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Dedication
Here’s to all Elliots and Elliot bairns
And them that lie in Elliots’ arms.
Reviews
“It’s a great read. In his youth my father and some friends tried to stay the night in Hermitage, but they were driven out by 10 pm.”
Madam Margaret Eliott of Redheugh, Clan Chief of the Elliots.
"A rich and wonderful tapestry of history, fantasy, family and personality. It bridges ancient magic with modern power in the most enticing and fulfilling way. I eagerly hope for a continuation of the story line, or at the very least, a continuation of this story teller's mastery of bringing stories to life. - James Scott Elliott
"This is not the sort of book I would normally read, but being of Scottish decent and fascinated by the whole concept of 'CLAN' I decided I would buy a copy. I can honestly say that this book gripped me from beginning to end. It was truly thrilling, and I was grabbing every moment that I could to read it in order to find out what was going to happen next. All so plausible!?! This book deserves to be a top seller and I hope David will go on to write more. I will be looking for his next book! " Helen Carter
"Wow, what a book, great story, great Characters. This book was recommended to me and it was worth ordering!! This was a page turner, from the moment i picked it up, I could not put it down. The story draws you in, with believable characters, the story unfolds and grabs you, the myth verus present day is outstanding!! If you like Mythology, Scottish History,horror or all three then this book is for you...
I cannot wait to read his next book" J Jackson
"What a read! This is by far the most exciting book I have read in a long time. The pace belies the meticulous research and detailed storyline and was enough to generate audible gasps at the end of chapters as each piece of the jigsaw slotted into place. The author has written not only with intelligence and an extensive knowledge of his subject, but with a raw emotion often lacking in books of this genre. I highly recommend it. " Ms C J Darker
“J R R Tolkien meets Andy McNab!” Matthew Warner
Author’s Foreword
William de Soulis is not an invention.
No more than William Wallace or Robert the Bruce, legends of Scottish history, are inventions.
Unlike modern leaders, these men faced their enemies personally.
Not for them the luxury of sending young men and women, with incredible weapons of mass destruction, thousands of miles to fight a remote enemy.
These warriors, for warriors they were, stood their ground, fought hand to hand, giving no quarter and asking for none in return.
They risked their own lives, not just the lives of their followers.
Some, like Wallace, had no personal ambition and sought, altruistically, to free his country from the domination of an English king.
The Bruce united a country under powerful leadership, defeating superior odds again and again.
William de Soulis however, fought for himself.
With his unflinching belief in his right to rule, he was prepared to take on anyone in his way, including The Bruce and William Wallace, to take what he believed to be his rightful inheritance – the Scottish Throne.
These men were fearless giants, physically and mentally. Who of our modern leaders would last more than a few seconds against them?
But unlike Wallace and Bruce, William de Soulis also had a reputation for evil – a reputation that will become clear as this tale unfolds.
If you would discover more, go to Hermitage Castle between the towns of Newcastleton and Hawick in the Scottish Borders. It still stands as a monument to dangerous and bloody times.
If you are brave, go at night, but I will not be there.
I believe it is haunted.
If you are an Armstrong, a Scott, a Kerr, a Robson, a Nixon or one of the many other famous Border families, I salute you today as a friend, even if our history, allegiances and blood feuds might suggest otherwise.
If you are an Elliot, I salute you as family.
We live in a time when politicians seek to keep us in fear in an effort to make us docile and controllable. They tell us much about how they will protect us, how they will deliver us from evil, if we are just prepared to put our faith, trust, but mostly our liberty, in their hands.
I have no belief in politicians – perhaps it is Border blood that makes me instinctively distrust those who seek power over others.
I believe in Family and Friends.
Ultimately, I believe in Clan...
Prologue
February 1298 – Hermitage
It was half scream and half roar.
Seconds earlier, the Great Hall, with its blazing wooden wall torches and man-high open log fires, was echoing with the clamour of dozens of warriors, some lounging at long trestle tables picking at huge platters of cooked meats consisting of whole roasted suckling pigs and poultry and massive sides of beef, as well as piles of coarse bread, fruits and large jugs of rough wine and ale.
Others wrestled with wenches, who seemed fair game to any groping hand as they squeezed between the jostling and boisterous men, struggling with large pitchers of ale as they refilled proffered cups. Still more sang bawdy songs, fought or feigned attack on each other as drunken men, fuelled by alcohol, have done since time began.
But suddenly there was only that almost supernatural sound, followed by instant silence, as the inhuman noise echoed from the stone walls and faded away, emphasising the sudden silence that had fallen on the assembly.
All eyes fell on the two giants in the glow of the huge log fire. One was dressed in black and stood six feet six inches tall, towering over the surrounding men, a good foot and a half taller than any other – with the exception of the giant who faced him. Dressed in green, this man stood an inch taller than the other and was equally powerfully built.
The scream had emanated from the giant in black, his face coloured with rage, wild eyed with flecks of foam at the mouth that suggested a loss of control approaching insanity. “You would deny me Wallace; you, a bastard second son of a worthless dead knight, would defy me my true birthright.”
The surrounding assembly backed away, terrified, desperate to put distance between them and the reach of the huge broadsword that the black giant, William de Soulis had drawn.
William Wallace, the giant in green, stood his ground, a strange calmness in his eyes as he too drew his sword.
Soulis raised his weapon and swung viciously at the head of Wallace, a rain of sparks marked the huge clash as the blow was parried, deflected down, and the sword withdrawn to return a blow in the direction of the head of Soulis. This blow also was parried, but such was the power of it, Soulis staggered backwards, almost losing his footing, but managing to raise his sword once more, just in time to stop a second blow from severing his head from his shoulders.
Weakened by the second blow, he fell to one knee, once again raising his sword to block a third and crucial blow from the advancing Wallace.
This time however, so powerful was the strike from Wallace, that Soulis’s own sword was driven back into the face of the kneeling giant. The blade smashed into bone, causing a wide wound from forehead to chin, diagonally across Soulis’s face and he fell backwards, apparently mortally wounded.
Wallace stepped forward, raising his own sword, with both hands clasping the hilt, preparing for a stabbing movement to finish off the stricken warrior, but withdrew when he saw the helpless condition of his erstwhile attacker, who looked to be bleeding to death before him.
Turning away from the prostrate body, he eyed Soulis’s men menacingly, silently daring any to avenge their stricken Lord.
None dared.
With one glance back at the stricken Soulis, William Wallace strode towards the exit of the great hall, a path opening before him as the terrified spectators gave way, his small entourage falling in behind him as he strode out of Hermitage Castle.
*
February 1972 – Hermitage
The young Egyptian threw open the door as the car he was driving bumped slowly to a stop against a large grey rock adjacent to the narrow burn outside the derelict castle, before rolling back slightly and coming to a rocking halt.
He pulled himself painfully, headfirst, out of the car, crawling on hands and knees, dragging himself slowly away from the vehicle, trailing blood from the now freely-flowing wound in his stomach. As if, somehow, it was his final lifeline, he clutched the blood-soaked bank notes crumpled in his right hand so tightly that his knuckles were white.
With one final effort, he dragged himself to the ditch leading down to the burn before collapsing face down in the dirt and stones. He lay there for a few seconds as he desperately tried to remain conscious, but realising he had no strength to move any further he began to scrape ineffectually with one hand at the dirt and stones until he had created a small indent in the hard earth and shingle. He pushed the bank notes into the small hole and scrabbled to cover them with loose stones and earth, desperate to hide his hard won money.
Suddenly, his wrist was gripped, vice-like and as he raised his head slightly to see what was gripping him, he saw razor sharp, yellow, hooked claws tightening around his wrist and slicing through his skin like a knife through butter. His heart was gripped with terror as he painfully turned his head and struggled to focus tear-stained eyes on the creature whose claw was gripping him effortlessly.
The boy began to call on a long forgotten God as he stared into a face of pure evil, which slowly lowered towards his face, sheer hatred in the jet black eyes that stared at him from grey, leathery skin. Strands of matted hair hung from a blood-soaked chin and mouth, dripping with foul-smelling saliva as the hooked and pointed yellow teeth clicked together, ready to tear out his throat.
His last view was of the strange, blood-matted bonnet pulled down tightly on the vile creature’s head.
So this was death – the Egyptian, who had murdered and stolen the name of a young Italian boy, Andrea Dettori, just hours before, had seen death; had stared it in the face.
So this was what came in the end – this was the foul creature that would transport him into hell for eternity, where he would pay for his sins, which had been many.
He tried to turn away from the stench of the creature’s breath as he fell, gratefully, into unconsciousness, just as he began to feel the sharp teeth slowly tightening around his throat.
*
February 2007 – Abingdon, Oxfordshire
David Elliot sat on the black leather couch, the television flickering but muted before him as he lay, head resting on the low back, his eyes closed. Opening his eyes lethargically, he rolled his head slowly, from side to side as he surveyed the room about him.
At fifty-seven, he was tired, overweight, unfit and frustrated and he looked with a sense of bemusement at his ‘home’.
A pair of shoes and an open and discarded copy of the ‘Appointments’ section of the ‘Sunday Times’ lay on the floor, surrounded by the assortment of other sections and magazines that he would never read; a few books, CDs, DVDs and the odd family photograph. It occurred to him that apart from these insignificant items, there was almost nothing of him in the place.
Women had come and gone in Elliot’s life; three he had married and three had divorced him. That was his experience of women, the one thing he could rely on in life – that women would leave.
As they came into his life, they filled the house with themselves; a picture here, a vase there, the things that turned a house into a home, that made it warm, comforting and welcoming. Equally, as they left, they took away those same things and the warmth and comfort went with them.
Repeating this cycle three times, he realised that almost nothing here was truly ‘his’. The home had once again become a house, nothing more than a place to live in, if living was what it was called.
He sighed and leaning forward, he picked up the stapled wad of A4 pages before him on the coffee table and scanned it once more.
It was called a ‘Compromise Agreement’ apparently. A fancy name for a contract that acknowledged that the company wanted you out – but without the effort, (or more accurately the cost), of finding a justifiable reason for sacking you.
The ‘Compromise’ bit was that he promised not to cause trouble, to sue for wrongful dismissal or bad mouth the company to anyone – in return they would give him a few quid, tax-free, to go away.
Once he signed it he would be out of the door immediately; ‘on gardening leave’ was the expression – another euphemism for ‘go home so we can forget about you as quickly as possible and get on with our own, more important, lives’.
“Sod it!” he said out loud to no one in particular.
At his age, the prospect of job hunting again was not an attractive one. Elliot threw the agreement back onto the coffee table and picked up his coffee, sipping the hot liquid. How did he get to this age, divorced three times and still not decided what he wanted to be when he grew up?
He told himself that the IT business was a young man’s game now. How did you explain to some young kid that you really are dynamic, enthusiastic, driven, a ‘self starter’ (whatever that meant), but with no degree, no ‘other language’ and all the other clichés that really meant you needed to be young, malleable, compliant – but most of all young.
Was there no place any more for ability, experience, someone who could actually write a sentence grammatically and with all the words spelled correctly? Who could turn up at an appointment on time without ringing from a mobile phone three times, explaining that they were late because of a hold up on the M25? When wasn’t there a hold up on the M25?
Apparently all was subsumed into an ongoing quest for quick money, short termism and youth, yes, you got that contract yesterday, but what have you done lately?
A comment made by Spencer Tracey, the veteran Hollywood star sprang to mind. Apparently when Marlon Brando appeared on the scene, heralding a whole new generation of so-called ‘Method’ actors, a journalist asked Tracey if he had ever considered Method acting.
Irritated, he had replied, “No, – I’m too old, too tired and too talented.”
Elliot knew how he felt.
