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While I Slept 

 

 

 

- 1 - 

A Charmed Hill 

 

 

For the first time in a long time, I could hear clearly. Thunk, tssh, thunk, tssh – hushed and rhythmic 

shovelling. It must be her, coming to break my long, muffled dream. My nose tweaked – catching the dust 

of a dry summer – and settled. An earthy cloud burrowed into my conscious mind. All at once, the hard 

muscles in my chest eased and I pulled in a raspy breath.  

 

* 

 

Best dig yet. I would never find anything world changing here, but it passed the time, and there was 

always a tiny chance I’d find something newsworthy. Today’s haul was three pieces of plain china, a 

marble and two pence. They stared at me from my tool bag. Not exactly newspaper material, but the 

Cotswolds – once a shallow seabed – was the nearest place I could mess up the grass… and it was a hell of a 

lot cheaper, and easier, than flying to Italy and applying to dig on one of the big sites as an amateur.  

‘Where’s a rotting corpse when you want one?’ 

I laughed and peered over the lip of my crumbling hole. I’d carved a large crater through the day. The 

bottom squelched in the lower corner. I shuffled, savouring the noise, and twisted to check my depth. My 

hand met original ground level.  

The dig had gone well, but I scrunched my nose even so; I wouldn’t be able to dig much further or the 

lower corner of the trench would grow waterlogged and turn my canvas shoes a horrid brown. Still, I dug 

on, a few more shovels’ worth. Even if I would do better in a sunny field full of old artefacts, or on a week’s 

trip through the Sahara with a working metal detector, or one of those radar image-things they always 

have on my favourite archaeology shows, the best finds were always found just before giving up… It 
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wasn’t like I had anything better to do. Uni was a long month away and most my friends had flown 

somewhere hotter than England. 

Forcing another chunk of dirt from the ground, I let my eyes glaze over. I had third year yet, but I 

could save for a trip abroad around uni, maybe in the summer or winter holidays. It would feel good to 

turn my brain off for a while. 

Tunk.  

‘What the–?’ 

I threw the spade aside and crouched to inspect the ground. It had been a hard hit. Something was 

there. I grabbed a brush and feathered soil loose. It rose in musty, sand-like clouds and covered the legs of 

my already grubby jeans. Good thing I’d brought the oldest pair...  

The dust cloud hid any fine details as I squinted to focus on what I was uncovering. Braving a stinging 

eye, I edged closer, my nose fast filling with dirt. 

It was an old, long wooden board. Really long. The end was still out of sight but I already had a good 

metre uncovered. I knocked on it. Hollow and hard, probably thick. What was it? It couldn’t be a coffin. I 

was on a hill in the middle of nowhere, miles from the nearest graveyard. 

My shoulders and wrists ached as I shovelled with renewed vigour. Dirt fell in cushioned mounds on 

either side of me until I could see the plank joined more boards at a right angle, on the very edge of my 

trench. It was some kind of box. 

Maybe it was a time capsule, or a kid’s treasure chest? It couldn’t be much else, up on a hill in the 

sticks… but it was too big. I frowned. The box was a good metre in width as well as length, and I still 

hadn’t found the right-hand corners. 

I glared at the wall of my trench. It was typical that when I’d finally found something interesting, the 

hole I’d dug wasn’t big enough. Sighing, I massaged my arm for a good minute and threw my clammy hair 

into a quick ponytail before grabbing the bigger shovel. I’d need that to widen the trench.  

Spades of earth flew over my shoulder and out the trench for a good half hour, the small of my back 

filling with sweat, until I hit wood with a fresh tunk. Grinning and breathing hard, I chipped away the last 

of the dirt until I saw the second set of box corners.  

So, I had the size of it. Had to be over two metres long.  

Holding my breath against disturbed soil, I dropped to my knees with a trowel to free the last stubborn 

clumps of muck. My hands shook with the need to get this thing open without damaging the find. It could 

be just about anything, as big as it was. I’d never thought I’d find anything this good on a Cotswold hill, but 

I wasn’t going to complain... 
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I worked my way around the box and lingered at one end. This area was proving difficult. Here, the 

sand had stuck and hardened with clay into a rough square at the short end of the box. I picked at it, 

careful not to destroy anything beneath, but it came away in two peels.  

I blinked, still holding the clods. 

Behind was a square, brass plate with a name: “Artie”. Nothing else. I took a breath but felt it tighten 

in the tube. No doubt now. This had to be a grave.  

Pulling in tiny breaths, I tried not to panic. I’d been kidding about the corpse...  

My mouth twitched even as my heartbeat sped. This had the potential to be an amazing news story, 

my corpse jokes included, but… could I? Should I? Did I want my first piece of major journalism to be 

about myself? Our tutors had warned us against that… but this could kick-start my career.  

Dusting my shaky hands, I stood and scanned the large, humped hill for crosses, stones, or ruins. 

Nothing was nearby but shady trees, weeds, some empty plastic bags, and a few beer cans. This shouldn’t 

be a grave site... at least not a recent one.  

I dropped my tools and got out of the trench to do a walk-by, scuffing the grass for rocks.  

Still nothing. 

If nothing marked it, it could be old, a discovery for the area. A story that big would get my name out 

there. I imagined signing my name beneath an article on “Artie’s Skeleton” or “Artie’s Bones”. Now that 

would look good on a job application.  

The coffin creaked.  

Had something shifted? Dirt was scuttling off the box’s top and down the slightly angled trench, but 

nothing had come through the box’s walls. I dismissed it.  

This could be a big find – the first English mummy, or a serial killer’s personal graveyard. I snorted, 

then considered it; “Artie”, no last name, date, anything. Who was he? A very large pet, or human? He 

couldn’t have been poor, or there wouldn’t have been a nameplate. I couldn’t leave this untouched and I 

sure as hell wasn’t leaving all the discoveries to the experts. 

Bronze cost far more than wood. I tapped the nameplate. It could help researchers determine his 

history. Was he buried with treasure? A diary? I sniggered – a spell book, maybe? I had to know. Filling the 

grave in would be like censorship.  

I jumped back in the pit and grabbed a chisel out my back pocket. I’d regretted buying it, it got so little 

use, but this made up for it.  

The metal was frosty in my hand and made me pause. Sunny day, cold metal. I shook my head; I 

needed to stop thinking and get on with this. Down in the trench, the gentle breeze was cut off. It was so 

quiet I heard my bones creak as I crouched. 
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Moving by feel, my fingertip picked out the box’s join. I placed the chisel to the gap and tapped its end 

with a tiny hammer. The wood creaked and snapped. I fell back, startled. The coffin’s near side had fallen 

clean away and lay by my feet. 

Blue silk covered the inside, an expensive blanket for the dead, but the fabric was too well preserved to 

be old. It was shiny and unstained. I ached to touch it.  

Fuck it.  

I reached out. It was soft, too, not a grain of dirt on it. Odd.  

My heart sped. Something had moved beneath my fingers. A bulge, behind the fabric.  

I hauled back to the very edge of the trench, ready to leave, but returned, almost in the same 

movement. My teeth were clenched with excitement and nerves. I had to go on. Rat or no rat, I’d come 

this far. The box’s contents were on the other side of that silk.  

Trowel in hand, I dug out the top. It wasn’t hard – the soil was sandy and moved aside with little 

effort, as if waiting for me to remove it – but I was still cautious. I braced at the knee and thigh, ready to 

run or jump at first tail whip. The plague was not on my Christmas list.  

Steady now. I held my breath and hit the far side join. The top snapped off with a loud bang that didn’t 

fit the wood or the tool. The chisel bounced into the far corner of the muddy trench, but it didn’t matter. I 

could see in, and I was stunned. 

I swallowed hard. He – no, it – it was better to think of it that way – lay under the silk. An outlined 

skull, chest, body... 

