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1: Intruders 

 

The intruders come in the night. There is no warning of the attack and little hint of 

anything amiss even once it is underway: the planning has been too careful for that.  

The initial assault begins from the north. Hours earlier, hidden by darkness, the 

first team had circled round the farmland at the rear of the estate. Only after crossing the 

empty fields did they enter the woodland enclosing the property.  

Now, they start their cautious approach to the inner perimeter. Flitting from tree 

to tree, the intruders follow the edge of the woods. They avoid straying into open ground 

where possible and keep to the darkest cover: their soft-moving shapes little more than 

drifting shadows as they draw closer to the high walls that encircle the gardens. 

It is late summer and a couple of hours before dawn. The air is still: heavy with 

dew and the smell of damp leaves. Overhead, a thin veil of cloud obscures all but the 

brightest stars.  The strangled yelp of a vixen comes from somewhere off to the east but 

the woods immediately around the black-clad figures are silent. A whisper of grass is the 

only sound made by the three intruders as they move towards their first target.  

Tonight’s work is the culmination of months of preparation. Getting across the 

fields and woods of the outlying estate was never the problem. But it had taken long 

hours of surveillance and study before one of the team finally spotted a weakness in the 

defensive cordon protecting the gardens and the house inside.  

The walls themselves are centuries old. They were designed more for keeping 

peasants and poachers out of the pleasure grounds inside rather than deterring the kind 

of undesirables who now prey on the rich. But while still not particularly high, the original 

boundary has been augmented with a choice selection of modern enhancements: 

infrared cameras, motion sensors and discrete coils of razor wire.  



And getting past the defences on view is only the first hurdle. Inside the old wall 

is a narrow strip of no-man’s-land, with a heavily alarmed, twelve-foot high electric fence 

on the other side. 

But the intruders are not interested in the walls or the fence beyond. From within 

the shelter of the trees they have been following an open strip of grassy ground that 

separates the walled gardens and surrounding woods. As they continue around, a line of 

shadow across this encircling ribbon marks a small fold in the otherwise level terrain. 

Drawing closer, the darker patch reveals a dip in the ground. Concealed inside that is a 

steep gully.  

The three black-clad figures only have to venture a short distance beyond the 

shelter of the trees to reach the edge of the shadow. Keeping low and moving quickly, 

they know the chances of a watcher spotting their dark shapes is negligible. 

At the bottom of the gully is a brick-lined culvert. Inside, a deep but sluggish 

channel of water flows by, sliding lazily down towards an ornamental lake that lies nearly 

two miles away in the woods. Upstream, the source of the water is almost hidden. Grass 

and weeds dangle from the bank at the head of the gully, almost touching the surface of 

the water. They create a curtain that hides all but a few of the moss-covered bricks of an 

old culvert.  

Set into the almost invisible archway of the culvert is a thick metal grille that 

guards the channel’s narrow entrance. But though once anchored firmly into the 

surrounding brickwork, the heavy iron bars are now badly gnawed by rust. 

While the other two crouch beside the archway, one of the three black-clad 

figures slips without hesitation into the culvert. From a bag, he takes a specialist cutting 

torch, designed for work underwater, and begins attacking the metal grille. The iron bars 

last only a couple of minutes before they sink into the mud at the bottom of the culvert.  



The man with the cutting torch glances at his comrades. He puts away the torch 

and pulls out a small mask. With a nod, he turns back to the arch and ducks his head 

beneath the water. The dark current swirls around the intruder as he disappears into the 

opening in the bank and starts swimming upstream. 

Inside the garden, the scent of over-ripe nature hangs in the night air. Most of the 

herbaceous plants are past their best: flowers starting to fade, lower leaves dying back 

and beginning to wilt and drop. Down by the lily ponds the scent of decay is even 

stronger. There is no wind at all here and nothing moves; even the dense thickets of 

cane reed that normally rustle in the slightest breeze are silent. 

Then, from the lowest of the ponds, the one nearest the wall, a series of bubbles 

rise to the surface and bursts softly. Around the pond the frogs stop their swimming. 

They hang motionless on the surface, feeling the vibrations of something big moving in 

the water beneath them. Seconds later, a dark-covered head emerges from the water 

and moves smoothly to the bank.  

With one motion, the first man pulls himself to the edge of the water and begins 

scanning the darkness, alert to any indication that his appearance has been noticed. He 

remains like that until the other two intruders have also both surfaced. Only when all 

three are ready do they leave the water.  

Down beside the pond they are only yards from the garden wall and the electric 

fence but now they are on the inside. They are also beyond the gaze of the security 

cameras. Mounted high on poles, the cameras are positioned inside both the wall and 

the fence, so that they are safe from being tampered with. But they only look out, 

watching the wall and the grounds outside. None of their lenses are focussed on what is 

happening inside. 

Moving with practised rhythm, the intruders carefully bag up their equipment: the 

lights, cutting gear and breathing apparatus. Then they unzip their drysuits and roll them 



into neat parcels. Underneath, the three men wear balaclava hoods and closefitting 

black clothes with utility belts for weapons and tools.  

Only once everything is safely stashed among the clumps of soaring bamboo 

canes do they set off on the next stage of the operation, heading through the shrubs and 

ornamental trees that frame the sequence of ponds. Behind them, the frogs relax and 

resume their nocturnal patrols. 

 

*  *  * 

 

“Come on! He went this way.” 

The shout came from no more than about thirty feet away and was followed by 

the whip-slap-crack of bushes being thrashed with long poles. The noise suddenly grew 

in intensity as the beaters came closer, the dappled light coming through the canopy of 

leaves starting to flicker as they used their sticks to smack and prod the undergrowth.  

Adam Strong burrowed backwards. He worked his way around a tangle of 

brambles and into the edge of a thicket of ash and beech saplings.  

“Where’s he got to?”  

“He must be somewhere round here.” 

“Keep looking. We’ll drive him out.” 

The voices came from no more than fifteen feet away and Adam pressed himself 

down as low as he could. The clump of young trees around him had sprung up where an 

older tree had been blown down by a storm a couple of years ago. Fighting for the light, 

the saplings provided a dense layer of cover but little room for him to move between 

their stems. 

The trouble was that the enemy were getting dangerously close and he was 

almost trapped. Behind him, the undergrowth was so dense there was no way he could 



force his way through it at any speed. If they spotted him now he was as good as 

caught. Desperate for every inch of cover that he could find, he twisted his head from 

side to side, looking for any possible way out. 

To his right the brambles were twisted into an impossible snarl. On his left, 

however, was the trunk of the beech tree that had fallen. The wood was rotting but Adam 

suddenly realised that it was not actually touching the ground. The stumps of the dead 

tree’s broken branches were holding the main trunk about a foot or so up in the air. 

Moving as carefully as his could, Adam began worming his way through the 

undergrowth. Reaching the old tree, he slid into a bed of dead leaves. He kept his face 

down, close to the ground where the rich smell of moist earth and plant life was thickest. 

Wriggling around the snapped-off side branches, he worked his way right underneath 

the fallen tree, trying not to make a sound or do anything that would give away his 

position.  

There were at least three of them out there and he had a feeling there were more 

nearby. Adam swallowed. He was in need of an ally. The boys from the Withercot Estate 

had been getting closer by the week. Each raid they made pushed further into new 

ground. They had already started to reach much deeper into the woods than ever 

before. They only needed to find a few more of Adam’s secret paths and then they would 

be able to get to the centre of his territory. And then everything would be ruined. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Flitting softly along dark paths and across clearings carpeted with damp grass, the three 

intruders trot quietly towards the formal gardens, following a pre-planned route as they 

make for the house above. An ancient yew hedge looms up out of the night, its dark 



shape creating a massive rampart. But a clipped tunnel leads through into a rose garden 

and sight of their next target. 

The house stands on top of a sharp spur of land. A rambling mansion, it has its 

origins in Tudor times but has been extensively enlarged over the centuries. Past 

owners have also terraced the steep slope to the south: creating fern-lined grottoes, 

covered walkways and paths winding through collections of exotic plant specimens. 

Immediately below the west wing of the house, an orangery is set into the side of the hill. 

The half-glazed door at the entrance to the long building is part-hidden by a 

filigree of long toothed fern leaves. It is unlocked and swings open with a soft yawn. 

Inside, ranks of neat citrus trees stand in huge pots, lined up against a long wall from 

which the previous day’s heat is still faintly oozing. There is a warm, musty aroma in the 

air and the stone slabs underfoot are worn smooth by decades of use.  

The intruders continue quickly; they have copied and practised the route so many 

times they could do it wearing blindfolds. They are alert to anything that appears out of 

place from what is expected but there is nothing to make them pause.  

Near the far end of the orangery, an arch gives access to a narrow flight of steps. 

At the top is another closed door. Through the glass the man in front can make out a 

small courtyard: around it lie the windows of offices and other ancillary rooms. The blinds 

are drawn at all the windows but there is no glow of light behind any of them. The only 

spot of brightness comes from one corner of the courtyard, where a small red telltale 

gives away the presence of a motion sensor. 

The lead figure reaches into one of the pouches on his utility belt and pulls out a 

couple of tools. One is a sucker on a stick. He wets the end and sticks it to a pane of 

glass in the door. Then with smooth strokes he uses a diamond-tipped cutter to incise a 

circle into the glass. The line drawn, he follows it once, twice and again. When he is 

satisfied the cut is deep enough, he reverses the tool and gives the circle a sharp tap. 



With a single crack, the glass pops out, now held up only by the sucker in the intruder’s 

other hand.  

