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Prologue
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The creature sniffed the air with large nostrils then huffed in disgust, releasing foul breath in a green-tainted plume. Its prey—a lone man camping on the edge of the forest a short distance from the highway—had narrowly eluded capture by fleeing in his vehicle after the creature had ripped open the back of his tent to get to him. It was rare for a human to escape, but this particular creature hadn’t hunted for over a hundred years and it had to relearn the old ways and embrace its natural instincts again. Frighteningly intelligent and single-minded when it had a scent, the apex predator never failed to track down and devour its prey and it couldn’t wait to taste fresh human blood and their delicious fatty flesh again. Fortunately, this new day promised a return to the old ways and a successful and satisfying hunt.  

Its race had ruled this world for countless millennia with many others of its kind, and some had watched the emergence of humans with seething anger and growing trepidation. They’d lost more and more territory as the ages had passed and both species had been forced to tolerate each other. But it soon became clear that humans had no respect for the forest or any of the creatures and animals living in it. That’s when the tribal leaders of the Ancient Ones had come together to discuss what was to be done about it and the differences of opinion had brought great division among their kind for the first time since the Goddess and the gigantic forests of Untuiss—known as Mother Earth to humans—had given them life. As the humans steadily grew in number and moved across the Earth to inhabit more and more of it, some tribes had chosen to resist by forcefully taking back their territory in an effort to maintain balance, but others had chosen to work with the humans because, as they saw it, humans had become the dominant species on Earth by then and cooperation and peace were always better than war.

Goddess Moon appeared from behind a thick cloud and shone a pale yellow through the trees as Grandfather Sun began His ascent towards dawn, and the creature raised its grey, hairless face and greeted the Goddess with a soft growl, savouring Her gentle caress. The transformation back into its natural form had taken time to reach completion, but now it could move and hunt comfortably again. Unlike the others of its tribe still living in the old town not far from the edge of the forest, its impatience had driven it back into the heart of its home a week ago to await the glorious day of freedom and victory over the humans. The haunting sound of the Great Horn had been heard deep in the ancient forest a few hours ago, and the creature’s tribe—numbering in the thousands in this valley alone—had gathered on sacred ground to connect their minds and hearts before spreading out and surrounding the town. When the next horn sounded they would enter the town and after the third call, the rest of their kind would undergo their transformations in preparation for the coming battle. Then it was only a matter of time before the Goddess once again arose from Her slumber at the end of the day and the last call of the Great Horn was sent out across Untuiss. This would announce the end of thousands of years of waiting and planning and their entire tribe, numbering in the millions, would invade every town and village across the world without mercy in a mass-infiltration to take back what had always been theirs.

Waiting for the clouds to cover the beautiful face of the descending Goddess, the creature left the protection of the forest and entered the outskirts of the town. It loped down the quiet main road, looking for a place to lie in wait, and was excited to smell the distinct scent of prey as the unsuspecting town began to stir for the day. There certainly wasn’t a shortage of food here, but until their kind had fully re-emerged and had retaken their rightful place as this world’s rulers, they needed to be careful and patient. Some of their people had taken drastic action in the past to teach the humans harsh lessons because of their disrespect towards Untuiss, even going so far as making them quietly disappear. Unfortunately, a few thousand missing hikers here and there had barely made an impact because there were so many of the cursed beings. Time was rapidly running out for their kind, so the sooner they began their sacred quest to destroy the humans and take back control of their home, the better. They might have fewer numbers, but they had their invincible, ancient magic to aid them. The creature sensed its kind waiting on the outskirts of town and how eager they were for what this long-awaited day was about to bring. Its thin, black lips pulled back to reveal rows of needle-sharp, yellow-stained teeth and it growled low in excitement and anticipation. It had nearly forgotten what it felt like to be truly free, alive, and powerful. 