The fact was that he was a bad employee. He knew that. He was clearly bright but was seemingly unable to fit the norm apparently required in businesses today. Not that he was deliberately difficult, well, not all the time at least, although boredom sometimes led him to argue for the sheer hell of it.
More often it was because he had a quick brain and was not process driven, eventually getting frustrated by the time it took for people to catch up with decisions and conclusions that seemed to him self evident, his impatience bringing out an argumentative tendency.
In short, it seemed, people found him too clever by half and he didn’t fit in.
Well at least I got out before I had to report to someone with gel in their hair, he thought.
Maybe it was time to do something else, something worthwhile, something that would survive him in this irritating world of short termism, when nothing counted except money, and then only if it came today rather than tomorrow.
He picked up the document again and signed and dated it.
“Sod it!” he said again, this time louder and with more venom.
CHAPTER ONE
The darkness hung damp and icy, in the bowels of the huge stone shell that was historically ‘The Strength of Liddesdale’.
Hermitage Castle sat brooding on the edge of what was once the ‘Debatable Lands’, a three mile wide and twelve mile long strip of rough moorland, a few miles to the north of Carlisle, which marked the disputed border area between Scotland and England. So politically sensitive was this area, that the mere building of this powerful defensive icon in the 13th century, gave Henry III an excuse to invade Scotland, claiming it had been built too close to the border, which at that time was marked by the river Liddel.
Attack and counter attack followed between the warring factions on either side of the contested border, as the English and the Scots vied for territorial supremacy. So violent and contentious was this land in those desperate days that a joint declaration between Scotland and England was enacted to try and put an end to the constant factional bloodshed. Apparently contradicting its very purpose, the declaration ironically sanctioned killing, robbing and any other form of crime on anyone found in these debated lands, with the misguided hope it would discourage the settling of the land by occupants loyal to either side.
The actual consequence, however, was to attract a particular breed of so called ‘broken men’ to inhabit the area. They took full advantage of the lawless nature of the place to create their own laws and traditions, finally leading to the advent of the ‘Border Reiver’, clan or family-based factions, both English and Scottish, who raided, murdered, stole and kidnapped with relative impunity on both sides of the border, swearing allegiance to none except their own kin.
The valley that Hermitage guarded, as a consequence of its lawless state and daily mayhem, came to be known as the ‘bloodiest valley in Britain’ such was its reputation for murder and other forms of iniquity.
But now in this year of 2007 the castle had lain empty of human habitation for generations and the whole concept of the ‘Debatable Lands’, and its bloody reputation had been consigned to history.
Tonight however, in a cold forbidding February, close to seven hundred years of history was stirring and unravelling remorselessly in the cold darkness below the castle.
Outside, the wind howled across the moorlands and hills, twisting the rough grass and bending the black branches of the leafless trees in its relentless path. It drove icy rain horizontally; rain that would strike like so many razor cuts into the faces of any poor creature, human or animal, who might have ventured out on this night.
But should anyone be unwise enough to seek shelter in this place, they would have quickly turned to face the elements again, rather than stay a moment further within these dark, forbidding walls.
It was claimed that the screams of children could be heard in this place. Others said it was a trick of the wind. Either way, it was true that many children were imprisoned and sacrificed here, in the lust for power and influence that had driven William de Soulis, who in the late 13th and early 14th centuries, was the Lord of Hermitage. His family occupied the castle for some two hundred years until that fateful day in 1321 when the seeds of the events unfolding this night were sown.
Are places evil because people do evil there? Or can a place be inherently evil, driving the occupants remorselessly to acts of depravity?
Hermitage Castle would suggest the latter, as William de Soulis was not the first or last person to practise heinous crimes within its confines; but he was certainly the most depraved.
The legends said that the castle had sunk some ten feet into the ground with the weight of the sin and iniquity bearing down on it and with many other incidents of murder, drownings (a common form of execution in those days) and at least one person having been starved to death in the dungeons, it was claimed as one of the most haunted places in Britain.
On this particular night, almost seven hundred years after the events of 1321, a huge wooden chest sat in the centre of the windowless dungeon that extended below ground, underneath the castle proper.
Only wall mounted wooden torches which fired a phosphorescent glow within the stones of the walls themselves tempered the oppressive darkness within, casting a cold, eerie glow on the dank walls, the floor and the chest itself. This casket was ancient and made of aged oak, bound with rusting iron bands and its weight settled it two inches or so into the sodden, slime-covered, stone floor.
The torches guttered briefly as the temperature dropped further from its already bone-chilling level, and an eerie silence fell, as the distant howling of the wind and rain outside seemed to calm briefly.
Suddenly the silence was broken by nine loud knocks as a huge fist crashed down onto the lid of the chest. It was followed by a low guttural voice calling from the shadows: “Arise, dark spirit, arise. It is seven years since I last called you. Arise, I demand you attend me.” The antiquated speech pattern was resonant of a much earlier time.
A groan came from the chest as if the wood panels themselves were creaking and stretching and it seemed to stir briefly.
Another nine knocks drummed out: “Spirit arise – I call thee,” the voice came again.
This time the chest rocked violently back and forth and a crashing and scratching could be heard from inside.
A final nine knocks smashed down upon the lid, the voice became louder and more insistent, “I hear thee Sly Red Cap, come forth I command thee.”
The chest stopped rocking and remained still for long seconds, and then rusted and ancient hinges rasped as the long-closed lid eased open inch by inch. An answering voice was heard from within.
“What is your wish, Lord Soulis?”
Suddenly, as if the hinges had given way, the lid crashed back, fully open. A scuffling could be heard inside and a foul smelling shape emerged, stretching, from the box.
The creature was short, around four feet tall, but basically humanoid, with disproportionately large hands and feet, tipped with vicious yellowed claws which curved inwards and scratched noisily against the wooden chest. The skinny neck and body, wrapped in filthy, matted rags, was topped by the face of an old man, cadaverous, and with grey, wrinkled skin.
Jet black, soulless eyes without irises, flickering with light from the torches, stared menacingly from sunken brows. Staring intently, head swaying from side to side like a snake hypnotising its prey before striking, the eyes searched the darkness for the source of the voice.
The creature’s mouth was wide and large, and was unable to close on the rows of long, yellow teeth, with strings of saliva linking upper and lower jaws. A serpentine tongue, flicked from the mouth intermittently, as if testing the air, snake-like, for its next meal; the remnants of the creatures last one, hung in festering strips from the thin, bloodless lips and razor edged teeth.
A straggly long beard and moustache, matted and greasy, hung from the lower face and greasy strands of shoulder length, grey-black hair stuck out from under a stinking, dark-red, matted cap.
“Robin Red Cap at your service, Lord Soulis,” the evil dwarf rasped, searching the darkness for the source of his calling.
CHAPTER TWO
Andrea Dettori was not his real name, but he had been using it for so long now that he had ceased to think of himself as anyone else and, despite his name, he was not Italian. Actually he was Egyptian, but dark hair and olive skin gave him a Latin appearance and Italian was one of seven languages he spoke fluently, so that had always been good enough for most people.
The real Andrea Dettori was the first man he had killed some thirty-five years ago now. There had been many more since.
The real Andrea Dettori had been born in Naples in 1949, the only child of Alex Dettori, a restaurant worker. Andrea’s mother died in childbirth and after struggling to work and bring up a son without a mother, Alex emigrated to Glasgow, Scotland in 1955 with a six year old Andrea and an ageing Aunt. Seeking a better life, his dream was of opening his own Italian restaurant.
Unfortunately Alex was not a cook and whilst he could have been considered years ahead of his time in opening an ethnic restaurant, his public was not ready for what was universally described in Glasgow as ‘foreign muck’. As a result the ‘restaurant’ quickly turned into a dirty, greasy, glorified fish and chip café that Alex ran with the Aunt until she died in 1966.
Thereafter, without the Aunt to help, business deteriorated almost as fast as Alex, who had taken to drink shortly after her death.
Unfortunately his skill at drinking was far in advance of his business acumen and culinary skills, and soon the young Andrea was fighting daily with a violent, drunk father.
Andrea left and became a child of the streets, stealing, fighting and living rough rather than stay with his violent father who he never saw again until he buried him in 1972. His father had died of sclerosis of the liver, leaving Andrea with nothing but bad memories and £50 in cash.
Andrea felt nothing. No sense of loss, just the elation of having £50 in his pocket, an amount that seemed to him a fortune at the time. Andrea had taken the money and gone back to his life on the streets, which is where only hours later he met the young Egyptian illegal immigrant in a Glasgow bar.
The two were not friends as such, more acquaintances who shared little except each other’s company and a damp and filthy cellar that passed as living accommodation; somewhere to sleep out of the rain and wind and to hide the minimal and pathetic possessions that were all the more precious, given their limited nature. Occasionally they had fought together, viciously protecting each other and their personal possessions from other street people.
But that mutual self interest was not as strong as the desire to possess the £50 that Dettori kept close to him, and later that night the Egyptian boy killed Andrea with a knife to the kidneys in the cellar of the shared squat.
£50 was a fortune to him. He would have done the same for much less.
But the Egyptian had miscalculated. Thinking Dettori asleep, he had plunged the knife into him, not realising that his victim had taken to sleeping with an open knife in his hand, so determined was he to protect his inheritance.
In the ensuing struggle the Egyptian boy received a knife wound to the stomach. As they rolled in the filth of the cellar, biting and clawing at each other like the feral creatures they had become, a panting Egyptian eventually managed to subdue the mortally wounded Dettori who slowly stopped struggling as the blood loss from his kidney wound drove him to unconsciousness and a slow, twitching death.
Clamping a filthy rag to his stomach to staunch the blood loss, he poured paraffin from a stolen camp stove that they sometimes used when the damp and cold became unbearable, over the corpse and after setting fire to the body in an attempt at concealment, he took the money and the dead boy’s identity – he had been Andrea Dettori ever since.
He had guessed, rightly as it turned out, that the police would not spend much time investigating the death of a homeless drunk. Without fingerprints and the luxury of dental records, (Andrea had never visited a dentist in his brief life), there was pretty much no way of identifying the body.
He had come a long way since then, and as he built up a history over thirty-plus years as Andrea Dettori, suspect and forged documents were subsequently replaced by reissued, apparently ‘genuine’ ones, and his identity became secure.
Today, all these years later, Dettori was still thin and wiry but now he was dressed in a smart, dark grey suit: very Italian, very expensive. A white linen shirt set off by a bright, red tie made him look the classic Italian businessman, although he had long since abandoned his fake Italian citizenship for an English one, an easy thing to do when you had the political connections he had.
His hand went to his stomach as he felt the slightly raised scar of the long-healed knife wound through the expensive, hand crafted shirt. It was a reassuring reminder of how far he had come in the intervening years. He had certainly come a long way from that squat in Glasgow.
He got up from the black, leather bound chair and the expensive, highly polished, mahogany desk and pressing a matching wood-panelled cupboard door on the far wall, slid it silently open, revealing the soft blue light of a hidden bar.
He threw a handful of ice cubes into a large crystal whisky glass and listened to the satisfying crack as he poured a generous measure of single malt over the ice. Leaving the bar open he walked to the floor-to-ceiling window of the apartment’s office that looked out over the Thames and across the City of London, sipping the whisky appreciatively.
From his vantage point twenty stories up, he looked down at the black river, glistening with the evening lights and watched the white and red lights of the traffic leaving the City. The office was an air conditioned cocoon of luxurious silence in the heart of the bedlam below as workers struggled to get home.
That first killing had taught him a lot. It was random, unconsidered, driven by hunger and a desire to own the money. As a consequence of a lack of planning, he had killed inefficiently and received a serious wound himself from the dying Andrea, which had nearly killed him.
He had never taken an ill-considered move since. On that night he had been driven by hunger and desire, but never again was he to take any action without fully considering the options and outcomes.
