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The telling of a story is a complete pleasure; I do love spinning a good yarn. I love a fast-moving thriller, in an exciting environment with dramatic, likeable characters. This is where Inspector Charles Brontë comes into his own.

Brontë is moulded from the same Yorkshire gritstone, as the wild moors where he plies his trade: the detection, capture and incarceration of bloodthirsty killers. Though influenced by events in the deep south of the United States of America, the action takes place in and around the South Yorkshire Moors.

 Be aware, this novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, are entirely coincidental.


		
	


 

 

 

 

 

 

What have these lonely mountains worth revealing?

More glory and more grief than I can tell

The earth that wakes one human heart to feeling

Can centre both the worlds of heaven or hell

Emily Brontë.
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Charlottesville, North Carolina. 
The United States of America.

The twenty-fifth of December. Christmas Day.



Jackson Hamilton Adams III sat watching Home Alone for the umpteenth time. He’d seen it at least once a year since its first release. Back in the day he had watched with his children, but they’d all grown up now and had children of their own. He saluted the TV with a glass of Wild Turkey Bourbon and spoke out loud to the actors.

‘You can be too old for a lot of things, Kevin… but you’re never too old to be afraid.’

His laughter was interrupted by the doorbell, which he found strange; no one ever came visiting. Leaving the film running he stepped silently into the hall, stood by the outside door and listened. Nothing.

‘Hello!?’

Still no reply but… Jackson was quite sure he heard shuffling on the porch.

‘I can hear you. What do you want?’

A little more shuffling and then a voice.

‘You, Counsellor, I want you.’

‘Yeh, well, y’all might wanna go ske-daddle ’fore I call the police, ya hear?’

‘But Counsellor, I haven’t given you your Christmas present.’

He thought about this.

‘I don’t need no present, boy. I have all I need.’

‘I aint no boy, Counsellor, and you’re sure gonna want what I got here for ya.’

Jackson Hamilton Adams III, cracked open the door and peered out. The night was warm and the skies clear. By the light of the moon he could see perfectly well who was standing on his porch. Jessica bloody Rabbit!

Not the cartoon Jessica Rabbit, but a real live, living and breathing one: same red hair, same red dress, same banging body.

‘What’s my present?’

‘Can’t you guess, Counsellor?’

‘I can guess, and if I’m right, which I’m sure I am, it won’t be no free present, ma’am, that’s for sure.’

‘Then you’d be wrong there, Counsellor. What I got for you ain’t gonna cost you a nickel nor a dime.’

He thought this over, opened the door a little more.

‘You’d best get yourself on over here.’

Stepping aside, the wonderful Mrs Rabbit slinked past into the hall, green eyes flashing. The counsellor dropped the latch and turned to face her.

‘OK! Where’s my present?’

The apparition slid her hand through the split in her long red dress, her hand sliding down her thigh.

‘Be patient, Counsellor, it’s right here.’ She listened for a moment. ‘You’re watching television?’

‘Home Alone,’ he smirked.

‘And are you?’

‘Always.’

‘Excellent.’

‘Who can I thank for sending this… little gift?’

‘An acquaintance of yours, one of your happy customers.’

She wriggled closer to him, withdrawing her hand from beneath the silk dress: a hand that clutched an evil looking spike, light flashing off the sharpened tip. Jessica plunged the weapon straight through the counsellor’s Adam’s apple, skewering him to the door. Blood and unintelligible croaks spurted from his mouth, his eyes wide in terror. A muffled, gurgling scream escaped around the sides of the steel and Jessica Rabbit whispered huskily in his ear, ‘Merry Christmas, ya filthy animal.’

Her laughter echoed round the empty hall.
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Fourteen months later.

Raleigh, North Carolina.

The thirteenth of February. Shrove Tuesday.



Capability Goldman jabbed manically at the air conditioning button on the dash of his 42 Mustang with a heavily nicotine-stained finger. He cursed out loud with each jab.

‘Bitch… bitch… bitch… bitch… BITCH!’

The air conditioning responded to neither the jabbing nor the cussing. The North Carolinian sun beat down on the big Ford, heating the interior to the temperature of a backyard barbeque grill, cooking Capability like a pork-belly roast, the sweat running down his face resembling molten fat. There was no relief from the heat through open windows either. The Mustang crawled so slowly amidst the Mardi Gras revellers there was no air movement at all: if anything, the open windows only made Capability hotter and allowed in the sickly smell of the dogwood flowers, which made his temper even worse.