As it slipped into the shadows of a narrow alley, it hoped that the Kuatha would not interfere. They had also chosen to live among the humans but for entirely different reasons than the Bagadons, the mighty warrior tribe the creature belonged to. Therefore, the Bagadon not only prepared itself for a confrontation with the humans but also with the elemental Kuatha, who were a force to be reckoned with. Like the Bagadons, they were one of the oldest and most powerful tribes on the planet, and they were as determined to defend the humans as the Bagadons were to destroy them. As soon as Grandfather Sun breached the horizon, the magical fog the Bagadons had conjured up in the forest would leave the trees and settle over the town and then the battle to reclaim what was stolen from them so long ago would begin.
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Mary
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MARY RILEY WAS A BIG girl now—nearly six, in fact—and she’d decided that morning to sleep in mommy’s bed because it smelled like her and brought her comfort. She’d awoken around 6:00 a.m. with a high fever and mommy had to call Mrs. van Meer, the suburb’s most respected and efficient babysitter (according to mommy), to come to the house early before breakfast. She’d once been a nurse many years ago, the kind that helped doctors make little children like her better, so she knew exactly how to look after Mary. Mommy couldn’t stay home because she had an important meeting she couldn’t miss and Mrs. van Meer would make sure that Mary was fed and taken care of and call the doctor if necessary. Mary was a little scared of her when she was bossy and she didn’t tolerate bad behaviour or too much TV, but the grey-haired, chubby granny was never mean and always brought her candy to have after dinner, which she always looked forward to. So maybe she wasn’t that scary, after all.

As soon as mommy had left the house, Mrs. van Meer had returned Mary to bed after her breakfast of toast and a fried egg (Mary’s favourite at the moment) and made sure she was tucked in and dosing off before she’d left with the door open just a crack in case Mary called for her. She’d then gone back downstairs to make herself a cup of strong coffee with the fancy new coffee maker mommy had bought recently, and Mary had fallen asleep to the yummy aromas of coffee and toast floating through the house. 

She had no idea how long she’d been asleep when she was awoken by the strangest noise. At first, she thought one of her idiot boy neighbours was responsible for the hollow trumpet sound that made all the hairs on her arms stand up, but then she remembered that all the kids were in school this time of day. She was very proud of the fact that she could read time perfectly now on every clock, whether it had numbers or hands. On the bedside table mommy’s digital clock said 10:04 a.m., which meant she’d been asleep for almost three hours.

Groggy and a little unsteady on her feet, Mary pushed off the light covers, slid off the bed onto the soft carpet, and padded to the window to look out. She could hardly make out the neighbour’s house because everything was white and she realised that it was very misty. Or was it fog? She couldn’t remember the difference. Suddenly, the odd sound echoed all around her again and she jumped. It was coming from outside, as though from the sky, but it sounded like it was inside, too. It made her skin tingle and her ears ring, and she stuck a finger in each ear and wiggled them about to stop the itching. She was feeling decidedly weird on top of still feeling warm and clammy.

A loud bump downstairs made her gasp, and she walked quietly to the door and stuck her head out to listen. Thud! Mary quickly withdrew back inside the room and felt her heart beating very fast in her chest. Why was she feeling so afraid? It was most probably Mrs. van Meer doing some house work. She insisted on a clean environment and frequently lectured Mary on how important it was to be a clean person and live in a clean house because “cleanliness is next to Godliness” according to Mrs. van Meer. It was her favourite saying and she said it often enough to be annoying. There was another loud thud followed by a creak and a scrape, and this time Mary decided she wasn’t going to be scared and bravely stepped out onto the landing. House cleaning hurt nobody, she told herself as she walked to the top of the stairs to peek down where she could see the entrance hall and front door. It was eerily quiet now. She put one foot on the top step then paused to listen. Nothing. Another step turned into five more until a different, softer noise, like someone sighing, halted her descent. She was about halfway down the staircase now and she could see the sitting room through the spindles of the balustrade. This time the sound was one she recognised.

About a year ago, daddy had moved away to live in another town. He no longer lived with them because mommy had told him to go after something bad had happened. One morning after breakfast, daddy and mommy had argued and he’d told her that she was selfish and other ugly things Mary didn’t really understand. When she’d seen mommy’s tears, she’d started to cry and told daddy to stop being mean. He’d ignored her and Mary had tried to push him away from mommy and that’s when his hand had struck her. He’d immediately apologised, looking genuinely sorry, but she’d been very frightened of him and her swollen cheek had stung for the rest of the day. Daddy had left with a big suitcase the next morning, and she’d heard mommy tell him that she’d call the sheriff if he ever tried to see Mary without her permission. (The latter was said after he’d threatened to take Mary with him.) She felt very bad about everything, especially because mommy hadn’t been the same since that day. She smiled less now, and once Mary even heard her crying in the bathroom about a week after daddy had gone. She never really understood why daddy had changed, although he’d only ever been kind and loving towards her. They’d spent a lot of happy, fun days together and he’d given her plenty of hugs and kisses and was usually the one who’d read to her and tucked her into bed at night.