Seconds later there is another popping sound: this time from the silenced gun 

being aimed through the hole in the glass. On the other side of the courtyard the motion 

detector disintegrates into shards of plastic and broken wires. Less than a minute later, 

the alarm wires on a window opposite have also been disabled and the intruders are 

climbing through into a small storeroom. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Adam’s war with the Withercot gang, and their invasion of Hobthrush Wood, had started 

in the Easter holidays. Before then the boys from the old council estate had been more 

interested in hanging around the shops on the main road: looking for something to pinch, 

a girl to impress or a victim to persecute. They liked an audience, someone that they 

could upset, annoy or – better still – provoke into outright anger. 

Adam knew many of the boys in the gang by sight and reputation. Up until last 

year he had been going to a primary school off Shepton Lane on the southern edge of 

town: where the catchment area safely excluded any of the Withercot brood. But in 

September he had moved up to the town’s sole secondary school and at Bishop Proctor 

there was no longer any escape.  

There were several Withercot boys in his form, including one particularly 

obnoxious, podgy little skinhead called Clifford. But although they shared some of the 

same classes, Adam had rarely exchanged more than a few words with Clifford or his 

pals over the past six months. At school there was a stigma to coming from the estate, 

although few of the Withercot children appeared to care that they were regarded as a 

lower form of life by many of the other pupils and, truth be told, a fair number of the 



teaching staff. Quite a few of the estate’s offspring, girls as well as boys, seemed to 

revel in their notoriety and did what they could to enhance it. 

Before Easter, however, the boys from the Withercot estate had rarely bothered 

with the wood and hardly ever came further in than its fringes; making trouble in public 

appealed to them much more than wandering around in trees where no one could see 

what they were up to. On the few occasions when Adam had seen them in the woods he 

took care to stay hidden and out of their path. They never saw Adam and when he knew 

they were in the woods he would watch carefully until he was sure they had left. 

 

Adam regarded Hobthrush Wood as his territory. It felt wrong for the Withercot boys to 

be there. They were townies and he knew they had no feeling for the place. And Adam 

believed there was far more to Hobthrush than trees.  

The woods here were not just old but ancient and the centuries had imbued it 

with an aura so rich that Adam could practically taste it. Some of the trees at the centre – 

squat oaks with vast trunks cracked with age – had already been old when the town of 

Compton Fosse first started growing up on its eastern edge in the twelfth century. And 

when Adam was wandering through Hobthrush’s gnarled trees and dense thickets, he 

could imagine not just mediaeval woodsmen roaming its glades but also ancient druids, 

unicorns and long-limbed elves.  

Even the name was a clue. Through the local library Adam discovered that 

‘Hobthrush’ was a folk name for a hobgoblin or sprite. The old maps he found there had 

also called the area a ‘wold’ rather than a wood. The strange word had initially confused 

him. Then he learnt that it was an ancient Saxon word for an upland forest: further 

evidence for just how long trees had grown there.  

The maps also showed that even as recently as a couple of centuries ago the 

woods were part of a greater forest, covering an area stretching further than a man could 



cross in a day. Exploring the woods that remained now, Adam would dream of what it 

would have been like if they had stayed that size. He imagined hunting for wild boar, 

encountering giant stags and listening warily for the sound of wolves. 

To his sadness, though, what remained of Hobthrush Wold was only about two 

miles wide and a mile deep. Through its heart flowed the Puckbourne, a small but 

sparkling river that split into a myriad of looping channels as it twisted through the 

wood’s marshy glades. In some places the Puckbourne formed deep pools where trout 

could sometimes be seen and there were a couple of spots where its channels seemed 

to disappear into the ground, only to re-emerge out of mossy cliffs that lined the southern 

side of the valley. 

Once, the wood had practically been Adam’s private domain. Few people 

ventured far into Hobthrush Wood. The woods were nominally private, part of one of the 

local big estates and surrounded on most sides by expanses of open fields with no 

public access. The main road out of Compton Fosse curved around the southern edge of 

the trees but there were no obvious gaps in the barbed wire fence. Thick hedges along 

the boundary also helped to keep out all but the most determined explorers. A bridle 

path cut across the western edge of the wood and dog walkers and bird spotters would 

sometimes wander deeper into the trees. But, except for those who knew their way, the 

expanses of waterlogged ground and twisting streams made the heart of the woodland 

inaccessible and treacherous. As a result, Hobthrush Wood was mostly left to the 

wildlife. And to those like Adam who knew its secrets. 

He had been coming into the wood ever since he was first allowed to go out 

alone. In the old days, his visits had been purely for pleasure. Over the past few years 

the woods had become a place to escape when life at home was getting too much for 

him.  



Sometimes he took friends with him, guiding them along the paths he had found 

or made, but often Adam would just wander through the trees on his own. Many times he 

was not doing anything specific; he was happy just being in the woods and out of the 

house. There were always birds and animals to watch, streams to explore, trees to climb 

and other, more seasonal, delights: strange fungi, autumn berries, ice on hidden pools or 

dams created by rotten logs and trapped leaves. Adam loved the wood and regarded it 

as his own, special world. 

Over the past few years he had also, without consciously trying, learnt more 

woodcraft than some people accumulated in a lifetime. Through patience and intuition, 

he had discovered how to move near silently through trees and undergrowth, identify 

animals by their tracks and marking, and leave minimal sign of his own passing. He 

could recognise chanterelles by their apricot scent, distinguish between different kinds of 

fritillary and hairstreak butterflies, and knew how to eat yew berries without being 

poisoned. He had learnt how to find dry wood and make fires in the wettest conditions. 

He knew which trees grew where, what order they normally came into leaf, the birds that 

nested in them and the insects that ate their leaves and bark.  

Adam recorded his observations in a journal. No one else knew about the 

journal. Adam never thought to mention it to anyone and was unaware that he was 

creating something rare: an account of daily life inside one of England’s few remaining 

fragments of ancient forest.  

The journal never left the wood. It lived inside a plastic bag, inside a metal box, 

hidden in the floor of Adam’s Sanctuary.  

 

*  *  * 

 



Inside the house, the intruders emerge into a carpeted corridor. The trio move quickly 

along it, turning left, away from the main body of the house. They ignore several doors, 

moving at a gentle trot on soft-soled boots. A couple of turns bring them to an unmarked 

door. The leader of the group reaches inside his jacket and opens the door: the other 

two stand guard as he enters the room. 

Ahead lies the control centre for the house’s security system. Arranged in an arc 

on one wall is a double bank of monitors. The pictures showing are a selection relayed 

from the dozens of cameras dotted around house and grounds. Set into the desk below 

is a keypad that allows an operator to switch views and a joystick for changing camera 

angles. Other controls enable doors throughout the house to be opened or locked and 

gates around the estate – including the main entrance on the drive outside – to be 

released or sealed.  

There is also a red panic button in the centre of the desk, as well as controls for 

an internal intercom system, a telephone connected to an ordinary landline and a 

satellite phone.  

The man at the desk puts his magazine to one side and turns slowly in his chair 

as he realises someone has entered the room. Expecting to see a colleague, his mouth 

gapes silently as he takes in the black-clad figure facing him. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Built in the heart of Hobthrush Wood, on an island formed by one of the Puckbourne’s 

many loops, The Sanctuary was far more than the usual kind of woodland den. Adam 

had built it on top of a much older structure that he discovered when he first found his 

way onto the island. He had no idea what had originally been built there but what 



remained was a circular wall nearly three feet high and almost as thick. Inside was a 

space more than twelve feet across.  

When Adam found the ruin, its stone walls were overgrown with moss and the 

interior so full of rotten leaves and bits of fallen tree that it was almost completely full. 

Driven more by curiosity than with any clear purpose, Adam had pulled away some of 

the branches to see what lay beneath. It had taken him the rest of the afternoon just to 

reach floor level.  

When he was done, he found that the floor inside the ancient structure was 

nearly two feet lower than the ground outside. Standing on the island’s hollow summit, 

surrounded by a circular wall reaching as high as his shoulders, Adam had suddenly 

grasped the potential of the site and from that initial vision had grown The Sanctuary. 

His first task had been to rebuild the wall, incorporating into it the two oak trees 

and an old holly that had grown up through the stonework. He had also built the wall up 

another four or five inches, before roofing the space over with a dome of woven 

branches that he then covered with layers of twigs, some old plastic sacks and sods of 

grass.  

The resulting hut was not only solid; it kept out rain and wind and was completely 

camouflaged. It even had a hearth with its own small chimney and a raised platform for 

sitting on. A collection of uneven slabs of stone helped keep the floor dry underfoot – as 

well as covering the metal box where Adam kept his most precious and secret 

belongings, like the journal. A couple of sheets of plywood provided a door to keep out 

any curious animals or birds. Of his friends, only Stuart Glass and Mark Sutcliffe even 

knew The Sanctuary existed; and they had been sworn to secrecy, pledging never to go 

there without Adam. 



Building the hut had been a major endeavour that took up nearly all his free time 

during the last summer holidays. Adam did it on his own, a private project that for a while 

become an obsession and seriously tested the durability of his friendships.  

During days of steady labour, Adam collected extra rocks for the walls of the hut. 

Fetching them from the cliffs on the southern edge of the wood involved a tricky journey 

around bogs and streams and several choice, but over-heavy, boulders were lost to the 

mud and water. Adam excavated smaller stones and lumps of clay from various sections 

of the Puckbourne’s streambed to fill in the walls and borrowed his uncle’s saw for a few 

days so he could cut more branches for the roof.  

 

Through the previous autumn and all through the winter, even with the trees bare, 

Adam’s Sanctuary stayed safe. He never even saw anyone else that far into the wood. 

The island was in the middle of a particularly boggy section of the wood, cut off by the 

Puckbourne’s meandering arms. The only dry way to get there involved a convoluted 

route along stream banks, through thickets of holly and along the trunk of an alder tree 

that had fallen over and now grew on its side, lying across a pool of dark water. 