In this manner, Capability made slow progress to the Raleigh Corrective Institute for Women. If the manic paraders didn’t get out of the damn way he was in danger of missing the day’s event: an execution by lethal injection. Not his own of course. He was not looking forward to witnessing the spectacle, but he felt he owed it to see this thing through to the bitter end. That is exactly what this would be, he thought, a very bitter end. He couldn’t have been more wrong. Bitter, it certainly would be: end, it most certainly would not.

The Mustang was going nowhere fast; dancers and drummers blocked the whole road, Capability thumped the horn with a sweaty fist. Unlike the aircon the horn was satisfyingly operational, blasting out loudly. Nobody moved: nobody reacted. The blaring horn was completely ineffectual but satisfyingly loud nonetheless. So, satisfying. Capability blasted it again and again, just for the sheer pleasure. As expected, no one batted an eye: believing it all part of the Mardi Gras cacophony.

A cacophony raised by a gobsmacking array of men and women of every possible shape, size and colour. Diverse as they were, they all had one thing in common: the abundance of naked flesh on display. Each dancer, irrelevant of gender, was clad only in patent leather bikinis and false collars and cuffs. Nothing was left to the imagination; nothing offering even a modicum of modesty. To add to the macabre effect, the face of each dancer was painted with a skull.

‘Jesus!’ said Capability to nobody, ‘why the deuce, does every bugger lose the bloody plot every Fat Tuesday?’

He hated everything about Mardi Gras: the parade, Easter, the Lord, even the nearly naked beauties.

‘Yes siree, you guys are less to do with heaven than ye’ are hell,’ he called through the window. Hitting the horn again just added to the chaos. A black head with a white skull span around and glared at him.

‘Hey!’ shouted the skull. ‘Cut the horn, grandad, or I’ll stick it up your fat white ass.’

But before she could fulfil her promise, a gap appeared in the throng and Capability was through and away, blasting his horn as he went, the skull-faced woman making do with fisting the hood of the Ford and flashing him the middle finger as he passed.

‘Asshole!’

***

Within the corrective institute, Capability sat himself at the very back of the viewing theatre, not because the room was full, quite the opposite. He was the only person in the room. He’d sat at the back as he didn’t want to be too close to the spectacle that was to be played out before him. The air conditioning whirred away and the sweat on his back began to cool rapidly, making him shiver: it felt like someone walking over his grave.

God, he hated executions.

Suddenly, he was not alone, a thin Asian guy made his way to the front seats, taking centre stage. Thankful for the distraction, Capability, strove to suss out his fellow spectator. Now this was a twist in the tail, he thought. Learning nothing from the back of the guy’s bald head, he turned his attention to the clothes. These told him nothing either. He wore only a cheap grey trench coat that covered everything. Strange choice of clothing for a day like today. His skinny wrists stuck out of large white cuffs and his scrawny neck stuck out from an overly large white shirt collar, all in all giving him the appearance of a nodding dog on a truck’s parcel shelf. He was wondering what business the guy had there, and what his connection to the prisoner was, when there was movement behind the viewing window.

‘Oh shit!’ he whispered, not quite under his breath. ‘Here we chuffin’ go.’

The bald Asian guy reacted too, took a deep breath in, which he quickly and noisily released like a truck’s air breaks. ‘PSSSSHHHH!!’

The clinical room before them held a gurney that matched perfectly the blue of the slowly disappearing curtains. Strapped to the gurney was a woman dressed in a white prison onesie. She lay statue-like, fists clenched, eyes tightly shut, her forehead wet with sweat.

Capability hardly recognised the person that lay there before him as the so-called Ice Maiden. She had been strong and determined at her trial, unrepentant and proud. Her long red locks and green eyes had grabbed the attention of every man and woman in the room. Now she looked old and tired, the red hair shaved off, leaving a smudge stubble: a complete shadow of her former self.

Over one bloody month, this so-called Ice Maiden had been on a killing spree methodically and viscously, plunging an ice-pick into the brains or necks of a number of Carolinian citizens; five blood-soaked corpses were left in her wake: a care worker, a married couple, a counsellor and a county judge.

She had been caught red handed, literally standing over the dead body of the county judge, clutching the ice-pick in her blood-soaked mitt, the sticky redness running down her fingers and dripping into a pool on the sidewalk.

