hellogon, Lord Cragus,” Baldan said, his voice
gruff as though coming down with a cold.

“Indeed it
is,” Drogwar agreed, “and the course notes you provided have almost
reached their end and I was wondering if you could find the time to
write…”

“Damn the
course notes, Drogwar!” Baldan interrupted. “We have Peter back
with us and that’s the main thing.”

“I apologise,
my Lord Cragus,” Drogwar said a little uncertainly. Peter smiled at
him and put a hand on Drogwar’s broad shoulders.

“I’m glad the
course has been going so well. I’ll discuss the next stage with you
soon, but perhaps the students could do with a few days rest from
their learning…?”

“Of course,
you are right, my Lord,” Lord Drogwar agreed sounding more than a
little downcast.

“And it will
give you and me more time to plan.” Peter concluded
cheerfully.

“Yes, my Lord
Cragus,” Lord Drogwar replied enthusiastically.

“Lord Baldan,
have you any intelligence on what’s going on in Zandar?” Lord
Baldan smiled and moved closer to Peter.

“We think the
Warlocks are planning something big. This has been the longest time
without an attack on us in living memory and there are signs of
increased activity in Zandar. What they plan to do I cannot say,
but we should be on our guard. I’ve increased the number of men on
the battlements. I’ve also had the women and children practising
getting to the shelters.”

“That’s good
strategy, Lord Baldan. It’s possible though that we are no longer
regarded as the primary enemy by the Warlocks,” Peter explained.
“The Dragons and the free Warlocks may now be close to
war.”

“But the
Dragons have supported the Warlocks against us for centuries,” Lord
Baldan protested. “Why would Han No change allegiance
now?”

“Han No
sought the destruction of us all. That may be about to change, but
I can assure you the Warlocks are more in his sights than we
are.”

“I will have
to consider what you say, my lord,” Lord Baldan said. “Are you
certain of this information?”

“Absolutely,
it came from the Dragon’s mouth, as it were. We are on shifting
ground, Baldan, and we need to think more imaginatively. Don’t rely
on the Grimms either, they’re about to receive a shock that’ll take
them some time to get over. They may not be able to assist us for a
while.”

Lord Baldan
face went rigid. He bowed to Peter and made his excuses to leave,
dragging a reluctant Lord Drogwar behind him.

“Peace at
last,” Peter said to the air and poured himself a large
glass.

“Its okay,
Mary. What can I do for you?” he said to the girl he sensed her
enter the room. Peter wondered how the slaves managed to pop up so
unexpectedly. He would have to search the castle for secret
passages when he got the time.

“About
Saloni, my lord…”

“You know
where she is?” Peter asked sharply. Mary stepped back as if he was
about to hit her.

“No, my Lord,
but it was I that told her of your state of health. She did not
mean to hurt you so badly, my Lord. You should have seen the look
of horror in her eyes. Please don’t kill her. I know you have good
reason, but she didn’t mean to hurt you. She loves you!” Mary wrung
her hands together.

Peter moved
close and Mary flinched. He looked into her eyes and spoke calmly
to her, as if calming a frightened horse.

“I know she
didn’t mean it and I’m certainly not going to kill her. I love her,
Mary, and I need to find her. My enemies will use her against me if
they can and neither of us wants that. Now, do you have any idea
where she is?”

Mary shook. “I
thought she had gone to Tallus, my Lord. But no one has seen her
there and castle slaves have good contacts with the slaves in
Tallus. You don’t think she has done anything stupid, do
you?”

Peter sighed.
“Saloni, more than any person I’ve ever known, is capable of doing
something stupid. However, she won’t have harmed herself so you can
put that out of your mind. Wherever she is and whatever she’s
doing, you can bet the person who ends up being harmed by it will
be me.”

Peter needed
little sleep, which was fortunate as it was five o’clock in the
morning when he went to bed. He was up again a little after seven
feeling refreshed. He no sooner finished breakfast than Jenkins
entered to inform him that Solly and some other Grimms were waiting
to see him.

Peter found the
room filled with Grimms. They had pushed all the furniture against
the wall to make room. The oestrogen in the room’s air almost
knocked Peter to the floor and brought a physical reaction, which
had the amassed gaggle of female Grimms giggling. Peter had
forgotten how often he ended up blushing in Hellogon. Fortunately,
the red light from the sun made it difficult for people to
see.

“Peter, my
boy. It’s good to see you again. Out of the way, girls, give me a
chance to talk to the Lord Cragus. Come on… shoo, shoo.”

Solly appeared
from behind a couple of the females. They giggled as he slapped
their rumps playfully. These were young female Grimms, and
different in nature from Lady Geldar. They looked more like the
kind of girls you’d want to take with you if you were going to a
party.

“They all
recovered?” Peter asked. He was surprised two hundred and fifty
years of erosion hadn’t injured them.

“It must be a
magic of the portals. Perhaps you would have recovered straight
away had we carried you through a portal.”

“I would find
it helpful if Han No didn’t discover what you’ve been up to, but I
don’t see how we can keep these girls locked up.” Peter said, more
thinking out loud than because he thought Solly would offer a
solution.

“Well, Peter
my boy,” Solly sounded embarrassed and shuffled his feet on the
floor, “as it happens, me and the girls are going away as we have
some people to visit.”

“You do? What
people, and where are they?”

“You remember
I told you I brought one of the girls through a portal years
ago?”

Peter nodded as
he remembered the conversation. It seemed to have taken place an
age ago.

