
The Mirror Realm

(A Vampire & Shifter Fantasy Adventure)

––––––––

The Lacey Swift Series

Book One 

BY

Tim O’Rourke

First Edition Published by Ravenwoodgreys 

Copyright 2017 by Tim O’Rourke

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organisations is entirely coincidental.

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

Story Editor

Lynda O’Rourke

Book cover designed by:

Orina Kafe

www.facebook.com/OrinaKafeArtworks

Copyedited by:

Carolyn M. Pinard


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Mirror Realm (Book One): A Vampire & Shifter Fantasy Adventure (The Lacey Swift Series, #1)

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Sign up for Tim O'Rourke's Mailing List

Further Reading: The Mirror Realm (Book Two): A Vampire & Shifter Fantasy Adventure

Also By Tim O'Rourke

For Joseph, Thomas & Zachary

More books by Tim O’Rourke

Kiera Hudson Series One

Vampire Shift (Kiera Hudson Series 1) Book 1

Vampire Wake (Kiera Hudson Series 1) Book 2

Vampire Hunt (Kiera Hudson Series 1) Book 3

Vampire Breed (Kiera Hudson Series 1) Book 4

Wolf House (Kiera Hudson Series 1) Book 5

Vampire Hollows (Kiera Hudson Series 1) Book 6

Kiera Hudson Series Two

Dead Flesh (Kiera Hudson Series 2) Book 1

Dead Night (Kiera Hudson Series 2) Book 2

Dead Angels (Kiera Hudson Series 2) Book 3

Dead Statues (Kiera Hudson Series 2) Book 4

Dead Seth (Kiera Hudson Series 2) Book 5

Dead Wolf (Kiera Hudson Series 2) Book 6

Dead Water (Kiera Hudson Series 2) Book 7

Dead Push (Kiera Hudson Series 2) Book 8

Dead Lost (Kiera Hudson Series 2) Book 9 

Dead End (Kiera Hudson Series 2) Book 10 

Kiera Hudson Series Three

The Creeping Men (Kiera Hudson Series Three) Book 1

The Lethal Infected (Kiera Hudson Series Three) Book 2

The Adoring Artist (Kiera Hudson Series Three) Book 3

The Secret Identity (Kiera Hudson Series Three) Book 4

The White Wolf (Kiera Hudson Series Three) Book 5

The Origins of Cara (Kiera Hudson Series Three) Book 6

The Final Push (Kiera Hudson Series Three) Book 7

The Underground Switch (Kiera Hudson Series Three) Book 8

The Last Elder (Kiera Hudson Series Three) Book 9

Kiera Hudson Series Four

The Girl Who Travelled Backward (Book 1)

The Man Who Loved Sone (Book 2)

The Witch in the Mirror (Book 3)

Kiera Hudson & the Six Clicks

The Six Clicks (Book One)

The Kiera Hudson Prequels

The Kiera Hudson Prequels (Book One)

The Kiera Hudson Prequels (Book Two)

Kiera Hudson & Sammy Carter

Vampire Twin (Pushed Trilogy) Book 1

Vampire Chronicle (Pushed Trilogy) Book 2

The Alternate World of Kiera Hudson

Wolf Shift (Book 1)

After Dark (Book 2)

The Christmas Wish (Book 3)

Halloween Night (Book 4)

Shifter (Book 5)

Silent Night (Book 6)

The Switch (Book 7)

Kiera Hudson: The Victorian Adventures

The Victorian Adventures (Part 1)

The Victorian Adventures (Part 2)

The Victorian Adventures (Part 3)

The Victorian Adventures (Part 4)

The Victorian Adventures (Part 5)

The Victorian Adventures (Part 6)

The Victorian Adventures (Part 7)

Kiera Hudson: Love, Blood & Vampires

Kiera Hudson 1988 (Part One)

Kiera Hudson 1988 (Part Two)

Werewolves of Shade

Werewolves of Shade (Part One)

Werewolves of Shade (Part Two)

Werewolves of Shade (Part Three)

Werewolves of Shade (Part Four)

