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1888, Whitechapel, London.

The tall man walked through the dense London fog carrying his large black medical bag. This last one was the most spectacular yet. He’d outdone all his previous efforts. This one felt different though. Special. She was the last of the six he needed before he could sleep again. He seemed to need more sleep than he ever did, the number of days of wakefulness diminishing every time. Years ago he would wake a full six months before he took what he needed. Now it was just a scant few weeks, He dreaded the time when he’d only have a few days freedom before he had to strike again and then hide. He didn’t understand why he was getting less time now. Would there ever be a time where he just wouldn’t wake again? Maybe that would be a relief. He sometimes wished it would just end and he’d be at peace for the rest of eternity and not a monster roaming the countryside, taking innocent lives to survive.

Every twenty-two years he’d awaken and need to kill six more to take the essence to keep him alive, although maybe alive was the wrong word. He was immortal. In a few more days he’d make his way to the caves where he would hibernate for another generation, wondering what life and society would be like when he returned to a different era. What changes would he see in 1910?

The newspapers were full of his exploits, the names of Martha Tabram, Polly Nichols, Annie Chapman, Elizabeth Stride, and Catherine Eddowes would go down in history thanks to the reporting by the sensationalist press. All the work of the man they had dubbed ‘Jack the Ripper’. He liked his new name. He didn’t know the identity of this last victim yet but she will be the one most remembered, he’d made sure of that. He’d had plenty of time with this one unlike the others, he’d killed her inside her own home. It was messy but the fear generated as he cut and cut was exquisite. He took it all, all she had. He would rest very well this time while he regenerated.

More people roaming the streets of the city meant he’d had to rush the other five and he was nearly caught after the first of the pair the papers were calling the ‘double event’, he was so close to being discovered. But what could they do if he was caught and convicted? Hang him and bury him? He’d pretend to be dead and dig himself out again after a few days. He’d done it before years earlier. He couldn’t die. He had no heartbeat. That was his power... or his curse. He could never die.

Two days later he’d read the name of Mary Jane Kelly. Brutally mutilated in her own home and now the whole city was in a panic wondering who was next and what dark depths this evil killer would stoop to. He knew there would be no more this time. Six were needed to ensure that he could stay alive, or his version of it. The blood and gore and the mutilations were secondary, just for show. It was their fear he fed off. Their ‘essence’. No children this time, that was a shame as they generated more fear as they died, but these six would do. It was hard to find children in the dead of night in a large city, even in Victorian London. Much easier to steal them from their beds in the country. Next time he’d find another village. The Home Counties were still mostly rural, but would they be as quiet and undisturbed in another twenty-two years? No matter. He’d find his six victims anyway.

The inept police had several suspects but no evidence, all suspected on hearsay or gossip. It was good for him that their efforts were aimed in the wrong direction. Someone even suggested royalty. He laughed at that. He’d known royalty who were far worse monsters than him. Some of them were depraved, but that part of their lives was kept well hidden. He wondered if the truth would ever come out about them and their fetishes. Princes with a lust for young girls and even murder, unknown to the public.

It was finally time. He left his meagre lodgings in Wentworth Street, also leaving all his possessions. He wouldn’t need them again. He hailed a Hansom cab to take him to his normal resting place. It was a long journey, even longer in years gone by but the new roads coming out of London made it slightly easier and less time-consuming. At one time he would have had to walk but with these better roads and forms of transport he could venture further afield from his place of hibernation. It was slightly more than fifty-five miles to the caves. He could have walked. He didn’t tire like everyone else but why not travel in style? A carriage would be less conspicuous too.

The cab was black, as they usually were, with large windows on either side of the enclosed seating area. The driver, a squat, swarthy man in his late fifties with long white hair under a top hat was perched at the back on a wide bench seat. The reins reached across the cab towards the front and the two large bay mares, which would take him to his destination, snorted and stamped their hooves on the cobbles, waiting impatiently to get underway. The man gave the driver a square piece of cream paper with an address on it.

“That’s a fair trek, guv,” said the driver with a sly smile. “It’ll cost you.” 