“That was
fifteen years ago. Han No threatened that if anybody found out
about her he would destroy the others. Denri, that’s her name,
agreed to hide to protect them. Well, I regularly meet her to give
her supplies, a place a day’s flying from here. Those meetings kept
her from going insane in the first year, while she was all on her
own.”

“She isn’t on
her own now?” Peter asked.

Solly shuffled
his feet. “You have to understand a female Grimm has certain needs
and I was the only male she could use …”

“Ah,” Peter
said as the light began to dawn. “You’ve had children together.
That’s wonderful, Solly. How many, if I may ask?”

“Ninety
five,” Solly said in a whisper, and continued quickly, “so we have
to be off. The girls are going to give us a hand to get them back
to the mountains. It will take us several days to get there and
longer to get back.”

“Congratulations, Solly, you sly old dog. You must be the
first male Grimm ever to be certain the children are his.” Peter
clapped his friend on the back.

One of the
young women grabbed Peter and whispered in his ear. “As a reward
for saving us, we are going to make sure he is the only male we
mate with this year. That’s going to be difficult for us, but he
deserves his reward.”

“Just don’t
kill him with your desire, girls,” Peter cautioned with a
smile.

Peter felt
exhausted when the females finally left and he sat down in a
leather sofa. He hoped no one else spotted the girls leaving. He
needed to keep their existence a secret for a while.

He heard a curt
knock at the door and Ilarna walked in. She sniffed the air
curiously and then shook her head, dismissing whatever it was she
thought she had detected. She approached Peter warily, and kept a
good six feet between them.

“There are
reports of disturbances in Tallus. A servant has returned reporting
seeing houses burning. He wisely chose to return when he saw the
flames.”

“Thank you,
Ilarna.”

Peter wondered
what it meant. Tallus was neutral ground. Perhaps it was simply a
house fire, but somehow he doubted it. He decided to take a horse
and look for himself, perhaps with a few other Vampires.

There was a
knock at the door.

Ilarna opened
the door and to a guard. She encouraged him into the room, as he
seemed to be frightened to do so.

“If it
pleases my Lord Cragus, there’s a Warlock at the gate,” the guard
finally stuttered out.

Peter’s first
thought was that it was Sal, but that was a stupid thought because
she could come and go as she liked. Perhaps it was
Jorge?

“Did the
Warlock give a name?”

Peter could
understand the guard’s problem. The only way Warlocks came to the
gate of Castle Cragus was as part of a raiding party. Politely
knocking and asking to see someone wasn’t normal
behaviour.

“He said his
name is Grant Dark, my Lord. He says he has come with a message for
you from the Dragon Han No.”

“Well you’d
better bring him up to my office, hadn’t you?” Peter got off the
sofa. “Lady Ilarna, can you prepare my horse and advise Baldan and
Drogwar I’d like them to accompany me to Tallus. Tell them they
should bring a cohort with us, just in case.”

“My Lord…,”
Ilarna said. He turned towards her and waited for her to ask the
inevitable question. “Would it be acceptable if I accompany you and
their Lords to Tallus?”

“Why not?”
Peter grinned at her. “If I’m going to get killed, it’s only right
and proper that I should take as many of my friends with me as
possible.”

 


 


 




Chapter
Thirty Two

 


Dark

 


Peter barely
reached his office before the guard turned up, bringing Grant Dark
along with him. Peter invited Dark into the office and offered him
a drink. This was the first time Peter had a chance to observe
Saloni’s father up close and he didn’t like what he saw.

Dark’s skin
was sallow and his face badly shaven. He was at least four inches
taller than Peter, possibly six or eight, but he stooped so much
the two of them appeared to be the same height. Dark had brown eyes
and the pupils of his eyes were unnaturally small, which Peter took
as a sign he had recently shot up with heroin. Sal certainly gets her looks from her
mother, Peter thought as he encouraged the
man to sit and sat behind his desk.

“Han No
usually sends Solly,” Peter remarked. “You’re bringing me a message
from Han No, I understand?”

“Soluman
isn’t available, so I’ve been asked to bring this message in his
place.” Dark said gloomily. It was clear he wasn’t happy about
it.

Dark took out a
piece of paper from deep inside his trouser pocket and for a second
Peter thought he planned to hand it over to him, but it was some
kind of aide mémoire. Dark composed himself and began to
read.

“Dragon Han
No sends his felicitous greetings to the Lord Cragus. He hopes you
have fully recovered from your recent indisposition and the culprit
involved has been suitably punished. Han No would like you to know
that is happy to provide you with a specialist he employs for such
things. He has reason to believe the culpable one has already had
the pleasure of meeting this particular employee and has reason to
fear him.”

Peter broke in
on Dark’s recitation, “Tell Han No thanks, but no thanks. I can
deal with my own problems. Is this all you came to tell
me?”

Dark scanned
further down the page, “The Dragon Han No would like to thank the
Lord Cragus for the removal of the irksome humans from his business
operations.”

“It was
exactly what I promised him, no more and no less.”

“Dragon Han
No has noticed he is no longer alone in seeking the eggs. It
appears Lord Cragus’ human operatives are sweeping the Earth with a
thoroughness far beyond the meagre resources he is able to bring to
bear. The Dragon Han No would enquire as to the purpose of this
search and your long-term intentions towards the eggs. He has
attempted to talk to your agents, but they have rebuffed
him.”

That would be
the Establishment, waiting until they have at least a thousand
Dragons’ Eggs, Peter thought. Less than
that wouldn’t give them the absolute bargaining position they
sought. When you have a captive market, don’t be too quick to start
the negotiations. It wasn’t one of the special rules, but it had
been stated often in economics classes.