Werewolves of Shade (Part Five)

Werewolves of Shade (Part Six)

Vampires of Maze

Vampires of Maze (Part One)

Vampires of Maze (Part Two)

Vampires of Maze (Part Three)

Vampires of Maze (Part Four)

Vampires of Maze (Part Five)

Vampires of Maze (Part Six)

Witches of Twisted Den

Witches of Twisted Den (Part One)

Witches of Twisted Den (Part Two)

Witches of Twisted Den (Part Three)

Witches of Twisted Den (Part Four)

Witches of Twisted Den (Part Five)

Witches of Twisted Den (Part Six)

Cowgirl & Creature

Cowgirl & Creature (Book One)

Cowgirl & Creature (Book Two)

Cowgirl & Creature (Book Three)

Cowgirl & Creature (Book Four)

Cowgirl & Creature (Book Five)

Cowgirl & Creature (Book Six)

Cowgirl & Creature (Book Seven)

Cowgirl & Creature (Book Eight)

The Mirror Realm (The Lacey Swift Series)

The Mirror Realm (Book One)

The Mirror Realm (Book Two)

The Mirror Realm (Book Three)

The Mirror Realm (Book Four)

Moon Trilogy

Moonlight (Moon Trilogy) Book 1

Moonbeam (Moon Trilogy) Book 2

Moonshine (Moon Trilogy) Book 3

The Clockwork Immortals

Stranger (Part One)

Stranger (Part Two)

Stranger (Part Three)

The Jack Seth Novellas

Hollow Pit (Book One)

Black Hill Farm (Books 1 & 2)

Black Hill Farm (Book 1)

Black Hill Farm: Andy’s Diary (Book 2)

Sydney Hart Novels

Witch (A Sydney Hart Novel) Book 1

Yellow (A Sydney Hart Novel) Book 2

Raven (A Sydney Hart Novel (Book 3)

The Tessa Dark Trilogy

Stilts (Book 1)

Zip (Book 2)

Sink (Book 3)

The Mechanic

The Mechanic

The Dark Side of Nightfall Trilogy

The Dark Side of Nightfall (Book One)

The Dark Side of Nightfall (Book Two)

The Dark Side of Nightfall (Book Three)

Samantha Carter Series

Vampire Seeker (Book One)

Vampire Flappers (Book Two)

Vampire Watchmen (Book Three)

Vampire Knight (A Reimagining of Vampire Shift)

Vampire Knight

The Charley Shepard Series

Saving the Dead (Book One)

Jessica Pink Welcome to Sideways World

Jessica Pink (Book One)

Unscathed

Written by Tim O’Rourke & C.J. Pinard

The Mirror Realm

(Book One)

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Lacey Swift raced through the snow, ignoring the giant flakes that swirled all about her. Plumes of breath jetted from her mouth and nose, her long, blonde hair stuck to the sides of her face. She pulled the hood of her sweatshirt over her head in an attempt to stay warm. Lacey glanced back over her shoulder for any sign of the man who would soon come in search of her once he realised she had escaped from the house where she and her twin sister had been kept prisoners by him. It had taken her some years to learn her uncle wasn’t trying to help neither her nor her sister, Thea, but was poisoning them. But as her nineteenth birthday had approached, Lacey had learnt how to fool her uncle into believing she was swallowing the pills he gave her daily, when really she was holding them in the back of her throat, ready to spit them out once he had left her room.

Fearing that her uncle might have already discovered that he had been deceived by her, Lacey ran faster and further with every stride, even though her lungs were screaming for her to stop. But Lacey didn’t listen nor care. She had suddenly tasted freedom and she devoured it. She wouldn’t stop running until she had found her way out of the woods, reached the nearest town, and managed to raise the alarm. Nothing would stop her or get in her way until she had brought help to save Thea, who still lay unconscious and close to death in the upstairs room at her uncle’s cottage.  