It was not just the choice of weapon that had given her the infamous tabloid nickname, the Ice Maiden, but also the cold bloodied brutality of her crimes. Capability had come up with that catchy moniker which had won himself exclusive coverage of the story for the Raleigh Tribune. The majority of the paper’s readers had ‘the Maiden’ down as, ‘just another psycho nutjob’, which is exactly how Capability had written it up. He could fathom no reason for the killings; she had no connection with the victims and had never come into contact with them prior to mushing their brains with a piece of cocktail equipment. Five inexplicable, random acts of indiscriminate barbarity.

The second hand of the wall clock jerked slowly and silently around the dial, designed specifically to be silent so the condemned could not hear their last seconds ticking away. That would have been too cruel, so the clocks were silenced. The Ice Maiden’s fists clenched as the staff connected tubes to the cannulas already inserted in her arms. Capability had seen this all before and was fully aware that only one cannula was necessary to carry out the execution; the others being reserved as a backup in case of failure. To enable prison officials to determine, accurately, the time of death, the condemned was hooked up to a heart monitor with a green flashing display and a slow metronomic bleep as seen and heard on every medical TV melodrama ever made.

Beep… Beep… Beep.

It was ironic that the needles being used during the procedure had been sterilised. The prison couldn’t risk the chance of infection. There was a chance, miniscule though it may be, that the prisoner could receive a stay of execution; under this unlikely scenario the prison did not want suing for negligence.

There was not going be a stay of execution today; not in this case.

Capability would rather have been anywhere other than here, but he had reported on the story from its gory beginnings. It was his duty to see it through to this inevitable conclusion.

Beep… Beep… Beep.

He watched the two guards taking three syringes each and securing them to intravenous lines, the reporter knew all about the injection, a cocktail of drugs given in a set sequence designed to kill. The first to render unconsciousness, the second to cause paralysis, making it impossible to breathe. The final infusion would cause severe pain to the now paralysed prisoner, interrupting the electrical activity of the heart muscle, causing it to stop beating and bringing about the inevitable death. Capability sat and waited for three plungers to be plunged.

Beep… Beep… Beep.

The prison workers tilted the Ice Maiden’s gurney up to face the window so she could see into the viewing area—if her eyes had not been so tightly shut, that is. In complete silence one guard walked to a switch on the wall. Once the switch was depressed Capability could hear the guard’s heels clicking on the tiles as he walked back to take his position by the gurney, where he addressed the almost empty viewing theatre.

‘The condemned is now permitted to make a final statement.’

The Ice Maiden’s eyes opened and connected with Capability’s for a split second but quickly moved on, searching the room, at last finding the only other visitor in the room; from that moment the Ice Maiden kept her eyes rooted on the Asian guy—bright sparkling green eyes that did not deviate from the strange bald man. Not once did she look to see who else may have come to witness her last words, or come to see her gasp her last breath.

Then she spoke.

‘My veins are ready to run with fire. My heart beats faster than I can count its throbs. I am not talking to you now through the medium of custom or even mortal flesh. It is my spirit that addresses your spirit; just as if both had passed through the grave and should fall into the pit, to be burning there for ever.’

Beep… Beep… Beep.

‘My very soul demands you take deadly vengeance and it will be satisfied. When we are struck at without reason, we should strike back again very hard; so hard as to teach the person who struck us never to do it again.’

She then mouthed three words; words that could be seen, but not heard.

‘I… love… you!’

Beep…Beep…Beep.

There was a deafening silence as the gurney was lowered and the Ice Maiden was laid out flat once more. The executioners injected the drugs into the cannula one after another. The body twitched and rattled against the gurney. For minutes it continued to bleep; minutes that felt like hours. Body twitching, monitor beeping.

The monitor pronounced death with one long, harrowing, beep.

Beeeeeeeeeep!

The bald head on the front row dropped forward in silent prayer.

And then silence.

The warden confirmed the death.

‘Cardiac activity has stopped at twelve-oh-three.’

She switched off the beep and drew the tasteful blue curtains across the window.

Capability was distracted by his fellow visitor jumping up and running up the stairs two at a time, scurrying like a rat up a pipe. Holding a handkerchief up to his eyes, most of his face was covered and he was out of the exit before Capability could get a proper look. Stirring himself into action, Capability was up on his feet giving chase, dragging his girth up the steep stairs, making breathing difficult.