But now the Withercot boys were pushing ever deeper into the woods. They were 

after Adam and he knew it was only a matter of time before they got all the way in. The 

gang from the estate knew that Adam had something to hide. They had no idea what he 

was protecting but reasoned that anything someone else wanted to be a secret was 

worth having. And they were getting closer. 

The Withercot boys had got onto Adam after he made the mistake of cutting 

across their turf a few weeks before Easter. Normally he would have avoided the estate 

at all costs; it was not somewhere to go unless invited.  

Adam’s usual route to the wood took him through Cerne Park – a leafy and much 

more desirable part of town. But Adam had been carrying a large sack of supplies. His 



arms were starting to ache after lugging the bag all the way from the town centre and he 

had wanted to take the most direct route to The Sanctuary. 

He was little more than a quarter mile from the edge of Hobthrush Wood when he 

turned off the main road and onto Maesbury Drive, one of the main routes into the 

Withercot Estate. He was already into enemy territory but Adam did not intend following 

the road for any distance.  

A couple of hundred yards up Maesbury Drive was a small recreation ground. In 

one corner was a collection of the usual municipal toys: a graffiti-covered seesaw, a 

merry-go-round so rusted it would hardly turn and a set of swings that hung over a 

carpet of cigarette ends.  The rest of the open space was just empty grass: lacking even 

a token pair of goal posts. On the far side, however, was a broken-down chain link fence 

that formed the boundary between the recreation area and a strip of rough ground that 

lay between the public land and the eastern edge of Hobthrush Wood. 

Adam walked quickly past the semi-detached concrete prefabs on either side of 

the first stretch of Maesbury Drive and crossed over to the playground. He opened the 

metal gate and let himself through. Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of a 

couple of figures sitting on the merry-go-round but by then it was too late to turn back. 

He kept his head down and trudged straight towards the far side of the rec.  

“Oi!” 

Adam kept walking. 

“Oi! You. Strongman.” 

Adam made the mistake of glancing briefly to his right. He saw chubby Clifford 

Webster and two other boys. He gave them the briefest of nods and continued on 

without a pause, keeping to the same pace. 

“Strongman. Where you goin’?” 



For a while Adam thought they were not going to bother coming after him but 

then he heard the swish of tyres on the grass behind and realised they had bicycles. 

Seconds later, Clifford swung round in front of him and skidded to a halt. He grinned at 

Adam. “Hello, Strongman.” 

There was nothing friendly about the greeting. Clifford may have been in the 

same class as Adam at school but that was the limit to any bond. The other two boys 

pulled up just behind Clifford. Adam did not recognise them. They looked younger and 

he guessed they were still at primary school. Not that that necessarily made much 

difference. 

Clifford cocked his stubbly head on one side. “What you doing down Withercot, 

then?” 

Adam shrugged and looked him in the eye. “Nothing. I’m going for a walk.” He 

stepped round Clifford’s BMX. “See you.”  

Clifford scowled and pushed his bike forward a few feet, partially blocking 

Adam’s path. He stared at the bag under Adam’s arm. “What you got there?” 

“My business.” 

“Your business?” 

One of the other boys gave a sneering laugh. “You fat plonker, Clifford. Don’t let 

him give you lip.” 

Clifford blinked crossly. His fat brows furrowed and his chin jutted forward as he 

glared at Adam. He shoved his bike more firmly into Adam’s path. “Yeah. Come on, 

where you goin’, and what you got there?” 

Adam looked at the group confronting him. He was not particularly scared of 

Clifford; his classmate had a thug’s head but lacked any other threatening 

characteristics. The skinnier of the two younger boys looked more hostile: his eyes 

contained an aggression that looked far more dangerous than Clifford’s haircut.  



Adam was also more worried about being delayed than attacked by the three in 

front of him now. There were other boys from the Withercot Estate that Adam would 

much rather not meet and he knew that his chances of running into them increased with 

every minute he was held up by Clifford and his cronies. Adam grinned and decided to 

tell the truth; the facts were far more likely to confuse them than any attempt at evasion.  

“I’ve got a bag of bird food,” he said. “What’s it to youD Cliffie?” 

Clifford looked confused but the two other boys looked at him in surprise.  

“Cliffie?” The boy with the vicious eyes dragged out the name in mocking 

disbelief. “Cliffie?” 

Adam nodded. “Yeah.” He tried to make himself sound surprised. “That’s what 

everyone calls him at school.” 

“That’s notD” 

“Cliffie!” 

“Oh, Cliffie, dearie.” 

“Shut up!” 

“Cliffie-poos.” 

Adam tucked his bag firmly under his arm and left them to it. He walked quickly 

away and was almost at the other side of the recreation ground before he heard more 

shouts aimed at him. Looking over his shoulder, he saw the trio of Withercot boys 

heading their bikes in his direction. 

Adam trotted the last few yards and slung the bag of supplies over the chain link 

fencing, then pulled himself over. He grabbed the bag of fruit and birdseed and started 

towards the safety of Hobthrush Wood, weaving between clumps of bramble and long 

grass, jumping over an old mattress and bags of other fly-tipped rubbish as he made for 

the trees. 

The three boys on the bikes skidded to a halt on the other side of the fence.  



“Where you goin’?”  

“Oi! Come back here!” 

Adam ignored them and kept going. He did not know this part of the wood 

anything like as well as the rest but he was reasonably confident of being able to lose 

any pursuers once he was amongst the trees. 

“Come on. Let’s get ‘im.” 

 

*  *  * 

 

The bedroom is dark. The lights were turned off just after midnight and despite the lack 

of curtains at the window only the faintest illumination is now coming in from outside. 

Dawn is still some distance off and there is nothing else nearby to create an artificial 

glow that could help shed light on the room and its lone occupant: no other buildings, 

streetlights or passing traffic anywhere within sight. The moon had risen a little while ago 

but it is on the wane and on the other side of the house, its yellowed glow still some 

hours away from reaching the single window. A blanket of cloud obscures most of the 

stars and the weak nocturnal illumination produced by the night sky is only just enough 

to show up a few rough shapes inside the room. 

In the middle of the floor sits an enormous four-poster bed. Although there is 

insufficient light in the room to appreciate the fine detail of its construction, it is still clear 

that the piece is a behemoth of the furniture world. It is both an antique and a major work 

of art: thick pillars spiralling up like narwhale tusks from each corner to pierce ornate 

wreaths of carved foliage upon which rest a ceiling-scraping canopy. The top of the 

mattress is a good four feet off the floor and the bed would comfortably sleep at least 

three adults, each with plenty of room to toss and turn in its expansive enclosure without 



waking each other. But despite its gargantuan scale, the four-poster is in proportion to 

the room that houses it and contains just the one sleeper. 

Lost somewhere in a rumpled twist of bedclothes, hidden in the shadows 

between the bed’s twisting wooden pillars, the four-poster’s lone occupant gives a faint, 

groaning snore, clutches at a pillow and mutters incoherent words as he battles through 

a foggy dream of pursuit and evasion involving unseen and uncertain enemies. 

Most of the rest of the room is bare. As well as having no curtains, the bedroom 

has no carpets either, just polished boards that have darkened over the years until their 

surface seems almost black. There is one picture, a huge oil painting of an ocean-going 

yacht under full canvas fleeing for the sunlight ahead of a brooding storm sky. A few 

books lie in a pile against one wall and there is a CD player lying next to the door. In one 

corner is a pair of chairs and a small, rather battered antique writing desk with 

extravagantly clawed feet. 

The only other large piece of furniture in the room sits awkwardly next to the four-

poster: a Regency side cabinet dating from around 1820 that is now being used just like 

any other piece of bedroom furniture. Sitting directly on the veneered rosewood top is 

one ordinary telephone, a sat-phone and a mobile. Next to them stands a near-empty 

bottle of Warre’s 1963 vintage port, plus a tumbler and a scattered miscellany of other 

items, including matches, a can of Coke and a framed photograph of a white sailing boat 

slicing across a tropical sea. More debris is scattered across the old Persian rug below: 

coins, cigarette papers and a prescription bottle of pills.  

In the bed, Robert Whitfield Clay twitches; his sleep uncertain, perennially 

plagued by unwanted dreams filled with disturbing currents of anxiety and fear. 



2: Skirmishes 

 

Billows of mud swirled around the workman’s waders as he struggled in the water. 

Sunlight bounced across the broken surface in jagged glints and a bead of sweat ran 

down the man’s nose as he tried to tug his billhook free from whatever it was that the 

blade had caught on. 

But all that his tugs produced was a series of fat bubbles that rose to the surface 

in a slow chain and burst in lazy plops. Shaking his head in resignation, he reached 

down into the murky water with gloved hands and felt his way along the long pole 

towards the blade.  

The young workman cursed under his breath as water poured over the rubber 

cuffs and around his wrists. He fumbled his way clumsily through the fleshy stems and 

dense mats of lily roots. Eventually finding the implement’s metal head, he felt along its 

length then stopped and frowned; it felt like the billhook’s curved blade was caught in a 

heavy chain. 

He stood bent over, uncertain what he had found, trying to explore the shape of it 

with his gloves. The chain seemed too far out from the bank to have been thrown there 

by vandals and it did not seem to be there by chance; several loops of it appeared to be 

wrapped around some large object half buried in the bottom of the lake. 

The workman looked around. The other three members of his team were spread 

out along a broad stretch of lake: the lilies had been choking the surface for a couple of 

years now and the council had sent its workers in to clear some of the plants out before 

the whole lake became clogged up. They had been working at the job for most of the 

morning now, slashing out great chunks of the plants and dragging them into great slimy 

heaps on the shore.  



