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I have never been the kind of girl to take offence at an off-hand introduction. Different places have different ways of greeting people. In some countries it will be a stiff handshake, in others a bear hug or a kiss on the cheek. But I think it’s a bit much – within half an hour of arriving at the train station in a foreign country – to find yourself being chased through a forest by a horde of pitchfork wielding yokels who are convinced you are a witch. It’s enough to give a girl a complex.

The clothes I am wearing don’t exactly help. I was told to blend in with the locals. Apparently, long white dresses are all the rage in this part of the world. That’s all very well at dinner time, but try pelting through the woods after dark in a gown that hangs down to your ankles and you’ll soon come a cropper. I keep tripping over the hem. A catsuit or a miniskirt would suit me better. That is what I am used to wearing. This dress has a neckline so low, I am in serious danger of spilling out of the top. 

I have been in the Democratic Republic of Transurania for less than three hours and I am already fed up. If I wasn’t under orders, I would spin around, open fire and reduce my pursuers to a pile of blood and bones. My boobs are fitted with automatic machine guns and, in the old days, I wouldn’t have hesitated to use them. I am a Fembot; that is what we do. But nowadays I work for British Intelligence and, for some reason, they are not too keen on indiscriminate slaughter. Worse still, I have been given strict instructions not to draw attention to myself. Massacring a bunch of peasants, even in self defence, is just not on the agenda.

Oh well. I suppose I will have to outrun them; always assuming I don’t fall flat on my arse in this stupid dress. To make matters worse, I am carrying a rather hefty suitcase with me. I could drop it and make my escape at full pelt, but I’m damned if I’m going to go without a change of knickers just because some idiot locals have taken it into their heads that I am a witch. It’s not as if I’m wearing a pointy hat or anything.

The trees part before me and I sprint out into a narrow country lane. My chest is heaving from all the exertion and I take a moment to get my bearings. Strictly speaking, my chest doesn’t need to heave – androids are incapable of losing their breath – but I am programmed to simulate human behaviour and, if I were a real woman, I would be completely knackered by now. I must have run over two miles already.

There is a large building up ahead; a church, visible in outline via the light of the moon. Perhaps I can find somebody in there who might provide me with a little refuge, away from the slavering hordes.

I hoick my dress up to my waist and vault over the church gates into the graveyard. The cemetery is an eerie place. A dim fog permeates the cold night air. An owl hoots menacingly in the distance and, just for the hell of it, there is a rumble of thunder. If I really were a young woman, all alone in a churchyard like this, wearing a ridiculously flimsy dress, I might perhaps be a little spooked out. Luckily, we Fembots are made of sterner stuff.

I see the entrance to the church up ahead but, as I move towards it, my foot snags on something heavy. I crouch down and let out a gasp of horror. Again, this is pure theatrics – I don’t really need to gasp – but there is a dead body lying beside the gravestone in front of me, so it seems an appropriate response. The young man’s face is frozen in terror. His body is frozen too, or at least deadly cold. My eyeballs have switched to infrared and there is no sign of any heat. I see two puncture marks, though, on the side of his neck. The body has been drained of blood.

I know the conclusion most people would draw from this but I don’t believe it for a minute. This is the twentieth century. There is no such thing as vampires. Whatever happened to this poor young man, it had nothing to do with the undead.

The villagers have arrived at the church gate, with their pitchforks and burning torches. I have a sneaking suspicion that being discovered standing over a desiccated corpse will not go down well with them.

‘There she is!’ a voice calls out, gleefully.

‘Looks like she’s killed someone!’ a second villager adds, in excitement. ‘Sucked his blood out too, I’ll warrant. Maybe she’s not a witch. Perhaps she’s a vampire!’

Great, I think. My day is complete. I rise up rapidly from the corpse, intent on heading for the church door, but my ridiculous dress snags again, sending my bosoms sprawling and the rest of me sprawling with them. My head smacks against the gravestone as I fall, a small spark of static electricity jumping between it and my electronic eyeballs. Briefly, my core processor short circuits. Before I can recover my senses, a man is standing over me with a pitchfork.

––––––––
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Twenty minutes later, I find myself tied to a stake in a wooded clearing, a few hundred yards from the church. Timber has been piled up neatly beneath me and my hands have been tied behind my back. The villagers have gone to an awful lot of trouble. The wood was already in place. It is almost as if they were expecting me. Or perhaps they were just keeping it ready on the off-chance that a witch might happen to come by.

Flaming torches have been distributed among the villagers. They are a miserable lot, faceless and aggressive. I uploaded a special foreign language algorithm for this mission – a recent innovation from the boys in K Division – but, even with that, I am struggling to understand their thick yokel accents. Their intention are obvious, however. They are trying to make me confess that I am a witch.

‘A vampire too!’ a toothless crone exclaims. She looks more like a witch than I do. She has a crooked nose and two distinctive warts. ‘I saw them marks on yon body. ‘Twas the devil’s work.’

‘I’m not a vampire,’ I explain to her calmly. ‘And I’m not a witch. I’m a visitor to your country and I must say...’

‘Don’t listen to her!’ a skinny lad cries out from behind. He must be all of seventeen. ‘She’ll bewitch us all!’