Ahead of her, the snowflakes continued to swirl and collide with each other like a shifting white wall. The leafless trees stood thin and black against the sky. Her trainers pounded over and through the snow, sending up white puffs with every stride she took. Beginning to feel close to exhaustion, Lacey glanced back again in search of her uncle. But the snowfall was so thick, it was impossible to see much further than a few feet behind her. She gasped in lungfuls of freezing cold air and listened for any sound. There was none. No sound of footsteps in the snow behind her. Facing front again, Lacey trudged on, each stride more sluggish now as the cold wind bit at her, sapping her strength. But she wouldn’t let it drain her resolve. She had waited to make her escape for months and wouldn’t be defeated now that she was free. Each pill she had spat out when her uncle’s back had been turned had been a challenge – a challenge that had, with each passing day, become more exciting and exhilarating. Those feelings reminded her that danger could be conquered, and so too could her uncle.

Fearing that she would never find her way out of the woods that stretched away from behind her uncle’s remote cottage, Lacey slowed. She looked left and right, wondering if perhaps she had not been simply running in a wide circle. It seemed like a very long time ago that she had left the cottage and ventured into the woods or anywhere else. Lacey hadn’t attended college in a very long time, because she had fallen ill and her uncle had started treating her with his noxious medicine. She’d had friends at college, but they had stopped calling some time ago – her uncle had made sure of that. And now that she had managed to set herself free – now that she had ventured into the woods once more – every part of it looked the same. She could not see one distinguishing feature. Everything looked white. The wind moaned, buffeting against her. She wobbled on her feet as if the biting wind was testing her – trying to knock her over. Did it sense weakness? But she wasn’t weak. She had spent much of the last few years feeling weak. But not anymore. Over the last few months she had grown strong. She believed that. Lacey had to, if she was to keep going – to keep running. There was no way she would let her uncle catch her. Lacey would not allow herself to be taken back to that house. She was no longer a little girl. She had recently turned nineteen – become a young woman – a young woman who refused to remain a prisoner. She and her twin sister had been nothing more than their uncle’s prisoners since their parents’ deaths some years before. Grief tightened Lacey’s throat as she remembered her parents. She pushed them from her mind, fearing that her heartache might slow her down. 

Lacey pushed on, hands and face now feeling numb with cold. The snow began to harden, no longer featherlike. It jabbed at her face and the backs of her hands like needlepoints. And despite her near exhaustion and the numbing cold, Lacey smiled to herself. She was free. Lacey sensed victory was close. But she wouldn’t salute herself until Thea was free too. Oxygen raced into her mouth as she sucked air into her lungs. Lacey had never run so hard, or so fast. She had been too weak before. But she was getting stronger. 

Wiping the driving snow from her eyes, Lacey looked up. Rolling snowdrifts leant against the trees, and the world almost seemed to spin all around her, like she had escaped from her uncle only to find herself ensnared in a giant snow-globe that had been fiercely shaken. Yet, as Lacey peered through the churning snow, she thought she could see something else. Something new. Something strange. Slowing to a complete stop and tucking her hands into her jeans pockets, shielding them against the cold, Lacey stood staring at the figure who had appeared between the trees just ahead. This person had materialised so suddenly that at first she feared it was her uncle. But within an instant, she could see that it wasn’t. The figure was too short. Too thin, and wore clothes that her uncle wouldn’t be seen dead in. The clothing was identical to Lacey’s. The hooded sweater was the same shade of grey, jeans the same faded blue, trainers black and covered in snow. Very slowly, Lacey took a step forward, and so did the stranger just ahead of her. Lacey stopped and so did the other. She peered out from beneath her hood and the stranger mimicked her. She raised her hand to her mouth and gasped. The person peering from beneath the hood was her identical twin. Thea had somehow managed to escape from their uncle too. 

Desperate to be held by her sister, Lacey shot forward through the snow. “Thea, you’ve escaped!” 

The other cried the same as she, too, came running forward, arms open.