“My agents
were waiting for my complete recovery,” Peter said airily. “They
have permission to start negotiations with Han No when they acquire
one thousand eggs, and not before. Inform Han No that if he tells
me when they begin to negotiate with him, I may choose to instruct
them to be more generous with him than is set out in my initial
orders. He may negotiate with them as though he was dealing with
me.”

Dark wrote what
Peter said on the back of the piece of paper before turning it over
and looking for further instructions.

“Dragon Han
No wishes me to ask if the Vampires would be prepared to join
forces with him in destroying the free Warlocks. He’s decided
honour will be satisfied by the destruction of those Warlocks who
haven’t sworn loyalty to him.”

“You realise
that would include your own daughter, don’t you, Dark?” Peter
asked, wondering if Dark had sunk so low Sal meant nothing to
him.

Grant Dark ran
his tongue over his lips as if they were too dry for him to speak.
For the first time since he began reading the paper, he looked
Peter in the eyes.

“She’s a bad
one, Saloni is. Screwing around since she was a little girl. Her
own mother would disown her. She’s a tart, a trollop and worse than
a common prostitute.” To emphasise his opinion, Grant Dark spat on
the carpet.

“Perhaps
having a drug addict and traitor for a father made her seek love
beyond the family home.”

“She’d spread
her legs for a tramp to piss on.” Grant Dark retorted. “She’s bad
all the way through and she deserves what she gets”

“Get out!”
Peter stood his arm pointing to the door.

“She nearly
killed you for sheltering her. I disown her. She ain’t a daughter
of mine and she’s not fit to be a Warlock!”

Peter calmed
down with a stupendous effort that would have made his yoga teacher
proud.

“Tell the
Dragon Han No that I’d rather stand for protecting life than taking
it. If he attacks the free Warlocks, we will come to their aid.
Remind him my staff have access to rock crushes and at my command
they’ll destroy the lot of them. And tell him if he sends you to me
again, I’ll send my reply cut into your skin. Leave Castle Cragus
while you can.”

Dark stood and
gave a mocking bow. The guard, who waited outside the door, looked
to Peter who ordered him to escort Dark to the portals outside the
castle.

Alone in his
office, Peter began the calming exercises he’d practised since he
was a child. He knew this argument was just an element of Han No’s
game. Dark had been primed to say those things about Saloni and if
Peter hadn’t given him the opportunity, he would have found another
way to bring her up. Despite knowing he was being played for a
patsy, Peter was angry and wanted to punch something. He decided a
ride to Tallus might be just what he needed.

As if on cue,
Ilarna walked through the open door. “Their Lords and their men are
assembled, my Lord Cragus. Our horses are ready to go. Would you
care to make a start?”

“Yes, Lady
Ilarna, let’s make a start.” Peter jumped out of his chair to
follow her to the stable.

 


* *
*

 


Ilarna
discovered to her irritation that her position as Lord Cragus’
Castlemaine did not entitle her to ride up front with Peter and the
other Vampire Lords. Instead, she had to make do with riding
alongside the twenty men Lord Baldan had assembled. The other
Vampires weren’t happy with her being there and they pushed and
jostled to such an extent she ended up riding behind them. To
suggest she was not amused by this turn of events would be an
understatement.

There were no
signs of fires as they approached Tallus. A large crowd had
gathered in the town market place. From its size, it looked as
though everyone in the town including the women and children had
gathered there. They all faced towards the end of the market square
where a crude platform stood.

The crowded
parted as the riders approached. There was no question that two
dozen Vampires riding horses and primed for battle was an
impressive sight, so it came as no surprise that the town’s folk
chose to get out of the way.

As they
approached the platform, Peter saw a long bench in the centre of it
and two men were holding their arms and legs. The person on the
bench was stripped naked and roped down. A queue of townsfolk stood
by the steps onto the platform while a woman standing alongside the
prisoner used a long leather strap.

The woman
brought the strap down hard on the buttocks of the prisoner. Peter
recognised the scream instantly and his heart sank. Sal’s ability
to get into trouble showed no signs of wearing off.

“Stop.” Peter
shouted. The woman with the strap was enjoying it far too much to
listen and another four blows hit Sal before the man holding Sal’s
hands stopped her.

“She deserves
it,” the woman shouted at Peter when she saw he was the one giving
the orders. The woman was very angry. Shouts of support rose from
the crowd. Lord Baldan drew his sword and held it above his head,
quieting the crowd. Some of the more astute citizens moved away
from the platform and took up positions where it would be easy to
run if a battle started.

“What’s she
done?” The sinking feeling in Peter’s belly grew as he realised
that whatever they were punishing Sal for, it would be for
something she’d done.

“She set fire
to three houses,” The woman with the strap stated. To emphasise the
point she flipped the strap down hard on Sal’s bottom and got a
screech that made her smile. “Admitted it, she has. We plan to take
turns whipping her and if that doesn’t kill her, we have a stake
set up on the common.”

Lord Drogwar
turned to Peter and tried to whisper to him. Sadly, Lord Drogwar’s
idea of a whisper could have been heard in Castle Cragus. “That’s a
lawful and appropriate punishment for such a crime, my lord.
Burning one house would be enough.”

The crowd
whooped and yelled in agreement. Lord Drogwar looked shamefaced and
stepped back.

Since the
moment Peter approached the platform, Sal’s head had been turned
away from him. Even when screaming she kept her face the other
way.

“Sal, what’s
going on? Did you do this? Why?”

The only
response was a muffled sob.