‘Shit.’ 

My hands were shaking, so I scrunched them into fists and peered closer at the body, my heart 

jumping like popcorn in the microwave, pounding away. What had I gotten myself into? Did I even want 

to see what was in there? It was still… whole.  

I took a shallow breath and waited for the stench to hit me. The body seemed intact, plump rather 

than bony, like a full-grown adult hiding under the covers, playing dead. But they couldn’t be playing 

dead. They were buried. Was he newly dead?  

I’d need to get my story straight by the time the police arrived, so I scanned the coffin for clues.  

He clasped a weapon. Something long and straight. A sword? But he looked whole; how could he be 

that old? Or did murder victims carry swords around here suddenly? I let out a shaky laugh and shook my 

head.  

The silk moved again.  

I stilled and held my breath. Was it the wind? No, I was too far below the hill. Had I imagined it? 

A rasp came from beneath the cloth. A breath? 



© Holly Ice 2012 5 

I jumped back, abandoning my tool pile. ‘Fuck!’ 

It couldn’t be a rat. No, I’d started an undead epidemic or Mummy Returns four. Didn’t the tomb 

diggers always die? I was fucked, or crazy, or fucked and crazy. 

As I paced the edge of the hole, I realised climbing out could bring too much attention. …Who was I 

kidding? This guy had a sword. It was time to move.  

I scrambled out and watched from my new vantage point. Everything was safer with distance. 

The thing breathed on, deeper, and the silk dropped with each inhale. But I couldn’t leave just yet, not 

until I knew why it was there, and breathing. Breathing! My heart still raced but not as bad. I was getting 

myself back under control. After all, if the thing was going to attack me, wouldn’t it have attacked already? 

...And now I knew why those idiots always stopped to watch in horror movies. I was one of those 

idiots. My heart quickened again and I braced my knees, ready to sprint down the hill to my car if I needed 

to. I could see the town from here, the tiny lanes and matchstick houses bundled away, safe in the valley.  

I blinked and frowned as I realised the body’s smell never hit. That didn’t make sense if it was whole. 

There’d be gasses and the stink of early decomp. 

Jaw clenched, I scanned the hill again, wondering if some murderer was out here, watching. Maybe it 

would be better to leave…  

The body was still moving, a steady movement, far too regular to be a release of gas or a trapped 

animal, trying to find the way out. No, the thing was breathing. I couldn’t look away. It was mesmerising. 

The silk slipped, enough to make out the top of its head.  

I gasped; it had perfect, washed, dark brown hair with a slight curl. No grease or dirt, or straw-like 

moisture loss like older corpses could get. Its skin was tanned, perfect. No bruising or squishiness, no 

spongy decomp. It couldn’t be dead… but it had to be. My eyes widened and I locked my legs as I felt my 

knees numb. 

‘Hello?’  

Was Artie buried alive? The grass had grown over. How could he – I tried again. ‘Hello?’  

I stumbled closer to the edge. He could need help after so long underground. I’d been digging for hours 

and he’d been there at least that long. Should I call an ambulance? 

Artie sat up, and the silk fell away. I gasped.  

He was definitely alive.  

I looked him over. All had been revealed. Well, kind of. He was still clothed, at least. Yup, stranger 

buried alive and still breathing… how did this even happen? 

Looking down on my newest find, I rubbed my arms and paced the lip of the hole. Was he some sort of 

psycho that asked to be buried? He wasn’t freaking out, or even talking! Or, I could be losing it. He was 
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very good looking. Gran would have called him handsome. Could I be delirious? I could have hit some sort 

of gas pipe, but I didn’t remember any metal in the trench.  

I toyed with leaving before this got any more intense, but I couldn’t. Curiosity had won out over 

shock.  

“Artie” watched me with quiet stillness. His warm, sugar-brown eyes looked as if they were smiling, 

laughing at my reaction, but he didn’t speak.  

That pissed me off. I grit my teeth and assessed his outfit.  

A deep green, woollen tunic clung to him, down to his thighs, and small, leather ankle boots peeked 

from the silk covering. It was old painting or re-enactment dress, and yet he smiled up at me, very much 

human and alive. He even had dimples. And it wasn’t a creepy smile. Point for him.  

His face was strong and thin – hard features showing through – and he had the kind of downplayed 

muscle guys worked hard to achieve. Wait… now he was laughing, chuckling in fact. Was that a reaction 

to me checking him out? 

Blinking away with red cheeks, I checked the box and confirmed he really did have a weapon. His 

sword lay beside him, shiny, and pointy. Very pointy. Biting my lip, I moved back two steps, three, away 

from the hole. I shook my head, feeling the buzz of panic take over. I wiped his smile point off the board. 

That sword was real, no mere mock up. Psycho. He was definitely a psycho.  

‘Wait! You are Annie, right? I was told–’ 

‘How do you know my name?’ He knew my name. This was trouble, big trouble. And I was on a hill in 

the middle of nowhere.  

I paced but kept my eyes riveted to the edge of his sword. Unless I’m on a joke show? No, none of my 

friends would try to pull that. ‘How can you know…’ I was glaring at him but felt my lip twitch as I tried 

not to panic.  

He hadn’t gone for the sword and he was talking. Those were good signs.  

Artie was careful to move very slowly as he stretched, as if I would startle and take flight. ‘I was 

waiting,’ he said. 

That didn’t even make sense.  

‘Waiting? Waiting for what?’ I moved an inch closer to hear better against the increasing wind, but I 

wasn’t giving up too much ground, not yet. He may have been sitting but he could still explode, or impale 

me on his sword. Physics had already been screwed, so anything could happen. This was crazy. Surely only 

crazy people lie waiting in a grave for someone to dig them up? And dead people. He better not try to eat 

my neck… 

‘Yes, waiting to be needed. You unearthed me?’ 
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I studied him, sat in his coffin with blue silk over his shins. He seemed happy enough to sit there, 

chatting all soft spoken as if nothing unusual was happening. Must be mad. 

I nodded to answer his question (I’ve heard it’s best to humour crazies) but he still hadn’t answered 

mine. ‘How do you know my name?’ 

Artie shifted and pushed the silk down past his knees. ‘A woman, a long time ago, told me you would 

be the one to find me.’ 

‘Find you? You willingly put yourself here? And what do you mean, a long time ago?’  

What were my choices? I could run but I didn’t know how fast he was… and he was armed. I was 

nowhere near anything more dangerous than a lone dog walker and my lightweight car. But he hadn’t 

attacked me yet. He could have done, easily… 

Artie frowned and winced as he stretched out his legs. ‘I suppose that makes little sense.’ 

I tapped my foot. ‘Not much, no.’  

Artie pushed himself to his feet but thankfully left his sword where it lay. He studied me once he stood 

and raised his hand. ‘Any chance I could get some help?’ 

I shook my head. ‘No.’ There were too many unanswered questions, too much weirdness. I wasn’t 

going near him while I still saw a sword.  

Artie kicked away the silk which had tangled in his feet and gave me another of his natural smiles, full 

of wicked charm, but he didn’t look at me directly. Was he trying to calm me, or hide something? 

He hauled himself out the trench by the strength of his arms, his legs barely moving. I moved another 

few metres back, considering. He’d brought the sword up with him. The glint of it in the sunlight made me 

shiver and back up more. He had to use his body a lot to get out of a hole that deep with so little effort. I 

knew from the past few hours how much strength it took. 

‘What?’ he asked, watching me frown. 

I shook my head. ‘Nothing.’ I had decided to find out more before I hightailed it home. I took a deep 

breath and braced myself. ‘The box you were in was labelled “Artie”. Is that your name?’ 

‘Arthur, but Artie is fine too.’ 

I felt my eyes narrow as I tried to get a hold on what made this guy tick. 

