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I'm sitting in at the oak refectory table that sits wedged into 
one corner of the modern kitchen. A couple of sodalum 
panels are on low.   The curtains are wide open.  It's close to 
midnight and I can see the darkness outside, pressing 
against the windows just like it's pressing into my mind. 
 Jesus, how did this happen?   
 My reflection lingers on the edge of my vision. I don't 
really want to look.  There's a pot of coffee in front of me, 
still two-thirds full.  A knife with a mono-filament blade lies 
beside it; the brushed steel handle catches the hazy 
illumination and holds my gaze.  Two of my oldest friends 
are upstairs, asleep. Adam and Christopher. And tonight, 
before sunrise, I have to decide which one of them has to 
die.  
    They don't know, of course. They're here at my invitation. 
Part of a reunion based on our friendship as children, 
growing up in this strange street together: The Grove.  All 
three of us the same age, cruising towards 45.  They were 
born and raised here.   Me, I arrived when I was nine. 
Always was the outcast when it came to the three of us. But 
I'm not bitter. That shit was all so long ago.  Different lives 
now.  But that's not important.  What's important, what's 
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plaguing my mind is the decision facing me.  Which one will 
it be?  If I make the wrong choice I'll have innocent blood on 
my hands.  Despite everything they’re both still my friends. 
 My mum died a year ago, three years after my step-
father passed away; and that's when the house became 
mine.  Adam's folks lost the house next door when we were 
all 19 - his parents divorced not long after that.  And 
Christopher, he never had a mother, just a string of Barbie-
doll women who drifted in through his house playing mum - 
girlfriends of his aging, hard-nosed, cold-hearted bastard of 
a dad.  Sean, what a fuck-up for a father figure. No wonder 
Christopher's life was such a train-wreck.  Sean lost the 
house and everything else on a business deal gone bad.   
These days Adam is making a healthy career in the sim-
stim industry; freelance contracts that are becoming more 
and more regular with Nascent Virm. Christopher, he 
followed Adam to London, a parasite feeding on lucrative 
social circles as he fought to clamber up some kind of 
greasy pole.  
 Yeah, different lives. But always intertwined. Despite 
jealousies and rivalries and the spring-trap moments of 
feeling betrayed, we've never been able to shake free of the 
bond that's defined our friendship. This street. This whole 
place. The Grove.  
 I can feel my heart beating erratically, pulse thudding 
through the thin bone either side of my skull. It's not the 
coffee. It's this place.  It's what it does to me.   But it took 
the three of us to be together like this for me to be able to 
see. It was only when the three of us where growing up that 
I had the dreams: but back then I was too young to 
understand.  And as teenagers, the riot of hormones and 
animal instinct to find something to fuck overrode all 
sensitivity to what was really going on. 
 There are dense woods behind the street. A narrow road 
separating long, luxurious gardens from a steep ravine that 
drops down to a small river. The land is owned by the City 
but it used to belong to some Victorian industrialist called 
Lord Armstrong.  An engineer more known for his guns 
than philanthropy but no doubt an interesting chap to have 
known - at the time.  But the landscape here is much older 
than human memory.  The landscape holds onto energies 
that flux and flow through the complex shapes of 
interconnecting spaces and spheres that exist beyond our 
sight. I know. I've seen them in my dreams. Waking visions 
and nightmares that have plagued me since coming here as 
a child. 
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 The events of The Grove only became noticeable after a 
build-up of time. When you can sit back at the end of an 
era, like a King slumped in a self-made throne, when you 
can sit and stare back across the vista and pick out the 
clusters of things that have happened...and when you can 
share your observations with others and find they match, 
and more, then you realise something much more than 
coincidence has taken place. 
 I was 29 when I first took notice. I was living away. 
Travelling Europe in pursuit of old books.  My mother told 
me in an off-hand remark and I dug deeper.  Six men, all 
living in the street, died in separate unrelated incidents. All 
of them within a three month period. All of them dying in an 
order, one after the other, that suggested something was 
stalking along the street, picking them off in turn. I now 
know the reasons why. I know what caused those 
unexplained, sometimes brutal deaths to occur.  Reasons 
that are far removed from what police, social workers, 
doctors and psychologists detail in their reports.  And the 
knowledge chills my blood in my veins.  I'm aware of the 
knife still centre of focus in my gaze. But everything is 
blurring now.   
 