He had been unable to go to the hospital, for fear of someone reporting the knife wound to the police, which would, no doubt, have lead to a connection with a still smouldering body with a knife wound a few streets away.
He had therefore run. Stealing a car, he tried to put as much distance between him and the murder scene as he could. On the basis that the safest place to hide a tree was in a forest, he headed south towards Carlisle and England, hoping to make his way to London and maybe even out of the country.
Keeping as far as possible to quiet roads he headed through Peebles, Selkirk and Hawick before turning off the main road, faint through loss of blood, desperately looking for a remote farmhouse where he could rest up. His journey, of not more than one hundred miles or so, had taken him well over three hours when he turned off the main road. But he was unable to find a farmhouse or any sign of civilisation, except for an old, unoccupied castle.
He fell, rather than climbed out of the car, clutching his wounded side, and was shocked to see how much blood he had lost. It soaked his clothes and pooled in the seat of the car he had vacated. Later experience taught him that a body held an awful lot of blood, and a relatively small amount lost could make a minor injury look like complete carnage. In his case, however, he was losing blood fast enough to know he was dying. As the effects of the blood loss took its toll, Andrea, who had acquired his name only four hours or so earlier, slipped into unconsciousness and to an almost certain, remote and lonely death.
Of course, he had no idea that on that cold February day in 1972, that it was exactly 651 years since 1321, a number divisible by seven, and therefore, the 92nd time William de Soulis had called upon Robin Red Cap. He also had no idea that the place he was dying outside was called Hermitage Castle.
He had worked many times since with the Red Cap, or one of its many associates, and he was aware of how close he must have come to being another victim of this vile little creature who had discovered his unconscious body.
His last memory before passing into blessed oblivion was of a foul-breathed monster, with huge yellow teeth and black soulless eyes so close that the serpentine tongue of the terrifying creature actually flicked against his cheek and eyes, slimy saliva dripping from the open mouth onto his face.
But he had been saved.
Saved by a powerful mentor, the Lord who had kept him safe, rescued him, nursed his wounds, taught him, advised him and ultimately brought him all the power, wealth, strength and influence he now possessed. A master eminently more powerful, and ultimately more frightening than the monstrous Red Cap that had found him.
Of course he had undertaken work for him ever since, unquestioning, obedient, never once hesitating to do anything he was ordered to do. He owed everything to this mentor, who he repaid by giving him his total loyalty.
William de Soulis was his guardian, he owed everything he had to him, not only his life on that first fateful day when he had been saved from the Red Cap, but all his influence, power, wealth and everything that was yet to come. He would die rather than betray him – but then he also knew that death, and a particularly horrible one, was certain if it had ever crossed his mind to do so.
As a consequence it never crossed his mind.
The silence of the air-conditioned office was broken by an intercom.
“Your car is ready Mr Dettori and the plane is fuelled and ready to take off.”
Dettori swallowed the last of the whisky and took one last look across the City, a large part of which he controlled either directly or indirectly.
Soon the world would pay the same homage and respect to his mentor as he did, soon the world would be a better place and his role in it would be massive.
Placing the whisky glass on the desk, he strode purposefully out of the office.
CHAPTER THREE
“Six hundred and eighty-six years. Six hundred and eighty-six years, and I have called you every seven years.
“Ninety-eight times you have come to me, Red Cap, and you have been unable to grant me my wishes, but this time it will be different.”
A giant shape emerged from out of the shadows, slowly moving towards the chest and the Red Cap. The figure was cloaked from head to foot in black and stood some six feet six inches tall with a large, muscular frame. He towered over the Red Cap as he reached out a huge powerful arm pointing down at the familiar.
“This time it will be different.” His tone brooked no argument.
The Red Cap shuffled uncomfortably in the presence of the huge figure, whose full red beard was parted by a diagonal scar which extended halfway above his right eyebrow, across his right eye, the bridge of his nose and down the left-hand cheek to the chin, creating a wide, raised crease, where the hair did not grow. Shoulder-length red hair matching the beard was visible below the hood of the cloak.
This was a warrior – and one you would not wish to meet on any battlefield, especially close up. The battle wounds on face and forearms suggested that this man would not stop coming forward until he was physically unable to.
“I made you a great warrior,” the Red Cap whined, unable to look into Soulis’s eyes directly and attempting to ingratiate himself with the giant. “You were the greatest wizard of your time – except one, the greatest warrior – except one.”
Soulis’s hand went to his face and traced the line of the scar that disfigured it. “I should have been king,” he said. “My claim was truer than that of The Bruce or Balliol. But that young fool Wallace would not support me. How can you trust a man who wants no reward?”
The Red Cap shuffled, “Ah – Wallace, the Guardian of Scotland. He trusted The Bruce over you, only Wallace could defeat you in combat – if you had accepted my gifts before you fought him, that blow would not have felled you.”
Soulis flashed an angry glance at the Red Cap, who shuffled backwards, fearing the wrath of this unpredictable warrior.
Soulis recalled the night he had entertained William Wallace in this very castle asking him to support his claim to the Scottish Throne. That a Lord of Soulis’s rank should be forced to seek the support of that outlaw, the landless second son of a minor knight, still rankled with him.
But Wallace was the greatest risk to Soulis’s power because of his almost mythical reputation that commanded loyalty from the populace. Wallace was held in awe, like a god. He could inspire and attract to him armies willing to lay down their lives for him. All the more incredible as he could have taken power himself any time, such was his reputation and following, but he had no interest or desire in doing so.
Any aspiring King of Scotland at the time of Wallace’s great victories, particularly after defeating the English Army at the Battle of Stirling Bridge, needed him on their side.
Incredibly, the higher ranking lords and nobles submitted themselves to the leadership of this minor knight, even Robert the Bruce himself bowed to Wallace’s guardianship.
To fight for a crown one needed armies willing to die for you, and leaders who could inspire them. Soulis could handle those gutless barons who offered fealty to Edward, King of England, or The Bruce or his rival John Balliol – often they would change allegiance for any small political or financial advantage, but Wallace was different.
Wallace could not be bought or frightened. It was said that Wallace fought like a man who was already dead. Death was inevitable on his taking by the English. He knew that, and a man without options is a hard man to kill. If you are going to die anyway, you might as well die fighting.
In a time when the average height of a man was a little over five feet, Soulis was considered a giant at six feet six inches.
Wallace at six feet seven inches was even taller and equally powerfully built. Not that his size would normally have concerned Soulis, a sword between the shoulder blades whilst your enemy was turned away, was effective whatever height or weight your target. But anger – often Soulis’s downfall – took over, and when Wallace refused to support his claim for the crown, Soulis, in his fury, had drawn his sword and attacked him.
In the short ensuing sword fight, Wallace had parried his blow and hit back with such power that Soulis’s own sword, raised to protect his head, was smashed back into his face, causing the vicious wound evidenced by the huge scar. Despite the long weeks he spent recovering from this near fatal injury, he was fully aware that had Wallace’s blow hit directly then his head would have been detached from his shoulders.
Soulis realised he had acted rashly in attacking Wallace directly, given that he could easily have waited until Wallace was distracted, like he had on an earlier occasion with Alexander Armstrong, the second Lord of Mangerton. Soulis recalled the time in this very castle when he despatched Alexander Armstrong in exactly the way he should have killed Wallace.
Alexander Armstrong, his victim, had intervened in a skirmish after Soulis had rode out bent on having a beautiful young Armstrong girl who had taken his fancy. Her fool of a father had tried to stand in his way and was killed with a single blow from his sword for the temerity of attempting to thwart the will of William de Soulis.
He found it unfathomable why these worthless people should consider this lowly girl’s honour was worth dying for, given that she had nothing but her rough beauty to recommend her. If the fool of a father had let Soulis take the girl and not defied him, he would have lived and had one less hungry mouth to feed.
Nevertheless, this pathetic loyalty led to a rabble of Armstrongs surrounding Soulis, intent on exacting revenge for the father’s death. Without the invulnerability later bestowed on him, Soulis would certainly have been killed, had he not been rescued by the rabble’s Lord, Alexander Armstrong, who intervened and then escorted Soulis in safety back to Hermitage.
Of course, Soulis’s pride would not allow him to be beholden to this minor Lord who was far below his own exalted station, so on the pretext of thanking him, a few days later he invited him to Hermitage, where Soulis had prepared a feast.
As the evening progressed, Armstrong, normally a man who was prepared for anything, began to relax in the convivial atmosphere and mellowed by drink he let down his guard. Without warning, as Armstrong turned his back on Soulis to recharge his drink, Soulis plunged a parrying dagger into the defenceless man’s back, severing his spine and killing him instantly.
The small entourage of Armstrongs that had accompanied their lord to Hermitage drew swords, but realised the futility as fifty of Soulis’s men appeared to surround them and they could do nothing but lift their murdered lord’s body and carry it away from Hermitage, leaving Soulis laughing at their loss.
Today, Milnholm Cross still marks the place where the mourning Armstrongs rested for the night, with their murdered lord’s body, on route to the clan burial site in Ettleton Cemetery, where Alexander’s body was finally interred.
Soulis would never understand the loyalty of these clansmen to their kin. Only strength was important to him, strength and power, and you didn’t show either by weeping over one, or a thousand, dead relatives, especially the worthless likes of the Armstrongs.
Real power came from a single-minded focus on self. He would sacrifice anything or anyone for the power his rank and standing entitled him to, something, in fact, his rival Robert the Bruce, knew all to well.
From serving Wallace, Robert the Bruce and the rest of the Scottish aristocracy later deserted him as they bent their knee to the English king.
Being a true patriot, Wallace alone refused to submit to the English and was, as a result, declared an outlaw.
With the connivance of his erstwhile friends, he was eventually captured and hung, drawn and quartered in Smithfield, London in 1305. In the face of an incredibly violent death, Wallace was defiant to the end. When accused of treason he answered by saying he had never, unlike so many others, sworn allegiance to the English king and therefore could not be a traitor to him.
The warrior was dragged by horses through the streets, wrapped in a leather hide to protect him from mortal injury. A quick death was not sufficient punishment for this man. He was hung and then cut down still alive, and emasculated and disembowelled. His heart and other internal organs were cut out and burned.
In a final insult he was beheaded, his head placed on a pike and displayed on London Bridge, whilst the rest of his body was quartered and a piece sent to Newcastle, Berwick, Aberdeen and Perth, as a warning to others who would defy the English king.
So much for heroes, so much for loyalty, only self interest was worth fighting for, Soulis knew.
But there was another clan that Soulis held in more contempt than the Armstrongs, and that was the Elliots.
If Edward, King of England had hoped that the inhuman slaughter of Wallace would warn others from following his path, he seriously miscalculated. He had turned Wallace from hero into martyr and it was Robert the Bruce who eventually took the throne of Scotland from Balliol, Edward’s stooge, and after suffering several defeats, reclaimed Scotland for the Scots, culminating in his historic victory over the English at Bannockburn.
Throughout this time, Soulis plotted and planned to take the Crown from The Bruce, but a final attempt to kill him in 1321 failed, and as a result his lands and properties were confiscated.
The Elliots were the scum that The Bruce brought down from Angus to occupy his lands. Not only occupy but hold, defend and fight for – including his beloved Hermitage.
Other, more famous clan chiefs, such as the chief of the Douglas clan, were the Keepers of Hermitage on behalf of The Bruce, who passed the castle on to his son, but the Elliots were the militia who fought and held the castle and the lands that surrounded it. Their military efficiency was the source of Soulis’s hatred of the clan.