Ilarna had
worked her horse around the side of the warriors and was level with
the platform.

“If I may
take over negotiations with the local populace, my lord?” she
asked. Peter shrugged his shoulders.

The situation
was beyond him. He didn’t have the cultural referents to deal with
it. In Castle Cragus he assumed the role of despot, which was
relatively easy to manage. He needed someone who could persuade
these people to let Sal go. Lord Baldan and Drogwar would kill
these people if he asked them to, but he couldn’t do
that.

“Did the
person give a reason?” Ilarna asked the man standing with the
woman. Peter had marked him in his mind as someone of importance,
but up to that moment the man had said nothing.

“That she
did, Lady Ilarna.” The man moved to the front of the stage. The
crowd cheered as he stepped forward and he gestured for them to
quiet down.

“Would you
care to tell me what she said?” Ilarna asked when the silence
between them continued for a little too long.

“She talked
plain nonsense, foolish talk. She said the Dragon Han No was going
to come and kill us.” There was laughter from the crowd. “We all
know the players of the Great Game have declared Tallus as neutral
territory. She claimed she set fire to the houses to wake us to the
danger. Well, if the danger is an insane woman we are surely wide
awake.”

“Was much
damage caused?”

“No, not
really. One of the houses burnt more than you would expect before
we doused the flames with magic. The other two were put out within
a couple of minutes by the householders.”

“Was anybody
hurt?”

“Not until we
got her on the whipping bench. She’s been feeling the strap for a
good half hour. We didn’t want to hurt her so bad she passed out or
couldn’t feel the pain any more. Long and hard for her screams to
fill the night is the way to deter others.”

“Can we
negotiate a Blood Price?” The crowd murmured angrily at the
suggestion. Someone threw a stone that clattered across the
platform. The man gestured at the crowd and they
quieted.

“I don’t see
how we can. You can see how the citizens feel about it.” More
murmurs came from the assembled citizens along with a few shouts of
“Burn the bitch”.

“Full
restitution for all damages and all the ale there is in the
taverns, if you let her go. Paid for by Lord Cragus,” Ilarna
shouted as she turned in her saddle so that the crowd could hear
her. This woman is the Lady Saloni, the Lord Cragus’s consort. She
has been out of her mind with grief since her lord was injured on
Earth. He has barely recovered to come here today. Note that he
brings with him two dozen with him willing to kill at his
command.”

Ilarna’s
statement brought a hush to the square. The man on the platform
moved to the middle of the platform and shouted out. “What say you,
citizens of Tallus? Shall we fight these interfering Vampires and
suffer many deaths, not to mention grievous injuries, or shall we
accept their offer of full restitution and all the ale there is to
drink?” The crowd remained silent.

“Those who
most wish to fight the Vampires should move forward so you may go
first.” The man waved at the crowd to move closer, but most stood
well back and some retreated.

A voice shouted
from the back of the crowd, “Well I for one am much more thirsty
for ale than for a fight. We’ve already given the girl a good
licking. Let’s get on with the drinking!”

A roar of
approval came from the crowd along with some good natured
laughter.

“She is all
yours, my Lady Ilarna, and you are more than welcome to
her.”

The townsfolk
headed for the taverns. The woman with the strap in her hand looked
annoyed and laid two vicious strokes across Sal’s thighs before a
Warlock grabbed her and dragged her from the platform.

“Thank you,
Lady Ilarna.” Peter said as he dismounted from his horse. He
discovered Ilarna hadn’t been exaggerating about his recovery as he
hobbled bow legged to the platform.

Peter cut the
ropes tying Sal, but she turned her back on him as he tried to hug
her.

“Are you
going to talk to me?” Peter asked.

“No. It’s all
your fault.” Sal hunched even further away from Peter.

“Here are
some clothes for her,” Lady Ilarna said, “and here’s the strap they
used. Might I suggest that if she doesn’t start behaving, you start
with the strap and leave her clothes for later.”

Sal turned,
revealing a tear stained face. “You bitch! You only want him for
yourself!”

“If I
had only wanted him for myself,
I would have let the citizens of Tallus burn
you,” Ilarna said coldly. “I will purchase a horse for when you are
ready to leave, my Lord.”

Sal burst into
tears. She shuffled painfully over to Peter and hugged him so
tightly he had trouble breathing. “I’m so sorry, Peter. I’m so
sorry.”

Ilarna gave a
sad private smile as she turned away.

 


 


 




Chapter
Thirty Three

 


Lessons

 


Peter helped
Sal to get dressed. Where her own clothes had gone was anybody’s
guess and it was fortunate Ilarna was an excellent judge of body
size. The trousers were a little small, which was unfortunate given
the circumstances. Sal cried with pain as she squeezed her battered
and bruised bottom into them. Peter couldn’t help wondering if
Ilarna planned for that.

His men were in
party mode and drinking with the citizens of Tallus by the time Sal
and Peter made their way back to the horses. Ilarna waited for them
already mounted. It was clear the others would be staying the
night. Peter asked for no explanations from Sal. He decided to keep
his questions until they were back in their room.

Sal scrunched
down over her horse’s mane. Peter winced in sympathy seeing the
look of agony on her face. The look on Ilarna’s face, by
comparison, was one of grim satisfaction. Ilarna looked away from
Sal when she saw Peter watching her.

“How are we
managing the cost of all this?” Peter asked as he waved in the
direction of the taverns. Loud singing could be heard coming from
them.