Oblivious, he stared out, over the field. He looked confused, as if getting his bearings. His grip on the 

sword had loosened. To be fair, I would be worse off after his experience.  

‘We are in the middle of nowhere…’ 

Yes, yes we were. I flicked my eyes to the trees, almost hoping for a vicious, barking dog to interrupt 

us. But I couldn’t just leave a guy I’d dug out the ground alone, could I? He was freakishly calm. Something 

could be wrong with him.  
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I could get him out of here, somewhere busier, more communal... somewhere with less of a death in 

the woods feel. Somewhere I could let the stalker down easy. Else I’d not just be the one who didn’t run 

but the typical victim, discovered by a dog walker. Not the most intelligent way to go. 

‘This is a nature walk. They’re always fairly quiet, but it’s busier than you think.’ I shrugged, as if it 

meant nothing to me. I hoped I’d pulled it off. 

‘Nature walk?’ He furrowed his brow as though trying to understand. 

I fixed a smile in place. He must be putting this on. Where could they could hide the cameras for a 

prank on an open hill? They could have picked me at random. Or maybe the council had decided I couldn’t 

dig here, either? Maybe the trees – good quality cameras can be tiny now… but this felt too serious to be a 

joke. The man could have died! 

Arthur was still waiting for a reply. I’d have to explain, if only to stop him looking so wide-eyed and 

curious. What was it about men needing help? They can look so endearing asking for it. I always looked 

like a ditz when I was confused. Still, that could be his plan, how he traps young girls and kills them... 

I was going in circles. What I needed were some facts I could trust, or I was out of here. 

 

* 

 

Annie seemed exasperated by my question but I wasn’t sure why. She tapped her tongue on the roof of her 

mouth as it opened. Mid-brown hair framed her face and dusted her shoulders where it had fallen out of 

her tie, but it blunted her fury when it bounced. 

‘It’s a place people walk in nature, sometimes with their dogs.’ 

‘They can’t do that normally?’ 

Annie scanned the countryside. Did she still not trust me? I had been nothing but sluggish in my 

approach. I had not even mentioned the Fae yet! 

‘Normally?’ She frowned and, on her young face, it was endearing. ‘You mean walk dogs near their 

houses? Not always.’ 

So, people came here with their dogs… ‘Do people hunt here?’ 

Annie waved her hands as if to quiet me or fend me off. ‘No. No... They just walk dogs and enjoy the 

quiet.’ 

She was inching back again, and eyeing my sword. I couldn’t have that. I needed to know why I had 

awoken now, and it was only a sword. Why was she so nervous? It was not as if I were brandishing it. 

Was she thinking about my hunting comment and getting the wrong idea? Sighing, I sheathed my 

sword, a big mark of trust for me.  
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Her shoulders relaxed. Even her lips slacked. She must be realising she had more time to fight or run 

before I could unsheathe the sword. At least, that was what I was thinking. Her thoughts went in stranger 

paths. 

‘So, Arthur… why were you...’ she whispered and pointed the last, ‘down there?’ 

I laughed so hard my sword rattled in its sheath, but she didn’t laugh back. She made no sense. I 

thought she’d made a joke. It was difficult to keep abreast with her shortened words and she kept giving off 

contrasting signals, which did not help. I only knew what my brain had taken in while I was buried. The 

words had seeped through like water and stuck in my memory, but grammar had transformed over the 

years… 

My gut dropped as I realised what her silence meant. If the legend had not lasted, could she really not 

know why I was down there, why I was here? We had spent years convincing bards, poets and common 

men to ensure the legend of my long sleep lived on. Could they all have failed? 

I took a step forward and was pleased she did not back away. ‘You mean… you really do not know?’ 

‘Know what? I’m guessing this is your way of saying I’m on camera? Come on, what show have my 

friends submitted me for? Great prank, really.’ 

I failed to see what prank I could be playing… and what was this “camera” or “show”?  

‘Camera? No mind, later.’ I waved the thought away. There were more important things to ask. ‘You 

don’t understand why I am here?’ 

Annie’s jaw clenched and she narrowed her eyes. ‘No. Why?’ She snapped the words.  

She would not be irritated unless she were telling the truth. This was a mess. How could I summarise it 

all? 

I reached for her hand. She didn’t pull away but looked down and watched, glaring. She snatched it 

back at my first touch as if I had burned her, and grit her teeth. 

Did I offend her? I had only tried to calm her. Was there a different way of approaching women here? 

Maybe I had done something wrong? ‘I am sorry.’ 

‘You should be, playing games like this.’ 

I had to ignore that. I had no idea what was causing her anger but that would pass. My problem was 

more pressing. ‘You have not been told–’ 

She clenched her teeth so tight they squeaked and I winced at the sound. 

‘Nothing. No idea other than the show. Just get it over with. Reveal yourself!’ She threw her hands up, 

as if asking for the gods to intervene.  

‘Well, this changes things.’ This was not what I had expected at all. Tessa never said the future would 

have forgotten me.  
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‘What exactly does this change? What even is “this”?’ 

I would struggle to explain it to her. With my people, I would have reached out, touched her shoulder, 

and tried to calm her, help her understand, but with the way she had reacted… it would be best not to.  

Instead, I tried to weigh what the most important information was, what she needed to know first, and 

what wouldn’t make her run. I needed her. I could already tell the world had changed too much for me to 

battle it alone and uninformed. 

‘I was to be discovered when needed, never before. The hill was charmed to keep me asleep until that 

moment. A woman I knew told me an Annie would unearth me. She had… a way of knowing things. It 

seems she was right.’ 

Annie’s lip twisted under her teeth and her brow furrowed. I hoped her thoughts would go my way. 

A minute passed and she still watched me, quiet, so I decided to prompt her. ‘…Annie? Tell me news 

of Albion. What are the biggest problems?’ 

‘Albion? What’s that?’ 

I closed my eyes in sadness. It seemed the old name for our land had already perished. Perhaps she 

would remember the Roman name instead. ‘Britannia?’ 

She scoffed. ‘You’re not singing a song. You mean “Britain”, I’m guessing?’ She didn’t wait for my 

answer but nodded, as if that settled it. ‘Must be what you mean. Albion, really…’ 

I inclined my head and memorised the new name. ‘Well then, what news in Britain?’ 

She whistled, throwing her hands in the air as if this were an impossible task. The country was a big 

place but it had never been overly populated. Could there really be that many concerns? I was to wake 

when Albion, or Britain, needed me, but how many battles was I to fight? Had the spell misfired, waited 

until a terminal ton of problems weathered the country, rather than one massive conflict? 

Annie stepped forward but kept her distance from me as she peered into my underground hiding place. 

She was frowning. What was she looking for, waiting for? She would find nothing in there apart from the 

silk and the box I had slept in. That was all that had been needed. The stones holding the charm together 

were buried at the base of the hill in a double ring. If one had broken, the other would hold. 

‘I don’t understand how you did it,’ she finally said. ‘There is no toilet area, there were no tubes 

sticking out the ground for air, and grass had grown over the whole thing!’ She shook her head. ‘What kind 

of magic trick is this?’ 

I perked up at “magic”. She must still have some knowledge, a hint of who I was in her history and 

why I was here. She had to.  
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Something bright flashed. I threw up my hand. All I saw were dots. My free hand went for my sword, 

but nothing came of the light. Blinking, I checked the hillside, but saw only Annie, holding a strange 

square in her hands. 

‘What is that?’ 

‘You are a treat, all right. It’s a phone. I took your picture.’ 

As she slid the device back into her pocket, her eyes met mine. They were a fine, clear blue, a tropical 

sea. I found it hard to look away, so I tried for a smile, but she turned away. 

‘How long have you been buried?’ 