“Take me there, I have the money!” said the man menacingly.

“With pleasure, guv.” The driver already spending the money in his head. A new hat and the rest on gin, maybe a doxy or two.

It took just over five hours for the cab to reach the village of West Wycombe. The horses trotted for around ten miles on the journey, and then rested while they walked for one or two more miles, then repeated the process. It was now approaching dusk but the man in the cab could still see the huge hexagonal mausoleum perched on the top of the nearby hill. He knew it well. The cab made its way through the high street to the end then made two sharp right turns and climbed the hill. A couple of hundred yards up the slope was his real destination but the man didn’t want the cab driver to know that. Instead, the cab carried on up the ever steeper hill that twisted its way to the top and level ground. 

He paid the driver, who nodded at the man and then turned the cab around and the mares trotted slowly down the hill again. The tall man waited until the cab was out of sight, breathing the cool evening air at the summit for the last time before another period of peaceful hibernation. He then walked slowly towards the mausoleum. He’d known Francis Dashwood’s family well and some of those he had known were now residents of the impressive dark grey building in front of him. He stared inside the structure, at the well-kept lawn within, at the urns mounted high in the alcoves within the flint walls. The monument in the centre was dedicated to Dashwood’s wife Sarah. The man had stayed at the Dashwood estate with Sir Francis on occasion in 1756 and found the wife to be quite pleasant, although not Dashwood’s type considering his strange appetites. He wondered if Dashwood had even consummated the marriage, there had certainly been no legitimate heirs. He could see the vast estate from where he stood. He said a silent prayer for Sarah, dead for more than a century. Even though he was a monstrosity it did not mean he didn’t believe in his God. He moved onward to the churchyard, walked amongst the graves for a while, recognising the odd name as he passed by the stone markers. Then he reached the church with its great golden globe on top. Originally a medieval church, it was remodelled and restored by Dashwood in the 1750s. He’d seen the improvements to the chancel and nave when he’d returned in 1778. Sarah had been dead by then. It certainly was an unusual and impressive sight.

It was almost full dark when he made his way down the wheel-rutted track again. It didn’t take him long to reach the cave, the entrance housed in a mock-Gothic church front. He silently walked into the cave, moving slowly downhill through the dark passages. After almost twenty minutes he’d found his destination, a hidden passage with a small alcove off to his right. He entered the small hidden area and stood with his back to a strange beige-grey patch on the wall and melted into it, feeling the warmth it gave off. He was ready for his sleep, already dreaming of his exploits in another twenty-two years. Outside the cave, the moon shone down on the entrance, and bats flitted in the half-light. In London, everyone was prepared for the worst that night but it didn’t come. It took several months before people started to feel more relaxed and safer again. As the man faded away for another generation he started to remember, as he always did, when the time to hibernate came round again.
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62 A.D. Britannia

His name was Consus and he was born in a village outside Rome called Gionco in the year 27 A.D. He had been recently promoted to a centurion in the Roman Army and was serving in Britain in Verulamium, called St. Albans in later years after the martyr who died there around two hundred years later. Consus was there when Alban was brutally executed. He was not a soldier then, he had already died and became what he was now, an immortal who returned every twenty-two years and then returned to his hibernation again.

Consus wasn’t a bad man when he was alive. He missed his family badly and needed money to desert from the army and return home, gather his wife and two small children, and move somewhere, anywhere, another region or even another country. Away from the constant wars and colonisation the rulers of Rome decreed. He had been approached by a wealthy Briton, a merchant who had heard of his disillusionment with the Roman regime. The merchant was called Vericus, a name given to him as he was now a Roman citizen, derived from his Celtic name, Veritagus. Vericus had told him that Queen Boudica was trying to drive the Romans out of Britain and was about to attack Verulamium and he wanted information, for a price. Consus jumped at the chance. Either the Romans would be forced out of the country and he’d be stationed nearer home or he’d have the money he needed to get back to his family and take them all to safety. All he had to do was give Vericus the troop strength and any weakness in the Roman defences in the town. Verulamium was strategically important for Boudica and taking it would give her a stronghold in the south and a base to push on to Londinium and then drive the Romans back into the sea. Taking back the country invaded over a hundred years before by Julius Caesar.