“I’ve spoken
to the landlords and have an arrangement with Major Jant. He was
the man on the platform. I dare say I’ll have to pare a few items
from the castle budget to pay for this mess. I don’t suppose Lady
Saloni would be prepared to lend a hand in the kitchens if I’m
forced to sell the slaves?” There was no mistaking the cattish tone
in Ilarna’s voice.

Sal was far too
busy dealing with her pain to reply.

“I dare say
we can cover the expense from the castle treasury.” Peter had
almost managed to get these two women to be friends and now they
were right back where they started. He was certain it would be much
easier to stop the war than sort out these two young
women.

“As my Lord
Cragus wishes,” Ilarna said with a sniff of disdain and urged her
horse forward. This brought her past where Sal stood in her
stirrups keeping her bottom as far from the saddle as she could.
Ilarna’s hand left her reins and gave Sal’s horse a slap on the
rump. The horse broke into a canter with Sal bouncing up and down
in the saddle. She shrieked in time to the stride of her
horse.

Peter mounted
his horse and rode after them. Sal used such inventive invectives
that Peter was impressed. If she had used as much inventiveness in
Tallus, none of this would have happened.

Peter stayed
some distance behind the women as they swapped insults. He didn’t
think that Sal seeing him having trouble controlling his mirth
would help her temper.

When they
arrived at the castle, he helped Sal from her saddle and to their
private apartment. Peter wasn’t at all surprised to find Mary had
already run a bath for Sal and waited to assist her.

“How could
you!” Mary snapped at Peter as she peeled Sal’s trousers down and
looked at the damage. Peter was flabbergasted to realise Mary
thought Sal’s injuries were his doing.

“She did this
to herself,” he protested. “It was nothing to do with
me.”

“Whipped
herself raw on the bottom, did she?” Mary sneered as she slammed
the door in Peter’s face.

Peter poured
a large drink. I’m eighteen years old and
well on my way to becoming a drunk. He sat
down on the bed and sighed. Insulted by
the slaves as well. I suppose it shows I’m making inroads on the
way things were. Once upon a time Mary wouldn’t have dared say a
word to me. Oh yes, those were the bad old days.

He was in bed
by the time Sal emerged from the bathroom. Mary slipped out of the
room as Sal made her way slowly their bed. She was naked. Peter had
left the lamps burning and lay watching Sal approach. She pretended
not to notice as she prepared to climb into bed. A little squeal
escaped her lips as her bottom made contact with the
bed.

“Han No
thought I ought to punish you for what you did to me,” Peter said
conversationally. “I received a message from him offering the
services of the guy who punished you last time.”

Sal made no
response, preferring to concentrate on the task of moving herself
into position in the bed.

“I suppose it
isn’t a wholly bad idea. You were quite well behaved for a
time.”

Peter caught
Sal’s fist as it sped towards him. He’d been expecting her to do it
and she was hardly at her best. Instead of fighting him, she burst
into tears, burying her face in her pillow. Rather than comforting
her, Peter decided to try a different tactic.

“The message
was delivered by your father. He was rather rude about you.” Peter
lay back on his pillow with a slight smile playing across his face.
Just for fun, he started counting slowly in his head as he waited
for Sal to rise to the bait.

At a count of
one hundred and thirty two, Sal lifted her head from her pillow and
looked at Peter. “Okay, you can stop grinning now. Why did Dad come
to talk to you and what did he say?”

Peter explained
that Han No couldn’t use Solly as a messenger because Solly had
disappeared. He failed to mention Solly arriving at the castle with
his young Grimm women. He explained that Han No was worried because
the Establishment was collecting Dragon eggs. Peter avoided telling
Sal how successful they’d been. He said that the Establishment
wasn’t in any hurry to start negotiations over the eggs and Han No
was becoming worried.

Having set the
scene for his meeting with Grant Dark, Peter told Sal her father
was under instruction to unsettle him and the only weapon Han No
had at his disposal was Sal’s father. Only when he explained these
facts did he tell Sal what her father said. Peter’s memory was
excellent and he repeated the exchange pretty much word for
word.

Sal went
through a variety of emotions. She settled on embarrassment by the
time Peter finished his account.

“Thank you
for sticking up for me,” she said in a tiny voice. “Those things he
said about me are true, every one. But they weren’t the way he
said. Things happened to me and I’d go crying to Daddy. He’d pick
me up, cuddle me, and tell me it was all right, tell me these
things happened. Why does Daddy hate me so much?”

“He doesn’t
hate you, silly,” Peter put an arm around her. “He’s a drug addict
and he does whatever his supplier tells him to. When he comforted
you, those were his true feelings.”

“Is he going
to be okay, Peter? Can you save him? You’re younger than me and
we’re both kids, but everybody’s looking to you to save the world.
Lord Baldan, Ilarna, Jorge Dallman and Solly, they’re all waiting
for you to make it come out all right.” Sal kissed Peter lightly on
the cheek. “Me too, Peter. Can you save me and my Daddy
too?”

“No pressure,
then?”

Peter grinned
and Sal punched him lightly on the shoulder. Rather than try to
answer Sal’s impossible questions Peter thought the time had come
to ask some of his own. “Where’ve you been, Sal? It’s been weeks
and Mary was certain you weren’t in Tallus.”

“I left your
flat and went to hide in St Bruno’s Park. I’m so sorry, Peter. I
didn’t mean to hurt you …” Sal started crying again. Peter
reassured her that he wasn’t mad at her. “I stayed in the park
until early in the morning and then I went to Hellogon and Castle
Cragus to apologise. But they told me… they told me…” Sal broke
down and it was some time before she could continue with her
story.