That was a good question. Tessa never told me the year I would wake. I had assumed she did not know 

and that was why she was never specific. Now, I wondered if she knew more than she had said. All I had 

slept with was the knowledge I would “wake when I was needed”. It is hard to predict the future, even for 

Tessa, with all her little spies and dreams, but now… I would bet she knew more than she’d said. She had 

never liked Katrin, after all. 

‘What year is it?’ I asked, hoping they kept count the way we had. 

Annie tutted and rolled her eyes. ‘Well, we passed the 2,000 mark if that’s what you’re asking.’  

I closed my eyes. This was absurd. No matter what calendar I used, this was hundreds and hundreds of 

years since I was last awake and with my people. My heart clenched with the pain. It was too long. Many 

of my old friends would be dead and buried. Maybe I was right before? Maybe something had gone wrong, 

broken the charm on the hill too late? No, she was the one who was supposed to awaken me but… so late. 

Tessa had some explaining to do. 

‘Too long. Hundreds of years.’ My voice croaked, hard to hear around my tight throat. 

Annie blinked and burst into laughter. ‘What? You’re kidding, right? You don’t look older than thirty, 

and that would be stretching it.’ She tilted her head to the side as she reconsidered and then shook her 

head, as if to say her judgement stood. A cheeky smile tweaked the corner of her mouth and, despite her 

teasing, it was catching. At the least, it helped soften the wound.  

‘This is not a joke,’ I said. 

‘Sure it’s not. Come on, what else do you have to ask?’ 

She made it sound like I had a list of questions ready to ask her. I wished I knew which questions to 

ask. ‘I… tell me everything.’ I threw my arms out to show I could not be more specific. Anything in those 

hundreds of years could be relevant. 

A loose curl of overgrown hair fell into my eyes and I shoved it back. Annie watched with a smile. 

That was promising. I could build on that. 
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She let out a long breath as she thought everything over, and when she breathed back in, she indicated 

the path behind her, back down the hill. ‘I have to go now. This has been fun, but I don’t have any more 

time for this. Books to read for the new semester, you understand.’ 

I did not understand. She wanted to leave and yet I had no clue how to help Britain cope with 

whatever threat they were facing. How could I fight for them if I did not know where to start? And, after 

so many hundreds of years… I twisted to focus on the town and found myself shaking my head. It looked 

nothing like I remembered. Back then, it was a few huts, but mostly woodland. Now it was a sprawling 

town with strange, solid buildings.  

‘I really would like your help.’ 

Annie shook her head and backed away. ‘It was good to meet you.’ She turned on her heel and took 

quick steps away from me. She checked back every few seconds, ensuring I didn’t follow. 

I gave her the impression I wouldn’t and let her reach the head of the path, behind the bordering 

hedgerows, before I trailed after her.  
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- 2 - 

Headline News 

 

 

On leaving the path, Annie got into a strange creature. It growled and moved in a fury of small stones and 

spinning parts. Her head twisted to see the way and when she straightened I hid behind the hedge so she 

would not spot me. My heart was jumping. It would be hard to follow her in that monster.  

Hand resting on my sword, I peeked over the hedge once the whirring noise had gentled. The thing 

was out of sight but I could still hear it rumbling down the hill. I followed the noise at a good pace but it 

was out of earshot almost as soon as I had begun. 

I could not get further behind. 

 

* 

 

My hands gripped the steering wheel with a vengeance as I drove into town. I had no idea where someone 

got off thinking they could play such an extended trick. “Tell me everything”, really!  

I hit the brake and looked both ways before turning toward the centre of town. I needed a drink. At 

least in the pub I’d have somewhere to sit and work the logic of this strange prank through.  

 

* 

 

The hill was steep. Pounding down it in my semi-thick leather boots had me verging on blisters and I had 

gained plenty of bruises from loose stones. These shoes were not made for this. They were made for grass 

and hunts through forest, not this black stuff. 

Breathing hard, I took in the passing trees and dancing forest boughs as I ran. The wind had picked up 

and the clouds were drawing in, darkening the day. I could almost taste the moisture in the air. I would 

need to find shelter before the rain blew in. 

A loud noise pricked my ears. It was another growl, like Annie’s beast, and the sound was growing. I 

grabbed the hilt of my sword and stood my ground, waiting for it to near. Pulling the sword from its 

scabbard, I checked my stance as it approached, most my weight over my back leg and braced to move.  

The monster came into view. It was a huge, blue, hulking thing, far bigger than Annie’s pet. This one 

could hold a whole family in its gullet. I brandished my sword, ready to charge and stab the beast through, 
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but then I saw the wide eyes of a woman in the front. She was yelling something and the beast swerved 

past me, over the hill and out of sight. 

Smiling, I sheathed my sword, proud I had scared the creature off. Now I needed to track Annie’s 

breed. It was red and curvy, small compared to the hulking variety. How hard could it be? 

I continued my downhill run until the ground levelled out at a crossing. To the left, the path curved 

into an area with solid constructions that made up the town. To the right, the path was edged with grass 

and wildflowers. 

Turning down the busier route, I kept my eyes open for any signs of Annie. Unfortunately, this new 

material they used to cover their roads did not allow for many tracks. Odd treads of dried mud splattered it 

but I did not have the skill to tell the tracks of one beast from another. I would have to ask after Annie at 

the local tavern. Tavern keepers always knew far more than they should, and were often keen gossips.  

Decision made, I followed the largest paths to the town centre, passing a small chapel on the way. 

Beasts continued to rush past in rumbles and loud roars but none attacked so I kept my hand on my hilt 

and let them pass.  

Rain splattered the ground and gave off a warm, musty smell by the time I saw a tavern over the 

widest road I had come across. According to its swinging sign, it was the “Red Robin Inn”. Despite the light 

drizzle, the outer door was propped open, inviting passersby to enter, so I scraped my boots on the 

thoughtful metal scraper and entered, ducking below the wooden beam. 

It was warm inside and a mumble of conversation filled the inn. Squinting from the change in light, I 

looked around. The tavern, or “inn”, was clean, not a single blood stain on the floor. They must employ 

good cleaners.  

I couldn’t see Annie, so I checked around the serving area before I asked anything. It would be 

embarrassing to ask if she were hiding in back.  

The customers stared, eyeing my sword. People in this age were far too sensitive… and none of them 

had a sword by their side. I smiled at the bartender to try and diffuse the tension but her greeting was 

clipped. ‘What you doing with that thing?’ she asked. 

‘My sword? Nothing.’ 

‘You think you’re in some movie or something? Those things are dangerous. We don’t allow weapons 

in here.’ 

I licked my lips. I could not let her take the sword from me. No, I would lie. ‘It is a blunt sword, a play 

piece. No need to worry.’ 

The woman made a non-committal noise but turned away to serve a waiting customer. Those around 

me slowly picked up their conversations, shaking their heads as if I were the village idiot. A few of the men 
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levelled suspicious, narrow-eyed looks my way, but they soon went back to their drinks when nothing else 

interrupted them. I felt like smacking them with the butt of my sword, but resisted; they were grown men 

too, and I would do better if I did not start something where I did not know the risks.  

I followed the bar around. It curved to a section of the building which housed many different nooks 

and alcoves, filled with winged chairs and deep, cushioned long chairs. A number of pillars supported the 

ceiling and carved off each alcove. I was careful to stop and peer into the corners after each pillar, my 

training too ingrained not to, but I must have missed one. 

‘Arthur.’ 

I turned and came face to face with Annie. A lone glass stood on the table behind her. That must be 

where she had been sitting. It was actually quite a clever alcove, hidden out the way with walls on two 

sides and a window on a third. A fat pillar sat across the front of the entire thing, hiding it from easy view. 

I grit my teeth, angry for missing it. 

‘Annie.’ 