Chance would be a fine thing. A bit of bewitching might persuade them to let me go. As it is, I can’t even shoot my way out now. A touch of machine gun fire would probably be justified at this stage, but the thick ropes fastening me to the stake are wound uncomfortably tight around my bust. I have been trying very hard to activate my gun barrels but they just won’t pop out.

‘You have been found guilty of witchcraft and vampirism,’ one of the more articulate villagers proclaims. I’m guessing this is the head man. He has a rugged beard and black, pin-hole eyes. ‘Your soul must be cleansed with fire.’

‘Does fire kill a vampire?’ the teenager asks, with interest.

‘I don’t rightly know, Josh.’ The older man shrugs. ‘But there’s one way to find out.’ He grins and tosses a flaming torch at the pyre. The other villagers merrily follow his lead.

The shift in temperature hits me almost at once. The bonfire is alight. Smoke and flames are dancing around my feet. My nasal receptors are swiftly clogged by the fumes and I am forced to shut them down. I wish I could say Fembots are immune to fire. My titanium skeleton might last a little longer than human bones but the rest of me is silicon and plastic; and that will burn just as happily as a roast chicken on a spit. Which is not a pleasant simile just now, come to think of it.

‘Burn! Burn!’ the villagers are chanting merrily.

My ankle length dress will be the first thing to catch fire. Cotton isn’t known for its flame retardant qualities.

‘Death to the witch!’ the teenager cries out, just for a bit of variety.

I think they are expecting me to scream and writhe in agony, but I refuse to give them the satisfaction. If I have to melt away in a blazing inferno, I will do so with the quiet dignity of an MI6 Fembot.

A gun shot rings out across the trees. The villagers whirl round, almost as one. A coach has drawn up just beyond the clearing. I would have heard it arrive but for the crackle of the fire and the incessant chanting.

A dashing young man in a tall hat and fine clothes has stepped down from the coach. He raises a second pistol into the air. ‘Stop this at once!’ he commands, with the natural authority of an educated man. His words, at least, are easy to understand. He steps forward and regards the bonfire with alarm. ‘What on earth do you think you are doing?’ His eyes meet mine and I am pleased to see the horrified expression on his face. I am assuming he is appalled at my circumstances rather than the sight of my face. I usually look quite pretty by torchlight.

‘She’s a witch!’ the toothless crone declares with a delighted gurgle.

‘She’s a vampire!’ the head man agrees. ‘She must burn!’

The young gentleman is having none of it. ‘Nonsense!’ he says. ‘She’s just an ordinary girl. Untie her at once.’

The villagers are reluctant to comply. ‘She’s a vampire!’ the head man insists. ‘We found poor Will Harker in the graveyard. He’d been drained of blood. She was standing over him.’

‘I’d only just got there!’ I call out, from behind a wall of smoke. ‘I didn’t have time to drain his blood!’

‘You keep out of this, miss!’ the head man snarls. ‘She’s a witch too. She had a black cat in her arms...’

Here we go again. The cat ran out in front of me. What was I supposed to do? Run over it? But I am not given the chance to explain.

‘This is Mistress Shagwell,’ the gentleman informs them, coming forward. ‘Our new school teacher. She has just arrived by train from England. She is not a vampire or a witch.’

The penny drops. This is the man who was meant to meet me at the railway station. If the train hadn’t arrived early, none of this would have happened.

‘I saw the puncture marks!’ the crone declares cheerfully. ‘‘Twas a vampire that killed young Master William.’

‘There is no such thing as vampires!’ the gentleman snaps. At last, someone with an ounce of common sense. ‘It’s just mindless superstition.’

‘You should have seen his neck,’ the old crone responds.

‘Hold a cross to her face,’ the head man challenges. ‘Then you’ll see.’

The gentleman shrugs and pulls out a small crucifix, which is hanging on a chain around his neck. He holds it in my direction. ‘See? She doesn’t even flinch.’

‘You’re not close enough,’ the head man says.

‘I can hardly get any closer!’

The old crone has another idea. ‘I have a clove of garlic,’ she says. Without waiting to be invited, she pulls it out of her pocket and lobs it through the flickering flames at my head. It bounces off my nose but I make a point of not reacting.

‘You see! She is not a vampire! Release her at once.’

The villagers mumble unhappily. ‘We should wait until morning,’ someone suggests. ‘If she’s a vampire, her body will crumple to dust.’

The head man is not having that. ‘It’s not even midnight yet. I’m not waiting ‘til dawn.’

I’m unlikely to last that long anyway. Another five minutes should do it, if someone doesn’t put these flames out. My feet are already beginning to smoulder.

‘We could put a stake through her heart,’ the teenager suggests, helpfully.

‘Or lop her head off,’ the crone adds. ‘That would prove she was a vampire.’

The young gentleman is exasperated. ‘But then she’d be dead!’ He waves his pistol angrily and, at last, decides to take matters into his own hands. He can’t get at me from the front of the fire but there is a gap at the rear where the flames haven’t really caught yet. He works his way around the edge of the bonfire. Great, his first proper look at me and all he can see is my enormous arse. Isn’t that always the way? He stows his pistol, then produces a knife from his pocket and hacks away at the rope. In seconds, I am free and he is helping me down onto safer ground.
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