Boudica was successful in sacking Verulamium and the escaping Roman forces retreated to Londinium. Vericus was captured and tortured and gave the names of his fellow conspirators in the plot to oust the Romans from Britain. Consus was named amongst them. At first, Consus denied everything but when his quarters were searched a purse of gold coins was found hidden in an earthenware jug. After being tortured himself he was brought before General Festus Augustus, known as a fair man but treason was unacceptable, as it is with all men who demand loyalty. 

Festus has been in Cyprus several years earlier and had picked up quite a few artifacts on his travels including the spear that was reputedly used to kill Lazarus, the man who was allegedly returned from the dead by the Christ. Little is known in modern times about Lazarus after he was resurrected but he roamed several towns in Judea over the subsequent years and finally fled to Cyprus after rumours of a plot to murder him. He was found in Kition on Cyprus and put to death with a bronze spear that pierced his heart and then they decapitated him. Festus acquired the spearhead as payment for a debt owed to him by Titius Marcellus who was the governor of Cyprus at the time. The spear was the most prized possession of Festus and he carried it at all times. Few knew of the rumour that the spear had killed the resurrected Lazarus and must have had a special power to be able to do so. 

Festus, still reeling and angry from the defeat to Boudica at Verulamium, decided to make an example of the traitor Consus. Instead of the usual punishments of beheading or crucifixion, the manner of Consus’s death would be more personal. Festus felt betrayed by the centurion. He would execute Consus himself. Consus was roughly pushed to his knees in front of General Festus, already bleeding about the head from the fierce beating given to him by the guards for several days in his cell until he was summoned by Festus. Consus looked up into the eyes of Festus, knowing he had just a few more seconds to live, a defiant look on his face. He had no regrets, he did what he had to for the sake of his beautiful family and would see them all again one day. He would soon be met by Mercury and taken over the River Styx and his family would join him when their time finally came. He calmly closed his eyes and waited for the fatal blow. Festus raised the spear over his head and plunged it down into the upper chest of Consus, down into his rapidly beating heart. Consus ignored the searing pain and pictured his family as they were on the last day he’d seen them three years previously on his final day of leave before the legion was deployed to Britannia. There were tears as he left and then a single tear trickled down his right cheek as he died in a faraway country. 

The lifeless body of Consus was dragged unceremoniously from the building by two sturdy soldiers and thrown onto an awaiting cart. He was transported several miles outside of Londinium and dumped in the swampy ground surrounded by tall ash trees. Festus didn’t want the remains of a traitor anywhere near him or the remainder of his forces. There was no burial for him. He would be left for the crows, the scavengers, and the other vermin to feed off. His family at home would never know his whereabouts but they would certainly learn of his treachery. Word had already been sent to Rome to be conveyed to the family of Consus. The name of the traitor would not be forgotten and will serve as a reminder as to the loyalty expected of every Roman citizen, either at home or throughout the Roman Empire.

That very night Consus opened his eyes slowly. He was confused. He was dead, surely? He had felt the spear pierce his drumming heart. How could he be staring up at the stars far above him? His hand moved cautiously up to the wound in his chest. He pushed his forefinger into the deep gash and felt no pain. He was breathing though, hearing the rattle as air and a little blood escaped his damaged lung. He then heard a rustling in the undergrowth near him and a large brown rat poked its head out of the thick tall grass and eyed him suspiciously. A free meal for you gone, I’d wager, Consus thought. He just couldn’t understand what had happened to him. He was certainly dead, yet alive too. He had to think. What was his next move? Was he free to return to the village of his family? First, he needed to get away from the immediate area. As far away from Londinium as he could for now. A strange craving was gnawing at him though, something he didn’t understand. An urge to kill, but why? He didn’t even want revenge on the guards who beat him or even Festus who took his life from him. He knew he deserved his execution for his treason. He knew what the punishment would be if he was discovered.