She nodded and pointed to the table behind her. ‘So, you followed me here, yet you don’t seem too 

happy to see me?’ 

I swallowed my anger and shook my head. ‘Sorry, you snuck up on me.’ 

She shrugged. ‘Well, you surprised me when I dug you up. Fair’s fair.’ She paused, surveying the bar 

and the populated tables around the alcove. Whatever she saw there made her smile wide and shake her 

head. ‘I knew you’d arrived when the women started talking about a weirdo with a sword. Thought you’d 

be after me.’ 

She did not seem to mean any offence, so I tried for a smile and took the chance to examine her outfit. 

I had been too busy calming her to do much more than glance before.  

Her red shoes were muddy, the bottoms crusted with it, and her trousers were a dull blue. Despite 

that, she looked good in the outfit, wholesome and active. I paused at her hands. She was holding some 

kind of white scroll, neatly cut and covered in messy writing. 

‘You are doing work?’ 

She shrugged and pointed to her near empty glass. ‘Not serious work.’ She frowned as she took me in 

and was quiet for a good minute as she considered. ‘You drink?’ 

‘Drink what?’ Somehow, I doubted they had a variety of ale similar to the ‘Clod Earth’ and ‘Worm’s 

Tail’ Tessa sold to the Fae. 

‘Beer, cider, lager, vodka?’ Her lips quirked as if she was about to make a joke, ‘Or cola, maybe?’ 

Many of those were foreign to me, and I suspected at least the last was a way of poking fun, so I tried 

to stick with what I knew. ‘Any ale?’ 
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‘Beer, ale, it’s all the same.’ Her lips twitched again. ‘Old man.’ 

I blinked and was not sure what to do with myself. Would this girl ever make sense? 

She patted my shoulder and hooked her thumb back to the table. ‘Go sit in the corner. I’ll get the 

pints.’ 

What was a pint? A drink? Despite her finally seeming to take a liking to me, I bristled and shook my 

head. ‘A man should get the drinks.’ 

She snorted and jabbed my ribs until I turned around. ‘You don’t live in this century. Sit down. Let me 

handle it.’ A sharp jab sent me on my way to the corner. 

‘Fine.’ I tried not to be put out. Really, I was marvelling at the change in her. She was far more relaxed 

in this setting. If I had known she would be like this, I would have suggested it earlier.  

I was also happy she had sent me to the corner, with a wall at my back and an escape route to the 

street, if I smashed the glass. Did the girl have some kind of battle training, after all? I supposed I would 

find out soon enough.  

Settling, I placed my scabbard on the table. It clattered as it fell the last inch and I winced, hoping it 

did not bring any new attention, but a quick check of the room beyond the pillar revealed everything was 

calm.  

I was still surprised at how many people had stared at me, without any care for courtesy or respect on 

my arrival, not even subtlety. They had gawked at my outfit, and my sword. A few had mumbled among 

themselves, gesturing toward the bar and the workers. That behaviour would have caused a fight in the 

Otherworld. Were weapons so out the norm here?  

I tucked my scabbard under the table, hoping if it was out of sight, it would cause less trouble.  

Footsteps on stone made me look around the pillar. Annie was on her way back, her small hips 

swaying in her tight fitting trousers, but the ale in the mugs was still – she had a steady hand. Could be 

useful.  

My eyes didn’t stay on the drink for long. Her soft pink top was more interesting. It appeared softer 

than linen or wool, and cosy. I turned away as she set the drinks down, realising she may think I was 

staring at certain areas, but she had not noticed. Good.  

‘Here you go, soldier.’ She slid the mug across on a small square. Then she rustled in her bag and drew 

out the scroll-like writing she had been working on earlier and a blue thing she scribbled on it with. Was it 

something like a quill? 

She was busy writing, so I gave her a moment. I watched the murky depths of my drink swirl and was 

surprised I could see through the holding material. The ale was a brilliant honey brown.  

‘This ale is in glass?’ 
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Her pen paused over the line as if judging something. ‘Yes, why?’ 

‘I saw glass a few times and it was never this clear… but it was prettier.’ 

Annie shrugged. ‘Mass produced stuff tends to look boring. You get used to it.’ 

‘I am sure people do.’ I took a sip of my ale. 

It was better than I was used to. No bits hit my throat on the way down. It had to be a fresh batch. It 

was crisp and smooth to the taste, not the slightest bit off. Cold, too. I hoped that did not mean it was 

diluted.  

I savoured it even so, sloshing it over my tongue. It swelled around my teeth in a playful dance, fiery. 

This stuff was too good to gulp down, teeth clenched like the old days. Not everything was bad here. 

‘So, you’re Arthur.’ 

Annie watched me with a smile, chin on her hands. She looked as if she had been given a huge cake 

and was debating how to devour it. I hoped she did not fall for me. I needed to make things right with 

Katrin. 

‘Yes, that’s my name…’  

This pub had a different environment to the fireside and tree stumps I was used to drinking at but the 

dynamic was the same. There appeared to be a group of regulars. Easily noticeable, their companionable 

silence was broken by the odd question about the family. Then there were visitors, who were given the eye 

on the way to finding a seat. Some glasses were clinked together in celebration, others sipped at and some 

downed. That was normal. But something was off. Everyone was too settled in their little groups, too 

isolated.  

‘King Arthur?’ Annie prompted. 

‘Whoa, no. Where did you get that from? I’m a soldier, like you said. Good one, but that is it.’ 

‘No court, hounds, Guinevere?’ 

‘You are talking nonsense.’ 

She choked and scribbled over half her pad. When she was done, she asked, ‘Then why are you here?’ 

‘I told you why. I’m awake because this land must need me.’ 

Annie rolled her eyes. ‘No. Why were you here, in the hill in the first place? Not that magic tripe. You 

must have dug down into the hill for a reason.’ 

‘Yes, to help people.’ 

‘You can’t expect to help people from the heart of a hill. Besides that, you’re only one man!’ 

I ignored her. Something was bugging me about the pub.  
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Leaning back to better see around the pillar, I studied faces. There were beards, shaved men, skinny 

and bulbous bellies, overflowing their trouser buttons, women with lots of leg and cleavage, or none, but 

there were no wings or hidden tails, seers practising their craft on those with a few spare coin.  

No bodies swayed like snakes between tables with a luring hand. No voices flew through the air with 

sticky sweetness.  

‘Annie?’ 

‘Yes?’ 

‘Where are the Fae?’ 

‘The what?’ Her strange quill tapped the scroll, impatient for an answer. 

‘The Fae.’ 

‘What are you on about? I’ve never heard that word before.’ 

Fuck. She had no idea about me, or the Fae. It had to be an anomaly. The public could not be this 

clueless and she couldn’t not know about the Otherworld. Could she? It was everywhere. 

‘But you know about the Otherworld, yes?’ 

‘No…?’ 

Not good. I took her hands in mine, gentle as I watched her wary eyes. They had deepened to a 

simmering blue in the dark light. ‘Annie, you do not know of giants, goblins, redcaps, Faerie?’ I was 

searching for names, any species that may jog her memory or teachings. There had to be at least one or two 

left.  

‘Of course I know what they are, everyone does!’ I relaxed, relieved, but she continued. ‘They’re in all 

kinds of books.’ 

‘Informative books?’ 

She looked at me like I had lost my senses. ‘No, fantasy. Children’s books, you know.’ 

‘Fantasy as in not real?’ 

‘You think that stuff is real?’ She pulled her hands free of my grip and checked my forehead for heat. 

‘Nope, you’re not ill. Why do you think they’re real?’ She nibbled on her lip as she thought. ‘Do you have 

proof?’ 

‘Because they are real. Where’s the nearest Rift?’ 

‘Rift in… what?’ 

‘To the Otherworld!’ 