“I left the
castle and I didn’t know what to do. I walked in the forest for
ages before I thought of going to Zandar. I thought I could help
with the war against Han No. I could tell Jorge Dallman all about
Han No and rally all the free Warlocks.” Sal looked
glum.

“It isn’t
easy to ferment a revolution, love, especially if you’re telling
things people don’t want to hear.”

“You could
have told me that earlier. And they’re all male chauvinist pigs
too, the lot of them, including Jorge Dallman. They let me in
without any problem, but as soon as I told them about Han No they
got upset.”

“One guy
threatened me with his sword and told everyone I must be the slut
shagging a Vampire. He said they should take it in turns to have me
over a barrel to cleanse my body. I think they were going to do it
when Dallman turned up and recognised me. He made them stop, but it
was a close call because a lot of the men were really worked
up.”

“I imagine
Jorge wasn’t happy?” Peter asked.

“How can you
possibly …? Oh, I forgot, you’re an Establishment spy and know how
everything’s going to turn out.”

Peter moved his
hand so it was just touching her bottom and Sal got the
hint.

“He said his
men wouldn’t listen to nonsense. He knew it wasn’t but he wouldn’t
admit it!” Sal snuggled into Peter’s arms.

“Walls have
ears, Sal. Have you noticed how hard it is to keep a secret? Had he
agreed with you, it might have got back to his men.”

“I suppose I
should’ve realised that. I stayed with the Warlocks for weeks until
I couldn’t stand it any more. People spat on the ground when I went
past, just because I’d slept with you. They kept going on about how
Han No was going to provide them with weapons to finish the
Vampires. Ooo, Peter don’t squeeze like that, it hurts!”

“What sort of
weapons? Did they say when they were getting them or anything
else?” Peter asked urgently.

“You have to
be gentle. I’m a delicate girl.” Sal complained. “They didn’t say
anything. It sounded so stupid I never asked them any questions.
After all, what kind of weapons could Han No give them?”

“Guns,
rockets, machine guns, hand grenades, carbon fibre bows and arrows,
to name a few off the top of my head.” Peter sat up. “Maybe he’s
found an explosive that can cross through the portals. It could be
anything.”

“I thought
those things failed when they came through to Hellogon?”

“Some things
fail, but electronics gets through fine. Everyone’s wearing watches
or hadn’t you noticed? It tends to be chemicals that fail to pass
through the portals. Solly told me cameras didn’t work in Hellogon,
but it was just the film that failed, digital camera’s get through.
I got Lady Ilarna to bring one over. I didn’t want to start an arms
race or I would have asked Solly to get some
walkie-talkies.”

“But if
chemicals fail then the guns won’t work.”

“Except for
things like TASERS and pneumatic weapons like air guns. There are
lots of such weapons if you know what to look for.”

“What are you
going to do about it?”

Peter slumped
back onto the bed.

“Talk to
Jorge Dallman. We have a way of getting in contact.”

“I thought he
was on our side?”

“He’s on the
Warlocks side. Sometimes that’s the same side as us, like when we
arranged not to fight each other. But he wouldn’t miss a chance to
have the weapons to win the war, even if only to get us to
surrender.” Peter tapped the headboard in irritation. “But there’s
nothing I can do about it tonight. Why did you leave Zandar and
what did you think you were doing setting fires in
Tallus?”

Sal looked a
little shamefaced as she told her story. “I got fed up of being
insulted in Zandar and decided to go to Tellus to tell the people
about Han No. They wouldn’t believe me. They’ve been at peace for a
hundred years and weren’t going to believe a girl. Your training
course said one way to unite the people was to create an external
threat, even if it wasn’t real. So I thought I’d give it a go and I
started some fires.”

“You have to
make the threat appear real, Sal.” Peter gave a loud sigh. “And you
have to make sure you don’t get caught. The only people that can
pull off fake threats are governments. That’s because they can
suppress the evidence. You didn’t stand a chance.”

Sal sniffed. “I
thought I was helping them, but they caught me straightaway. They
stripped me and made me parade around the town naked. Children
threw shit at me. It was horrible. It took them all day to build
that damned platform. I had to walk past it a hundred times and
each time they told me what they were going to do to me. I knew I
was going to die.”

“They tied me
to that bench and whipped me. It hurt so much. They stopped every
ten minutes or so and threw water over me so it would hurt
more.”

Peter held her
as she began to cry. “They were going to burn me at the stake,
Peter. What kind of people do that?”

“They’re far
too humans for my taste.” Peter replied and cuddled Sal until they
fell asleep.

 


 


 




Chapter
Thirty Four

 


Catastrophe

 


When Peter woke
up the next morning, he was alone. For a second he panicked, but he
looked at his watch and realised he’d overslept. Sal was
undoubtedly up and about somewhere, hopefully not causing trouble.
The slaves had left him clean clothes for the day. When he freed
them, Peter was going to miss them.

There was a
knock at the door and Jenkins appeared. Two maids brought silver
platters with his breakfast. If the castle had electricity, he
would have suspected that there were cameras spying on him. As it
was, it appeared he had prescient staff.

Breakfast, as
always, was a typical English breakfast of bacon, eggs and toast.
None of the strange foods he had seen in the Tallus market square
ever made it to his plate. One day he was going to ask Jenkins to
give him the same food everybody else ate but, for the time being,
Peter revelled in the luxuriousness.

It was well
past noon by the time he finished his breakfast. He needed to ride
to the meeting place in less than four hours or he’d miss the
rendezvous. He hoped Jorge would turn up. Peter had missed the
other possible meetings while in hospital.