He reached down again, wrapped his hands around the chain and pulled hard, 

trying to slide the metal links off whatever they were anchored around. Beneath the 

water something moved reluctantly. More bubbles appeared, these ones erupting with a 

great burst. As they reached the surface and broke open, the stench that emerged made 

the workman stumble back, gagging as he tried to turn his head away. 

 

The other three men approached cautiously. Above the normal ripe smell of wet mud 

and rotting lily leaves they could all smell something else. It carried across the lake. It 

was a cloying scent: made up of putrefaction and rot, an odour of black and purple that 

stunk of pure decay.  

About ten feet short of the mud-streaked object now part-floating amongst the 

remains of slashed lilies, the group of men stopped and looked. A long gash in the 

thing’s black skin revealed just a glimpse of the rotting object inside. 

The leading member of the trio pursed his lips. “He weren’t messing about, then. 

Certainly don’t look right.” 

One of the two younger men frowned. He looked down at the murky layer of 

liquid silt around their feet and then at what the object ahead appeared to contain. “You 

don’t reckon it could be? Not really?” 

The first man gave a grimace. “Don’t rightly know.” He looked uneasy. “Not sure I 

want to know, neither.” 

The fourth member of the work gang, the one who had pulled the object free of 

the chains weighting it down, splashed up behind them. He still looked shaken, an 

uncomfortable pallor lying beneath the grime on his face. Some of his breakfast floated 

nearby. It was the smell that had done it, the stench released when he made the mistake 

of starting to pull down the heavy zipper on the black bag.  



He pointed at the thing in the water. “You see,” he said, his voice still sounding 

shaky. 

“Yeah.” 

“Well?” 

“Dunno.” The older workman shook his head. “Certainly don’t look right.” 

“Reckon we shouldD you know, have a closer look?” 

The younger men looked to the older man for leadership. He scratched his chin 

with a gloved hand thoughtfully then shook his head decisively. “Nope. We’ll call the 

depot. They can decide what to do. But I got a nasty feeling ‘bout this. I reckon this’ll be 

one for the coppers.” 

He sniffed. “And I’m not touching that. That ain’t part of our job, not something 

like that. There could be diseases and all sorts apart from anything else. Look at it. 

Chains round bags? You can smell it from here. There’s something rotten there and it’s 

not fish.” 

 

*  *  * 

 

Clifford and his two friends never caught Adam the day he made the mistake of crossing 

the Withercot boys’ turf: although they did follow him nearly a quarter of a mile into the 

wood. Adam managed to lose them when he took a path through a dense stand of holly 

trees and crossed one of the Puckbourne’s many channels. On the other side of the 

stream was a ridge that took him up out of their sight and hearing. 

After that, he was careful to avoid cutting across their estate and stuck to his 

usual route into the wood. But the encounter had piqued the curiosity of the Withercot 

boys. They did not like the fact that Adam had taken the liberty of cutting through their 

territory without explanation or apology.  



Later, when they realised he had something to hide, the woods themselves 

became a target but initially it was just Adam that they were after. They were not so 

interested in where he was going. They just wanted to catch him and teach him a lesson. 

As the Easter holidays approached, Clifford and the other two from the recreation 

ground, plus a pair of younger hangers-on, began to make regular forays towards 

Adam’s home in Yarley Hill. He ran into them the first time when he was on his way 

home after spending an evening with Mark Sutcliffe and his family. The five Withercot 

boys ambushed Adam while he was on his way back from the Sutcliffes’ house. Riding 

BMX bikes they had suddenly pulled out from a back lane near the Elf garage on 

Shepton Lane. But although their bikes were good for pulling stunts, they were not so 

fast over any distance. After weaving a nervous slalom course through their clumsy 

attempt at a pincer movement, Adam just kept pedalling and was soon able to outpace 

them on his own bike, an old Claud Butler racing bike handed down from his Uncle 

Stevie. 

There were a few more skirmishes after that but nothing too serious until the 

weekend just before the school holidays. It was a Saturday morning and Adam was in 

town with Stuart Glass. They were just walking past Woolworth’s when a hand suddenly 

grabbed Adam’s collar and spun him round. He came face to face with a teenager that 

he did not know by name but recognised from Bishop Proctor as a Withercot boy. The 

teenager was at least three school years above Adam and had several other youths of 

various ages with him. One was Ricky Carter, the younger boy with the evil eyes from 

the encounter on the recreation ground. 

“That’s him.” Ricky gave a gloating smile. “That’s the one was giving us lip.” 

The boy holding Adam’s collar pulled him closer and he found himself twisting 

away from the teenager’s sour breath. The older boy was a good six inches taller. His 

brown hair was cropped close to his head and he had dark, heavy eyebrows that 



practically met in the middle. The teenager’s face was pitted with acne and he had left 

his face unshaven in a bid to hide it. There was a thick gold chain around his neck and 

big hoops in each of his ears. He was wearing a grey Nike top that looked brand new. 

Adam found himself looking up into a mess of acne and precocious stubble.  

The teenager sneered down at him. “Yeah? So what you been doing down 

Withercot then? 

Adam was aware of Stuart hovering nervously behind. 

“Leave him alone,” Stuart said nervously. “He hasn’t done anything.” 

Several pairs of hands pushed Stuart away. 

“Clear off, Windowpane.” 

“Yeah, keep out of it.” 

The scar-faced teenager holding Adam grinned. “That’s alright. He can join in if 

he likes. I don’t mind.” 

Adam glanced quickly over his shoulder, twisting in the other boy’s grip. “Leave 

it, Stuart.” 

His friend backed off nervously along the pavement, losing himself amongst the 

flow of shoppers, all of who were carefully ignoring the knot of boys gathered outside the 

shop. “I’ll get my dad,” said Stuart. 

“Yeah, sure,” said one of the Withercot boys. “Go and find Mr Windowpane.” 

The one holding Adam swung him round and dragged him into a service alley at 

the side of Woolworth’s. Adam was shoved hard up against the wall. The teenager licked 

his lips and grinned. He stood and stared at Adam for a while, watching his victim’s face: 

eager for signs of fear. Then, bored with waiting, he gave Adam a lazy cuff around the 

head.  It was not a particularly hard blow but enough to make Adam’s head ring.  

“So?” he said, eyebrows meeting as he frowned. ”What you been doing on our 

turf then?” 



Adam swallowed, wondering how bad this was going to get. “I wasn’t doing 

anything,” he said cautiously. “I was just walking across the rec.” 

“He’s lying. He’s up to something in the woods.” Ricky Carter kicked Adam in the 

side of the leg. “He was carrying a sack of something when we saw him. He said it was 

birdseed or something but that’s bollocks. He’s up to something. We’ve seen him going 

in there a couple of other times. He went in near that big place off the Wells road the 

other day. We saw him. He had a bag with something in it then too.” 

Adam frowned. “That was my lunch. I was going for a walk in the wood. That’s 

all.” 

“A walk in the woods?” The teenager holding him laughed. “Yeah? Off picking 

flowers were you?” 

“No.” Adam shrugged nervously, not wanting to admit too much. “I just... I didn’t 

have anything else to do. My mum had made me some sandwiches. I thought I’d go and 

have a look in the woods.” 

“Like it in the woods do you?” 

“Yes.” 

“So what’s so special about them then? What have you got in there?” 

“Nothing.” 

The older boy lifted his hand to smack Adam across the face. Adam raised his 

hands but was too slow to ward of the blow. The teenager followed up with a sharp jab 

to Adam’s ribs. “You putting your hands up for a fight?” 

“No,” Adam said quickly. “No.” 

His captor sneered at him. Then, grabbing Adam’s collar and holding him pinned 

against the wall with one hand, he dug into the back pocket of his jeans with the other 

and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “Get a fag out for me.” 



With slightly trembling fingers, Adam took the packet and pulled it open. He 

removed a cigarette and held it up towards the teenager.  

The other boy looked at him with contempt. “Well, light it.” 

Adam looked down. “I haven’t got any matches.” 

“Oh, for god’s sake.” The teenager let go of Adam for long enough to cuff him 

around the head again. “You little dickhead. Look in the pack, stupid.” 

Adam blinked and opened the pack again, finding the lighter inside. He held it up. 

“Got it.” 

“Light it for us then.” 

Adam swallowed. Nervously, he held up the cigarette and flicked the lighter. 

There was a chorus of sniggers and taunting comments as he held the cigarette in mid-

air and applied the flame to the tobacco. 

The teenager let go of Adam again and he cowered waiting to be hit but this time 

the older boy just clapped his hands to his cropped head in mock disbelief. “Are you for 

real?” 

Adam said nothing. 

“Stick it in your mouth and light it, dummy.” 

“But... I don’t smoke.” 

“Then it’s about time you learnt.” 

Adam shut his eyes. He could feel the tears threatening to spring out, drawn by 

anger as much as fear. 

The teenager sighed and pulled the cigarette, pack and lighter from Adam’s 

unresisting hands. With practised movements, he slipped the cigarette into his mouth, 

flicked the lighter’s wheel and inhaled a mouthful of smoke. As he did so, he dropped the 

lighter back into the packet and returned it to his jeans. He took another couple of drags 



of the cigarette, exhaling a stream of smoke into Adam’s face. He smiled. “Now, where 

were we? Oh yeah, you were going to tell me what you’ve got in the woods.” 

“I haven’t got anything.” 

A quick slap knocked Adam’s head sideways. “I think you’re telling lies.” 

“Really?” The loud voice from behind took them all by surprise. “Well I don’t give 

a damn what you do believe. Get your hands off my son’s mate and clear off before I 

belt you into tomorrow, you worthless little tit.” 