It was as a result of his many attempts to win the Crown of Scotland, through the guardianship of Wallace, the short, ineffectual reign of John Balliol and the eventual ascent to the throne of Robert the Bruce, reinforced by his near death experience in the fight with Wallace and his near miss with the Armstrongs, that made him re-double his efforts to conjure supernatural help, spurring him to ever deeper iniquities in his lust for power.
The acts that followed sunk an already cruel and vicious tyrant to even greater levels of depravity.
CHAPTER FOUR
“Holmrig Cottage,” Kate Ralstone said as she re-arranged eight month old Thomas on her hip as she spoke on the telephone, turning her head to one side to move the phone out of the reach of the small grasping hands.
A small and beautiful ex-dancer, Kate had taken to motherhood with all the energy that she had previously given to her ballet and contemporary dance, although she sometimes felt parenthood took far more physical effort than any amount of dancing. Full of passion, Elliot’s dark haired and beautiful eldest daughter was difficult to resist with her flashing smile and her enthusiasm for everything she did.
“It’s a few miles outside Newcastleton,” she continued. “It looks beautiful and it’s not far from Hermitage Castle. Is that the area?”
“That’s the area sweetheart,” Elliot answered his daughter, “but...”
“But what Dad? Look I know you feel you should be job hunting, but you also need a break and a week in the middle of nowhere, away from mobiles, email and work will do you good. You know you have been promising yourself a trip to follow up on your family history. You need to do this Dad.”
“Well, I suppose...”
“Great,” Kate’s voice brooked no further discussion, “I’ll email you the details and you can look for yourself. Simon will take a few days off and we can spend a bit of time together relaxing. Don’t worry, I’ll organise it all. All you have to do is turn up and decide where you want to visit.
“Got to go now Dad. I’m meeting Simon at the leisure centre. He’s promising to get Thomas used to the water, but we’ll probably end up watching him swimming up and down again. I’m sure he still thinks he’s going to make the Olympics.”
Elliot hung up the phone. He realised again that he had been out-manoeuvred by his eldest daughter and he was now committed to the trip, especially as her engineer husband, Simon, was taking time off from his contract work, so would not be being paid whilst away.
He had to admit that a few days away sounded great and would probably restore some of his flagging energy, maybe even recharge the batteries and give him time to think.
He flicked on the computer to check for Kate’s email and to load up the family tree going back seven generations. He began to think about the last known locations of his direct ancestors. He knew the Elliots in Scotland were now mainly concentrated around the Newcastleton area, and that was why Kate had picked that as a base.
The current clan chief was resident at Redheugh just outside Newcastleton and that was also the location of the ‘clan room’, a small museum kept by the Elliot Clan Society for memorabilia on the history of the family. It was a good place to start.
Some seventy miles away from Newcastleton though, in Hutton and Whitsome near Berwick, on the east coast, were the last known locations of the earliest ancestors he had traced so far.
This was still some way from Newcastleton and the area around Hermitage Castle where Elliots were located around 1321. So he still needed to trace back another 150 or so years to make the connection with the area surrounding Hermitage Castle, at the height of Reiver times and the ‘Debatable Lands’, and then back a further three hundred years to their original arrival in the famous Elliot areas to the north of Carlisle, near Langholm, Newcastleton, Hawick and Jedburgh.
There were many famous Elliot centres, including the better known ones of Redheugh, Larriston, Wolfelee and Stobs, but he had discovered William Elliot, his fifth great grandfather (seventh great grandfather of his beloved grandson, Thomas), and William had a son called Andrew, born in 1758. He knew nothing else about William except for the birth date of his son. But that in itself was so significant in Elliot’s eyes. It meant that William must have been alive in 1746 during the last great land battle fought on British soil, the final demise of the Jacobite rebellion at Culloden.
He knew it was a common misconception that the Battle of Culloden was between the English and the Scottish forces, but there were as many, if not more, Scots on the English side supporting the Hanovarians, as there were supporting the Stuarts, and the ‘Young Pretender’, Bonnie Prince Charlie.
The Elliots along with the Armstrongs, their closest neighbours, were also probably the pre-eminent (if pre-eminent is the right word for such a blood-thirsty bunch) so called ‘Border Reivers’ who mounted nightly raids against other homesteads, both Scottish and English, in a region where law was almost non-existent or corrupt.
Borders took second place to clan. Alliances were made and broken, with the same regularity that deadly feuds broke out. People were killed, or often kidnapped for ransom; cattle and sheep, food and other goods stolen. In a time when clan was everything, the only real allegiance, nothing could be taken for granted as to who a clan or family might support, or indeed that that allegiance might not change as necessity dictated.
Three hundred years before Chicago was founded, long before anyone had ever heard of Al Capone, these Border Reivers had perfected the ‘protection racket’. The modern term ‘bereaved’, Elliot knew to be derived from the term to ‘be-reived’, or to be raided and robbed.
Even the term ‘blackmail’ was derived from the practices of the Border Reivers. In the days when tenants paid rent in the form of oats or barley, so-called ‘Green or White Miel’, Reivers would offer immunity and protection from raiding for a similar payment, known as ‘Black Miel’.
Elliot found himself becoming enthused again by the fascination for the history that surrounded his ancestors – he needed to get back those additional 150 years, hopefully joining up his genealogy with those in the area of Hermitage Castle. The castle fascinated him, it was drawing him in. Why did he feel the need to go to this place so strongly?
He started planning the places they would go and forgot for a short while concerns about the future.
CHAPTER FIVE
Simon Ralstone plunged into a tumble turn as he reached the deeper end of the swimming pool and kicked powerfully against the wall to propel himself forward underwater, stretching, his legs locked together in a butterfly kick until he broke the surface once more and stroked into a rhythmic front crawl. Breathing to one side, he was beginning to tire rapidly as he gasped for air at least three strokes earlier than he should have needed to.
The final five lengths were really going to hurt. At thirty-six, the effects of too many cigarettes and lagers were taking their toll and he realised that the sedentary life he had lived of late was affecting his exercise recovery rate and he was beginning to feel his age.
Born and brought up in Middlesborough in the northeast of England, Simon had trained as an engineer and now spent his time contracting in the oil industry; most of his day spent sitting at a computer, designing and refining pipelines.
Still highly competitive, it irked him that he had never quite reached the standard of competition swimming he felt he had been capable of. Some of this was physical no doubt. He still had the powerful arms, legs and shoulders of the swimmer, but he was probably, at five feet ten inches, a good six inches too short to have been the perfect build. This, he realised, was more an excuse than a justification; his unwillingness to curtail his social life he knew was the real reason. The stomach, once a classic ‘six-pack’ was now showing distinct signs of middle age spread.
But now, what he lacked in physical fitness, he strove to make up for by driving himself a little harder and a little longer. As he reached the end of his fifty lengths, he rested his arms on the edge of the pool and buried his face in them, panting hard as he slowly recovered.
Raising his head and looking up he saw Kate, sitting on the edge of the pool, legs kicking slowly in the water, a chuckling Thomas, resplendent in bright orange arm floats, on her lap.
Both his wife and son seemed highly amused at his exhausted state.
“Old age and treachery,” Kate said with a laugh and then, climbing to her feet, “See you in the coffee bar,” before carrying Thomas off to the changing rooms.
Simon buried his head again in his arms breathing deeply, building up the strength to hoist himself out of the pool. His pride would not let him use the ladder; equally he didn’t want to suffer the indignation of being too tired to pull himself out of the pool.
“Old age and treachery,” he thought and smiled. He knew exactly what Kate meant. She, like a lot of women, found this hugely competitive instinct of men, even when it couldn’t possibly matter, quite bemusing.
He recalled the evening a week or so back when he and Kate’s father David, had turned a game of pool in the local pub, into something akin to the Olympics, as they struggled for dominance, with cries of foul, endless discussions on the finer rules of the game and accusations of cheating and luck as her father ultimately won the titanic struggle, three games to two.
As Simon had acknowledged defeat finally by buying the drinks, her father had raised his glass to Simon. “Old age and treachery will always overcome youth and skill.”
Simon pulled himself out of the pool, his legs feeling distinctly unsteady as he walked wearily to the changing rooms.
Kate sat in the bar of the leisure centre drinking coffee; Thomas, exhausted by his splashing in the pool, asleep peacefully in the pushchair.
Simon arrived, dropping wearily into the chair beside her and smiled. Kate reached across and ran her hand across the severe crew cut head of her husband and down around his unshaven chin, the dark, black stubble now heavily tinged with grey.
“Maybe you should borrow Thomas’s water wings next time.” she mocked gently.
“Is everything set for Scotland?” he said.
“Yes, all booked,” Kate said, then quietly, “I’m really worried about Dad, he has so much on his plate at the moment. I want him to enjoy this break and forget about everything for a few days.”
“Don’t worry,” Simon said gently in his soft ‘Boro accent, “I’ll let him beat me at pool again, that’ll cheer him up.
“So, where’s my coffee?” he said brightly.
CHAPTER SIX
Soulis watched the Red Cap shuffling and snivelling impatiently. The creature was obviously completely unable to comprehend the enormity of what the wizard had planned.
To this foul familiar, the future was the next opportunity to ‘blood his cap’, the foul practice of all Red Caps to kill and then to drink the blood of his victim before soaking his cap in the wounds and add to the centuries of gore stinking and decaying on the disgusting bonnet that was pulled tight around his head.
Robin Red Cap was his own particular familiar, sent to him by the Dark Spirits to whom he had long since mortgaged his soul. But this Red Cap was one of a breed that haunted castles and other places renowned for acts of evil.
Victims of these creatures were typically killed either by rolling rocks down from cliffs onto their unsuspecting prey, or by ripping them to pieces with their razor-sharp claws.
Robin Red Cap initially held sway over Soulis, but as the wizard’s powers grew, he eventually became his slave.
Sly, rather than intelligent, still the vicious dwarf had been useful. Before the confiscation of his lands and property and the coming of the Elliots to settle there, they had done much work together.
In return for the blood of innocents, the Red Cap, working as an intermediary with the Dark Forces Soulis sought to conjure, had granted him much.
The more depraved the act, the stronger became the dark powers that Soulis possessed.
He recalled the first tentative steps following the black arts. He had learned how handfuls of salt, scattered around this chamber as he chanted arcane rituals, bound the dungeon to the Dark Spirits.
The cat he buried alive in that very dungeon, the dog he smashed against the wall and left to die in agony for days. The calf, throat cut and buried, feet up, still alive as Soulis sprinkled its blood around the place. Blood he captured in his bare hands, from the poor creature’s spurting artery, all the time invoking the Dark Spirits to grant him power.
The answer to these early invocations came in the form of this foul creature before him, who, following those first tentative steps into the dark arts, had granted him powers; powers in the form of near invulnerability in battle.
He remembered the words of the Red Cap familiar as he was rewarded for his crimes:
‘Steel shall not wound thee, cords bind thee, hemp hang thee or water drown thee.’
With the granting of this mysterious reward to Soulis for his service to the Dark Spirits the Red Cap had disappeared with a warning that he should not be called for another seven years.
But as Soulis mulled over the gifts he had been granted he realised that the protection was incomplete. The Red Cap had not mentioned protection against fire which could still kill him. If he could be killed by fire he needed to recall the spirit to rectify the error, and recall him he did.
No breach of a contract with the Dark Spirits goes unpunished, and for the sin of calling the Red Cap again before seven years had passed, the Red Cap was bound to refuse the request and disappeared again, after first leaving Soulis with a solemn warning:
‘Beware a coming wood and triple binds of sifted sand.’
Such was the later consequence of the warning, Soulis had never again tried to call the Red Cap before the passing of seven years. His failure to obey was the reason that, close to seven centuries later, he was still seeking his final reward; the power to rule, unchallenged forever.