But why is my sister calling me Thea? Lacey wondered as she ran to meet her sister. As she reached for Thea’s hand, her fingers brushed against glass. Against a mirror. A mirror that was protruding from the snow. 
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The wind blew a gust of snow into her face and against the glass protrusion. A curtain of hair flapped in front of her eyes, which she knocked away with one hand. Her sister did the very same thing on the other side of the mirror. Lacey pulled back her hood, anxious to get a better look. But every movement Lacey made, however subtle, her sister mimicked in every way. 

“Thea, is that you?” Lacey whispered over the groan of the wind. The reflection uttered the exact same words at the very same moment as Lacey had. Frowning, she began to wonder if she wasn’t staring at her identical twin sister, but simply her own reflection. But why would there be a long, tall mirror sticking out of the snow in the middle of the woods? She ran her gaze up and down the mirror and the girl on the other side of the mirror did the same. The mirror didn’t appear to be attached to anything. There wasn’t a frame and nothing visible that was keeping it upright or in place.  

Lacey glanced over her shoulder, looking back through the woods. The only thing she could see was her own trail of footprints, now being covered by the falling snow. Apart from her, the wood appeared to be desolate, and she wasn’t surprised. Who else would be mad enough to be out in the wind and snow on a freezing cold December afternoon? Lacey knew she had good reason to be out in the woods, despite the freezing weather, so who then had set the mirror in place? And why would anyone do such a bizarre thing? 

The wind’s icy fingers clawed at Lacey’s face and she turned away to gaze back at the mirror. She frowned again, and so did her reflection. However mad the idea seemed, Lacey still clung to some hope that the girl on the other side of the mirror was truly Thea. Lacey desperately wanted to believe that her sister had escaped their uncle, too. As Lacey stood in the swirling snow and looked at the young woman in the mirror, she knew that she was identical to Thea in every way – except the scar. The scar that ran across the back of Lacey’s wrist was jagged and mauve. It had been there for as long as she could remember, but couldn’t recall the injury that had caused it. Ever since she had been very small, it had been there. It had never grown smaller or fainter. She had often wondered if it was not, in fact, a birthmark. But it was too thin and jagged to have been such a thing. It looked too much like it had once been a deep cut. Lacey had once asked her parents how she had come by such a scar, but neither of them had been able to recall what incident had marked her. Lacey could remember her mother saying that children often fell down and hurt themselves and she couldn’t be expected to remember each one. But Lacey felt sure that her mother would have remembered such an incident because the size and colour of the scar suggested that the cut, which had caused it, would have been deep and would have needed to be stitched. 

So rolling up the sleeve of her sweater, Lacey revealed the scar. She raised her arm before the mirror and couldn’t help but feel her heart sting when she saw the girl in the mirror had an identical mark about her wrist. Pulling down her sleeve, Lacey knew that, without doubt, she had been looking at nothing more that her own reflection.

So why was there a mirror in the middle of the woods? Curiosity pushed Lacey toward it. She peered around the edge of the mirror to see what lay behind. She wasn’t too surprised to find more snow, trees, fallen leaves, and branches covering the ground. 

“Who would leave a mirror standing in the middle of the woods?” she whispered to herself, studying the mirror from each side and angle. 

Lacey stepped closer still and traced circles over the smooth surface with her fingertips. A surge of energy suddenly leapt from the glass, causing her arm to prickle with pins and needles. 

She snapped her hand away and rubbed the scar that circled her wrist. It suddenly throbbed with pain. “That hurt!” 

Lacey continued to rub her wrist, and as she did so, she couldn’t take her eyes off the mirror and her own reflection. The urge to reach out and touch the glass was too much to resist. Lacey stretched out her hand once more, placing it flat against the mirror. That surge of energy raced up her arm then exploded across her chest, knocking her backwards into the snow. Dazed and disorientated, Lacey forced herself onto her elbows to stare in disbelief at what she could now see in the mirror. She could no longer see herself, but a young man. He had thick, dark, unruly hair, and the lower half of his face was covered in stubble. He wore what appeared to be thick, black sunglasses. They looked more like blinders, so even from the sides his eyes were hidden from view. His hands were covered in a fine coating of dark hair, his fingers were long and capped by ivory nails. Despite his eyes being hidden, and the hair that covered his claw-like hands, Lacey could see that the man on the other side of the mirror couldn’t be very much older than herself – no more than twenty-two years in age, perhaps. 