A few weeks later, mommy had sat her down at the kitchen table and had told her that daddy would only ever come to the house again if she wanted him to, and Mary had said that even though she missed him, she only wanted what mommy wanted. The very next day, a cute, fluffy puppy had arrived at the house wearing a big red bow around his neck and he’d instantly taken away most of her sadness. But she still sometimes missed daddy, especially his hugs and the way he used to act out all the fairytales he’d read to her and make her laugh. 

Mary recognised Scruffy’s whine coming from the kitchen, but what scared her was when it turned into a low growl, like he was scared or upset. She took another two courageous steps down to peep under the landing and deeper into the sitting room that had a wide double door that opened onto the kitchen. At first she saw an empty room, but then Scruffy came into view and he was backing away from something. His tail was tucked between his legs, his eyes were narrowed, and his little teeth were bared in a snarl. Mary held her breath and stared at her best friend in surprise. She’d never seen him like that before. He was always happy and bouncy and loved playing with her, and the only sounds she’d ever heard from him were excited yaps when they chased each other around the house and he followed her outside where she played tug-of-war with his favourite toy in the back garden.

Scruffy’s growl grew louder and it was followed by a few sharp barks, and when he crouched lower Mary risked another step down. A large, odd-looking shadow suddenly loomed over him and she froze. This time of the day it was very bright in the kitchen as the large picture window and sunroof allowed in the sun’s golden rays, making it Mary’s favourite room in the house. On the weekends and other days off from school, she’d often lie on the comfy couch below the big window that looked out over the back garden and either read or listened to her favourite music on her iPod—a present from Granny Sally for her fifth birthday—and more often than not she’d fall asleep in the sun, one of her all-time best things to do. The odd looking shadow gave her goosebumps and her heart started beating very fast again because, like Scruffy, she was feeling scared and threatened. What Mary saw next had her scurrying upstairs so fast she tripped and bumped her knee on the top step. A very skinny, grey arm and a hand with unusually long fingers that ended in sharp, black, curved claws reached towards Scruffy, and by the time she reached the bedroom she heard him yelp and then something snap before it went very quiet. Mary slammed the door behind her and realising her mistake she began to sob. Whatever that thing was she knew instinctively that it was very, very bad and by slamming the door she’d told it that she was home. Her first thought was to dive under the bed, but then she remembered a movie that showed where monsters liked to lurk most and one of them was under the bed. 

Mary was unusually bright for her age. By the time she was three she was already reading and doing simple maths, and when mommy took her to school for the first time, they put her in a grade higher than her age group after she passed an appi . . . Appitood? No, that wasn’t it, but something like that to test how smart she was, so it took her but a moment to remember the secret place mommy had shown her if ever a stranger came into the house or for any other reason she felt unsafe and needed to hide. 

Mary had been delighted by the cosy hiding place in mommy’s closet behind her hanging clothes. It was high enough for her to stand upright in and she’d made sure to put in some of her favourite books along with toys and games to keep her occupied. There was a storage container with rations like peanuts, dried fruit, potato chips, nutritious cookies and health bars, as well as lots of bottled water that would keep her fed and watered for up to three days, according to mommy. It even had a bucket in one corner with a twist-lid that she could use for a toilet with a few toilet rolls stacked beside it. One of mommy’s old mobile phones with a charger was also inside the storage bin that she could charge in the wall plug mommy had put in. Her personal number, work number, and the emergency number for the sheriff and ambulance were the only numbers on the phone. Best of all was the little door into the hiding place that locked from the inside so no one could get in, and mommy had spent a long time making sure Mary could work the lock easily. From the outside the little door was practically invisible as it was made from the same white panelling as the closet wall and they fitted together seamlessly. When she’d asked mommy about the very interesting marks that were painted on the door, walls, and ceiling inside the little room, she’d told Mary that they would keep her safe. She had no reason to ask mommy what that meant exactly because at her age she trusted and loved her and believed and accepted everything she said. 

A creak on the staircase had Mary rushing to the closet and flinging open the doors, and once she was inside, she quickly
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