The gang around Adam seemed to shrink a little when they saw Sean Glass 

appear in the entrance to the service alley. People tended to take Stuart’s father 

seriously. He was a prop forward in the local rugby team and had played regularly for his 

county side for many years. Sean Glass was only five foot ten but his barrel chest, bullet 

head and lack of neck made him seem a lot bigger. It was lucky for Adam that Stuart’s 

dad had given them a lift into town and they had left him buying some new trainers only 

a couple of minutes earlier. 

The teenager holding Adam gave an angry snarl and shoved him towards 

Stuart’s father. Then suddenly the group of boys around Adam were gone. 

“You all right, Adam?” Sean Glass took his shoulder in his unexpectedly gentle 

grip. Stuart was hovering nervously behind, a mixture of relief, pride and worry jostling 

across his face. 

Adam nodded, eyes still stinging from the cigarette smoke and his own tears. 

“Yeah. It’s all right. They hadn’t done anything. Not yet anyway. Thanks, Mr Glass.” 

“Yeah, well,” said Stuart’s father,” they’d better not. I don’t like bullies. You let me 

know if they keep on having a go at you.” He grinned. “You’re a good mate to my lad and 

you need someone to look out for you too.”  

Sean Glass looked slightly embarrassed, worried that he might have overstepped 

the mark and touched on something a bit sensitive. He laughed to cover any suggestion 



of a gaffe. “Might as well make use of me if you have to, eh? Everyone needs someone 

big to call on sometime.” 

 

But after the confrontation in the alley, the war began in earnest. The word was out on 

Adam. Over the last week of school, the Withercot boys began to lie in wait for him on a 

regular basis. And as the Easter holidays arrived, so the hunt turned into a daily ritual 

and getting into Hobthrush Wood started becoming a real challenge with Adam having to 

find longer and more devious ways of getting into what had once been his private 

domain.  

Even inside the wood he was no longer safe now. The raiding parties got bigger 

and more serious; hunting Adam became a favourite new sport for many of the gang. 

Most of the invaders who joined in the pursuit were the younger boys from the estate but 

the pack also include a fair number that were Adam’s age or older and he knew that if he 

did get caught his punishment would be more than a few kicks and shoves. 

It was not all one-sided though. Although the Withercot boys often operated in 

gangs of half a dozen or more, Adam’s superior knowledge of the wood and its ways 

gave him a distinct advantage. When the boys from the estate came looking for him, 

Adam knew how and where to give them the slip. He quickly grew adept at leading them 

into muddy swamps and along winding paths through beds of brambles and nettles. 

Some of the Withercot boys tried bringing mountain bikes into the woods in a bid to try 

and use speed to catch him. But Adam knew the lie of the land far better than they did 

and most of the wood was far too dense for a bike to be anything but a hindrance rather 

than an advantage.  

When they first heard what was going on, Stuart and Mark were uncertain about 

getting involved. Both boys knew the reputation of the Withercot gang and neither was 

keen to challenge them face-to-face. Stuart was even more fearful than usual because 



of what he had witnessed in the alley by Woolworth’s and tried persuading Adam to just 

lie low for the holidays and hope all would be forgotten by the time school began again.  

But Adam argued he could hardly spend the whole Easter break hiding in his 

house. Mark was more willing; inspired by hearing Adam’s tales of his one-man guerrilla 

war to date, the idea of a woodland hit-and-run campaign against a shared enemy was 

too tempting to ignore. Stuart dithered for a while longer but eventually loyalty won out 

and by halfway through the holidays the three of them began to operate as a single 

combat unit. 

Once he had Stuart and Mark to back him up, Adam was even able to turn the 

tide of the war and score a few successes against the Withercot boys. Now, there were 

three of them he found retreat was not the only options. Putting the other two into 

position first, Adam would lure the Withercot boys into ditches and other spots where 

bicycles were no use. Then Adam’s two partners would strike from higher ground, 

pelting the enemy riders with mud balls dug from the smelliest sections of bog they could 

find.  

The attacks were short and sharp: Stuart and Mark preferred operating from 

behind cover so their faces would not be seen and making their escape as soon as their 

volleys had been fired. Sometimes Mark would bring his catapult and fire stinging acorn 

shots at the invaders but this was always done from the safety of trees and bushes 

where they could not see him and mark his card for future vengeance. 

Thanks in part to the assistance of his two comrades, the expeditions of the 

Withercot boys generally ended in frustration: their failure sometimes compounded by 

collections of bruises and buckled wheels. But with every incursion, as well as soiling the 

peace of Hobthrush Wood with their presence, Adam’s enemy learnt more about the 

routes into and through the trees. Steadily, the careless despoilers found their way 

closer to the centre: bringing tyre tracks, noise and litter into the heart of the wood.  



 

Once, Clifford and another boy nearly got him trapped. A pack of Withercot boys were 

chasing Adam through the wood but the podgy little skinhead and his friend had run out 

of steam and stopped to share a cigarette. The pair had been part-hidden in some trees 

when Adam almost literally ran into them as he doubled back from shaking off their 

friends in a stream.  

Clifford and his friend were as surprised as Adam when he suddenly stumbled to 

a halt right in front of them but their reactions were quicker. Leaping at him from both 

sides, the two Withercot boys pounced on Adam and quickly shoved him to the ground. 

Grinning with delight, Clifford tried to keep him pinned down while his friend started 

yelling to the rest of the pack for help.  

For a moment Adam thought he was doomed but then, rather than just 

concentrate on holding Adam down, Clifford made the mistake of trying to land a few 

punches on his enemy. The blows had hurt but they also meant Clifford was no longer 

using both hands to hold his victim down. This gave Adam a chance to shake Clifford off 

and fight his way to his feet. It had then been no trouble to escape his two would-be 

captors but the encounter left Adam with several bruises. 

Despite that one near-disaster, Adam had managed to remain free throughout 

the Easter holidays. But he knew it was only a matter of time. His friends were not really 

too keen on a full-on confrontation and would only be of limited help. Adam knew that if 

things got more serious, Mark and Stuart would find excuses to back down and keep out 

of the way. There were too many of the Withercot boys, some quite a few years older 

than Adam’s assistant woodland rangers and the enemy were known for their propensity 

for violence. The tide was not moving in Adam’s favour. Each intrusion ate away a little 

further at his safety zone.  



He even started trying to reduce the number of his visits to The Sanctuary in 

order to try and limit the chances of them following him there but he could not avoid the 

place completely. Plus, every time they came deeper into the wood, the danger 

increased of them stumbling across The Sanctuary by chance.  

Adam was starting to worry; he needed an ally: someone to reinforce his side 

and make the balance a bit more even. 

 

*  *  * 

 

The kitchen was shabby: like its new occupant. Cheap laminate-covered units bore the 

accumulated stains of past residents while the cracked lino on the floor was nearly as 

thin as the paint on the walls. A single window looked out on a neighbour’s drainpipe. 

Lester Beresford shuffled uncomfortably on the plastic chair. He was a big man 

and had got used to sitting quietly over the past five years but he still hated being 

cooped up. And, until the young black man sitting opposite was finished, Lester knew he 

had to stay put and keep his thoughts locked up tight inside. 

Still he shuffled. It was a nervous fidget rather than discomfort, just as when he 

ran his thick fingers through his hair or scratched his nose. He knew he was close now. 

It was a bad enough indignity having some jumped-up paper-pusher telling him what he 

could and could not do. The fact that it was some coon telling him made it doubly bad. 

But Lester knew he just had to bear the shame of it. For now anyway. It was a bitter pill 

but one worth swallowing. Soon... 

Finally, the parole officer nodded. He picked his forms up off the small table and 

slipped them carefully into a briefcase. Lester watched silently, noticing the neatly 

arranged pens, the carefully labelled files and the immaculate crease in the cuffs. This 

was a monkey who still had not learnt: he obviously thought that if he did everything 



without fault he would eventually be accepted into the human race. Trouble was, thought 

Lester to himself, the stupid nigger would still be black. He gave a gentle smile, amused 

by his own insight and the proof of his own mental superiority over the darkie idiot who 

thought he had the right to tell him what to do. 

The parole officer saw the expression and smiled back innocently. “Yeah. That’s 

it, Lester. We’re all done. Time for me to go and for you to start getting on with your life 

again.” 

Lester nodded slowly, laughing to himself. “Okay.” 

“Feels good, eh?” 

“What’s that?” 

“Being out. Free again.” 

“Yeah.” Lester grinned, the same big easy smile that he had used to win all sorts 

of people over. “It does.” 

The black man stood up. He gave a gentle shrug, getting his jacket straight and 

shooting the cuffs as he carefully aligned his clothes for maximum poise. He smiled once 

more at Lester. 

Lester grinned again. This was going even better than he had expected. 

“Just one thing.” 

“Yeah, mate? What’s that?” Lester was so busy revelling in the sense of 

impending freedom that he did not instantly register the parole officer’s change of 

expression. The friendly smile had evaporated along with the amiable bonhomie with 

which the young man had conducted the earlier part of their meeting.  

Lester’s grin crumpled as he slowly took in the cold, hard face now looking down 

on him. Inwardly he cursed himself for being a fool: too eager to see what he wanted. 

The parole officer’s former easy manner had tricked him into thinking the man was going 

to be a soft touch and had probably made him open up more than was sensible. Things 



obviously were not going to be so easy after all; he would have to start rethinking his 

plans. 

 “It’s really very simple,” said the young man in the immaculate suit, his lip curling 

just a fraction. 

Lester looked down at the table without saying anything. 

“Mess up once, Lester and I’ll make sure your feet don’t touch the ground.”  

