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This story is set in a where and when not too dissimilar to our own...
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The gun thundered in my fist as the first of the bullets screamed from the barrel in a bright flash of light. The explosion of gunpowder was so suddenly blinding that I had no idea if my bullet had buried itself into the face of the vampire, I’d been taking aim at. I heard Calix roar beside me as he charged ahead, his coattails flapping out behind him like long black wings. In the bright flash of gunfire, I saw those lines of strange words tattooed across his stomach and chest begin to writhe and ripple over his pale skin. Calix had told me that the witch, Julia Miller, had written those words across his body – that they formed some kind of spell. And if that was true, I hoped that perhaps they would work their magic in the woods tonight and help us defeat the vampires that came screaming through the dark at us. With my hand shaking as I held the gun, I gripped my wrist with my free hand and took aim again. One of the hooded vampires in their flowing robes sprang out of the darkness at me. And where only moments ago I had seen the most beautiful of faces peering back at me, all I could now see was the face of a creature so hideous that I believed it must have crawled from the deepest and darkest pits of hell. How had the humans that had lived before me named these creatures the Beautiful Immortals? Had they not seen beneath their skin like I was now doing? There was nothing beautiful about the creatures that were now streaming through the woods. Each of their faces was a white tortured mask of anger and hate, and although they looked sickly pale, the vampires appeared as if they had been burnt in some way. It was only as a thin strip of moonlight splashed across the approaching creature’s face that I understood why I thought such a thing. The vampire’s skin looked like it had been carved out of melting wax. The creature’s face seemed too long, like it had been stretched somehow. Its eyes were nothing but deep, dark hollows, and its mouth a jagged line that was pulled up to reveal teeth that jutted from fleshy black gums like a rack of knives. As the creature raced toward me, its face shifting and rippling in and out of shape beneath its hood, I fired my gun again. Calix had told me that the only sure way of killing a vampire was shooting it in the face, so that’s where I aimed for. Again, the gun in my fist felt like a cannon firing as the bullet thundered from the barrel. But this time, I wasn’t so blinded by the flash of fire and smoke that erupted from the muzzle as I watched the bullet I had unleashed rip into the contorting flesh just above the vampire’s right sunken eye socket. Its hood flew back, revealing a hairless skull, which exploded out the back. What looked like thick lumps of brain gushed back out of the vampire’s disintegrating skull like a fistful of raw steak. This was the first time I had ever killed anything. It gave me no sense of achievement or joy. I took no satisfaction in killing the vampire. The only thing I felt was fear. I knew little of the war that the Beautiful Immortals had once raged, but one thing that I could be sure of, was for as long as I could remember, that war had long since been over. The witch had found peace. But had she really? Both Trent and Calix had said that the witch, Julia Miller, had placed a spell over Shade. Was that how peace and the end of the war had been bought? The vampires could no longer kill because the people of Shade were protected by the witch’s magic. But why protect just the people of Shade? Why did the vampires want to attack them? What had Rea, Trent, Rush, Calix, or any of the other villagers done to the vampires? Why had the vampires never attacked my people? Why had the vampires never come to the town of Maze and tried to kill me, my uncle, Flint, or anyone else? Was it because we were protected by the Night Watchmen? Was that why Flint had been so keen to join the Night Watchmen? Because he had wanted to protect our homes from the vampires? But if so, why hadn’t he told me? Had he always feared that one day the vampires might come to Maze like they had come to Shade? Was that the true reason Flint had wanted to stay in Maze and not come to Shade with me? If so, wasn’t it a man like Flint who truly deserved my love and not a man like Calix? But did I love Calix? What was I thinking of? We had shared a kiss – or two. I had shared a lot more with Flint. But I knew I hadn’t felt for Flint the same way he had felt for me. How did I know that the spell the witch hadn’t written all over Calix’s body wasn’t some kind of curse – a punishment? Flint had no such thing tattooed across him. He hadn’t been marked by a witch. And why would he have been? Flint was a good man. All he had ever tried to do was protect the people of Maze – he had saved me – saved me from the man that had tried to hurt me in that disused shop. So why was I here – in Shade – fighting alongside people I hardly knew – that had lied to me? What was it about them that I felt I owed some kind of loyalty? Was that loyalty misplaced and the people that I should really have
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