 
 

* 8 * 
 
 
 
Aetius Severus, a Roman, did not like the sentry duty he 
had been given.  He did not like the forest.  And this 
Northern kingdom held a coldness that was damp and 
unpleasant, a cold that got into his bones and made them 
ache. But the forest, this was the worst of his experiences 
here to date.  He should have been with his men at 
Vercovicium, not here in this claustrophobic ravine where 
the river trickled through with sounds that were not 
natural. But his commander did not rate the men of Legio 
secunda Augusta. The name Boudicca burned on 
everybody's lips. So perhaps this was his punishment for 
being involved in such a catastrophe? 

He kept his grumbles private and carried out his 
duty, standing alone on the side of faint forest trail where it 
followed the river, a copper brazier casting enough light for 
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him to see to the nearby bend. Barely enough heat to keep 
the cold at bay.  He regularly rubbed at the mole on the side 
of his face, between the right ear and eye, as in recent days 
it had started to itch and become an angry red.  

The priests arrived as he had been advised; when 
the Silver Goddess of the night, the Moon, was absent from 
the sky.  They came in a rough cart pulled by sturdy horses. 
Several armed men were with them - oiled leather gauntlets 
and chest plates glistening in the flickering flames of 
torches held aloft.  Mercenaries; their bare arms carrying 
the scars of military tattoos that had been gouged from their 
skin.  Behind the cart, a woman bound in chains, forced to 
jog or be dragged through the mud.  Dark haired and 
attractive in a wildling way, one of the native clans, she was 
dressed in the once-white robes of ceremonial cleansing and 
purity.  A sacrifice.  But what gods did these priests serve? 
Aetius did not recognise the symbols painted on the shields 
the men carried. Not Mithras, although there were rays of 
some kind of burning trilobed orb. 

The armed men did not proceed but handed over the 
priests to him with the cart and the woman in tow.  Aetius 
led them along the edge of the river to the place where rocky 
cliffs rose up sharply on three sides.  So steep and hemmed 
in, it resembled a cave without a roof.   The river was now a 
short distance to their left and out of sight and earshot.  He 
left them there and took up his post at the entrance to the 
deep grotto; he was to be relieved at dawn by another of the 
small contingent assigned to this task. 
 That first night was almost unbearable. Having to listen 
to the sounds as the priests took the woman by force.  They 
did not kill her but rather subjected her to some kind of 
torment, her screams of outrage and pain matched by the 
shouted articulations of the priests, incantations in a 
language Aetius did not recognise.  A sound like thunder 
rumbled overhead but no lightning illuminated the sky and 
no rain fell.  And then a black breeze swirled in through the 
trees, smothering the fragile illumination of the burning 
torches.  A chorus of male shrieking erupted from the rocky 
cleft, the cacophony of terror reverberating off the walls, 
overlapping, echoing, in such a way that his blood curdled 
in his veins.   It was as if the men had become simple cattle, 
bleating in fear at the sight of the cutting knife and the 
smell of death.  He wanted to flee but honour refused to let 
him disregard his sworn duty.  He remained steadfast in 
order to let no mortal enter and disrupt the ceremony.  
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 The morning brought a trickle of weary priests leaving 
the place.  Far less departed than had entered.  They 
walked with the limp of exhaustion, wrapped in coarse 
shrouds, and left without saying a word, trailing  a stench 
of boiling tar and burned flesh.  Aetius resisted the urge to 
step into that rocky bowel of horror – to do so was against 
his orders. 
 Over the next few days, others arrived.  Pale-skinned 
woman bearing strange symbols tattooed to their hands.  
Aetius heard from others in his small contingent that the 
bodies of several priests were removed and then cremated 
on a special pyre.  The woman was alive and now residing in 
that rocky defile.    
 Nine months later she died giving birth to a child.  A 
weakly creature that barely survived as the pale-skinned 
woman dragged the boy screaming from the dead womb.  
Aetius  saw the boy many times as it grew up.  Marked by a 
crimson stain on one side of his face; it resembled a series 
of overlapping circles, spilling down the left jaw and neck.  
 The boy grew quickly, filled out with the vitality of 
young life, and as his character formed he became 
unnaturally bold and unpleasant.    
 Aetius hated that boy.  For five years he fulfilled his 
duty and protected it and the silent, sullen, pale-skinned 
woman that nurtured it.   The boy seemed to recognise and 
understand the dislike. The sentiment became mutual, or 
so it seemed.   
 It was one of the happiest days of his life when Aetius 
was relieved of his duties in that lost piece of forest in a 
remote part of the Northern lands.  He returned to his 
home, a villa nestled in the warm and fertile lands south of 
Rome.   
 Before leaving he told his new commanding officer of 
his story, including his intense dislike for the boy who was 
being sent away.   
 Many decades later, in a tavern filled with former 
legionnaires, grey-haired and with joints that ached, he met 
that commander again and learned of a dreadful time that 
occurred fifteen years after Aetius had left.   A dark-haired 
man had arrived in the area of the forest and began a cruel 
and murderous blood cult that practiced some kind of 
barbaric fertility rite.  The commander, still active, 
recognised the man as the boy Aetius had been told to 
protect – only because of the crimson stain that covered his 
lower jaw and neck on the left side.  
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The commander had every member of the cult, 
including the twenty-year old leader, hacked down and their 
bodies burned.   Aetius was pleased by the story but was 
also left unsettled by it.  And sometimes, on cloudless 
nights, when the Moon was absent from the sky, he suffered 
violent nightmares about some invisible monster creeping 
through the olive groves and citrus trees towards his family. 
 