The next day Consus moved west, deeper into the countryside. To the north was Verulamium, now in ruins after the attack by Queen Boudica and the Britons. It wasn’t safe there either, even though he’d helped them he was still a Roman and it was possible only Vericus knew of his involvement and could guarantee his safety. But he knew Vericus was dead. He stole some clothes from an unattended wicker hut so that he would blend in until he found a safer place to stay. West, that was best for him, wait a few months and see if Boudica could force the invaders back to Rome. Maybe then he could travel back to his family in the confusion. He decided on Cornwall. He knew there wasn’t a great military presence by the main Roman army, just the odd outpost of auxiliary infantrymen recruited from countries like Germania, happy to be away from the more populated, and dangerous, areas. There to keep the peace and not much else. He wouldn’t have any problems avoiding them. It was well known all they cared about was drinking and gambling at their remote outposts. They were never considered real soldiers.

Over the next two weeks the craving to kill increased and also the sense of straying from where he should be. His newfound instinct told him he was moving in the wrong direction. He was in two minds but eventually decided to move north again, maybe he would find answers there. He realised that he had not eaten in the last two weeks, not even considered it. Something so basic for survival never even crossed his mind. If he didn’t eat he couldn’t possibly be alive, he didn’t drink either, nothing had passed his lips since the scraps thrown to him in his cell in Londinium. The gnawing in his stomach was a different kind of hunger, one he needed to satisfy soon.

On the rutted, grass-covered road he was using to walk northward he saw a young girl who had been gathering firewood, coming towards him from the other direction. He assumed she lived nearby because the pile of sticks in her arms was almost too large and heavy to carry, so her dwelling can’t have been too far away. As he walked towards her the craving was unbearable. Just a few more steps to go. She shyly looked up at him as he neared then she saw the strange look in his eyes. He had the hungry look of a grey wolf. She dropped her sticks and tried to run but he had grabbed her by her long hair and pulled her into his chest and his other arm encircled her neck, tightly choking her, she was unable to scream for help. Then something strange happened. A thin red mist started to emanate from her. What is she doing to me? he thought. Maybe she was a fairy and had some sort of defence against attackers, could she be a demon? She looked ordinary enough, no obvious look of a supernatural entity. He wanted to release her but also knew if he did she would raise the alarm and he would be hunted like a wild boar across the countryside. He had to finish her. He tried to hold his breath, not wanting to breathe in the mysterious vapour but knew eventually he needed air and hoped she would die before he had to gulp in the much-needed oxygen. He had no need for food or drink but he still needed air because dark speckles were starting to invade his vision. Even though he knew he was dead/alive he wondered if he could die again. He was eventually forced to gulp in the red mist together with the oxygen. He immediately felt invigorated, alive again, no... more than alive. He felt stronger and healthier than he had ever felt before his death. Even better than in his youth. He wrapped his arm tighter around the girl's neck and more of the faint crimson cloud escaped her. He sucked it in greedily. He felt like one of the Gods he worshipped, maybe even stronger than them. He was here, now, and not some mysterious entity from the past. The struggles of the girl began to fade and she went limp, a last puff of the mist was released which he quickly sniffed up his nose, like the scent from a beautiful flower. She wasn’t a fairy after all, it was her fear escaping and he knew that was what he needed to sustain him in the future. One of the most powerful natural forces that anyone could possess, fear, was what he needed to survive, to continue ‘living’. To thrive. It was in everyone, even the Emperor of Rome himself! Fear was the thing that protected people from dangerous situations like walking too close to a cliff edge or straying too far while swimming in the ocean. Self-preservation. The fear of death was strong as a bull. And now it had a colour to recognise it and the power to preserve what now existed as his life. He was dead, alive, and not a God! He believed he could no longer die like an ordinary man. The spear! The one that took the life of Lazarus, the extended life given to him by Jesus had somehow been transferred to him. Would he ever die? Could he ever die? He felt guilt in killing the child, but he could see what he did was necessary to carry on his existence. He wondered how many more he’d need to kill to survive in his resurrected state. Dozens, hundreds... even thousands? Could he cope with that sort of guilt? Ending innocent lives so that he could exist. Avoiding the finality of bodily death. But wasn’t his body already dead? He felt no pain from the wound in his chest so would his body eventually decay? What would happen to his mind and spirit if it did?

