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Preston Child asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this short story.


In the shadowy world of contract killing, Sam Hohlbein is a name whispered with both reverence and fear. But when financial desperation drives him to accept an offer from an English Duke, Sam finds himself thrust into a nightmare far beyond anything he's encountered before. 

Tasked with a job in the tranquil setting of Maine, Sam's gut instinct warns him of impending danger. As he delves deeper, he uncovers a chilling truth that shatters his perceptions of reality. With time running out and the stakes higher than ever, Sam must navigate a treacherous web of deceit and darkness, where every move could be his last. 

In this heart-pounding thriller, the hunter becomes the hunted, and Sam Hohlbein must confront his deadliest enemy.




This story is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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It had rained all day long, and it still rained when the black BMW 640i Gran Coupé drove along the empty road. Since the driver put off the headlights liberately, the car was hardly noticeable in the darkness.

Sam Hohlbein was on his way to his new client, who was supposed to pay him three times of his average fee. He already received a deposit equal to his usual fee, with a small message that he would get the same amount when he came to the agreed place at the agreed time and also after he finished his job.

He did not know exactly what this new job was about; even his accountant, Ali Raissah, who landed this assignment, could not provide any further details. However; in his line of business, this was nothing to worry about. The less he knew, the better for all; at least until he formally accepted the job. Anyway, he was not in any position to reject such a well-paid assignment.

Soon, Sam Hohlbein should learn more about it. Until then, his thoughts went through all the details he knew:

According to Ali, the client was none other than Sir Henry Pelican, an English duke who moved to Maine a few years ago after the unexplained death of his wife. Nobody knew why he left his home in the United Kingdom to start a new life in the United States of America. The tabloid guessed he had killed his wife and was on the run from Scotland Yard. In Sam’s opinion, typical fake news. He knew there was an extradition treaty between the two states. So there was no point in fleeing Scotland Yard towards Maine.

During the recent decades, Sir Henry made a small fortune from horse races. According to some old reports in various magazines, he manipulated those races, why he never lost a bet. However; none of these accusations had been proven by now. Most likely it had something to do with the fact that Sir Henry successfully advised Queen Elizabeth 2, Sam suspected.

And that was the time where the enigmatic stories about the Duke of Chesterfield began, which probably brought him over the ocean to Maine. Before he moved there, he said something about the strange accidents in his surroundings. “My estate’s haunted. The murder happens because I live in an old English mansion. That’s why Scotland Yard was unable to determine any results. The only murderers who are up to mischief here are the demons and creatures from hell.”

For almost a year, Sir Henry dominated the news. Many of his employees got killed in some strange ways or disappeared without a trace. Sam attended the last press conference while he was on the run and needed a safe hiding-place in the crowd of journalists. He never dreamed of facing the duke face to face. Yet, exactly, this was about to happen. It gave him a slight discomfort that he could not explain, as well as he did not know why the duke needed a serial killer suddenly.

Sam’s BMW ate the road at high speed, the headlights were still off. He knew well that he got noticed by the oncoming drivers and it most likely was just a question of time until one of them would call the cops. However, he never stayed on a road long enough to worry about it. The police had never caught him before, although he is wanted for murder in almost every state of this planet. So far, they always noticed his presence when he left behind a body.

He looked in his rearview mirror, and what he saw troubled him deeply. From behind, barely recognizable, a patrol car approached with flashing red and blue lights. His shock did not last long. He had a good accelerator pedal and the latest BMW to drive away from the police if needed.

He sped up his car when he saw the flashing police car catching up with him.

Another look at the rearview mirror conformed his assumption: they did not discovered him yet. At least the red-and-blue lights got smaller and smaller until it disappeared from his field of vision completely. Sam slowed down his car a little bit, just fast enough top stay ahead and out of sight of the patrol car, hopefully.
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Less than half an hour later, Sam Hohlbein arrived at his destination, Pelican Manor, in Cape Elizabeth.

It was a vast property with a magnificent old English mansion. Once upon a time, it was the home of General Chamberlain. After the Indepence War the estate changed its owner many times and started to disintegrate until Sir Henry Pelican, Duke of Chesterfield bought it. He renovated the historical house and redesigned it into an English mansion.

Sam drove up to the iron gate, lowered his side-window and operated the intercom, whereupon a metallic, distorted voice asked him for his identity and the matter of his business. He named both.

A moment later, the gate slowly opened. Sam’s heart pounded in his chest violently; a clear sign he was entering an area where he was in danger. An inner voice requested him to turn around and leave. But once again, it lost its battle against the curiosity. Although he was not sure the actually would accept the job in the end, he definitely wanted to know what this was all about; and, of course, he was surely interested in this man, less for professional reasons than private matters.

Sam stepped on the accelerator, sped up his BMW the short winding driveway that led through a small coniferous forest that prevented the mansion from the glances of gaffers and paparazzi. He braked hard right in front of the front door veranda.

In a typical action movie the hero would jump out of the car... However; this was no action movie and Sam Hohlbein was anything but a hero himself. He stayed sitting behind the wheel for a moment so that his pounding heart had time to calm down a bit. But it did not.

He took a deep breath, but even that did not help to calm down his heart.

His right hand groped for his heart; it wildly hammered against his chest. He never had experienced anything like this before. Sam never had been such nervous before an assignment and this only could mean that he had to face some danger, considerable danger, deadly danger from somewhere. His inner voice of reason advised him emphatically, urged him admonishingly, to run away immediately. But it still was not strong enough to overpower his curiosity.

Sam Hohlbein opened the door and hurriedly got out. He loudly shut the door after he left his car and wanted to lock the BMW with his radio key. However, he decided against it at the very last moment. Sam went over to the veranda, embraced the warm night air and a fresh ocean breeze. Right next to the veranda a narrow hidden door opened and an old man with a sunken face, white-grey hair, sitting in a modern wheelchair appeared, waved him over. He recognised him immediately, although the duke was barely a shadow of his former imposing figure.

“Please, Mister Hohlbein, come in!” Sir Henry requested with a command tone.

“Thank you, Sir. But please call me Sam. There’s neither time nor need to formalities in my line of business.” Sam answered, overtook his client, and entered the imposing entrance hall. He rarely had seen such a pomp, and he had to admit that he kind of liked it; although the simple life in prefabricated housing estates appealed more to him. Nevertheless; he certainly could get used to such a lifestyle, at least for a while.
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The Duke of Chesterfield led the killer to a small, private living room behind the huge dining room. There he invited him to sit down in a large, rundown leather armchair, that seemed misplaced in combination to the other more modern furniture. He waited for Sam to take a seat, which he did with a grateful nod.

As soon as Sam took his seat, the Duke rolled his wheelchair in a position that both parties sat opposite to each other. The old man cleared his throat after a while, swallowed violently, the he began to talk: “You have to do murder for me. It is very important to me, as you can imagine. It is a matter of life and death for me personally. Someone wants to kill me, so... I think it would be best when I tell you the entire story, Mr. Hohl... um, Sam. Do you agree?”

The killer nodded. he did not like long speeches, but when a client intended to tell him a story, he had to listen to it, since he also got paid for that, especially in this case.

“Well, then.” Sir Henry continued. “It started about one year before my dear Amalia, may god bless her soul, passed away. She had a teddy-bear tick, you need to know. For some strange reasons, she simply loved those cuddly toys and never could get enough. During our vacation in India, my late wife discovered those two bears. I guess, it was on a bazaar
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