As Lacey lay in the snow, just inches from the mirror and staring into it, she could see that it wasn’t only the young man she found so curious, but the image in the mirror appeared to be see-sawing up and down and side-to-side, as though it were moving at great speed. 

“Faster!” the guy shouted, leaning backwards.

Lacey pulled herself up into a kneeling position, ignoring the wet snow that was soaking her jeans. Peering into the mirror, she noticed that the guy on the other side had what appeared to be a set of reins wrapped around his fists. 

He pulled on these with all his strength and roared, “Faster! Move faster, can’t you! Faster!” 

Lacey climbed to her feet, mesmerised by what was unfolding on the other side of the mirror. As if being coaxed forward by an invisible pair of hands, Lacey inched closer to it. Millimetres away now, she saw that the man was sitting atop of what looked like an ancient stagecoach. Lacey blinked, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. The stagecoach was being pulled by a quartet of sleek, black horses.  

Lacey watched as he glanced back over his shoulder, his unkempt hair flicking and blowing all about his face. And with his head turned to the side, Lacey could see that the tips of the young man’s ears were pointed. From this angle, the young man looked very wolfish. He faced front again on top of the carriage, and whipped the reins, urging the horses onwards. 

“Faster! Faster!” he yelled. “They’ve nearly caught us!”

Then, sensing he was being watched, the young man turned to look straight at Lacey. Releasing one of the reins, he thrust a claw-like hand toward her and bellowed, “If you want to save your sister’s life, come with me!” He grinned as if he were insane and Lacey could see that his front incisors were pointed, like fangs. “What are you waiting for, Lacey Swift? Are you coming with me or not?”

Lacey considered the question for a moment. The chance to save her twin sister, Thea, was too tempting. But if she took the guy’s hand and went through the mirror, what would she be stepping into? She stole a quick look over her shoulder and back in the direction of her uncle’s house. Above the treetops and in the distance, Lacey saw what she believed to be torchlight arcing back and forth through the night sky. With her heart turning over in her chest, Lacey feared that it was her uncle, come in search for her. What choice did she have? Stay in the woods and be captured by her uncle and taken back to his house where he would probably kill her, or risk stepping into the mirror and join the young man who sat atop a stagecoach? Neither choice seemed appealing to her. 

She faced front. Before she had the chance to decide what she would do, the young man reached out of the mirror with one hand and grabbed her. 

With a scream trapped in the back of her throat, Lacey was pulled into the mirror. 
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Lacey looked back over her shoulder. The mirror she had been dragged through shattered into a thousand glittering shards or more. Each one disappeared on the wind like glitter, leaving behind the white glare of a sun that now beat down on her in seething hot rays. Just as the icy snow flurries had stung her face, the heat from the sun prickled her flesh like cactus spikes.

Spinning round, Lacey found herself sitting atop the stagecoach, which raced across a hard, flat surface. The ground was bleach-white and arid, cracked and blistered like a corpse left too long in the burning sun. Ahead in the distance, Lacey could see mountains and a forest that stretched across the horizon like a dark smudge. The stagecoach hurtled toward it, pulled by four black horses, spraying up a trail of dust from beneath their hooves. The horses’ bodies were muscular and their flesh rippled beneath a coat of sleek and shiny hair. Their manes flowed out behind them in thick waves.

Seated at the front of the carriage, Lacey shot a sideways glance at her new and unfamiliar companion. “How dare you!” she shouted at him over the clatter of the horses’ hooves and the roar of the turning wheels of the stagecoach. “You had no right to grab hold of me and pull me...”

“Don’t you want to save your sister?” the young man yelled back at her, his wavy hair flowing as they raced across the desert.

“Of course...”

“Then quit complaining!”  

“Who are you?” she asked. 

“Abraham – or Abe. I don’t mind. Whatever you prefer,” the guy said, glancing over his shoulder. He looked at Lacey from behind his black glasses. “Do me a favour, don’t just sit there looking all shocked and amazed, do something useful.” 