With the powers granted through the Red Cap from the Dark Spirits, Soulis had become emboldened and, determined to gain his rightful place on the throne of Scotland, he took to ever increasing cruel and abhorrent activity, growing stronger and more powerful in the black arts. Whilst other claimants fought, battled, cheated and connived for influence, Soulis worked steadfastly, year after year, to perfect his art.
But each added ability came at the cost of more vile crimes. Not content to sacrifice animals, he soon discovered that the more innocent the focus of his cruel attentions, the more obscene the crime, the greater the power he was granted.
So Soulis turned his attention to the children.Kidnapping children, even babes in arms, for use in his rituals blackened his soul but strengthened his mastery of the occult.
Even Soulis could not number the children kidnapped and slaughtered in his quest. Those not directly sacrificed in his disturbed rituals were fed to the Red Cap.
As his strength grew, so did the stories of the haunted screams of children heard by passing travellers on dark nights as they journeyed north or south past the castle.
No one camped near this edifice and no local would approach during the night when the aura of evil was at its strongest.
The thought of the children brought Soulis’s mind back to the present and the matter in hand and he turned towards the Red Cap.
“They are coming soon, I can feel them getting closer – and you will bring them to me.” He commanded the Red Cap’s attention with his sudden outcry. “There will be four of them – your reward will be the three adults, but the child is mine. Your gift will be the blood of them all, save the child.
“Remember Red Cap – the child is mine.”
He turned from the Red Cap and slowly disappeared into the shadows.
“The child is mine,” he repeated almost inaudibly; as if to himself.
CHAPTER SEVEN
Elliot suddenly jerked to an upright position in bed and a familiar panic shot through him like an electric shock as he struggled to breathe in and found himself, for a second or two, unable to do so. After a terrifying moment, he was able to gasp air noisily into his grateful lungs and he breathed in deeply through his mouth, at the same time swinging his legs out of the bed and sitting, leaning forward, he allowed the air sucking into his lungs to reduce his racing heartbeat and with it the panic attack.
His body was soaked in sweat. He stood up and throwing the bedroom window wide open, he leaned out breathing in the icy air and feeling the strange comfort of it on his damp skin.
It appeared to him that once again he had stopped breathing in his sleep, something that seemed to happen with a frequency in line with his stress levels.
He closed his eyes allowing his breathing to return to normal and he stood there silently until the cold air on his naked skin began to feel uncomfortable and he sat down on the edge of the bed, leaving the window wide open, allowing a reassuring draught of cold fresh air into the room.
Not wishing to lie down for fear of a repeat attack, he bunched up the duvet and wrapped it around his shoulders, slowly warming himself.
Eventually, exhausted, but unwilling to lie down and risk a further attack, he inserted the earphones of his iPod and once again sought solace in music, which was the one thing that usually stilled his racing mind. As the familiar music washed over him, he eventually lay back and stared up at the ceiling, wondering, not for the first time, what he could do to stop these panic attacks, whether there was any physical cause for them, or whether, as he suspected, they were a consequence of his mental state.
He was, he knew, very conscious of his mortality. Perhaps this was something that happened to all middle-aged men. With many it seemed to him to manifest itself in a desire to return to their youth: buying a sports car or more often a motorbike; a hunt for younger women; clubbing and generally behaving like an old fool.
With Elliot it was a recognition that he was rushing towards death without having achieved anything meaningful in his life.
After three marriages and several other short-lived relationships, it seemed he was, for some reason, incapable of forming a stable relationship, caught permanently somewhere between loneliness and a desire to be alone, never really understanding which was the more dominant.
He had tried many times to be the person his partner of the moment had apparently wanted him to be, but this had just led to a feeling of panic. He really felt his mind worked in an entirely different way to other people, and communicating for what he considered to be ‘the sake of it’, he found difficult and exhausting.
Some had advised him to ‘Be yourself’. Good advice on the face of it, but it seemed to Elliot what they really meant was, be the ‘yourself’ that I imagine you to be; which was ultimately the same thing as trying to be as others would like.
Frankly, he did not know how to be anything other than the way he was, so he had come to the conclusion that the best he could hope for was to be a good friend and not to spoil a perfectly good relationship by trying to live with someone.
He did not hold anyone responsible for this. Perhaps psychologists would say there were some deep issues relating to his upbringing that made him the way he was and maybe that was true.
To him, he was sure it was about his feelings of self worth, or more accurately, the lack of it. That was it in a nutshell. He was, in his terms, too talented not to try, but not talented enough to succeed. Nothing he did was quite good enough for him, it seemed. He was his own biggest critic, in fact his own worst enemy, and this led to a constant feeling of frustration.
Fundamentally, despite having had a succession of well paid jobs, they all seemed to him to amount to nothing. So being bright, he faked it. He gave the impression that he was committed; that he was part of their stupid games, their silly meetings, their reports, their earnest conversations about nothing at all.
But in reality he was always aloof, always apart, his head and his heart were always somewhere else, searching for something he could be proud of.
In short, after over forty years of work he had done nothing that he personally considered worthwhile, nothing he was proud of, and that hurt him more than he could ever explain.
To others it seemed he was just restless and difficult, not a team player, unable to focus on anything for long, until it seemed he could stand the games no longer and self-destructed.
Now at fifty-seven, without putting too fine a point on it, he felt death closing in on him and he still had left no mark on life, left nothing that he would be remembered for.
Except of course, his children.
Kate, Emily and David had grown up pretty well, despite him. But even that he felt guilty about. Where had he been when they were growing up? What did he contribute? Was it really enough when all he could really say was that he loved them and hadn’t damaged them too much?
The reality was that in his formative years he spent most of his time wanting to be somebody else, somebody who, despite the faults he could see intellectually, seemed to have everything he did not have, and that was an apparent total lack of fear.
That person was his father.
Intellectually he knew of course this could not be true, but no matter how many times he told himself that his father must have been frightened at sometime, of something, it seemed to him that he could not recall when that might have been, and a lack of fear seemed to Elliot to be the touchstone of a happy life.
His father came from a real working class background and left home to live alone at fourteen. He volunteered as a tail gunner in Lancaster bombers during the second World War and when made redundant at forty-five years of age, took a job as a store man, despite being an experienced engineer, rather than sign on the dole.
Within two years, he became Managing Director of that same company, by sheer intelligence and strength of will.
Then he died.
At the ridiculously young age of fifty-three, he died – and Elliot had lost his best friend and his mentor. Before he had time to see him grow old and frail, to lose some of his strength of will, his sheer cantankerous attitude to life diminish a little, he was gone.
Perhaps if he had seen his father decline as most others did, he would have had time to see him more objectively, to see him as something less than perfect and thereby develop a real personality of his own, rather than living constantly in his shadow.
Now he was left, struggling to find his own place in the world and he was not equipped for it.
As Henry Thoreau said, ‘Most people lead lives of quiet desperation, and go to their graves with the song still in their heart.’
Elliot was terrified of dying, not because of any inherent fear of death, but of dying having achieved nothing that he felt was worthwhile in his life.
He dreaded the thought of dying with the ‘song still in his heart’; somehow he had to find a way of singing it.
As he listened to the music he realised – was it coincidence or some deeper meaning – that the song playing was ‘Father & Son’ by Cat Stevens.
Once again fate seemed to be quietly mocking him as he listened to the lyrics that resonated to the depths of his heart:
Take your time
Think a lot
Think of everything you’ve got.
For you will still be here tomorrow
Though your dreams may not.
He had taken his time, nearly thirty years since his father died, and he had thought an awful lot, but actually felt he had precisely nothing in his life, nothing he could be remembered for.
Tears welled in his eyes.
He was still here…
...but his dreams were not.
CHAPTER EIGHT
Gregori Romanski sat back in the comfortable seat of the Gulfstream executive jet, owned ostensibly by his company, STATOL, but at his exclusive disposal. Romanski liked to travel, and when he did, he liked to travel in style.
A dark, thick set man in his sixties, he was an archetypal Russian, who at the height of the Cold War would not have looked out of place taking the salute outside the Kremlin in Moscow as the blatant expression of Soviet military power paraded passed on May Day.
But now, this twenty-five stone, six feet two inches man, with the crumpled face of a boxer who had won more fights through sheer strength than any technical ability, and hence had taken an awful lot of unnecessary punches to the head, knocked back yet another ice cold, straight vodka and immediately poured another.
The small shot glasses seemed lost in the huge, stubby fingered hands of this Russian, who now was built like a man of huge appetites with the money and the inclination to indulge them all.
A broad, pudgy nose, broken so many times that it seemed to have no cartilage left in it, was covered with the tell-tale broken capillaries of the heavy drinker. Looking like a haphazard red road map, they extended out across both upper cheeks.
The dark eyes peered from deep set eye sockets; his forehead protruded outwards, giving him a slightly Neanderthal look. The eyes seemed deeper still, given the thick, bushy brown eyebrows that sat above his heavily-jowled face.
He had done well out of the collapse of the Soviet system, having been perfectly equipped with the right combination of ruthless violence, ambition and low animal cunning to secure for himself a large part of the break up of the Siberian oil fields.
Bribing those who needed bribing, killing those who could not be bribed, he had built a huge and powerful empire that encompassed not only a significant part of the Soviets’ erstwhile natural resources but also extended to a profitable trade in ex-Soviet military equipment and arms, that he sold without compunction to anyone with the one qualifying criteria he demanded: sufficient money.
He was en route to Scotland for a meeting to discuss the future of the Soulis Foundation. He would be landing at Edinburgh, knowing Dettori had arranged for two private helicopters to meet him and the other four associates of the Foundation, who, along with Dettori himself, made up the six executives of this highly secretive trust.
For safety, never more than three of the associates travelled in the same transport at the same time; hence the two helicopters.
The meeting was to be held at Dettori’s Scottish residence, a huge private stone castle known as ‘Branxholm’. It had exactly what one would expect from a man of Dettori’s wealth: a beautifully maintained castle dating back to the 13th century that had been extensively, and expensively, maintained, renovated and enhanced with every possible modern convenience.
The castle sat in one hundred acres of forest and landscaped gardens, with manicured lawns and perfectly-raked gravel paths with hidden and subdued lighting for evening walks. A wide gravel drive swept up to the front of the castle, circling a perfectly-mown, dark green oval lawn, uncluttered, except for a three feet tall stone monolith directly at the lawn’s centre, which was, in essence, a large bird bath.
The gravel paths meandered past pergolas and water features and fountains of various kinds. Clipped topiary and the immaculate condition of the grounds, surrounded by ancient woodlands, evidenced the extent of the money that had been invested in its upkeep.
The imposing building of grey stone was huge, with a central three-storey building between two matching rounded wings. What had once been defensive steps across the front had been manicured into lawns and the building looked out across an extensive and beautiful valley, with a wide set of stone steps leading down from the large entrance to the grounds below.
Hidden well away from the house was an aircraft runway capable of landing jets at least the size of the imposing, some might say somewhat ostentatious, Gulfwing that Romanski favoured.
It also had its own helicopter landing pad. Dettori preferred that jets landed at a commercial airport, like Edinburgh or Glasgow, as multiple jet landings were more likely to attract attention than a couple of helicopters – and Dettori liked his privacy.
The rooms and facilities were as opulent and extensive as one might find in the finest hotels. Sporting two swimming pools, a fully equipped gym, and luxurious bedrooms, comfort was assured.
Office facilities included secure satellite and Internet connections, protected by industrial strength firewalls and a completely secure computer room, where banks of servers blinked constantly. All were protected by un-interruptible power supplies and their own generators and surge protection equipment.
The house itself also had its own emergency electrical back up systems and the accommodation was five-star, in every sense of the word.
The rather more down to earth Russian had to admit the place was impressive and classy. Romanski’s tastes were far less bourgeois, coming as he had from abject poverty where he had found it necessary to fight for every scrap of food as he clawed his way up from street urchin to a leading player in the Russian Mafia. He was proud of his humble roots.
