
ONE 

 

December 24th: Belfast, Northern Ireland 

 

My three-year-old son was lost. 

The shopping centre was chaotic, filled with adrenaline-

fuelled gift-hunters racing around in a last-minute frenzy on 

Christmas Eve.  Holding Dylan’s little hand as I pushed my 

way through, I delighted in how mesmerized he was by the 

lights and sounds all around us.  Maybe all parents think that 

their children are beautiful, but even hidden beneath a big 

blue winter coat and snow-covered bobble hat, it was plain 

to see he was a handsome boy.   

My wife had been sending me a barrage of text messages to 

remind me what last-minute essentials we needed.  I stopped 

to check my phone, and for the briefest of moments I had to 

let go of his hand.  Hot air from an overhead heater blew 

down against my face, and I could feel myself becoming 

uncomfortably hot.  I turned to Dylan to take off his hat.  He 

wasn’t there.  He wasn’t anywhere to be seen in the crowd 

around me.   

My heart sank; my mouth went dry, and every possible fear 

that exists gripped me in that one moment.  I launched 

myself back to the doorway, peering high and low in every 

direction.  I wanted to scream my son’s name, but my mouth 

couldn’t release the sound.  I bullied my way through the 

bewildered bystanders, doubling back on myself and moving 

in a circle in case he was there but I just couldn’t see him.   



He was gone.  My heart was pounding, and I could feel my 

head throbbing like my brain were about to burst out of my 

skull.  I raced back into the shop.  Maybe I’d been mistaken.  

Maybe my mind had been playing tricks on me.  Maybe he 

would still be standing there, waiting for me to return to him.   

He wasn’t.   

I stopped moving and forced myself to breathe.  People 

nearby looked worried.  “Have you seen a little boy?!  Blue 

coat… wearing a hat…”  The words fell clumsily out of my 

mouth as I spoke to everyone and no one.  Blank faces 

looked back at me; I could have been describing any of the 

children there.   

There would have been surveillance cameras. The security 

guards could lock down the shopping centre.  With 

hindsight, I really should have rung my wife, but even in my 

panic I understood that it would be better to find my son 

quickly and never reveal any of this to her.   

My phone was still in my hand.  I remembered that I had 

placed a tracker in his coat, and I could use my phone to find 

him!  I had bought the little device for exactly this reason – 

an expression of my protective fatherly instincts - and had 

been hiding it in his coats long before he could even walk.   

I opened the tracker app and prayed that it would work.  A 

map of the city appeared on the screen, which then focussed 

on the shopping centre, and zoomed in until I could see a 

little circle where I was standing… and a little circle where 

Dylan was!   

He was still nearby.   



Or at least the device in his coat was.  Stoic determination 

took control.  I looked at the layout of the building on the 

map and compared it with my surroundings.  I knew the 

tracker wouldn’t pinpoint him exactly, but with a bit of luck, 

it could send me in the right direction.  I was going to find 

him, and God help anyone who might have taken him.   

“Are you OK?” asked a kindly bystander.  I’m not sure what 

I said in response, but it was probably only half coherent.  I 

barged through the crowd in the direction that the tracker 

was taking me, sending clothes flying off the rails as I 

knocked into them.   

My eyes darted between what lay ahead of me, and what the 

tracking device showed me.  If he had been abducted, then I 

needed to get to him before he left the building.  Whatever 

was happening to him, he would be frightened.  I imagined 

finding his location only to discover the tracker lying on the 

ground.  I envisaged what I would do to whoever had him. 

My phone showed me that he had stopped moving, but he 

wasn’t far.  I was practically beside him.  I opened a door 

marked “Staff Only”, without any regard for the normal rules 

of life.  It was a storeroom, full of boxes and mannequins.  

There was no sign of him, but the tracker said he was there, 

and there were no other doors he could have left through.  It 

showed him to be inside a wall!  I stood up on a box and 

peered out a small window; there was nothing to be seen 

outside but a blanket of snow.  Could he be down there?  

Could he be out in the cold?  

I studied the map again.  Where was the signal coming from?  