Starring into Abe’s thick, black glasses as if trying to see the eyes hidden behind them, Lacey said, “Do what, exactly?”

Without saying anything, Abe nodded in the direction back over his shoulder. 

Spinning round, Lacey was so shocked by what she could now see racing across the desert behind them, she nearly fell from her seat and the stagecoach. “What are they?” she gasped over the thunder of the horses’ hooves and their incessant neighing. 

Just feet from the rear wheels of the stagecoach were four giant wolves. The wolves were freakishly big. Nearly as big as the horses pulling the stagecoach.

“Don’t just sit there with your thumbs up your arse, shoot them!” Abe shouted.

“Shoot them?” Lacey gasped. “Shoot them with what?” 

“These,” Abe said, reaching down and pulling what appeared to be a gun belt from beneath the seat. He thrust it into her hands. 

Lacey looked down. There were two holsters made of leather, which housed two weird-looking crossbows. They were no bigger than regular pistols and made from a black metal. “What... how... why have you given me these guns... where did they come from?” Lacey yelled over the sound of the high-pitched neighing coming from the horses up front.

“Does it matter where they came from?” Abe shouted. “Just shoot the Wolf-gatherers or we’re going to die!”   

She had no real idea what the Wolf-gatherers were, but she suspected Abe was referring to the giant wolves that were leaping and snarling just inches behind the spinning wheels of the stagecoach. Lacey stared at Abe.

“Don’t just sit there admiring me, I know you’ve never seen a guy like me before, but now isn’t the time to go all girlie on me. You can check me out later.”  

“There’s nothing girlie about me!” Lacey said, feeling affronted by Abe’s remarks. She could take perfectly good care of herself. Her escape from her uncle had been going remarkably well until she had been yanked through that mirror. She slid the crossbows from their holsters and cringed. She didn’t know how to shoot. She’d never held a crossbow or gun before. Feeling foolish, she glanced at Abe and said, “I don’t know how to shoot.” 

Abe grinned back at her, his fangs white and gleaming in the sun. And although she couldn’t see his eyes, Lacey suspected that they were smiling, too. “What’s to know? You just pull the triggers!” He faced front again, and whipped the horses’ reins. “Faster! Come on, faster!” 

The stagecoach lurched from side to side like a baby taking its first steps. Standing, Lacey fixed the belt about her waist. She drew the crossbows, then took aim. But before firing a shot, she wobbled and almost lost her balance. The stagecoach hit an uneven piece of ground and lurched forward, its back wheels lifting from the earth. Staggering like someone in the dark, Lacey fired one of the crossbows, releasing a shot that went whizzing over Abe’s head.

“Don’t shoot at me! You’re supposed to be shooting at them!” Abe shouted, jabbing one claw-like hand back over his shoulder. 

Lacey glared at him. “Don’t you dare shout at me! I’ve told you I don’t know how to shoot. It’s not like I’ve ever done anything like this before. I don’t even know what I’m doing here or where here is. You had no right to grab hold of me and pull me...”

“Jeez, don’t you talk a lot,” Abe cut over her. “How about you save your bitching and whining until later – like much later...”

“I’m not whining,” Lacey snapped at him. 

“Just shoot!” Abe snarled. 

“Dickhead,” Lacey mumbled beneath her breath. Standing at the front of the stagecoach, one knee resting on the wooden seat for support, Lacey screwed one eye shut and took aim at the giant wolves. She squeezed down on the triggers. The crossbows thundered in her fists like cannons, this time in the direction of their pursuers.  

Small, razor-sharp stakes shot from the end of the crossbows and screamed through the desert sky. One missed, but another sliced into one of the giant wolves. A spray of blood erupted into the air like an exploding water-bomb. The wolf stumbled and rolled forward, crashing into the hard-packed ground. The wolf rolled over and over in the sand, sending up a cloud of dust. Lacey watched as the dust settled, and to her horror, she could see that where the giant wolf had come to rest was now a man. He lay dead on his back, the stake she had fired protruding from his chest. Black blood covered the front of the denim shirt he wore. The man didn’t look very much older than herself, but a lot like Abe. He had thick, bushy side whiskers and long, unkempt hair.