 
 

* 8 * 
 
 
 
Aage loved his wife. Her death struck him badly. Robbed the 
strength from his limbs and broke his spirit into two, so 
that he felt like one of the animals he hunted on the edge of 
the forest. The smile faded from his eyes and for many 
moons he lived as a shadow amongst the people he had 
come to consider his own.  All these years being an invader 
from close by shores, a Viking... eventually led to some kind 
of acceptance of him. And so he'd married one of them - 
forging a stronger bond.  But in his grief he was abandoned, 
shunned almost, and so lived alone suffering as though the 
hammer of Thor daily pounded the fragile flesh inside his 
skull. 
 And then Bjorn came.  Son of his oldest brother who 
had been killed by raiders from Flanders and now needed a 
new home to call his own.  Bjorn told him a war was 
brewing between different bloodlines.  William, Harald and 
Tostig caught in a violent tangle of Kings.   But this meant 
nothing to Aage’s bruised mind.  Bjorn also brought dark 
news from the land close to where Aage lived.  Of the same 
affliction that took his wife from him, now creeping along 
the edge of the forest, where the land fell away into a 
shallow, narrow valley, following the flow of a small river.  
These stories ignited a spark of interest in Aage and made 
him determined to learn more.   
 A stranger had come to the forest, a handful of moons 
ago, and made himself a home there – a squalid hovel of 
rotting timbers and old earth.   This man was pale-skinned 
but had a soul as black as the rock that burns.  And the 
flesh around his jaw and neck was marked with strange 
circles,  the colour of drying blood.  His home was sunk into 
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the ground at the mouth of a stinking, bog-filled hollow – a 
deep gorge, like a cave, with high cliffs on three sides.  
Hunters had always avoided the forest but sometimes had 
no choice but to go in.  And since the stranger made his 
home there, on nights when the Moon was absent from the 
sky,  they heard the terrible shouting of frenzied words – 
and a curious, haunting howl of something else, not 
human, responding from a great distance away.  
 Was it coincidence that so many bad things had 
happened since this stranger arrived? Animals that grew 
sick and then died. Crops that failed, and those that didn’t 
fail tasted bad.  People who simply vanished, people with 
places along the edges of the ravine. 
 And so, this day Aage felt strong once again – now 
moving through the shunned forest with a new resolve 
holding his body upright, the fire of revenge burning in his 
veins.  It was daylight and the sun shone fierce and hot for 
the first time since his wife had died, but even so, the 
shadows held onto spaces between the trees, chilling the air 
he breathed into his lungs.  Aage rubbed absently at the 
mole on the right side of his face as he crept closer to the 
entrance of the steep-sided grotto.  In his other hand he 
held the axe, ready to use.   
 The forest was silent as if every creature was holding its 
breath. There wasn’t even a breeze to bring sound to the 
leaves.   The stranger had a fire burning.  Sunbeams 
danced through the smoke that drifted up into the blue sky, 
obscuring the nearby but high ridge of the opposite side.  
The smell was unpleasant.  The walls of the cliffs were grey 
and brown stone, cleared of moss and hanging vines in 
many places to be daubed with symbols that made no 
sense. Symbols that invoked a feeling of unease.   This 
whole place was wrong.   
 He edged closer but avoided going too close to the filthy 
hovel where the stranger lived, and where sometimes 
women had been seen dancing naked with a cunning 
wildness, as if taunting the foolish men that snuck in to spy 
on them.  Aage didn’t want anybody seeing him and raising 
an alarm.  
 Eventually he got to a position where he could see the 
top of the opposite cliffs through the boiling clouds of 
stinking smoke.   There was Bjorn. Young, brave and ready 
with his bow.  It took a while for Bjorn to notice him.  It was 
a small area to look, where they had agreed, but still Bjorn 
had to scan many times before seeing Aage crouching down.  
Their eyes met, and Bjorn’s face told Aage that he was both 
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ready – and that now was the time to strike.  Bjorn shifted 
his position slightly, turned, pointed his bow down into the 
grotto, notched an arrow, pulled back on the string, paused 
for only a breath and then fired.  
 An animal roar of pain. A furious burst of shouting and 
cursing.   The voice boomed and echoed around inside the 
enclosing cliffs of the grotto.  Aage was up on his feet and 
running, the axe gripped tightly in both hands as he 
plunged through the entrance and along the narrow defile 
that led into the heart of the rocky hollow.   
 The ground was ankle-deep in mud in places, 
treacherous underfoot.  Smoke from the fire seemed to 
billow down and outwards like a creature sent to protect its 
master.    Aage nearly slipped several times but kept his 
balance.  Smoke stung his lungs.  He saw the stranger, 
lying on his side in the soaking muck, struggling to twist 
round and get up onto his knees, an arrow lodged through 
his shoulder; blood was flowing into the tattered rags he 
wore.  With a fury that felt close to passion, Aage dashed 
past the fire and the horrible, skeletal tree that rose up from 
a mound of dry earth beside it, and skidded to a stop where 
the stranger lay.  He saw the circular marks on the 
wounded man’s lower jaw and neck, something from his 
birth, it seemed.   The stranger thrashed violently, turned 
his head enough to see Aage standing there.  A look of angry 
recognition flashed across his features.  Aage did not 
hesitate. He hooded his eyes, swung the axe and drove the 
sharp and heavy blade through the stranger’s skull.  
 