The girl lay limply at his feet, he needed to get away but hiding her would give him a bigger head start. He gently picked her up, showing respect for the corpse who had shown him the way of his future, and carried her into the thick copse to the right of the road. He lay her down on some dried leaves and calmly walked back onto the road and carried on to the north. On the way, four more children had died over the next few days and their fear gulped down into his lungs. He felt immense, immortal, but also knew that he had almost his fill of the mist. One more would be enough for the time being and then he’d move to a different area. He wondered how long he could last without the vapour. He felt shame for murdering children but he knew he never wanted the exhilaration he felt to end permanently. There was no other feeling like it. He’d also learnt that by killing the victims more slowly he could extract more of the life-enhancing mist. He felt more guilty about killing these children now than he did about his treacherous acts against his people but he needed to survive. They were necessary. And with sadness, he realised he could never go home to his village. He couldn’t risk his children to his strange new appetite. He decided he needed to stay in Britain and feed off these heathens. They worshipped different gods and they meant little to him. He regarded them the same as a boar or an ox or fowl, just food. There for the taking. There to satisfy his need.

While walking through a village close to a range of hills he heard two men talking about good work a few miles away at Hambledon, near the caves. A road was being built and would provide work, and good money, for anyone willing enough and would last several months. No slaves were being used. Consus wasn’t interested in any work, he didn’t need money for food, or shelter either as he could sleep in the open in all weathers anyway. He didn’t feel the heat or the cold and the rain didn’t bother him much, it was cleansing. The word that piqued his curiosity was caves. He was sure a group of men were on his trail for the killings, he’d heard talk in the villages he’d passed through, and he needed somewhere secure to hide if need be.

Consus found the caves easily, perched halfway up a steep hill. He entered the large chalk opening and saw how dark it was further on as the light from the entrance faded. Then the path became clearer. His eyes could cut through the gloom, maybe his new power gave him other advantages like seeing in the dark. He’d not noticed it while walking at night as his way was lit by the moon and stars but in this enclosed space his vision returned. There was a bluish tinge but his eyes had adjusted enough to see fairly clearly. He moved slowly along the slight descent of the long corridor until he came to an opening to a small chamber where narrower paths branched off from it. In time he would explore them all to find a suitable hiding place or refuge. Men would need blazing torches to search the caves and he would be able to see the glow from far off and easily move around the caves to conceal himself. He knew they were coming, the gossip in the villages told him so. They would be here within days, he estimated. There was no need for him to procure provisions as he didn’t need to eat or drink so no cache of stores to reveal his hiding place. No need for blankets either. It would be easy to hide here as long as he avoided the men. He slept sat against the chalk wall of the chamber. Later he would explore.

It took two full days to explore all the various paths leading off from the main chamber. Some doubled back to join with other paths and some had even narrower passages branching off them. One led to a smaller chamber but it was a dead end. Just a diameter of around twelve feet but very difficult to find, especially for the men who would come with their flickering torches, causing shadows to bounce off the narrow passage walls. One part of the wall did look different though. Instead of the usual chalk, the surface looked flat and a greyish light brown. It intrigued him. He was reminded of villas under construction and the surface of floors and walls readied for a mosaic to be laid, very smooth. He touched the surface, expecting dampness but the area was slightly warm and dry and gave him a tingling feeling on his fingertips. There was a strange cloying smell in the enclosed space too which he couldn’t quite recognise - sort of muddy and mossy but not quite. It was almost overpowering but that was another advantage of this hiding place. The men would probably avoid the stench without investigating too closely. This place was almost perfect and after a while, he probably wouldn’t even notice the stifling odour filling the alcove and passage.