I looked around the floor beside the wall to see if the tracker 



had been discarded there.  The fear of losing him forever was 

taking hold of me; my stomach was in knots and I felt like I 

was about to throw up.  My baby boy was gone.   

I tried to swallow, but my throat was tightening.  Putting my 

hand against the wall to steady myself, I lowered my head 

and tried to take a few deep breaths.  A gentle electric current 

rippled through my skin, racing up my left arm into my 

chest.  Was I having a heart attack?  The surface of the wall 

looked hazy, and I could feel my hand pushing in as if it were 

made from soft clay.  What was happening?   

Inch by inch, my hand and then my whole arm disappeared 

into the wall.  Unable to resist the pull of whatever was on 

the other side, I closed my eyes and felt my whole body 

being sucked in.  



TWO 

 

Day One: Joppignon, Masana 

 

The thick mass of stars in the sky cast the shadow of the 

forest across the clearing through which the soldiers 

marched.  A single drumbeat kept the procession moving as 

it made its way up the gentle slope of the narrow causeway.  

Their destination, the temple, had once been glazed white, 

but the passing of centuries had left it faded and patchy, 

revealing its mud-brick construction beneath.  It stood out 

ominously in the forest clearing - not the work of great 

craftsmen, but its age and style made it formidable.  There 

was a single, large entrance at the front, with four pillars, 

twenty feet tall, creating the appearance of three openings.   

The firelight from the torches carried by the soldiers 

illuminated Lord Jothem’s long white hair and red robes.  

His cheeks were sunken; his breathing was shallow; his eyes 

looked vacantly up at the night sky.  He lay rigid on a 

wooden stretcher, supported effortlessly on the shoulders of 

eight stout men.  As the front row of soldiers approached the 

temple, the solemn silence of the procession was broken by 

the sound of a horn.  The soldiers stopped, whilst the old man 

was carried forward through the torchlit guard of honour.  He 

looked up at the familiar edifice through old eyes.   

From within the temple, two figures appeared, wearing 

similar red robes.  One stood in the opening on the left; the 

other stood on the right.  Jothem was set down in the centre; 



his bearers moved away silently, leaving the three men 

alone.   

Lord Jaidon was a dark-haired man in his sixties.  He raised 

his voice, shouting, “Esen gar al staédipp, al ibb las!” – even 

if we die, we will live!  Lord Peir was a younger man, fair-

haired and in his thirties.  He repeated the phrase, after which 

the sound of the horn echoed around them again.   

The two of them knelt beside Jothem, each placing a hand 

on the old man’s shoulders.  He struggled to make eye 

contact with them but nodded his head in recognition.  “See 

you soon, old friend,” said Jaidon, looking at him with the 

affection that comes after a lifetime of companionship.    

The knives they each held glistened in the torchlight.  Each 

blade was about seven inches long.  Jaidon struck first, 

aiming for Jothem’s heart.  The old man made an audible 

groan and did so again as Peir plunged his knife into the 

man’s belly, twisting it ever so subtly.  There was no malice 

in their eyes.  Indeed, there was very little of any emotion.  

This was an old ritual, and they accepted that it was 

something that had to be done.   

From within the temple, four attendants came forward 

carrying a large black velvet cloth.  Jaidon and Peir stepped 

backwards, allowing the attendants to drape the cloth over 

Jothem’s body as he took his last few breaths.  The two lords 

looked intently at the outline of the cloth as it sank inwards, 

leaving only the shape of the empty stretcher.  Neither man 

looked surprised.  If anything, they were relieved.  

“Now we wait,” said Jaidon.  “It took you a while last time.  

Let’s hope he’s not the same.” 



They walked farther inside the temple.  Internally, it was a 

simple structure: a long, wide corridor with a high ceiling.  

At the end of it were two beige-coloured double doors, about 

seven feet tall.  Their colour, style, and material were out of 

kilter with their surroundings.   

A feeling of apprehension hung in the air.  The two lords and 

their attendants stood a short distance away from the doors.  

Whatever they were waiting for was going to come through 

them.   