 
 

* 8 * 
 
 
 
I can barely breathe. In the low light of the sodalum panels, 
the modern lines of the kitchen rapidly flow into my vision 
to take shape, but still the smell of the fire – the stink of the 
mud and the coppery taste of blood filled my mouth.  
 All those years of dreaming I’d never been able to get a 
grasp on the torrent of memories that mixed and mingled 
through the life streams.  And then the visions had ceased. 
Adam and then Christopher removed from this place of 
focus, by events beyond their control.  



9 

 Until tonight.  And now I have seen the face of the one 
who has always been my enemy.  Through generations we 
travel – he and I – resurfacing on the banks of Time when 
the currents are strong enough to throw us together. The 
random dice roll of the Fates.   
 I turn my head to one side slightly and allow my gaze to 
focus on the blackened window, where my reflection now 
gazes back at me. The soft light is enough to pick out the 
crimson stain across my lower jaw and neck.   The years I’ve 
been absent hasn’t stopped the Thing that lurks between 
the dark roots of the forest from waxing, becoming strong 
and hungry for the taste of fear – the twin energies of pain 
and terror that it feasts upon.   And now I am back.  I can 
continue to study and practice what is in the book I found 
in Rome. The sacrifices will continue in The Grove.  
 I pick up the knife, enjoying the feeling of the brushed 
metal surface in the grip of my palm.  I leave the kitchen 
and make my way up the stairs.  Christopher is sleeping in 
the room on the left. Adam on the right.   Now I know which 
one I have to kill. I saw his face before the axe blade caved 
in my skull and brought down the curtain of ancestral 
memory once again. I saw that angry red mole between his 
right ear and right eye.   And guess who has the very same 
mole in the very same place… 
 A smile twitches the corner of my mouth.  I’ve got you, 
this time. 
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The End 
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