‘Arthur, there are no giants, unicorns, or “Fae” in our world, or any other that I know of. At least, not 

the named worlds like “Neptune” and “Jupiter”, just the imaginary, and – sorry – plain crazy.’ 
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I took a deep breath and focused on the wooden beam overhead. The whorls spiralled and blurred as 

my world changed. Something was wrong, very wrong. I left the Otherworld when William was in charge 

of the Rifts. If they had closed, William was dead and John had taken control. John had always hated this 

world.  

I let the sweet smell of ale invade my nose and drank deep. 

‘He’s dead.’ Unwilling to contemplate all that meant, I refused to meet Annie’s eyes. 

‘Who?’ Annie tried to catch my gaze, but I didn’t let her. 

I paused, hardly able to speak the words, and bowed my head over my drink. ‘My brother.’ 

 

* 

 

Arthur tightened his grip on his empty pint. One of many. 

‘I wan’ another one jus’ like this one.’ 

No way was I getting him another pint, or another shot of vodka. He had wanted to “try everything” 

but now he could barely keep his chin off the table. 

‘You should go home, Arthur.’ 

He wobbled his head which could have been his version of “no”. It was hard to tell at this point. 

‘It’s nice here,’ he said. 

‘It might be nice but the staff want to go home. Come on.’ I pushed my chair back and grabbed him by 

the shoulders to try and force him upright, but he slumped so I couldn’t get a good hold.  

‘You could help, you know.’ 

Arthur pushed against the table until he tottered to a stand. ‘Where’s home?’ 

I shifted my bag higher on my shoulder and blinked. Where was his home? He had spent the last few 

hours talking about creatures and places that did not exist, and I had dug him out of a hill, buried alive. 

Even after a night of drink, he had not broken from his story, but he couldn’t be telling the truth, either. 

What was I going to do with him? 

‘Where were you staying?’ I asked. 

Arthur rolled his shoulders. ‘In the hill.’ 

I bit my lip to stop a smile. He would do well not to say that around health professionals. ‘Come on 

Arthur, tell me where you were, before the hill.’ 

He shook his head. ‘You don’t understand.’ 

‘You’re right, I don’t.’  

Not knowing what else I could do, I pulled him toward the door and heard him stumble out behind 

me, splashing into a puddle. 
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‘Cold,’ he mumbled. 

He was right. The wind was as strong as it was on the hill and chilling through the stitches in my coat. 

We hadn’t had a night like this in weeks. The sooner I got him out my hair, the better.  

I pointed down the street to a pub an old school friend worked at. They usually had a room or two 

free. ‘You could stay there.’ 

Arthur nodded but he was using the pub wall to hold himself up. I couldn’t leave him without making 

sure he had somewhere to go, not when he’d clutched his drink like a cure. He hadn’t lied about his dead 

brother. His face as he’d downed his drink and asked for more, over and over... That grief was real, even if 

he was bullshitting the rest.  

Who was he? I mentally skimmed the info I’d gathered. He had secrets, real ones. That much I could 

tell. He had avoided most of my careful questions by asking odd things – about umbrellas and rubber shoes. 

Sighing, I peeled him off the wall and marched him toward Hilltop Inn. As I huffed and he murmured, 

I decided he was too logical and straight forward to be a proper psycho. Constructing a grave site, 

misunderstanding technology – consistently, even while drunk? That was a long-winded way to try for 

fame, and hard to keep up.  

If he wanted fame, he would have picked someone better to convince – top journalists or celebrities, 

people with better reach. It didn’t seem to make sense he’d chosen me, but there weren’t many other 

explanations, bar the crazy and the impossible. 

Could someone wake from the past and still be in their prime, or was I stupid to entertain the idea? His 

grief was so real. It was easy to fall into thinking everything else might be, too.  

I rubbed my eyes and stifled a yawn. Time would tell and, at the very least, he could give me an 

alternate history of pre-Roman Britain. Real or not, that would sell.  

‘Here we are,’ I said, opening the door to the Hilltop. I smiled at my old friend manning the desk. 

‘Adam will book you in.’ 

 

* 

 

I was halfway under Annie’s red beast with my sword out when the front door opened. She hit my feet and 

stumbled. 

‘What? Oh my god. How did you get here?’ 

I slid out from under the beast and put my hand to my brow, against the bright morning sun. Annie 

was in a light pink dress that reached mid thigh and her hair was pulled back, off her face. That was the 

second time she had worn that colour. Was it a clan thing? She looked kind of cute, despite her shock. Her 

hair was messy from sleep and her eyes were puffy and half closed.  
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‘Good morning.’ I nodded at the beast. ‘This is a strange one. It is so quiet when you are not inside 

him.’ 

She blinked and shook her head. ‘Do you ever quit? How did you even find me? The Inn was a good 

mile from here!’ 

I ducked my head. ‘I might have found your red beast.’ 

‘You… found my what? You could barely stand upright. How could you have followed me without 

being seen?’ 

I grimaced. After sneaking out the Inn I had loped and staggered down hills and up the next, trying to 

keep to the shadows. It was easy enough; I had practice of working under the influence. What was harder 

was finding her beast again. There were so many red beasts and more than once I had found the wrong 

one. 

‘Practice,’ I said, deciding that summed it up. 

‘Right.’ She looked to the sky and counted under her breath. ‘Well, why are you here… and why were 

you under my car?’ 

‘Ah, so it is called a car?’ 

‘They all are.’ 

‘I see. Well, I wanted to see how cars work.’ 

‘With a sword?’ 

My sword was still out so I used that as my cue to sheathe it. ‘I was not sure if it would attack me as I 

am a stranger to it.’ 

She blinked and shook her head. ‘Cars can’t think. They are machines, boxes on wheels made by 

people, and you better not go near my car with your sword again.’ 

I looked the car over. It now made sense that the structure was made from steel. It would be a logical 

step up from wagons and horse-drawn carts. It could even be used in battle, at speed. 

‘It is well made.’ 

Annie snorted. ‘It’s cheap, and a rust bucket.’ She paused. ‘Have you even eaten?’ 

‘No, not yet.’ My stomach chose that moment to rumble as loud as it could. 

‘Wow, you really are hungry.’ Annie laughed and stepped back inside. ‘I suppose I can hold off a few 

minutes to grab you some food.’  

She left the door open and disappeared inside the house; I assumed to the kitchen. I hovered on the 

bristly matt and peered in, unsure if I should enter when she had not specifically invited me. 

‘Annie?’ 

‘Come in already.’ 
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I hopped over the threshold and sought her out. I found her on tiptoe, stretching to open a high 

cupboard, and realised just how short her dress was. My heart and a more embarrassing area jumped at the 

sight. I turned away quick, not wanting to stare. 

‘Cereal okay, or toast?’ she asked. 

Back on flat feet, she held some sort of box and bread in a strange covering. I was lost. The modern 

world had a whole new language and I needed some sort of key. It wasn’t far off nonsense. 

‘Either?’ A gambler’s bet was as good as any, and I was hungry enough I did not think my stomach 

would complain if it were rotten. 

‘Same as me then. I was going to pick up food on the way but if I’m staying another five minutes, I’ll 

eat here.’ 

I could not stifle the idea she liked picking for me. I would have to catch up fast. I’d always made my 

own choices and yet here I was, following her all over the place.  

‘Where were you going?’ I asked. 

She poured something from the box into two bowls and opened a white cupboard. ‘Milk?’ 

I shrugged. ‘Sure?’ 

She poured a splash into each bowl and then slid mine across the worktop. ‘I was going to see 

something on the news for myself.’ 

‘You what?’ 

Crunching on a spoonful of cereal, she nodded and walked to one of those plush, long chairs. ‘Sit on 

the sofa and I’ll show you.’ 