The parole officer stood there for a while looking down at the older man, making 

sure the point had sunk in. Once he was satisfied that it had, he picked up his case. 

“You play by the rules, Lester, and I’ll be cool. You know what’s what. And don’t forget: 

you’re on the register now. I don’t want any excuses either. If there is anything you’re 

unsure about, you’ve got my number; use it. Don’t take chances or do anything stupid or 

you’ll be back inside before you’ve even finished getting your pants down.” 

He paused. “Understand?” 

Lester nodded reluctantly. “Yeah.” 

The young black man gave a curt nod at the rumpled slob still sitting at the table. 

In truth, he had little hope for Lester. The man’s record was bad: bad and predictable. 

He looked the part too. Probably handsome once but now only too clearly the kind of 

man who had never quite made it: the wrong side of fifty, balding and badly shaved, a 

greasy collar and muscles that were still there but starting to fade into a layer of fat. 

“Right,” said the parole officer with a curt nod. He turned and walked along the 

short passageway to the front door. On the other side was a communal stairway. “I’ll be 

seeing you again, Lester. Thursday 10am. No excuses.” 

He gave a humourless farewell smile as he stepped through the door and closed 

it behind him.  

 



3. Blizzard 

 

The momentary hesitation from the security guard gives the intruder more than enough 

time. He squeezes the trigger of the Glock 19 twice in quick succession. Two bullets spit 

softly from the silencer and thud into the man; one takes him through the shoulder, the 

other through the throat. The first bullet just misses the collarbone and lodges in the 

shoulder blade behind, causing no critical damage but shock and pain. The second 

bullet, however, destroys a section of the guard’s spinal column, killing him instantly. 

The man with the pistol holsters his weapon and steps calmly into the control 

room, one accomplice behind him, the other staying in the doorway to watch the 

corridor. Working efficiently but without haste, the gunman and the second intruder pull 

the guard’s chair away from the desk. The killer’s assistant pulls a plastic sheet from 

inside a small backpack and unrolls it onto the floor. The two intruders neatly slide the 

dead guard’s slumped body down from his seat. They work in silence, still not speaking, 

relying instead on routines that have been drilled over and over again. 

As his partner tidies away the newly deceased guard, the man who had fired the 

gun steps away. He bends over the desk and begins examining the controls for the 

house’s security system. Identifying the buttons for the gates, he flips a couple of 

switches then pulls a small radio microphone from a pocket in the front of his tunic. 

“This is Dragunov. Tula is taken. I repeat: Tula is taken.” 

The trio’s leader speaks carefully, the language he uses erupting in a burst of 

harsh, heavy syllables. Seconds later, the expected reply comes through the small 

receiver in his left ear. He nods to himself then turns his attention back to the control 

room.  



The gunman calmly spends a couple more minutes checking the controls for the 

security system. A fine spray of blood has left a red mist across two monitor screens that 

had been behind the guard when he was shot. The killer pulls a soft cloth from a pouch 

and uses it to wipe the screens clean. He also checks the desk and the chair for any 

other obvious spots of blood before tucking the used cloth into the plastic sheet now 

wrapped around the guard’s body. 

Turning his attention back to the screens, he examines them for a couple of 

minutes, watching for any signs of movement: any hint that their arrival has triggered an 

alarm or any other kind of response from within the property. As soon as he is satisfied 

that all is as it should be, he leaves the desk, steps over the parcelled body of the dead 

guard and moves back out into the corridor. The intruder who had been on watch follows 

him and the two of them begin to work their way along the corridor, heading towards the 

main body of the house.  

Both men now carry silenced weapons in their hands and small, hooded torches. 

As they go, they quietly open each door they pass: sweeping the interiors with the 

beams from their torches as they check there is no one in any of the rooms. 

The third intruder takes the empty chair and sits down at the desk. He watches 

on one screen as two dark red Transit vans turn in towards the main entrance to the 

house. The vehicles have no signage but look grubby and nondescript: stock builders’ 

vans. The gates at the entrance are now standing wide and, as they enter, the driver of 

each Transit kills their vehicle’s headlights before continuing into the estate without 

pausing. 

As soon as they are though, the man now in control of the property’s security 

system flips the switches for the gates back to their closed positions. With the big metal 

barriers now swinging shut behind them, the two vans continue in darkness for about a 

hundred yards. They follow the curve of the drive until the vehicles are out of sight from 



anyone on the road outside then swing onto the grass beside the drive. Both vehicles 

quickly turn until they are pointing back towards the road then pull to a halt.  

A second later, five more black-clad men emerge from each Transit and begin 

jogging swiftly up towards the house, staying off the gravel and running on the night-

damp grass instead. The drivers turn off their engines and open their doors but stay 

sitting in the vans. 

 

Back in the corridor, the pair from the first team has reached the double doors that divide 

off the service wing from the rest of the house. The leader crouches: gun held ready. His 

accomplice reaches across and gently turns the handle. The oiled brass moves 

smoothly without even the faintest click or scrape. 

Beyond is a large hall with a tiled floor and high ceiling. Paintings hang on the 

walls and antique furniture stands at discreet intervals. To the right-hand side are two 

sets of doors leading into a large dining room. The doors have been left open and the 

slanted moonlight coming in through the dining room’s windows is spilling into the hall, 

creating alternate sections of shadow and bleached illumination. Opposite the further 

pair of doors a pale glimmer comes from the face of a Sevres clock that is reflecting the 

moon. 

The two men move on quickly, closing the doors to the service wing behind them. 

The second man looks quickly into the dining room but sees nothing out of place. The 

long table is bare and there is nothing beneath it but the legs of a dozen chairs. The 

intruder gives a brief wave to indicate the all clear and the pair turn toward the closed 

doors on the other side of the hall. They are standing just outside the dining room, both 

illuminated by the moonlight, when a hoarse voice from behind stops them in their 

tracks.  

“You dirty rat!” The voice is cracked and harsh. 



Both intruders spin round, facing the room they had thought empty. The leader 

dives sideways into the shadows inside the dining room and comes up in a smooth roll, 

turning ready to face whoever is there. The second man drops into a crouch where he 

had been standing. Both are poised, nerves jangling and ready for fight or flight. 

In a corner of the dining room, next to the heavy drapes hanging by one of the 

room’s enormous bay windows something moves. The second man’s gun is set on semi-

automatic and a squeeze of the trigger sends three quick shots towards the movement.  

None hit their target. One goes through the drapes and smashes into the room’s 

wood panelling. It passes straight through, driving a ball of fabric, metal and splinters 

into the brick wall behind the panels. The second bullet goes wide, passed straight 

through the glass of the dining room windows and vanishing into the night. The 

windowpane disintegrates under the impact of the bullet and explodes in a shower of 

clattering fragments.  

The third shot smacks into the stand several inches beneath the parrot that, 

woken from its doze by the sight of the two men moving through the moonlit hallway, 

called out one of its collection of film catchphrases. This shot shears off the top of the 

bird’s perch just a couple of inches below its claws. The astonished bird gives a 

frightened squawk and hastily takes to the wing as its resting place vanishes from 

beneath it.  

The sound of the parrot’s flapping wings draws five more shots, bullets now 

coming from both men. None hit, although each come within inches of the bird and 

smack big holes into the now ruined panelling on the wall behind.  

The bird beats its wings in frantic motion. It is confused and terrified. The balls of 

damage are being spat faster than cobra venom. They have come from the hallway and 

the other side of the room. The parrot feels the current of air flowing in through the new 

opening that has appeared in the window beside it. Desperate to get away from the 



dangers that have suddenly materialised inside the house, the bird twists in midair, slips 

through the hole in the glass and flies out into the night air. 

Scenting safety, the terrorised parrot aims for the far side of the terrace. There is 

a low balustrade of lichen-covered stone. Beyond lies a garden full of trees and shrubs. 

Flying faster than it has done for several decades, the bird aims for the garden’s 

sheltering foliage.  

Crossing the balustrade and turning towards the nearest tree, it gives a final 

alarm call. “Zed’s dead!” the parrot screeches. “Zed’s dead!” 

 

*  *  * 

 

Hoa Marshall arrived with the snow. Winter’s final blast came the same day that Adam 

returned to school. The change in the weather caught everyone by surprise. Easter had 

been mild – two weeks of balmy sunshine had got the trees bursting with leaf, the birds 

busy with their nests and people shedding their winter coats. 

The change followed the wind’s sudden one-hundred-and-eighty degree swing. 

On Friday, the light spring breezes had still been blowing warm air up from across the 

Channel. But by Saturday evening the temperature was starting to drop. On Sunday the 

north wind began to blow, a withering chill that shrivelled buds, scorched tender leaves 

and brought back a taste of ice. 

When Adam woke on Monday morning he was amazed to see fine powdery 

flakes of white whipping around outside his bedroom window. He forgot about 

distractions like washing, leapt straight into his school clothes and raced downstairs. His 

mother was standing at the kitchen worktop, already in her work clothes, making 

sandwiches on autopilot as she stared into a mental void. She turned and a warm smile 



brought her face to life as she watched Adam stare in disbelief at the swirling white 

scene on the other side of the kitchen window. 

“Mum!” 

She gave a shrug. “I know. And they say it’s going to get worse.” 

Adam rushed to the kitchen door and opened it wide. 

“Adam!” 

He looked round at his mother in surprise, framed in the doorway against a 

curtain of stinging snow pellets, the cold air rushing past him into the house as the 

warmth was sucked out. 

“Close that door!” 

“Oh.” He shut it reluctantly then suddenly shivered as the cold hit him. He 

brushed a light coating of snow off his school shirt and watched as the fine balls of ice 

melted away against the skin of his hand. 