It would have surprised him to find that Dettori himself, whom he had always assumed came from some ancient Italian nobility, had equally underprivileged antecedents.
Yes, the place was certainly impressive, and Romanski had visited many times, but there was one thing the place lacked and it had been the first thing that he had noticed and the first thing he would have expended money on.
Security.
Of course the doors had good quality locks and a few closed-circuit television cameras, enough to keep out your average burglar. But where was the real security – the electric fences, the razor wire discreetly laid back from the external fences, the electronic alarms throughout the grounds, the trip wires, the dogs, the floodlights in the woods, that could be turned on at a second’s notice?
Above all, where were the men? If he had been equipping this place there would have been at least fifty trained ex-Russian special forces soldiers, all armed to the teeth with machine pistols, knives and their own very special ways of killing.
Against the kind of enemies that had access to the level of finance that Romanski, Dettori and the other associates moved in, this place was wide open to a well-funded professional attack.
Unless the talks concluded the way Romanski intended, sooner than Dettori expected, he would learn this lesson.
Romanski smiled to himself, and settled back to doze as the jet hummed towards its destination.
CHAPTER NINE
“I think you should go.” Caroline felt the urge to place a comforting hand on Elliot’s as he sat opposite her in the busy coffee bar in the famous Covered Market in the centre of Oxford, but resisted the urge to do so.
Their relationship was complicated enough and she was anxious that her desire to help was not misinterpreted by too obvious a sign of affection. After all they had known each other for almost thirty-five years, twenty-three of which they had spent married to each other and their children bound them inexorably together despite the fact that they had been divorced for many years and she had long since remarried, as had he.
The main difference was that her marriage had lasted, whereas Elliot’s had failed yet again.
They had both long since realised that whatever they had felt about each other then, traces of which might still remain in weaker moments, soon disappeared when they were in each other’s company again. It seemed that within minutes, old wounds began to re-open and soon the old arguments, blame and counter blame, began to surface.
But Kate had mentioned to Caroline that she was worried about her father and told her about the proposed trip to Scotland to research family history. Having now met him again, she shared her daughter’s concern. He looked drawn and pale, a sense of almost resignation about him, as if he had given up.
She had become a counsellor soon after their marriage broke up. She had seemed unable to reconcile her feelings of guilt and it had been as much to understand her own feelings as her desire to help others.
Of course one of the first things she had learned was that you could not effectively counsel people you were emotionally involved with and the history between them made her entirely the wrong person to help him. But the concerns of her children and her absolute knowledge that Elliot would never open up to anyone else, left her half feeling she should walk away and half telling her that if she did not help, nobody else would.
His demeanour had worried her however.
But her training had taught her that an individual’s strengths were also their greatest weakness, when overplayed – and Elliot could be irritatingly logical, instinctive and analytical. Coupled with a keen intellect and a love of debate, Elliot was often aggressively certain, and dogmatic almost to the point of rudeness. What was even more irritating of course was that more often than not, his apparently thoughtless and instant decisions proved to be accurate. She was certain this was what made him so difficult to work with.
Work? They should try living with him, she thought, a familiar frustration rising within her. But his certainty and confidence was also one of the most attractive things about him and to see him so lethargic, so vulnerable, worried her.
“Maybe the trip will help you to reconcile the death of you father,” she said, and then regretted putting it so bluntly as she saw the look on his face which said without words, ‘Here we go again!’
It had been she who had taken the phone call that morning in 1978 from his brother to say that Elliot’s father had died and she had witnessed at first the incredulity and then the complete emotional collapse. She had often thought since, that people who lived with ailing loved ones, who saw them decline steadily towards death until eventually their passing came as a blessed relief were, in some respects, lucky.
Elliot’s father was at the peak of his powers, and a problem that had given him pain for years had been diagnosed as an ulcer. It was only after having dragged himself in the space of two short years from storeman to managing director of the European arm of an American computer company, that he had the money and inclination to have the operation that his doctors had been advising for years. He had booked himself into a private hospital – and he had never come out.
Nobody was fully sure what had caused him to suffer a massive heart attack which killed him instantly as he lay, apparently recuperating, in the private hospital in Reading.
Elliot had struggled ever since and rather than let the real grief out, to mourn and to come to terms with his loss, he had reacted by internalising everything. He had been seriously damaged and responded by concealing his feelings. He became completely sure that there was no God, no heaven, nothing in life except random chaos and cruelty and he shut out the world – including her.
She understood that this hard external shell he presented was misinterpreted by people who thought he was cold and didn’t care, whereas the truth was he cared too much. But the accumulation of little hurts, which seemed to most people to run like water off a duck’s back, he simply sealed up within himself, growing and attacking him like some malignant tumour from within.
“I don’t need another lecture on my father,” Elliot responded, and Caroline felt a familiar pain as she found herself once again in danger of responding in anger.
“Look,” she said her voice breaking with emotion, “I will not – cannot – go through this again. I left you because the arguments and coldness hurt me so much. I will not allow you to continue to hurt me after all these years.” She felt herself trembling as she continued, “You are a good man, David. You are kind, thoughtful and have a good heart, but you seem determined that nobody should ever find that out. You think you are being fearless and strong, like your father. But you are not your father, with him it was natural – you are just acting – acting a part. You are not your father!”
Caroline struggled to control herself but tears were beginning, once more, to well in her eyes.
She shook her head in despair, “Why oh why do I do this to myself?” she said. “Go to Scotland, David. Find out about your family, about your father and where he came from. And realise they are all dead – as you will be one day! Don’t go with all this bitterness in your heart. Your father is alive as long as you remember him. You cannot bring him back by trying to be him.”
She searched angrily in her handbag for a tissue to wipe her tears away. “I never learn do I? I think I can control my feelings, to be adult, and as soon as I am with you, it all comes back. Go to Scotland and then come back; start your life over, not as your father, but as you. You are worth it you know.”
She stood up, looked as if to make a passing comment and then held back. Frustrated, she turned and walked away, leaving Elliot watching her back disappear into the crowds of passing strangers.
He peered down into his now cold coffee. Then a memory came to him, a memory of a comment his father had made to him one evening. They were both drunk and arguing about something as they often did. He could not for the life of him remember what it was about, but he said at one point that he wished he could be like his father and be so certain about everything. His father had stopped smiling and his face had become very serious.
“Don’t be like me son,” he had said quietly. “Be better than me.”
Elliot had never understood what his father had meant, but was it possible that he was not quite as certain about everything as he seemed?
CHAPTER TEN
The company car and his fuel card he would keep for another month, another part of his compromise agreement, so using their fuel and their vehicle for the trip was another good reason for taking it now.
Kate, Simon and little Thomas had driven from their home in London and stayed overnight before they set off from Elliot’s flat in Abingdon, Oxfordshire, a little after nine on that Saturday morning.
It was gone four in the afternoon when they arrived in Newcastleton, an unprepossessing little town that had been redesigned and re-planned by the Victorians when the railways arrived. One long straight road dissected the town and the streets off the main thoroughfare to the right as the road headed north were equidistant. The street network was planned in neat squares and the roads on the right all headed down to the focus of the valley, the river Liddel.
Previously known as Copyhaugh then Copshaw Holm, the town was renamed Newcastleton by the Duke of Buccleuch as a centre for the hand weaving industry, but it had a far more historic background as the main centre on the river Liddel that ran through the debatable lands, and was notorious in Reiver times as a home to the Elliots and the Armstrongs.
It was difficult to imagine the area’s bloody history looking at this unremarkable little town, but its own Castle Liddel, named after the river running through the valley, was destroyed in the 1300s and Hermitage then dominated the area.
Elliot pulled slowly into Douglas Square, presumably named after the Douglas family who were keepers of Hermitage on behalf of Robert the Bruce when the Elliots moved into the area around 1321 at the invitation of the great man. He recalled the fact that it was a Douglas who took the heart of Robert the Bruce at his request after his death, on the crusades to Jerusalem.
Elliot stretched wearily.
“Maybe we can get coffee here before we drive on out to the cottage.” Elliot indicated the Grapes Hotel in the square as Simon studied the map that had come with the directions to Holmrig Cottage.
Ordering coffee they settled themselves in the comfortable settees of the lounge bar. Thomas sat in the centre of a pile of toys examining them one at a time. Kate was again fascinated by her son’s apparent close attention to anything he picked up – the minute attention he seemed to give to everything.
Simon spread the map out on the low table in front of them, pushing coffee cups and jugs to one side as he and Elliot studied the map.
“Looks like there are two roads out to the north just over the bridge outside the town. We can take either. One heads out to Hawick, the other to Jedburgh, but the cottage is off this road which runs between the two.” He indicated a single track that meandered between the two roads about five miles out of town.
Elliot looked at the place names, Larriston, Wolfelee, Redheugh indicated on the map, all centres of Elliot settlement and he recalled the poem he had read about the multiple spellings of the Elliot name:
Double L and single T
The Elliots of Minto and Wolfelee;
Double T and single L
The Eliotts that in Stobs do dwell;
Single L and single T
The Eliots of St Germains be;
But double L and double T
The de’l may ken wha’ they may be.
Of course Elliot assumed the insult inherent in the final line for the ‘double L and double T’ was because of its association with England, being the prevalent spelling south of the border.
“What are you doing?”
Kate’s sudden exclamation immediately shook the two men from their focus on the map before them and they looked across the lounge bar to see Kate moving towards a little old man. Standing with Thomas held before him, he was staring intently into Thomas’s eyes and was muttering quietly, his face inches from Thomas.
Kate clasped Thomas around the waist and pulled him from the old man’s grasp as Elliot and Simon rose to their feet and moved towards the old man.
“Is he alright?” Simon threw a glance at Kate who was intently studying Thomas, before turning his attention again to the old man.
Thomas seemed fine and was watching the adults from the protective embrace of his mother, large brown eyes moving from one to the other as they spoke.
“What were you doing?” Kate’s face flushed with protective anger as she clutched Thomas tightly to her.
“Forgive me I meant no harm, he is a lovely child, a very special child.”
“What were you doing?” Simon reinforced Kate’s question as he moved menacingly towards the old man.
Kate placed a gentle, but restraining hand on Simon’s arm as she looked at the old man, who seemed a little embarrassed. He looked about eighty years old, with soft, white hair that curled to below his ears. He stooped and was terribly frail and thin, wearing a dark open-necked shirt under an ancient bottle-green waistcoat beneath a crumpled old tweed jacket with leather patches at the elbows. His trousers, brown cords, seemed several sizes too big, and on his feet were large brown boots.
“I’m sorry,” the old man said, “I sometimes forget what a very cruel world it can be. I meant no harm. You know the very old and the very young have a special bond. They understand each other,” he continued quietly.
Kate studied the old man’s face and seemed more reassured by his gentle blue eyes.
“Perhaps I am in my second childhood. You know there was a time when old people and children could spend time together without fear. What have we done to our world?” The old man looked wistful, as if recalling earlier and happier times.
“Well, you know what they say, ‘Nostalgia is not what it used to be’,” Elliot moved forward towards the old man.
Kate turned to her father and then back to the old man. “This is my father David and my husband Simon. We’re here for Dad really, he is studying our family history.
“And this little fellow is Thomas,” she snuggled him into her neck, rocking him gently in her arms.
Elliot moved forward and held out his hand to the old man, “David Elliot, and you?”
The old man took Elliot’s hand and shook it with a strength that belied his frail appearance. “Everyone around here calls me Old Tom, but I prefer Thomas, just like your grandson – my name is Thomas Truman.