I peered through the door leading from the room’s flowery, pale yellow walls and listened for 

movement down the corridor, but heard nothing other than the two of us. ‘Where’s your family?’ 

Annie’s lips opened but she paused before she spoke. That told me enough.  

‘Out,’ she said. 

I didn’t doubt her. They had to be well out of town with the hesitation before her words, but she had 

no reason to worry. I took a seat on the strangely comfy “sofa” and allowed myself a smile, as at least we 

were not sat at the table. This was more natural. All we needed was a fire. Though, I failed to see how she 

was going to show me the news she spoke of when she was sat down and eating. 

Swallowing her last bite, she clicked something on a long, lightweight stick. A screen on the other side 

of the room flickered and brought light into the room. I shoved my back into the sofa to stop from leaping 

to my feet and told myself this was normal. 

‘What is that stick?’ 
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Busy pressing its square symbols, she took a moment to reply. ‘A remote… Here we go.’ She put the 

stick down and gestured to the screen. 

People were moving and speaking. Sound came out of the box. I stretched my feet in a slow sequence 

to try and relax. I thought I was doing well, acting “normal”, but I still itched to cut it open and see how it 

worked.  

The box droned on, talking about some children’s playground. I stared past it and caught sight of 

framed pictures on a cabinet table. They all featured Annie, from a few years back to more recent. She held 

a kitten or a cat in each picture. Most of them were bandaged, some extensively. How had they let 

themselves get so injured? Annie watched over them with a look caught between concern and a smile. 

Cats would not get that treatment in the Otherworld. Their backs were as high as her chest and two 

long sabre teeth jutted below their lips, a more than ample weapon to impale anyone they took a disliking 

to.  

I shook off the thought. The pictures showed she cared for animals, that she was a good person 

underneath the endless, self-serving questions for her “articles”. That was more important than the 

Otherworld for now.  

‘Arthur, it’s back on TV. Look.’ 

I turned back to the box or “teevee”. Two new people were on the programme, sat down and reading 

from some flat scrolls. The music beats that overlaid this news implied it had some kind of importance.  

‘And back to our headline news with Lauren Jeffries.’  

Lauren stood in front of a growing crowd. Men in thickly padded black uniforms and bright yellow 

jackets kept the press of people out of a graveyard behind her. The men’s’ jackets had a number of pouches 

which housed strange devices I assumed to be weapons. They could not be much else or the crowd would 

have barged passed them, outnumbered four to one as they were. 

A small white tent was visible behind the men, through the cemetery bars. That must be what they 

were protecting.  

‘Thank you, Karen. I’m standing in front of Wardley’s graveyard, just off the main through road. The 

bodies of three teenagers were found at seven this morning by a commuter. Sadly, all three were 

pronounced dead at the scene.’ 

‘Has there been any police statement, Lauren?’ 

Lauren shook her head. ‘No official statement yet and we understand there have been no arrests so far. 

The investigation is ongoing behind me, where you can see the police have cordoned off the area.’ 

‘And is there any clue as to who these young victims were?’ 
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Lauren swiped a loose lock of hair from her forehead. ‘No identification, but locals have confirmed the 

teenagers lived nearby. We have been informed an official statement will be given by police at 12 o’clock.’ 

The story was not that interesting. Death was death and it sounded as if these police had enough 

protective gear and weapons to find the killer.  

‘It’s close,’ Annie said. 

‘How close?’ 

‘About... couple miles?’ She grabbed her writing things off the side and had them ready in her lap as 

the story continued. 

I assumed from her tone that a mile was a fair distance but not untravellable. Her reaction to the 

deaths was more interesting. Her eyes were too wide and too wild. This could not be a normal occurrence.  

‘Do you not get many murders around here?’ 

Her eyes flashed. ‘How did you know it was murder?’ 

‘There is only one tent. To die that close together you either need a building to collapse, or someone to 

want you dead.’ 

Annie paused and admitted, ‘It’s the first murder near here I’ve been alive for.’  

Elbows on knees, she inched closer to the teevee, squinting at the screen as the word banner beneath 

the image repeated. 

‘You going to wait for the announcement?’ 

‘I’m going to find out what’s happening. I was about to leave when I found you under my car. This is 

the most newsworthy thing to happen here in over a decade.’ She grinned. ‘Unless I count digging you up, 

that is.’ 

She acted so brave, ready to dive into a murder scene, but she was not ready for it. Her eyes, full of 

sparkling excitement, told me she had not seen anything like it before. It would affect her more than she 

thought. 

Her thin, bare legs spiked through my thoughts like a thorn. She did not have the strength to defend 

herself, not from a man or a killer. I shook the image away. I could not be her protector.  

My hands twitched and I did not bother forcing them to still. It was hard to suppress the need to look 

after her. She was fiery and ready for trouble, just like Katrin. It made me ache for home. 

Annie had not noticed my conflict. She stood up and stretched. ‘You ready?’ 

I was surprised she was happy to take me with her but my body had not hesitated. I moved on 

automatic to check my sword was safe in its sheathe and not hooked onto anything. Ease of access saved 

lives in the field. ‘I have all I need.’ 

‘You’re taking that? I really think you should leave it here.’ 
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‘There’s a killer out there. How else can I protect us?’ 

Annie snorted. ‘In this century, you’re outclassed. Besides, the police are there, remember? They’ll 

keep us safe.’ 

‘I would feel better holding onto it.’ 

‘Then you better stop pointing it at technology. The police would arrest you.’  

I tried to understand and thought about the drinkers without swords at the pub. It could not be 

common practice to carry arms... but a murderer was on the streets! ‘I would rather go with it.’ 

Annie crossed her arms. ‘I’m not taking you if you’re taking that thing.’ 

I knew that tone well. ‘Fine. I will leave it in your car.’ 

‘In the boot.’ She pursed her lips, as if it was that or nothing. 

‘If that is where you want it,’ I said, unable to visualise how the location in the beast would change 

anything. 

Annie broke into a smile. ‘Great. Now that’s settled, you wait here. It is too cold outside for this dress.’ 

She tilted her head with a frown. ‘And don’t break anything.’ 

I rolled my eyes at her back. Why would I break anything? I had no idea what any of it did. I wasn’t 

going near it without instruction, in case something spat out a blade, or worse. She had said I was 

“outclassed” here… 

Shifting on the spot, I focused on the door to Annie’s room. I did my best not to think about her 

changing out of that tiny dress and into something else, her thin, muscle-less legs on show. Gritting my 

teeth, I threw myself into lunges. 

 

* 

 

I slammed my door shut, tightened my ponytail and met Arthur in the living room. He was breathing hard 

and coming up to standing with momentum. Was he… exercising? How strange. Though, that was him all 

over.  

Shrugging, I opened the front door. 

‘Let’s go.’ 

I couldn’t shake the idea he was taking in my change of clothes with a frown. ‘Is something wrong 

with what I’m wearing?’ I asked, unlocking the car and opening the passenger side for him. 

‘No, but it’s different. You wore pink twice. I had wondered if it was a tribal colour, and now you’re in 

a red top and black trousers. Quite a change.’ 

‘Well, I wanted to look professional.’ 
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I watched him get in and sit down before I held my hand out for his sword. He unbuckled it without 

as much as a frown but his eyes followed as I looped the car to chuck it in the boot.  

Only once that was safely secured did I scoot round to the driver’s side. I would have worried more 

about taking him along but, by this point, I figured he meant no harm. He could be some poor sap of an 

escaped mental home patient but he wasn’t violent, at least not towards me. I smirked. My car, however, 

might want to watch out. 

I had just shut my door when Arthur said, ‘You look formal, in your modern way. The fabric is stiffer, 

pressed into shape more than your other outfits.’ He frowned as if he were thinking it over. ‘Are you 

dressing up for the murder scene?’ 