He knew he would need to feed soon, the strange hunger had returned. He made his way slowly through the tunnels and out of the main entrance. As he suspected it was night time, even though he’d been in the caves for two days his inner sense of time was still acute. He walked down the hill into the valley where the road was being built, abandoned now as it was night time, no sentries or watchmen around. He could see how the road was constructed as he walked along it as sections of this new road were in varying degrees of manufacture. Parts of it were just the lowest level consisting of a couple of layers of flat stone blocks set in a mortar that was drying into a solid mass. The next layer was of rubble and small stones which were also set in the lime mortar they used. As he walked he could see the third and fourth stages, a layer of sand and gravel mixed with lime cement and then one of the smooth stones embedded in the cement. He knew Romans had built their roads in the same way for decades and the design would never change all over the Empire. They were designed to last centuries, maybe a thousand years, probably longer than the empire would.

He roamed silently through the night, the countryside around him was deserted. Eventually, he found a small round stone cottage with a conical thatched roof, no more than a bleak hovel set in a field. He quietly crept around it, looking into the windows. A man and his wife were fast asleep in separate cots, presumably exhausted by a long day’s work in the fields. In another room were a small child and a baby of no more than six months. He crept into the room through the small wooden door set into the side of the building, well away from the main entrance. The baby snuffled in its sleep. The infant child was too young to understand death so would have very little fear. No use to him. The older one was around six and was a boy. He crept silently over towards the sleeping child and looked down on him. He remembered his own two boys at that age and felt sad that he would never see them ever again, maybe not even in the afterlife. He covered the child’s mouth and nose with one large hand and pressed down on the boy’s chest with the other, expelling the air from the lungs, his strong arm and weight pinning the boy to the thin bedding. The child’s eyes snapped open immediately and looked into the eyes of Consus, panic already setting in. The red mist rose slowly and Consus bent slightly to draw it into his lungs. It took over two minutes for the boy to suffocate silently which maximised the amount of vapour Consus could inhale. He straightened and turned and was shocked to see the sleepy farmer trying to comprehend what he was seeing. His child was murdered in his bed. Consus grabbed the man around the throat with his left hand and brought his closed fist down on top of the man’s head which seemed to stun him more than his sleepy drowsiness. Consus spun the man around and wrapped his arm around his neck, expecting more of the red mist to appear but none came. Wasn’t he afraid of dying? It seemed impossible. The man barely struggled as he was starved of oxygen, seeming to accept his fate. The man sagged to the straw-covered floor. Consus was concerned about the lack of mist from the man... why? What was different about this man?

Consus was about to exit the building when the wife screamed, he needed to finish her too, no witnesses. He moved towards her. Then he heard the noise of a rabble. The group of men hunting him must have been camped nearby and heard the scream. He ran. There were shouts when he was spotted and the men chased after him. They were less than forty yards away. He flinched when a spear rushed past him, inches from his shoulder. He ran over the soft ground, he knew he could probably outrun them eventually as he never seemed to tire but the chance of a spear hitting him while he was so close was still possible. They could bring him down and capture him. Then what? Executed again? He almost laughed to himself as he ran. They could not kill him again, he was almost sure of that. He was pulling out a strong lead on the group as they began to tire but the land was flat, and he was still visible to them as the light of dawn approached slowly. He could see the hill that housed the caves far into the distance, the only raised land in the area. He knew they would see him enter, so he had two choices: either keep running and draw them away from his planned hiding place or let them follow him into the cave system and test his hiding place. Would it matter if he was caught in the caves? They would try to kill him again, and then he could possibly feign death and come back again. They would think their job was done and revenge was taken and would go back to their villages, satisfied that he was dead.