“So you are an Elliot and you have come home.” He smiled. “I have lived here a long time.” The old man stared intently into Elliot’s eyes, his own pale blue eyes seemed to see into his soul. “If you need any help or anything at all, I am here most evenings. I prefer the lounge, I’m sure your ancestors would have preferred the ‘Reivers Bar’ at the back, with the pool tables and darts. They played as hard as they fought you know.”
“Truman doesn’t seem to be a Border name, did you move here from somewhere else?” Elliot mentally paged through the famous border names, but Truman seemed to be missing from his mental list.
“We are ancient,” and with this strange comment he tickled Thomas under the chin, staring intently into the child’s eyes, smiling when he responded with a giggle.
Truman turned and walked slowly from the bar and Kate watched and smiled as Thomas waved to the old man’s back, cuddling him again tightly into her neck.
The three adults stood together for a few seconds staring at the door that the old man had passed through, a little puzzled by something, but none of them was quite sure what it was.
“Well, I guess we’d better find this cottage,” Elliot said at last.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
This was painful for Soulis. Astral projection required massive effort and all the power Soulis possessed.
Unlike the Red Cap and similar demons who were never human but the creations of the Dark Spirits, Soulis was held within the confines of the Hermitage until he could free himself, which would need an adept of incredible power to achieve and Soulis had spent centuries honing those powers.
For seven hundred years Soulis had been waiting, waiting for the moment mostly beyond his control when fate brought the right conjunction of circumstance that might only happen once in an eternity.
But he had been patient, and his patience was soon to be rewarded as the Fates brought him the opportunity in the guise of these four people, whose presence he could feel. They were not far away now, in range of his ability to project.
Of course he could send out the Red Cap who, since Soulis had become progressively more powerful, was his slave rather than his master now. The Red Cap could travel, even by day if necessary although he preferred the cover of night. He, on the other hand, could project his mind a few miles, and despite the physical pain and the huge effort this took – you never got anything from the Dark Spirits without some form of payback – he needed to see these people for himself, to observe, to ensure nothing was left to chance.
The Red Cap, though useful, particularly when killing was needed, was unreliable. He could never see beyond his own lust for blood. Though cunning and deceitful, he rarely planned ahead.
He felt a surge of energy as he caught sight of the visitors arriving at the cottage. It amused him that they were not even aware of who they were, what their fate would be at the hands of Soulis and how close they were to death.
But he cautioned himself against complacency, it could be another seven hundred years or seven thousand years before the opportunity arose again, he must not allow anything to interfere with his release.
He was ready – but was the world ready for him? This thought also amused him.
He felt the searing pain in his head as he stared into the darkness and he felt himself on top of a hill, a high grassy hill looking down into the valley below at a grey stone cottage set by a small loch, fed by a stream.
He watched...
CHAPTER TWELVE
They took the right-hand turn over the bridge out of the town heading towards Jedburgh, passing a large dark building on the right that had once been a church but was now boarded up.
The road wound up the hill out of the town and soon Elliot slowed as they passed a cemetery on the left surrounded by a rough stone wall broken by two gates. The first gave access to what was clearly the newer part of the cemetery as the headstones were obviously recent additions. The second gate led into the older part of the cemetery where ancient tombs and headstones had been weathered by decades of wind and rain blowing across the exposed hill, the low wall providing scant protection from the ravages of the elements.
“Do you mind if I stop for a couple of minutes?” he looked at Kate who sat beside him and then into the back where Thomas was fast asleep in the car seat. Simon was also dozing, holding onto the chubby hand of his son, the hand looking tiny in his grasp.
“Looks like they’re okay,” Kate smiled, nodding in the direction of her husband and son.
Elliot pulled into a small gravel parking area alongside the wall of the cemetery and he and Kate climbed out of the car, to be greeted by a chill blast of icy wind that blew across the exposed hillside. Opening the boot the pair pulled on waterproof jackets. Elliot pulled a checked cap from the pocket and smiling, handed it to Kate.
“Most heat loss is through the head,” he laughed as she pulled the cap on, which folded down the side of her head, covering the tops of her ears. Actually, it suited her and Elliot could not resist pulling out the small digital camera he was carrying and taking a picture of her.
Pulling on a wide-brimmed brown felt hat he closed the boot and checking that Thomas and Simon were still dozing, they walked to the green-painted iron gate that broke the wall, which was around four and a half feet high. The cemetery was completely surrounded by the wall and sloped downwards away from the road.
They stopped inside the gate, breathing in the cold fresh air, and admiring the sweep of the valley which extended right and left before them as it wound between hills, devoid of any buildings and any sign of occupation apart from the ubiquitous flocks of hardy sheep munching lazily at the tough moorland grass.
Kate wandered off to the left, inspecting the ancient, weathered headstones. Most were worn and difficult to read, others were completely worn away, but two names seemed to predominate on those still readable: Elliot and Armstrong.
In the meantime, Elliot was walking down the hill towards the bottom wall. When he reached the bottom he leant on the wall taking in the full beauty of the surroundings and enjoying the cold wind that seemed to be driving the fears and tension from his body as he breathed in air, totally unpolluted, for the first time in years.
Across to his right were stepped, grass-covered earth ramparts, which indicated the one-time presence of some kind of defensive position. Probably an old wooden pele tower, popular in the area in its more turbulent history, had once stood there. If it had been stone, typically there would have been some ruins, but there seemed to be nothing but the earth steps left.
Elliot smiled, he felt at home here and he turned to find Kate coming up to him. “Lots of Elliots here,” she said, smiling and she put her arms around him hugging him close.
“Maybe that’s why I feel so at home here.” He hugged her back.
“Thomas is awake,” they turned to see Simon calling to them over the gate. “Think he’s getting hungry.”
Taking a last look around, Elliot and Kate walked, her arm tucked in his, back up the hill to the car.
Elliot drove on, making a mental note to return when they had more time and more daylight to explore the cemetery. The road wound its way through farmland and moorland until, after about five miles, they turned left onto the quiet single track that led to the cottage. As they rounded a bend, the road dropped sharply into a valley of coarse moor grass. A small burn meandered at right angles to the road feeding a small loch surrounded by leafless trees that stood like guardians on the bank.
To the left stood the cottage down a dirt track about five hundred yards from the road and surrounded by its own grounds. It was a grey stone, two-storey building, with a green porch and a low, rough stone wall around the front of the cottage creating a quaint stone-flagged front yard.
“Apparently we are supposed to keep the gates round the front shut, especially if the door is open, otherwise the sheep come in,” Kate remarked. “It’s beautiful,” she added.
A single-storey extension ran at right angles from the back of the original cottage, where extra bedrooms and a bathroom had been added to increase the living space.
A watery sun was beginning to set behind a steep hill to their left. Hardy sheep, apparently impervious to the bitter winds, seemed to cling precariously to the side of the hill as the light rapidly faded. The group bustled around the vehicle unloading before the last of the daylight was lost completely.
With his back to the road, Elliot felt the hairs bristle on the back of his neck. He turned to look behind him, his eyes scanning the rim of the hill.
Silhouetted against the skyline, about a mile away, he thought he made out a small black figure, too far away to make out clearly. He screwed up his eyes but could not make out the detail. Reaching into the glove compartment he found the small pair of binoculars there and raised them to his eyes, sweeping them across the brim of the hill. He saw nothing.
He shuddered suddenly as it seemed to him a cold draught passed across the back of his neck.
“Someone has just walked over my grave,” he said, to no one in particular, before turning back to the car and hauling out bags. He followed Simon and Kate into the cottage, Kate carrying Thomas ahead of Simon, who struggled behind loaded with luggage.
The cottage was comfortable and warm. The lounge contained a television but no telephone and of course mobile phone coverage was non-existent. Central-heating warmed the cottage and a wood-burning stove was set in the fireplace. Simon immediately set about lighting a fire, not strictly necessary for comfort, but it would add cosiness to the place.
Three windows looked out; one to the front which looked up towards a working farm on the top of a hill, the only other building in view, another looked out towards the road and across to the hill where Elliot had thought he had seen the figure earlier. The third looked from the back of the cottage out across the moor.
Elliot took the front bedroom on the ground floor, a lovely old fashioned en-suite bathroom with a huge enamel bath led off from it.
Running down the centre of the ground floor into the extension was a corridor, with a little square hall halfway down, with a side door. An interesting selection of mostly historical books stood on a table, and pictures and a map hung on the walls of the hall.
Elliot studied the old pictures on the hall wall, beside a large scale Ordnance Survey map of the area surrounding the cottage. The map showed the local points of interest, and his eyes settled with a strange excitement as it was noticeable how close Hermitage Castle was to the cottage. Further down the Hawick road, not far from the turn to Hermitage, stood the markings for an old druid stone circle called ‘Nine Stane Rig’, or ‘Nine Stone Rig’, which Elliot realised also bore relevance to the history of the castle. In the past few months he had read a lot about the history surrounding the area and he remembered some relationship existed between this site and Hermitage Castle.
The corridor continued away from the original building and ended outside a large double bedroom in the extension that Simon and Kate took and Thomas had his own single room separated from this master bedroom by another bathroom.
Stairs went up from the front hall to a small landing from which two further bedrooms were accessed with sloping ceilings under the eaves of the cottage.
“What shall we do about food this evening?” Elliot asked, returning to the living room having half-heartedly unpacked his bag and hung shirts from the mantle piece above the open fireplace in his bedroom.
“Why don’t you and Simon drive into Hawick and get something for tonight and maybe breakfast? I’ll stay here, look after Thomas and finish unpacking.”
Simon had finished laying the fire and it was burning cosily, casting a warm glow around the room. With the curtains now drawn against the darkness, the room was warm and comfortable.
“Won’t be long,” Simon said as he and Elliot donned coats and went back out into the night.
“Look up there.” Elliot pointed at the sky. Being in one of the few places left in Britain not suffering from light pollution, the starlit sky was breathtaking.
‘Won’t be long’ was a rather optimistic statement, for although Hawick was less than twenty miles away, on these windy and hilly narrow roads, devoid of cats eyes or other road markings, twenty miles was a long way.
They returned a couple of hours later, loaded with food from the supermarket, concerned at the time they had been away. If anything were to happen, without a phone, mobile signal or transport, how would Kate have alerted anybody? It would have been a good half-hour’s walk to the only other civilisation, at the farm.
But then, out here, what could happen? Apart from the inconvenience of maybe a power cut. After all, this was not a place you came upon by accident. If you arrived here it was because here was where you were going.
Elliot cooked and he shared a bottle of red wine with Kate as Simon stuck to his customary lager. An hour and a half later they were enjoying a lamb casserole with dumplings and, feeling warmed and mellow from the alcohol, they sat at the kitchen table chatting and planning the following day.
“So where do we start, Dad?” Kate shared the last of the bottle between her father’s and her glass.
“Well, I guess the most sensible thing is to go out to Hutton and Whitsome, they are the last known locations of Andrew and Elizabeth. Andrew Elliot, my fourth great grandfather, was born in Whitsome in 1758, married Elizabeth Inglis in 1791 in Coldstream, and died in Hutton a few miles away in 1833. Elizabeth was also buried in Hutton in 1841.
“I know Andrew’s father was a William Elliot – but that is all I know. But I suppose it is a good bet they lived around that area – I guess we need to look in the graveyards.”
“Well, I suppose it is technically possible that he might have been somewhere else when Andrew was born, but more than likely he was working in that area,” Kate said.
“Yes, and if he had a son born in 1758, unless he had him at twelve years of age, William must have been alive during the Battle of Culloden in 1746. Did you know that was the last great land battle fought on British soil?
“Okay, so Hutton and Whitsome it is then. Well I don’t know about you but I’m going to bed.” The combination of the long journey and the wine had taken their effect and Elliot was suddenly very tired.