“Come on in and have your breakfast. You’ll need it this morning – keep you 

warm. That snow’s not going anywhere either. They’re saying on the radio that we could 

get a couple of inches by teatime.” 

“A couple of inches? Wicked!” 

Sarah Strong laughed. It was the most animated she had seen her son in the 

morning for a long time and it gave her a shiver of silent pleasure to remember the easy 

friendship they had once had. It also saddened her to realise how big a hole the 

breakdown of that relationship had left in her life. Things had not been so good between 

them for a while. Not since...  

Most days she tried not to dwell on it but ultimately she knew that Adam held her 

to blame. That was why he had become so distant: so insular, so doggedly independent. 

He had never come out and said that he thought it was her fault but it had not been hard 

to detect. Sarah knew that the bottom had fallen out of her son’s life. Adam had always 



loved his father without reservation, never questioning the kind of person he really was. 

Now his father was gone and his mother had someone waiting in the wings to take his 

place. For Adam it was that simple and Sarah knew she could not argue with the bare 

facts. It might make her life easier if she could bring herself to make sit him down and 

listen to the whole story. But to do that she would have to shatter his illusions about his 

father and Sarah was not sure she could do that to her son. 

Like so many times before, she shrugged down the thoughts. She pushed a 

cereal bowl towards Adam. “I’ll give you a lift to school if you’d like. But you’ll still have to 

make your own way back so make sure you dress up warm. You’ll want gloves and a 

hat, as well as your parka.” 

Adam pulled the bowl towards himself while still looking sideways at the snow. 

He gave a dismissive shake of his head. “I’ll walk to school.” 

“You sure.” 

He nodded curtly. “I want to see the snow.” 

“You can see it from inside the car.” 

“Mum! Don’t be silly.” He shook his head. “It’s not the same.” 

She smiled but knew the moment had passed. It was not her that he wanted to 

share the novelty with. She returned to the kitchen counter to finish putting Adam’s 

sandwiches into his box with the apple and chocolate bar. 

 

It was nearly two miles from Adam’s home to Bishop Proctor School. He collected Stuart 

at the bottom of Yarley Hill and they headed across town together. Along the way, the 

snow did not let up. If anything it seemed to be getting thicker, the flakes coming faster 

and growing larger and heavier.  

When Adam left home none of the snow was settling. It blew around hard and 

dry but disappeared into a layer of cold wetness as it touched the ground. But by the 



time he and Stuart turned into Talbot Drive on the final leg of their journey, the flakes 

were settling fast. 

As they drew nearer to the school gates, the snow got even heavier: coming 

down too thick and fast to melt. The roofs of the houses on either side of the road were 

the first to turn completely white. Now, gardens, verges and pavements were also 

starting to disappear under deepening blanket of snow. 

Adam stopped and scuffed his left foot through the white slush that was fast 

thickening on the ground even despite the passage of dozens of passing pupils. The 

semi-frozen snow piled up onto a lump on the toe of his shoe and he flicked it into the 

air. He watched the lump splat into the road. “It’s getting better,” he said. 

Stuart nodded. “My dad says they reckon it’s going to get heavier.” 

“That’s what my mum said too.” 

“I hope it does. If it lasts maybe we won’t have to do sports.” 

“Maybe they’ll have to shut the school.” 

“You think so?” 

“I dunno.” Adam shrugged. “It would be good though.”  

Stuart nodded. The two boys stared hopefully at the white flakes drifting 

inexorably down. The fall lessened for a while but then seemed to gather again. The 

thought of a forced extension to the holidays was highly appealing to both of them. 

Stuart was anxious about school in general. He was not weak academically but lacked 

confidence. Also, as one of the smallest members of the school’s youngest year group, 

he still missed the more comfortable environment of his primary school and felt 

especially vulnerable and insignificant when faced by long corridors thronging with 

crowds of bigger, louder, more aggressive teenagers of both sexes.  



Adam was not so fazed by school in general but knew that the return to Bishop 

Proctor was more likely to mark the next stage of his war with the Withercot boys rather 

than any reprieve. 

Eventually, however, the two boys sighed and continued on up Talbot Drive 

towards their fate. But then trudging towards the school gates their spirits lifted. Just 

ahead of them they saw Mark and his older brother, Paul, approaching from the road to 

the right. The Sutcliffe siblings were distinctive: apart from their long blond hair and 

loose-limbed walks, each was a couple of inches taller than most of their classmates. 

Brought up for a number of years in America, they still had a kind of Californian glow that 

small town England had so far failed to completely rub off.  

Paul, who was in the fourth year, was regarded by many of the Bishop Proctor 

girls as the school heartthrob. Not only was he a star member of the cricket team but he 

could also play the guitar and sing ballads that made many a young heart swoon. Best of 

all, apart from his natural good looks, he had an effortless charm and appeared to 

wander through life in an amiable daze as if totally unaware of his effect on those around 

him.  

Paul’s sporting prowess and easy-going nature were enough to make sure he 

was generally as widely liked by the majority of the other boys in the school too. There 

were some who resented his success, particularly his popularity with the girls, and a few 

had tried to spread rumours that Paul was gay. The jealous mudslinging never really 

stuck though and Adam knew it was just resentment: he had spent enough time at the 

Sutcliffes’ house to see what Paul got up to when his parents were not around and to 

realise that the amiable daze was as much a part of the act as the corny ballads. 

With a role model like his older brother, Mark had a lot to live up to but he did not 

seem to let it faze him. He had already overturned one of Paul’s earlier cricketing 

records. Although unable to play the guitar, Mark was already showing an uncanny 



talent as an actor: mainly impersonating teachers and fellow pupils with uncanny ease 

but also stealing the show in several school drama productions. He it also looked like he 

was going to turn out to be at least as good-looking as his brother.  

What set Mark apart was his sharp wit and hasty manner. Where Paul was laid 

back to the point of sometimes being infuriatingly slow to do anything, his younger 

brother was the opposite. Where the older sibling needed a kick up the backside, Mark 

needed holding back: one brother thought while the other leapt.  

Adam and Mark had been close friends for the last couple of years. Mark’s fiery 

streak appealed to Adam’s own dislike of needless authority. They had clicked at 

primary school after Adam joined Mark’s side when the new boy from America started a 

vociferous row with the dinner ladies over the apparently arbitrary rules on where pupils 

were allowed to sit. Both had known it was an argument they could not win but each boy 

had been willing to stand up for what they saw as the principle of the matter.  

Trying to oppose the dictators of the dining room had been a lost cause from the 

start but it provided a good foundation for the pair’s friendship and Mark’s volatile nature 

gave plenty of opportunity for further entertainment. And while there had been plenty of 

times when Adam could cheerfully have strangled Mark, he also know the other boy was 

a good friend to have. Mark did not make judgements and once he said he would do 

something he rarely backed down regardless of the rights or wrongs of the matter. 

 

Adam and Stuart put on a spurt of speed to catch up with the Sutcliffe brothers and the 

four boys walked together into school, past the bike sheds and teachers’ parked cars. 

They were about fifty yards from the entrance to the main block when Adam spotted a 

familiar figure amongst the pupils ahead of them.  

Adam nudged Stuart and Mark and pointed ahead. Then he bent to the ground 

and scooped a gloved hand through the layer of grubby, damp, part-trampled snow that 



was building up across the tarmac. He increased his speed, walking swiftly. Mark 

followed just behind him. The other two boys followed, watching expectantly. 

“Go for it!” Mark hissed. “Get the sucker.” 

As Adam came up behind his target he pulled his hand back and rammed the 

ball of icy slush against the back of Clifford’s neck – making sure at least some of it went 

down his shirt. “Hi, Cliffie. Welcome back to school.” 

Clifford Webster squealed in anger and span round in surprise, pawing at the 

back of his neck to get rid of the melting snow now dripping down inside his shirt. 

For good measure, Adam gave Clifford a hard punch in the upper arm as he 

went by. Although the terrain had shifted from Hobthrush Wood to Bishop Proctor 

School, Adam knew that the war with the Withercot boys was far from over. Peace would 

not arrive just because the battlefield had changed. Here in school the rules of war 

would be different but Adam knew there was no point trying to pretend the conflict was 

over. Any attempt to avoid the boys from the estate, or be conciliatory, would be taken 

as cowardice and only incite them further.  

And, although breaks and the journeys to and from school would be a different 

matter, Adam knew he would not have to face the older boys during classes. On the 

other hand, there was no escaping Clifford.  

In the past, Adam had avoided Clifford for the simple reason that he did not like 

him. And, although Clifford was unpleasant, the pudgy Withercot boy was not nearly as 

scary as he liked to believe. Thinking about it over the weekend, Adam had concluded 

that the best thing he could do was put Clifford in his place from the start. Showing any 

fear with Clifford, who had few real friends in the class, was not an option. Besides, 

Adam had heard somewhere that offence was the best form of defence. Dealing with 

Clifford openly would send a clear message to the other Withercot boys that Adam was 

far from intimidated. 



 

Adam was at his desk between Stuart and Mark when registration began. Their teacher, 

Mr Forbes, had just started working his way through his list of names when Clifford 

arrived. The plump skinhead stumped in swinging his bag from one hand, face red and 

shirt askew. Clifford shot Adam a darting scowl and turned towards the back of the room. 

“Webster!” 

Clifford looked sulkily over his shoulder. “What?” 

Mr Forbes stood up from where he had been leaning against his desk and 

walked over to Clifford. Mr Forbes was well into his fifties but carried himself with the 

bearing of a general and spoke like a sergeant major. At the start of the school year, his 

class had all been in complete awe of Mr Forbes. Over the previous term, however, as 

he began to adjust to life in secondary school, Adam had begun to realise their teacher 

was not really anything like as gruff or unreasonable as he sometimes liked to make 

them think. 