He decided to try out his hiding place. He was half a mile ahead of the group when he scaled the steep hill and entered the cave. As he entered the mouth he turned and looked at the chasing mob. Several were pointing to the opening with their torches and probably assumed they had him trapped. Maybe he was? The next few hours would tell as they searched the dark chalk labyrinth. They only had three torches between them so Consus knew there would be a maximum of three groups they would split into after they reached the large chamber. They didn’t have the advantage he had, being able to see in the dark. As he approached the junction of the tunnels his eyes were adjusting to the blackness by the second and he took the second passage on his left - the one which would lead to his possible haven. He heard the echoes of the mob as they entered the cave system, he knew he had time to reach his private hiding place. The walls of the passage were getting narrower and he knew that anyone following would have to do so in a single file which would make them more nervous about an attack by him. None of them would be comfortable leading the chase. The sound of the horde diminished and he knew they hadn’t entered the branch that led to him yet. Probably organising themselves in the main chamber, deciding if to split up. They would need to leave one or two near the entrance, of course, worried that Consus would double back through the passages and escape. They couldn’t afford that now they were so close to capturing him after the last three weeks of their manhunt.

Consus had reached his haven, guided by the smell of the place, he didn’t even need to see the small entrance. He squeezed into it sideways and stood with his back against the strange, smooth wall. He felt a slight tingling, a tiny buzzing that he sometimes felt when there was a great thunderstorm approaching. The smell of the place changed too. The awful moss and mud odour had gone and replaced by a slight burning aroma, almost like incense. He could feel himself being drawn into the wall. He tried to pull himself free but it was impossible, he was held in it’s grip. Was this the end for him? Trapped inside the wall of the cave for eternity? He began to struggle in his desperation to be free of the chalk and rock. He’d rather face the angry gang chasing him than be walled up in there forever. He was getting drawn in inch by inch, the sounds of the pursuing pack fading as his ears were covered in liquid stone, just his face and chest now showing. He was slipping further and further into the rock. He felt sad that he may never see the light of day again, the sun over a cornfield, or the face of another living soul ever again. He’d never feel anything again. He missed his family. He was absorbed by the rock which then began to solidify over him. For him, there was just silence.

After several hours the men found the small chamber, sickened by the damp mossy smell they didn’t spend too much time there. It was obvious this was a dead end and they were satisfied he couldn’t be hiding there. One of them wondered about the smooth brownish-grey surface of one of the walls and ran his hand over it for a few seconds before being driven out by the stench. The killer wasn’t there. He left with the other two of his companions and decided to regroup with the others in the large chamber near the entrance to the outside world. Maybe one of the other gangs had captured the murderer.
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84 A.D. Britannia.

Consus woke coughing. He found himself on the floor of the small inner cave. The area stank even more than he remembered. Where had he been? He vaguely recalled being sucked into the wall. Was that a bad dream? How long had he been asleep for and why had he not been captured by the gang? He ached in his bones and felt so empty. He picked himself up from the dark, damp floor and stretched, trying to think. He needed to get out into the fresh air. Even if it meant capture.

Consus groped his way through the widening tunnels until he got to the main chamber. It seemed he couldn’t see as well in the dark as he did before. He staggered up the small slope which eventually led to the entrance and discovered it was close to dawn. He could see the faint glow of the rising sun on the horizon. There was no sign of anyone else around. The men working on the new road would be arriving soon and he needed to scout around before they arrived. Consus walked down the hill to the valley and what he saw amazed him. There would be no workmen arriving that morning. The road had been finished and had been in use for a while. How long was he in that cave? It must have been months at least for them to finish the road. Being swallowed up by that wall can’t have been a dream. But how was that even possible? What manner of trickery was he a victim to? Was he the only one it had ever happened too and why was he released from his prison? Question after question rushed through his mind and no answers were forthcoming.

Consus stood in the centre of the long straight road and looked into the distance. Far away he could see a small settlement. He couldn’t recall that being there before, but he was confused. He slowly walked towards the new collection of houses. He was wary of the fact that people could still be looking for him. He needed to be very careful who he talked to. The Roman trudged along the road as the sun rose higher to his right. The birds were singing, flitting and fluttering from tree to tree at the side of the road. Still no sign of anyone else. The gnawing was in his stomach again as it had been weeks after his death at the hands of General Festus. He would need to feed soon, he felt. He started to remember the last time he had gorged on the red mist. The boy in the cottage and then the father. But there was no mist coming from the father. Why not? Was he totally without fear or was it something else? Could he only take from six victims until he was full? What if things had changed and he could never take in the recuperating crimson vapour again? Was he now doomed to roam the land with this hunger inside him until he went mad? There was only one way to find out. He needed another victim... and soon.