No sooner had his head hit the pillow, despite the strange bed, Elliot fell into a deep sleep. As Elliot slept he could not know that the planned trip would never take place and it is unlikely that he would have slept quite so well, had he been aware of the odious little dwarf with the red cap, snuffling and flitting from window to window, trying to find a chink in the drawn curtains to observe the sleeping humans inside.
What the Red Cap could not see however, he could smell, and the promise of new blood drove him into a frenzy. Only one thing was more powerful than his lust for blood – the fear of his master, William de Soulis, who, trapped in the confines of Hermitage a few miles hence, still was aware of everything the familiar was doing.
Death was not a concept that the Red Cap fully understood or feared. But there were things much worse than death.
That much he did know.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“Would you like a drink, Mr Dettori?” the steward said as his boss took his seat in the Learjet and fastened his seat belt in preparation for take off.
“No, thank you,” he replied as he settled back for the trip to Branxholm. He always enjoyed his visits to his Scottish holding, he felt more at home there than anywhere else in the world.
He closed his eyes and lay back in the comfortable leather seat, his mind returning to those early days as he turned from street urchin to international businessman with remarkable speed, thanks to the support of his master. During those first days as Dettori recovered from his near death experience, William de Soulis had talked and he had listened. He had learned much from this incredible man, who at first terrified him and then enthralled him. As he learned more, he again realised that terror was a helpful safety device when dealing with Soulis. Anyone foolish enough to take him for granted was risking more than just his life.
His master had insisted that the young man had been sent to him by the Dark Forces to be his conduit to the outside world.
Despite being from a different time, his master understood the way of the world and Dettori was amazed at how much he understood about modern day politics, although his mentor constantly reminded him that human nature never changed and power was exercised in the same way, in whatever century you lived.
In fact, in his view it was simpler to exercise power today than seven hundred years ago. Today, no one challenged you personally. Who of the current leaders of the world would have the courage or the ability to face a William Wallace, a Robert the Bruce or a William de Soulis in single combat?
Ultimately, people were sheep. They needed fearless leaders who blooded their hands personally, not those who cowered in rooms never facing their enemies. But he understood that his vehicle to power in this century would need to be different. After all, there was no longer a King of Scotland, although interestingly Soulis was determined that there would be one again in the future.
So they had discussed the vehicle they would use and the Soulis Foundation emerged as the mechanism. So Dettori had put the Foundation together carefully, over a number of years.
He had plenty of time after all. He could commune with his mentor for two weeks only, every seven years, and those fourteen short days were important. He had to show Soulis that he had made progress, that he had not wasted the previous seven years, and that their plans were moving, inexorably towards the day of enlightenment, when the world would welcome their new leader: William de Soulis.
The first seven years had been spent building his own power base. He had started with straightforward theft, murder and blackmail, often aided by Red Caps, sent to help him by his master.
He had found them difficult to control until his own powers under Soulis’s guidance became strong enough, so in the early days he could only use them during the brief periods when Soulis himself was manifest in Hermitage and could directly control them. As his powers grew, progress accelerated as he was able to use them directly himself during the long years he was unable to seek guidance from the master.
He had invested his illegal gains, legitimately, in businesses, seeking minor shareholdings and a seat on the board in return. His influence grew within these organisations as he brought huge amounts of business to them vastly increasing the companies’ net worth.
Colleagues saw him as a super salesman, with a huge network of the rich and powerful which enabled him to elicit massive contracts that otherwise would not have come to these small, underfunded companies.
The reality was that Dettori preyed on the weaknesses of these benefactors. Everyone had their price or weaknesses and he encouraged them. Facilitating whatever these rich and powerful people wanted, whether that was women, men, children, drugs or any perversion they could dream up. Of course, he kept scrupulous records, photographs, videos, voice recordings and witnesses that at any time could ruin these individuals.
Imagine their relief when the inevitable blackmail demand came in the form of authorising the placing of multi-million pound orders with Dettori’s companies, orders that they had to place with someone anyway.
Of course, their relief turned to despair when the corrupt business practices and ever more degrading perversions just became further levers that Dettori could use against them and they fell inexorably further under his control.
Dettori however, exercised his power over them sparingly, often acting more as a trusted advisor and friend than their blackmailer. In the early days he had been too impatient, demanding too much, too quickly and early victims committed suicide, rather than risk exposure.
A dead blackmail victim was of no value to Dettori’s cause at all. As he played his victims ever more cleverly, he became rich very quickly. From his positions of influence he could instigate rumours, depressing share prices, buying up stock at the bottom and profiting incredibly when the stock rose again as rumours appeared unfounded.
Very soon he became indispensable to all of these companies who knew that without him, they could quickly be destroyed by his implied threats to leave and take the contracts he influenced with him, destroying their businesses as he went.
His board colleagues were pragmatic enough to know that he had made them all rich and would continue to do so as long as he got his way. Slowly he took larger and larger stakes in the companies until effectively he controlled them all.
Soon he was rich enough to select his partners in the coalition from a position of equal wealth and power. He knew exactly what he wanted and Clemenza the Columbian drug lord had been the first recruit to the cause. He had used Clemenza many times to obtain drugs and prostitutes to subvert his blackmail victims, and had learned much from him about human frailty and the vast fortunes to be made from both.
But Clemenza’s success was also his biggest problem and that was the huge amounts of cash generated from a business that did not recognise any other form of payment. Electronic transactions left audit trails, audit trails led to arrests or death, usually the latter. He laundered money for Clemenza, through his vast network of legitimate businesses, or more often through the businesses of his blackmail victims.
These were often huge global affairs, which did business in parts of the world where cash was not an unusual method of transacting business and untraceable bribes to state officials were common place. Even electronic transfers of huge amounts of cash were not questioned or accounted for with the same precision that might apply in the USA or UK.
Through government sponsored trade delegations and politically motivated international conferences, Dettori met Sir Ronald Robertson, a man in his early seventies and a career diplomat.
Dettori had never met one individual who had so many diverse political contacts, in both the Developed World as well as the Third World. He knew who had power in any given situation, regardless of the apparent hierarchy within any given state, who needed bribing, whose allegiance needed to be turned, who needed blackmailing or simply needed to disappear, either without trace, or openly as a lesson to others.
Robertson was invaluable in building the network of despotic presidents, ruthless generals, princes and petty officials who could facilitate not only money laundering but the allocation of huge civil engineering contracts for Dettori’s empire.
The diplomat also had reason to be grateful personally to Dettori, when a particularly vicious African dictator by the name of Matubu, threatened his life after Robertson’s usually flawless political antenna for once let him down. The dictator ruled a small African state, which he had modestly re-named Matubuland, by fear. Not merely through savage and brutal torture and murder, but by exploiting the local population’s belief in the supernatural.
He had collected around himself a bodyguard of loyal tribe and family members, who, fuelled by a combination of drugs, alcohol and self-induced hypnosis and dressed in costumes and masks associated with local devils, slaughtered the dictator’s enemies in particularly vicious ways. The population believed unquestioningly that these men were genuine devils and that Matubu was a powerful wizard.
A misguided meeting in New York with Matubu’s exiled political rival, a Dr Sebastian Soloman, led to a curse and a death sentence being placed on Robertson who was to die for daring to challenge the dictator. Of course Robertson had no belief in the supernatural, but realised that Matubu’s followers would track him down remorselessly, until they fulfilled the ‘prophecy’. He would never be able to relax anywhere and particularly in Africa, which would certainly seriously curtail his activities on that continent.
He had spoken of his problem to Dettori, who at first Robertson felt had not taken the matter seriously as he mentioned the supernatural curse; in fact Dettori seemed highly amused by it. Despite Robertson’s explanation that he also did not take the supernatural stories seriously, Matubu’s followers did and would track him down anyway.
Dettori had said, ‘We should not try to dissuade them from their beliefs, we should reinforce them,’ and with this rather puzzling response, Dettori told Robertson that he would deal with it.
A few weeks later, deep in the wilderness of Matubuland the dictator had organised one of his mass rallies. Matubu’s thugs ensured that people attended and chanted his name declaring him their hero, their saviour, their president forever. On this day, on a raised platform, surrounded by thirty of his frighteningly garbed personal guard, with other heavily armed soldiers watching the thousands of forced attendees, ensuring they sang Matubu’s praises with sufficient gusto, Matubu embarked on one of his rambling and flowery denouncements of the West.
As he ranted at the captive crowd suddenly the dictator came into contact with real supernatural power. The thousands in the crowd fell to their knees in terror as a small army of vile looking dwarfs poured out from the bushes surrounding the open ground, slashing and tearing at the soldiers watching the crowd.
Machine guns barked intermittently as the terrified soldiers desperately tried to defend themselves and screams filled the area: some from the soldiers who were being mutilated horribly by these strange creatures, with razor sharp claws and teeth, wearing bizarre red caps. Other screams came from injured watchers, who were notably not attacked by the creatures, but lay injured and dying from the indiscriminate machine gun fire.
The crowd watched as several of the creatures mounted the platform, slicing the gruesomely dressed guards to pieces, before closing on the terrified Matubu. Slowly the screams and firing died away as all of the soldiers and guards lay dead. The semi-silence was broken only by the occasional scream of pain and a low moaning from the injured in the crowd.
But the loudest noise came from the platform, where the terrified Matubu still with a microphone around his neck begged for mercy from a kneeling position on the platform where he was surrounded by six of the snarling creatures. After a few terrifying seconds, as if tired of the begging from the kneeling dictator, one of the creatures violently pushed a claw into his mouth ripping out his tongue.
This was the signal for the others to attack and slowly and deliberately they began to slash and bite, ripping open the body of the dictator, who screamed in agony as they appeared to know exactly how to inflict the maximum pain without killing Matubu.
Finally, as he died one of the creatures pulled off its cap and dipped it into the slippery mess that had once been Matubu’s stomach, and raised it overhead in a triumphant gesture to the watching masses, emitting at the same time an unearthly scream. Blood ran in rivulets down its arm, before it pulled the blood-soaked cap tightly back onto its head.
In a last act of butchery, the dictator’s body was ripped to pieces and the bits hurled violently in all direction, some landing bloodily in the centre of the crowd, who were splattered with the gore from the slaughtered meat.
From then on, Dettori owned Matubuland and controlled the country’s oil reserves through Soloman, who was installed and took control after Matubu’s death.
Of course, Dr Sebastian Soloman was no better than Matubu and ruled just as ruthlessly, but he was loyal to his masters and the West and he controlled a terrified population, many of whom had experienced first hand his apparent supernatural powers, not knowing he was as much a slave to them as they were.
Now Dettori was beginning to own countries as well as businesses.
A grateful Robertson, who also grew rich through his position as intermediary between Dettori and the new dictator of his African asset, introduced him to Susan Coltrane.
This beautiful and rich daughter of old ‘Boston Money’ used her contacts with neo-conservatives in the USA to introduce Dettori to the oil-savvy power base behind the US Presidency.
She negotiated and facilitated the purchase of a small American oil company, taking a holding herself. This minor player in the trillion dollar oil industry passed into Dettori’s control almost without notice until they suddenly became owners to the rights to exploit the oil reserves in the African state.
Overnight they became a ‘player’, still comparatively small but with access to one of the few untapped sources of new oil reserves.
As Clemenza grew stronger and richer through his association with Dettori, his empire generated so much cash that in the end, it could not all be siphoned through Third World countries. They needed access to Western banking institutions and private communication networks, networks that could not be hacked by interested rivals or politically motivated intelligence agencies in the USA.
Susan Coltrane’s banking credentials were impeccable and she also managed the accounts of one of the fastest growing American communications networks, headed up by an American-naturalised ex-Swede called Stefan Erikson.
He offered a stake in his business in return for the largest single non-military communications order ever placed, to build a completely standalone worldwide communications network to link all of Dettori’s global interests together.
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