He certainly
wasn’t going to fly given what Jorge would think he had been doing.
The journey by air took about twenty minutes. Getting there by
horse would take more than two hours, so he needed to get a move on
if he didn’t want to be late.

Peter set off
looking for Ilarna. Of all the people in the castle, she was by far
the most organised and was certain to know where Sal was. Ilarna
wasn’t in her office when he got there, but a slave suggested he
try the meeting room.

He opened the
door and the conversation ceased immediately. Peter saw a group of
people sitting around the table. Sal and Jenkins were there. Peter
was astonished to discover the other people around the table were
Baldan, Drogwar and Ilarna. They stared at Peter with a mix of
horror and embarrassment.

“Hi, Peter,”
Sal said brightly as everybody else was stuck for words. “I didn’t
wake you because you were asleep and looked so tired. I’ve been up
since before seven.”

Busy being up
to something, Peter thought. What he said
out loud was something else entirely. “Lady Ilarna, my Lords, I’m
going for a ride this afternoon and won’t be back until late. I’m
sure you can manage without me.”

“I don’t
think I’m up to riding again,” Sal said

“I can manage
on my own this time, Sal.” Peter shifted his gaze to Ilarna. “Lady
Ilarna, can I leave you and Lady Saloni alone together without a
disaster occurring?”

“I’m sure
that can be arranged, my Lord Cragus,” Ilarna replied with a
twinkle in her eye, while Sal gave Peter a look capable of boiling
eggs.

“I’m
entrusting her safety into your hands. Keep Sal out of the
kitchens. I don’t want to come back and find she’s burnt the castle
to the ground,” Peter continued, deciding one way to ensure Sal was
good as gold was to humiliate her now. Seeing the look on Sal’s
face assured Peter he’d said more than enough.

“Lady Saloni
and I will be fine during your absence, Lord Cragus. We have come
to an understanding.” Ilarna said impatiently. It was clear she
wanted to get back to their meeting and Peter wasn’t expected to
attend.

“I’ll leave
you Lords and Ladies to continue your meeting then.” Peter gave a
bow to those present. Jenkins looked particularly embarrassed as
Peter included him in it as well. Peter withdrew from the room and
shut the door. He was determined to find out what their meeting was
about as soon as he got the chance, but he didn’t want to look too
anxious.

Peter
discovered his horse was saddled and waiting for him. “Damn, those
slaves are good at this,” he murmured as he mounted up and rode out
of the castle gates.

The journey
through the forest was uneventful. To get to the stronghold in
Zandar merely required Peter to turn right at the fork in the road
rather than left towards Tallus.

The meeting
place was in the forest where he had talked to Jorge last time. It
was a short journey for Jorge to make and yet it was likely to be
clear of prying eyes. Peter arrived earlier than the arranged time
and sat on the fallen trunk to wait.

Peter went over
his plan. The Establishment would find enough eggs to restart Han
No’s species. Whatever deal they came up with didn’t really matter.
As soon as Han No had the eggs, his sole concern would be to see
them hatched and to be their father. He would have neither the time
nor the inclination to continue his genocidal war. In fact, he
would probably need all his Warlock troops to look after the young
dragons and so they would be out of play, possibly for
years.

He would be in
a good position to negotiate with Jorge to end the war between the
Vampires and the Warlocks. Once the number of new Grimm females
became known, the Warlocks would realise they faced extinction if
they continued the fight.

The Grimms
would breed their way to superiority in less than twenty years
while the Warlocks didn’t possess the numbers to attack them in the
mountains. Therefore, the best time to make a deal would be right
now, when the two sides were even.

Peter wanted a
just settlement. There were only a few thousand people left on
Hellogon and between them they had a whole planet to exploit. There
were riches in minerals and land for everybody, provided no one got
greedy. Let Han No make a deal with the Establishment over Cathan
while the Warlocks, Grimms and Vampires would deal with the rest of
the world.

There was
enough wealth to sort out the slave issue, though Peter thought
that problem would be the most intractable. The Establishment might
demand the return of all the slaves to Earth. Peter was sure some
of them, like Jenkins, wouldn’t want to go. Dealing with the slaves
wasn’t going to be easy, but for all that, it was
manageable.

All in all,
provided the four species of Hellogon behaved in a sane manner, the
problems of the last few centuries would be over and there would be
peace and prosperity for all.

 


* *
*

 


Peter was lost
in his thoughts when Jorge arrived. It is not often a eighteen year
old gets to solve the problems of an entire planet and Peter had
some trouble getting his mind back into focus.

“I see you
have fully recovered,” Jorge said as he stuck out his hand for
Peter to shake.

“You were
aware of my indisposition ?” Peter asked, surprised the Warlocks
would know about it.

“I know what
happened to you in detail. The Warlocks Solly used to get you out
of the Establishment report to me.”

“Do any of
you follow the rules of the Great Game? The one about exiles not
taking part in it, for example?”

“Yes and no.
I could argue it was Solly who broke the rules by calling in
favours.,” Jorge laughed. “I was in exile myself many years ago
before it was agreed I could return to Hellogon. Your father and
mother didn’t complain about me breaking the rules when I smuggled
them into Hellogon. I cradled you in my arms on more than one of
those trips.”

“I thought
you hated Vampires and wanted us dead?”

“It all looks
different when you’re in exile. Suddenly you’re human and so are
your enemies. They become your friends because they are less
strange than humans. It is not the Vampires or the Grimms I hate,
it is the things they have done.”

“There’s a
chance for lasting peace, if you’re willing to take it,” Peter said
quietly.