As he approached the settlement he could hear voices and the grunting of pigs. Two men were in a small pen and one of them straddled a large pig, using the force of his legs to stop the beast from moving. The other man walked calmly towards it from the side brandishing a long knife. He bent slightly and sliced the pig across the throat. There was a brief squeal from the animal and then a gurgling sound and the pig sagged between the other man’s legs and was silent. They carried the pig’s carcass between them through a small gate in the pen and then into a nearby hut, presumably to be butchered into cuts of meat and then salted to preserve it. He suddenly remembered the taste of pork roasted on a spit and missed it slightly. His body didn’t need that kind of nutrition anymore but he missed the taste of the succulent meat.

He moved on. Consus passed several other huts, all circular with thatched conical roofs as was the normal style in the area. Two people were talking about the upcoming census. He knew there had been one in Britain a couple of years before he died, in 60 A.D. and they were taken every twelve years. Was this another one in such a short space of time or was it still the same interval? Was this 72 A.D and could he have been trapped in that wall for ten years? It was impossible to believe. It would explain the road being finished and the new settlement though. At least there was one advantage to it being true, he was no longer hunted by that mob and was free to roam the country and choose his next victim without the fear of a horde pursuing him for a time. He was desperate to know if he could still induce his kills to emit the crimson cloud of panic and terror as they died. He needed it so badly, he felt incomplete. Consus approached the men with a friendly smile. 

“I heard you talking about the census, I’ve been away for a while and wasn’t aware of it. The last one I knew of was in the year sixty, is it still held every twelve years?”

“You have been away for a while, you missed the one in the year seventy-two then?” laughed the stout man standing in front of him. His friend wondered where the stranger had been. An escaped slave maybe? 

“I seem to have lost my memory of certain things. I was injured... somewhere, my head,” he lied, “I know my name and that I am in Britain but little else.”

“Well friend,” the shorter man said, “You may have missed the last one on your travels, but it’s certainly unwise to avoid this coming census. Those Romans are harsh on anyone who doesn’t pay their taxes, where have you been for the past twenty-four years since the one you remember? You must have been a child then, were you in slavery?”

“I’m not sure,” Consus lied again. “Are you telling me this is the year eighty-four?” he asked incredulously.

The man nodded and looked at him strangely.

Twenty-two years inside the wall in that cave. It didn’t seem possible. He thanked the men and wandered in a daze for miles, impossible thoughts flying around in his head, unbelievable things! Was he mortal again? Had he been reborn into his old body? Could he now die? The urge to feed was still within him. He could feel the cramping of his stomach as he walked. There were so many unanswered questions about who he was, what he was. He realised he’d been ripped from his own time into another.

––––––––
[image: ]


Consus waited until dark before he risked taking someone. He hid in the trees next to the long, straight road, far from any village, biding his time even though the craving was almost unbearable. Long after night came, a lone woman appeared on the road about half a mile away. She must have been a domestic servant who had finished for the day and was returning to her family. Consus wondered what had become of his wife and two sons over the last twenty-two years. Had the boys joined the Roman Army? Were they killing in the far-flung places of the empire? Maybe even stationed in Britain? He would never know but he hoped they were doing something more worthwhile and safer. That they had trained for a trade like a carpenter, maybe they were fishermen? The anticipation was almost too much to bear as he waited for the woman to approach the thicket he was hiding in. 

Eventually, she had walked past the copse and he slowly emerged from the trees and followed her, gradually gaining as she wearily traipsed along the road, exhausted from the work of the day, oblivious to his stealthy presence. She gasped, shocked from her mundane thoughts, as he flung his strong arm around her neck, his forearm biting harshly into her fragile windpipe. She tried to pull the arm away but with his strength combining with her tiredness it was impossible. She flailed with her arms
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