Having followed the case since the first bloody corpse was found on the steps of the Unity Church of Raleigh Creek, he thought this execution would be the end of the story, but not now it seemed; now there was a loose end. A loose end intent on getting out of the way as fast as its little legs could carry it.

Who the feck are you? Capability thought. He seriously needed to catch this guy up, but he had to stop to catch his breath halfway up the steps.

‘Jesus H Christ!’

Exiting the theatre, he rushed down the exit corridor between metal detectors and through the huge swing doors out into the midday sun, the heat smashing into him like a truck.

There was no sign of the little guy among the fancy-dressed Mardi Gras parade or among the half-naked dancers who were still waggling their bits at the excitable spectators. Capability jumped up and down in a futile attempt to see over everybody’s heads.

‘Damn it,’ he swore. ‘Double bloody damn it!’

Running down the courtroom steps, his feet became ensnared in discarded clothing throwing him down the steps, almost breaking his neck. Looking down, his ankles were all caught up in a discarded cheap grey trench coat. Capability laughed.

‘Looks like the Jackalope’s out on the lam and that’ll be end the end of that.’

He couldn’t have been more wrong.
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Eight months later.

Yorkshire, England. The United Kingdom.

The thirty-first of October. All Saints’ Eve. Halloween.



Nigel Flett sat alone in the damp cottage he called home, situated in the small village of Hewenden Bridge, close to the more picturesque village of Haworth. He didn’t like the cottage, it reminded him too much of his father, who he hadn’t liked very much either. For as many years as he could remember he had only used three of the cottage’s seven rooms: the kitchen, the dining room and the bathroom. He cooked in the kitchen, the bathroom needs no explanation and he lived and slept in the dining room because it had the benefit of a coal fire.

Nigel had never got around to clearing his mother’s old stuff out of the house. There was a painting of a big-eyed boy crying, on the chimney breast. Standing in the corner, a teak sideboard holding a crystal cut sherry decanter, a silver serving plate and matching carving knife and fork set.

The rooms he did not use, which he had left to stagnate, had gradually succumbed to the neglect and were covered in mould and toadstools. Nigel really didn’t give a damn about the run-down condition. The room his mother had been most proud of, the one she called ‘the lounge’, was in the worst condition of them all; this pleased Nigel no end. This room boasted peeling bay windows with broken panes of glass, through which the room had been infested by a creeping ivy which covered the walls, which every winter had become infested with roosting starlings. Nigel was frightened of the starlings. He hated their threatening murmuring and sulky moodiness, but he loved the way they defiled the house. He had also grown accustomed to the acrid smell of their guano, which masked some of the worst odours produced by his own tainted lifestyle.

Nigel was sitting in his dining room surrounded by pile upon pile of hoarded junk. After years of not throwing anything out, the rubbish accumulated around him, piling higher and higher, making false walls within the room. These fabricated bulwarks created narrow walkways, a weird labyrinth that enabled Nigel to pass from room to room, a mad maze created from mounds of magazines and videos, but more recently, and all the more treasured, DVDs.

All the material had a common theme—pornography. Nigel Flett loved what he called his ‘erotica’ and what his mother had called his ‘filth’. Pornography was the only thing he had left in his tawdry life, well, that and his volunteering at the heritage railway. Two loves, pornography and steam trains, completely different but both involving a lot of huffing and puffing, and pulling and pushing.

He sat in near darkness, the room illuminated only by the TV and the glowing embers of the coal fire—one of the perks of his volunteering: a free bucket of coal now and then, but only when no one was looking.

The flickering light from the television illuminated his flaccid, white body as he lay spread-eagled on a dog-eared old settee. He was dressed only in questionably stained vest and y-fronts, his hand stuffed determinedly down the latter. He watched the moving pictures and listened to the heavy breathing of the pathetic actors shagging each other stupid on the screen. The actors were a little old for Nigel’s taste, but he couldn’t risk buying any of the illegal DVDs that he lusted after. It was far too risky. As the on-screen fornicators’ breathing increased so did Nigel’s and his breath begin to burn at the back of his throat, drying out his mouth as it did. Strangely, even though Nigel was focusing on the naked and thrusting bodies, he was enthralled by what was in the background of the shots, the little things that made it all the more real. That’s how he liked to see it, as real as possible, because Nigel hadn’t had real sex for years. Years and years. Not since the incident at ‘the Home.’ The incident that had been quickly covered up and made to go away by the powers that be. They had all been lucky; very, very lucky. Now it was as if it never happened.