“Lead me to
it and I will sign, provided it is fair and just for the Warlocks.
This period of peace has reminded us all that war is not what we
want. Even the firebrands are talking about setting up a permanent
ceasefire.”

“The
Establishment has found enough petrified Dragons Eggs to save Han
No’s species. They will bargain for exclusive trading rights with
the Dragons of Cathan in return.” Peter paused and looked into
Jorge’s eyes. “Now tell me about the human weapons Han No promised
you.”

Dallman looked
stunned, though whether by Peter’s first statement or his second
wasn’t clear. Then light dawned in his eyes.

“Ah, your
silly bitch overheard something. It never occurred to me to tell
the men to keep quiet. We thought you were dead at that point. Han
No promised us human made rockets and high explosives but he hasn’t
delivered any.”

“Then we have
nothing to fear.” Peter gave a sigh of relief.

“Have you
forgotten he has an army of Warlocks at his disposal? We have been
living in fear of attack ever since you told me Han No knows the
Warlocks destroyed the Dragons. We’ve had contingency plans in
place for weeks.”

“Han No would
have to be insane to do it when his chances of saving the Dragons
are so good.”

“But does Han
No know what the Establishment plans to do with his eggs?” Jorge
counted, “He might see their collecting of them as the end of his
species chance of survival.”

Peter was about
to tell Jorge he would make sure that Han No had all the relevant
information when they heard a series of explosions in the
distance.

“That was
from the direction of Castle Cragus,” Jorge said as they stood up.
“Look, there’s smoke rising.”

“Is this your
doing?” Peter shouted

“We want
peace, Peter, weren’t you listening?” Jorge put his hand over his
brow. The blasts were almost continuous like a beast in the
mountains roaring out over the world.

“I have to
go.” Peter yelled. “Take care of my horse.”

Peter flew into
the air and aimed at the cloud of black smoke. There was no sign of
the castle through the smoke.

He flew back to
Castle Cragus as fast as he could. Peter cursed himself for not
anticipating this move. The Establishment’s failure to communicate
with Han No had obviously got to him. He had decided to take
matters into his own hands,while he still could.

As Peter flew
through the sky, he realised it wouldn’t only be Castle Cragus that
was going to be attacked. He should have warned Jorge that it would
only be hours before Zandar and Tallus were destroyed. Han No would
know he had only one shot at revenge and he would kill as many of
the other species as he could.

As Peter
approached the castle, he could see it had been flattened. Piles of
stones lay scattered over the acres of land. Some of the piles were
as high as twenty feet, but there wasn’t a single wall standing.
Much of the rubble burned, and the devastation was absolute. Peter
landed through the thick choking smoke into the stable yard. He
could see bodies of horses crushed as the stables were smashed to
the ground.

The plan under
attack was to send the women and children to safe areas within the
castle, but those areas were gone. He looked around in shock. He
screamed for Sal, for Ilarna, for Baldan and Drogwar but there was
no answer.

The flying
carrion eaters had already arrived at the scene to feast. Peter
flew into the air again, looking for any sign of life, but there
was no sign.

As Peter
hovered in the air, he heard more explosions. They were coming from
two different directions. Then he saw smoke rising from Zandar and
Tallus.

Clever, Han
No, Peter thought. Once the major stronghold has gone, destroy the other two
strongholds simultaneously, before they have time to
prepare.

Peter saw the
portals stood untouched beyond the ruins of the castle. That made
sense, as Han No needed a way to get his army back home. Not that
he needed an actual army, just enough men armed with hand held
missiles and explosives to destroy everything.

Perhaps Vampire
survivors fled to Earth in the aftermath of the attack. Peter had
nowhere else to go. By the time, he could reach Tallus or Zandar,
Han No’s army would have finished their task and everybody would be
dead.

Peter landed
besides the portal to the city. He couldn’t help remembering his
last words to Sal and Lady Ilarna. They were both dead now, as was
almost all of his species. The Vampires would never recover from
this and it was Peter’s fault. That thought weighed him
down.

He’d assumed
all the players in the Great Game would act rationally. Peter knew
his lack of experience had got everybody killed.

“Eighteen
year old wipes out three species through lack of experience,” he
said and laughed, or rather tried too. The thick black smoke blew
across him and his laugh turned into a wracking cough.

“I suppose I
better see if anybody else made it,” he said to the wind, smoke and
sky. “They’ll need someone to lynch.”

Peter stepped
through the portal and back into Solly’s Furniture
Emporium.

Powerful lights
blinded him. An array of security lights pointed straight at the
portal. A voice shouted to lie on the floor and put his hands on
his head. When he didn’t instantly respond, the voice told him he’d
be shot unless he got onto the floor right now.

There wasn’t a
of lot space in the corridor to lie down and Peter knocked his head
on the far wall as he complied. Somebody pushed him to the ground
with a rifle barrel. It hurt. His hands were pulled behind his back
and handcuffs attached, biting painfully into his
wrists.

A black hood
was pulled over his head and he was dragged onto his feet. They
dragged him down the stairs like a carcass.

“He comes
with us,” The familiar voice of Mike Conner said. Peter couldn’t
see a thing as he was thrown into a car. Nobody took the hood off
his head or removed his handcuffs. Peter was pretty sure one of his
wrists had been dislocated during the journey down the
stairs.

“Are you
taking me to the Establishment?” Peter asked between gritted teeth.
He wasn’t going to complain about his wrist, he felt he deserved
it.

“You are
going to prison, Peter, while we decide whether to execute you,”
Mike Conner told him as though discussing the weather.
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