Mr Forbes stopped a few feet short of the late arrival and lent forward so that 

Clifford had to tilt his head right back in order to meet his teacher’s gaze. 

“PardonD Webster?” The teacher made Clifford’s name sound like he had just 

spotted something unpleasant. “Did you say something to me?” 

“ErrD yeahD sir. What, sir?” 

Mr Forbes smiled. “Do you know what the time is, Webster?” 

“ErD no. No, sir.” 

“Well, it’s late, Webster. Or to be more precise, you’re late.” The teacher looked 

Clifford up and down with a disdainful expression. “And you’re a mess. You look like a 

slob. An unattractive slob who can’t do his own shirt up properly, let alone be on time.” 

“ButD” 



“But let me help you improve your timekeeping. First break. Here. Detention. 

And, if you’re more than a minute late, you’ll have detention at lunchtime too. 

Understood?” 

“ButD I wasD itD” 

With a swift jerk of his hand, Mr Forbes cut off Clifford’s faltering attempt at an 

explanation. “Enough. I’m bored of you already, Webster, and we haven’t even started 

the term yet. Go and sit in your corner and maybe I can finish taking the register.” 

The teacher turned smoothly away but, as he did so, his gaze briefly met Adam’s 

– and there was just the flicker of a wink from his right eye. Adam looked down quickly 

but he felt both Mark and Stuart nudge him under the table; it was not his imagination, 

they had seen it too. 

But they had only just started back on the register when there was a knock on 

the classroom door. Mr Forbes sighed. “Yes? Come in.” 

The door opened slowly. In the corridor stood a strange girl. She met the gaze of 

the room with a blank expression. There was silence. If the newcomer was perturbed by 

their appraisal she showed no sign.  

“Who’s she?” 

“Where’s she from?” 

“It’s a Chink.” 

The muttering went round the room as thirty-two pairs of eyes surveyed the 

newcomer. She was tall and had long, dead-straight glossy black hair. It was also 

obvious from the shade of her skin and the shape of her eyes that she did not come from 

any European heritage. 

Mr Forbes raised an eyebrow. “Can I help you?” 

The girl gave a slight shrug. “You Mr Forbes?” 

“I am. Who are you?” 



“New pupil, sir.” The girl marched into the room, shut the door and looked 

around. There were a few spare seats dotted around. She ignored all of the other pupils 

and walked to an empty place near the centre of the room and sat down. 

“Ah, yes.” Mr Forbes nodded. “Well, ‘new pupil’, what’s your name.” 

“Hoa.” 

“Hoa?” 

“Yes.” 

“HoaD anything else?” 

The girl shrugged again. “HoaD Marshall.” She spoke the second word as if it 

was unfamiliar, testing its sound, tasting it on her tongue. 

Mr Forbes gave a faint smile. “Hoa Marshall. You’re sure?” 

The newcomer met his gaze without blinking. “I guess so.” 

Mr Forbes nodded. “Okay, Hoa Marshall. I was expecting you. Welcome to 

Bishop Proctor School.” 

She inclined her head graciously. 

“Where have you come from, Hoa?” 

The girl frowned then shook her head. “It’s a long story,” she said. “Too long.” 

 

The snow continued throughout the day but for many pupils the arrival of Hoa Marshall 

proved just as interesting. Although her long frame, sleek hair and dark, almond-shaped 

eyes set her apart physically from the other children, it was not just her exotic looks that 

commanded their attention. Hoa carried herself with even more hauteur than Mr Forbes 

and moved with an elegance and a confidence that was obvious in her every movement.  

For the first few lessons, the other girls in the class studied her in fascination – 

some from behind books, some staring openly – as they tried to decide what to make of 



her and whether she should be welcomed or shunned. They studied Hoa’s hair, her 

clothes and the way that she looked through the boys as if they did not even exist.  

Some of the boys tried to get Hoa’s attention. Most of the time they might as well 

have been talking to the air. And when she did deign to acknowledge their presence 

something in her expression managed to quell the ardour of even the biggest show-offs 

in the class. She did not say anything to any of them: the look on her face alone was 

enough to let them know just where they stood in her estimation.  

At lunchtime, the weather kept most pupils inside. There were now a good two 

inches of snow on the ground and a biting wind was blasting stinging ice crystals 

horizontally across the playground. Adam’s class ended up back in their registration 

room once they had finished in the dinner hall.  

To begin with, Hoa sat alone. Poised and calm, she pulled a glossy magazine 

from her bag and began slowly leafing through the pages. The pictures spread on the 

desk in front of her provided an easy icebreaker for the first of her female classmates to 

make the move and by the end of lunchtime a small gaggle of girls was gathered tightly 

around Hoa. An excited chatter rose around the newcomer, accompanied by plenty of 

giggles and the occasional gasp. 

Along with a number of the other boys, Adam and his two classmates watched 

from the other side of the room. “Where’s she from, do you reckon?” said Adam, his 

gaze fixed on the newcomer, the same place they had rested for most of the morning. 

Mark pushed his long fringe out of his face and shook his head. “I think ‘new 

pupil’ not from round here.” 

Stuart laughed. “Well, you can tell that just from looking at her.” 

Mark frowned. “No, I don’t mean the way she looks. Anyway, there’s other 

Chinese living in town. There are those two girls in the year above. Their family run the 



Chinky in the high street. What I mean is, she can’t have been living round here before. 

She must have just moved here.” 

Adam nodded. “You think she is Chinese?” 

Mark nodded sagely. “I reckon. Mandarin probably.” 

“No.” Stuart shook his head. “Chinese people are more sort ofD yellowy. Her 

skin’s quite brown. And she’s taller.” 

Mark frowned. He was always quick with an opinion and ever certain, whether or 

not he had any evidence on which to make his decision. More often than not his hasty 

judgements proved to be just that but he still had to learn not to be so dogmatic and 

hated being put right, particularly by Stuart.  

He shrugged. “Well,” he said slowly as if his words were the result of much 

deliberation, “I suppose she could be from Japan.” 

“No,” said Stuart, not even aware that he was winding Mark up. “They’re tiny as 

well.” 

“Okay, Korea, then.” 

Stuart looked unconvinced but said nothing, while Adam stared wordlessly at 

Hoa. Mark was just happy not to be contradicted and the boys fell silent. They were still 

thinking about it when the bell went for the first lesson of the afternoon. 

 

*  *  * 

 

The figure in the huge four-poster sits up abruptly: layers of linen still twisted around him. 

Robert Clay’s breathing is ragged and his hands are trembling. He had been deep 

asleep and is still disorientated by the sudden transition to waking. The moonlight 

outside has grown stronger and enough illumination is now coming in for him to be able 



to see most of the objects in the room. Clay’s eyes dart around the room as he tries to 

work out what woke him. 

Clay is no stranger to sudden frights: the chill hand of fear creeping up his neck 

or the quick stab of gut-wrenching alarm. Most of the time, the nightmares are just that. 

But still... He knows his history and there are some things he will never forget, some 

fears that will never go away.  

He stays motionless for a moment, trying to calm his pulse, waiting for the fear to 

pass. He knows that lots of different things can trigger a panic attack. Sometimes, just 

being in a different bed can do it to him.  

They only arrived here late yesterday evening after the long journey from his 

house in New Zealand’s Marlborough Sounds. They had stopped for a few days along 

the way, a night in Singapore and a weekend at the estate near Lake Garda. He was no 

longer suffering from jet lag by the time they got to England but it had still been a lot of 

travelling. He wonders for a while if that is what has unsettled him. 

But the sense of unease does not pass. Something woke him and he does not 

think it was a nightmare. He does not remember any dreams and the jolt that 

accompanied his waking makes him think he had gone beyond REM sleep. The prickling 

sensation was not going away either. Clay is so used to nightmares that normal bad 

dream aftermath was something to which he is well accustomed.  

This time, however, even the usually more-rational part of his mind seems 

shaken by a sense of prickly unease and Clay cannot shed the feeling of alarm. And if it 

was not a dream that had suddenly thrust him into waking panic, what was it? A nervous 

twitch or something external, something outside this room? 

Clay swallows nervously and reaches towards the house telephone but then 

hesitates. He tries again to slow his breathing, worried that the noise of his own gasping 

breaths will prevent him hearing any sounds of danger. Changing his mind, Clay takes 



his hand away from the phone and pulls the covers off his body with an impatient tug. He 

thinks about reaching for the light switch but decides against turning anything on. 

He swings his legs out of bed and stands up. As he does so, an ashtray falls 

from the bed. Stepping carefully around the bed, Clay treads a half-smoked joint into the 

rug. He approaches the window slowly, coming at it from the side. His eyes have 

adjusted to the faint light in the big room and he is fairly satisfied there is nothing amiss 

here. He has no sense of anything changed in the room itself; the problem lies 

elsewhere. As he draws closer to the window, remembering the lessons given, he lowers 

himself until he is kneeling, his head just peeping over the sill. 

Outside, three floors below, he can see the gravelled drive that sweeps around 

the front of Mount House. The top sash window is open a couple of inches and the night 

breeze is bringing the distant sound of sighing leaves into the room as well as cool, fresh 

air. 

To begin with he sees and hears nothing. Then came a faint crunching of gravel 

from somewhere out of sight. Clay’s breath catches in his throat and the beginnings of a 

cold sweat bring goose bumps to his skin. He presses his face a fraction closer to the 

window and stares down hard at the drive. 

For a while longer, nothing moves. Then Clay sees the group of black-clothed 

figures emerging from the shelter of the trees and trotting quickly across the night-damp 

grass towards the house. 

 

 

 