“What the fuck!” Lacey cried, glancing at Abe.

“What the what?” Abe said, looking at her from behind the thick, black glasses he wore.

“That wolf... the thing I just shot,” Lacey said, struggling to gather her thoughts and form a coherent sentence. “It was a man. I’ve just killed someone.”

“You’ve killed a monster – not a man,” Abe said, facing front again, whipping the reins and urging the horses to run faster and faster. 

“But he looked like you – a lot like you!” Lacey yelled over the howls of the wolves that still pursued the stagecoach.

Abe snapped his head around to face her once more. “He was nothing like me,” he snarled, top lip curling up so she could see his fangs. “I’m not a Wolf-gatherer.” 

She stared at him. “So, what are you?”   

“Stop looking at me and keep your eyes on them!” Abe warned, glancing back at the massive wolves. But his warning came too late. One of the wolves had drawn level with the stagecoach. The wolf began to ram its huge head into the side of the carriage. The back of the vehicle spun to one side, sending Lacey flying over the edge of the coach.

Corkscrewing through the air, Lacey squeezed her eyes shut and waited for the explosion of pain to tear through her body as she hit the ground that raced below. But the pain never came. Opening her eyes, Lacey blinked as the cracked earth whizzed past just inches from her face. Glancing upwards, she saw that one of her boots had been caught in the frame of the stagecoach. 

“Abe, help me!” Lacey cried, hanging upside down on the outside of the carriage. Looking to her right, the gigantic paws of one wolf slammed into the ground next to her like a hammer. It jerked its giant head forward, opening its jaws and lunging at her face. Hot drool sprayed from its snout and spattered against her. The wolf was so close that she could feel its breath warm on her face. Gritting her teeth, Lacey twisted her body as she tried to lean away from the creature. Dust blew up into her eyes like gunpowder. She didn’t want to kill the wolf if it meant killing another man, but she didn’t want to die either. The wolf snarled and barked as it snapped its mighty jaws open and closed just inches from her face. Within another bound the wolf would be closing its ferocious jaws about her throat. Squinting, Lacey raised her left arm and took aim at it with one of the crossbows. 

Almost blind through the swirling grit and dust spraying up from beneath the stagecoach wheels, she squeezed on the trigger. Her arm recoiled like a rattlesnake as the stake exploded from the barrel of the crossbow. An ear-splitting screech cut through the air as the sharp wooden stake whizzed toward the wolf. 

Opening her eyes, Lacey watched the wolf tumbling across the desert, its long tail flipping back and forth. But as the creature came to settle in the sand, she could see that it no longer looked like a wolf, but a man. The stake she had fired jutted from his eye socket. Blood streamed down the young man’s face. 

“I’m sorry,” Lacey whispered.

Looking up at her entangled boot, Lacey could see her foot was coming loose. Realising she was in danger of falling to her certain death beneath the wheels of the carriage, Lacey began to scream. There was no sign of Abe responding to her cries. Sensing that she was going to have to save herself, she looked around in desperation, searching for something, anything to grab that would help her lever herself back on top of the carriage. Seeing the handle of the stagecoach door, she grabbed for it like a drowning woman. Knowing that if she could reach it and get the door open, she could climb inside to safety. 

Holstering her crossbows and using what little strength she had left, Lacey arched her back and tried to pull herself forward. Clenching her teeth and eyes watering, she managed to heave herself up, fingers clawing for the coach door handle inches from her grasp.

“I can do it!” she yelled aloud, willing herself on.

Screwing her eyes shut, she made one last grab for the handle, and to her utter delight and relief, she felt her fingers curl around its metal surface. Then someone gripped her wrist, yanking her hand free.

Snapping open her eyes, Lacey looked up into Abe’s face.

“Have you lost your freaking mind?” Lacey yelled. “Do you want me to die?”