I blinked against the bright sun pouring through the windscreen. That was one way to put it. ‘I hadn’t 

thought of it like that but, I guess so.’ I ducked my head, feeling bad for it now. It sounded so selfish. ‘I was 

hoping there would be something I could submit to a paper about the incident, a fresh, local perspective. I 

might have needed to film an interview...’ 

‘Paper?’ 

Nodding, I started the car. That kind of question was more my wheelhouse. ‘Newspaper. I want to 

write for a national paper – full time, if I can. Report on deaths, events, anything interesting.’ 

‘Like the teevee?’ 

‘But on paper, yes.’ 

‘Wait, national? So the whole country is reported on? Not just this area?’ 

I frowned as I threw the car into reverse. ‘Of course it is. The whole planet is reported on. We get 

news from India, China, all kinds of countries, not just the Cotswolds.’ 

Arthur went very quiet. I could almost see the cogs moving. He was amazed by anything 

technological. A smile pulled at the corner of my mouth but I kept my lips pressed together. He was 

frustrating and endearing to be around, like bringing up a child who never stopped asking “why?”. 

‘I can see you trying to make sense of that. Let me do most the talking, okay? You already look weird, 

you don’t need to sound it.’ 

It was true, too. That wool tunic and leather boots did him no favours. He may think they were perfect 

for his medieval look but they made him stick out anywhere outside the woods and re-enactment 

weekends. 

He was looking at his outfit and back to mine, as if he could see nothing wrong with his clothes. The 

twist of his lip told me he saw an awful lot more wrong with mine. I supposed that made sense; each to 

their own, and all that. To his credit, the shift did look well made. Nothing like those knock offs they sell 

to fangirls to dress up for the day. There wasn’t a stitch out of place. 
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But, if we were going to be spending time together while I researched his history, he’d need to wear 

something a little less conspicuous, else I’d never slip past security at any future crime scenes or reportings 

on this case. I didn’t want to waste time sourcing him a new outfit today, so I’d use him as a distraction 

instead, just this once. There was no way they’d pay attention to me snooping around when they saw this 

guy with his sword.  

‘Put on your seatbelt and stop comparing. We’ll get you some clothes after Wardley, okay? Make you 

fit in better.’ 

‘Put on my what?’ 

‘Oh god, never mind. Just don’t fall out the seat.’ 

‘Got you.’ 

As he gazed out the passenger window, his eyes turned glossy and unfocused. Something must have 

relaxed him. Whatever it was, I took his silence as my cue to get moving. The police wouldn’t have the 

graveyard cordoned off forever. 

 

* 

 

I watched the countryside fly past. Near-identical houses were built in rows and numbered, but I noticed 

something strange. Why were the numbers even on one side and odd on the other? It was like the number 

man had zigzagged across the road, drunk, as he did his job.  

I had to concentrate – important things, big things. 

How did people live in these houses, in a world where every country knew the problems of the next? 

What would be important, what could have been big enough for me to wake up? Clashes between 

counties? Cultural or religious wars? There must be tension... 

‘Do any of your countries hate each other? Is there a war coming?’ 

‘No, at least not near here.’ 

Annie increased our speed as she passed two posts on the outskirts of town and we left the houses far 

behind in favour of green fields. 

She was nibbling on her lip. ‘How do you know I didn’t dig you up by accident – earlier or later than 

you were supposed to wake up? I must have dug near that spot for over a year, looking for something 

worth a quick article.’ 

‘Could not happen. You would not have found me unless I was needed. A charm protected the hill.’ 

She arched an eyebrow. ‘Could the “charm” have died? You say it has been centuries since you were 

buried…’ 
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A weird sound started with a flick of her fingers, a repetitive click, and we turned a corner, down a 

straight lane. There were beautiful, rolling fields to our left, some yellow and some green. I could see for 

miles, down to the edge of a big river, but Annie sped up again, forcing my eyes to roam with the car 

rather than the land. From what I saw, that hill would have been a great place for a base.  

There were too many new things to consider and hundreds of contingency plans that would be worth 

my time to make... but the sleep master’s magic could not have failed, especially with Tessa predicting 

Annie’s name. It couldn’t be coincidence.  

‘I was told an Annie would wake me up. It has to be the right time. There must be something. Some 

big nationwide event, war, or battle...?’ I thought about the clash of swords and arc of blood, rich on grass 

and trampled to mud underfoot. ‘Even a little skirmish?’  

I missed a good skirmish, a punch to the face and a cold bag of water streaming over my eye. It hurt, 

sure, but it was the best way to settle who was the better fighter.  

‘Don’t think so. America is trigger happy but that’s nothing new. There’s been a few wars. You missed 

the two big ones.’ She grinned as if sharing a private joke with the air. ‘Surprised you didn’t wake up for 

those, if you were going to… But, yeah, there’s nothing big.’ 

I ignored the mention of triggers. I assumed it was a new wooden club or metal blade that flipped for 

more damage from the swing. Maybe that was why these people looked so weak in comparison to the old 

days? They might not need the muscle.  

‘It must be something in the Otherworld then.’ 

‘But there is no Otherworld.’ 

‘Not now, but there was. John must have closed it off.’ 

‘Okay... Why is that a bad thing?’ 

I shrugged. ‘It might not be but it is all I can think of.’ 

She pulled into a large, black area with unbroken white lines and stopped the car between two of 

them. She opened her door with one side of the flipper thing.  

I copied what she did to open my side and watched her put the key back in the door near the handle, 

into a small hole. She fiddled and the keys jangled. Something clicked.  

It was warmer now and the cheeks of the heavily armoured men Annie placed her faith in had pinked. 

I could see their jaws were tight with frustration. The crowd were clamouring for their attention and a few 

were getting rowdy, pushing at the barricade. 

‘I’m going to talk to them, or try,’ Annie said. ‘Wait near the car, okay?’ 

I huffed. I had never liked being told what to do.  
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Rolling her eyes, Annie spun and hurried toward the growing crowd, clipping a card with a picture 

that had a remarkable likeness of her onto her shirt. It had some words on it and looked important. Did she 

think that would get her to the front? 

The tallest of the policemen held the distraught and sobbing mothers back and did his best to calm 

them but I could see the men were not experienced. A fresh, flighty look had settled in their eyes. They 

were new to this and they would struggle to contain the crowd without confidence. It was obvious, at least 

to me, that they, too, were unsettled by the deaths of the three teenagers. 

As if to prove this, younger lads were flashing black, shiny boxes from high angles towards the scene 

without any sign of being stopped. Again, it was obvious they had not experienced death. They were 

grinning with no fear. Just mischief.  

I could see Annie elbowing her way to the front. The policeman in front of her was gruff with a 

permanent frown. A real never-break-the-rules type. She would not get far with him. I could just about see 

her now, small in the height of the crowd. Still, maybe she hoped she could win a chat with the guy in 

charge. She looked determined enough to pester her way through the ranks.  

I turned from the press of people. I would do my own exploring. I’d seen more death than any of them. 

I knew what to look for.  

Likely the teenagers were surprised, or they would not lie so close together. So, I needed to find the 

killer’s entry point.  

A number of hornbeam and oak trees stood at the graveyard’s far edge. Dogwood covered a portion of 

the ground underneath. I could see how, at night, this would cast shadow and stop the three from seeing 

the approaching killer. But the graveyard itself was open to the sky, the grave markers low and hard to 

hide behind. The teenagers could have been drunk but that would have to be a lot of ale, or vodka. My 

stomach rumbled at the thought. 

I ignored its complaints and left the car behind for the graveyard fence. I trailed alongside it until I 

came to the trees. Here, I peered over, into the shade, grass and weeds. There wasn’t much else – bottles, 

rubbish, nothing interesting.  

Then I felt it.  