Staring at Lacey from behind his thick, black lensed glasses, Abe flashed his fangs. “Here you go again, moan, moan, moan. Don’t you ever stop to take a breath?” He yanked on Lacey’s wrist, pulling her back to safety. 

“I wasn’t moaning,” Lacey snapped, pulling her wrist free of his grip. The scar was aching again. She rubbed it. “I just didn’t want you to drop me... and...”

“And what?” Abe cut over her. 

“And that was another man I just killed back there,” she shouted at him. 

“He wasn’t a man,” Abe said. “Not like the kind of man you’re thinking of.”

“Like what then?” she demanded to know. 

“I don’t have time to drill down into the finer points right now,” Abe said, turning away. “We’ll discuss it later...”

Lacey grabbed his arm. “You’ll tell me now!” 

“I don’t have time,” he said, brushing Lacey’s hand from his arm. “We need to get him to safety. That’s why I didn’t want you to open the carriage door because he might die,” Abe said, scampering over the carriage roof and dropping back down on the seat. 

“Who will die? Who’s he?” Lacey asked, sitting beside him again.

“You’ll see,” Abe replied. Then, whipping the horses’ reins again, he shouted, “Faster!”

Looking back over her shoulder, and fearing that Abe might expect her to take aim at the two remaining wolves that chased them, Lacey was surprised and somewhat relieved to see they had begun to slow. They were no longer bounding after them, but had slowed their pace to a saunter. 

“Why are they slowing down?” Lacey asked.

“Because we’re heading into the forest,” Abe said.

Lacey shot Abe a sideways glance. “Why won’t they enter the forest?”

“Because of the dead people,” Abe answered, whipping the reins again and heading into the forest. 
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Chapter Four
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As her twin sister had stepped through the mirror in the woods, Thea Swift peered over the top of the blanket and watched her bedroom door swing open. She knew at once who was about to enter the room by the tall shadow that spilt across the wall like a splash of black ink. Creeping from behind the door, her uncle, Victor Swift, crept into the room. Balanced on one of his bony hands was a silver tray. From her position on the bed, Thea couldn’t see what was on the tray. She didn’t need to – she knew that her uncle was bringing her afternoon dose of medicine.

Placing the tray on the dressing table, Victor surveyed Thea with his beady-black eyes. Without taking his stare from her, he opened a small wooden box. From it, he removed a black object. It was about the size of a dice. Taking a glass from the tray, Victor offered Thea the black-coloured pill and water. 

“I don’t want it,” Thea croaked, her throat still feeling blistered and sore from the dose of medicine she had been forced to swallow that morning.

“Take it,” her uncle coaxed, thrusting the pill toward her lips. “It will make you feel better.”

“They make me feel worse!” Thea protested, pulling the blanket up over her mouth.

Seeing this, Victor’s thin, bloodless lips twisted into a grimace then contorted into a smile, as he tried to mask his displeasure. Gripping the pill between thumb and forefinger, he placed the glass back onto the tray and eased himself down onto the bed next to his niece.

“You must take your medicine, Thea, or you may well die,” he said in a soothing voice, which caused gooseflesh to break out over Thea’s flesh. 

Eyeing him with suspicion, Thea looked into his dark eyes that sat in nets of deep wrinkles. “What’s wrong with me?” she asked him.

“I’m not sure,” he said. “I’ve consulted all of my medical books and I’ve never seen anything quite like it. Strange. Very strange,” he added, his tongue darting from between his lips. 

Thea thought back to the day she had first become ill. Thea remembered it well. She and her twin sister had been living with their uncle at his isolated cottage in the southwest of England since their early teens – since they had buried their parents. Thea and Lacey had always though their uncle to be somewhat weird – creepy – but they had no other family to raise them. So they got on with their lives as best they could. Her strange and sudden illness had started with stomach cramps, just a few days after joining the local college. The pains had felt as if some creature had been let loose inside her and was tearing away at her innards with razor-sharp claws. Then the headaches came and they were so severe, she wondered if her head wasn’t going to explode. Lacey
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