As he watched the television and thought of the Home he started counting, making the words by sucking deep gulps of air in out.

‘One… two… three. One… two… three.’

He continually counted these days, whatever he was doing. Whether it be putting coal on the fire or opening a tin of beans, everything was accompanied by the spoken commentary of his counting.

‘One… two… three. One… two… three. One… two… three.’

Knock… knock.

Nigel stopped counting; his head turned slowly to the door that led out on to the street. The door that no one knocked on; ever. The last time must have been years back when his mother and father were still alive, when the door belonged to them.

Another knock, louder this time.

Knock… knock.

‘Hello?’ Nigel’s voice was weak and it wavered.

Knock… Knock.

‘Who’s there?’

Jesus! He thought, this was starting to sound like some sick joke, though he didn’t think it was funny.

‘Not today thank you.’

KNOCK… KNOCK!

The uninvited visitor had not only interrupted his pleasure but also threatened to disturb the feathered monsters in ‘the lounge’. Nigel didn’t want them dirty devils flying about. He paused the DVD, leaving the actors mid-thrust on a juddering screen, and he shuffled to the door, safe in the fact that though his orgasm was interrupted, he could savour it later, maybe even as he talked to whoever was standing on his doorstep. That would be almost like the real thing. Wouldn’t it?

KNOCK…. KNOCK!

Nigel counted his steps out loud as he walked.

‘One… two… three. One… two… three.’

He stood behind the door, the fire light flickering on his flabby, almost naked body.

‘What?’ he croaked at the door.

Knock… knock.

He unlatched and then opened the door slowly, an inch at a time, and peered through the gap, shielding his uncomely body behind it, hiding from the mysterious caller.

‘What is it?’

‘Trick or treat?’ whispered a cloaked figure from the shadows.

‘What do you want?’

‘Trick or treat!?’

Nigel could just about make out a figure in the dark, a figure in a long, black, hooded cloak, a cloak which covered the caller from head to foot and threw their face into shadow.

‘I don’t buy at the doorstep,’ he informed the stranger and started to push the door to again.

‘Trick or treat.’

‘I’m not interested, now go away.’

The cloak covering the figure fell open, revealing white flesh, flesh that gleamed in the moonlight. Sadly, Nigel couldn’t quite work out what part of the body this particular bit of flesh belonged to, but it glistened invitingly.

‘Trick or treat?’

Nigel sucked in air through his teeth.

‘One… two… three. One… two… three.’

Nigel’s nostrils were struck by a burst of muskiness wafting out from under the caller’s cloak. He found the whole thing not just intoxicating but almost overpowering. He rubbed himself and allowed the door to swing open wider.

‘It’s your choice?’ hissed the visitor.

Nigel hesitated. Who was this late-night caller? he thought. He pushed the door closed a little more. As he did the caller let the cloak fall fully open.

‘Treat,’ said Nigel. ‘I’d like a treat.’

‘I can’t give you a treat from out here.’

‘You’d better come in,’ croaked Nigel, his voice husky and trembling.

The creature slunk passed him into the room and he pushed the door to. When he turned back around, his visitor had dropped their covering to the floor.

‘God in heaven!’

The naked vision stepped closer, whispering.

‘Far from it, Nigel, I can assure you.’

‘You know my name.’

‘Take off your pants.’

For a split-second Nigel hesitated. Who was this person that he’d let into his house? What did they want? What’s in it for them.

‘Bollox,’ he said, more to himself than the stranger, and he dropped his pants to the floor. He looked pathetic, painting a ridiculous picture dressed only in his soiled vest and dirty white ankle socks.

He was magnetised by the visitor’s nakedness, drawn like a moth to a flame. When the creature held out its hand to touch him, he gasped with pleasure and disbelief: all fear forgotten, overtaken by lust.

‘One… two… three. One… two… three.’

The stranger’s free hand came from behind their back, arching through the air, flashing in the firelight, a hypodermic needle clutched in white fingers. The needle plunged deep into Nigel’s fat neck. Paralysed by shock and the contents of the syringe, causing his legs to buckle, he crumpled into a kneeling position before the naked stranger, his body paralysed but his mind and senses fully functional.

He watched the naked vision that he had personally invited into his own home drift calmly around the room as if they didn’t have a care in the world, checking stuff out and being careful not to knock over the piles of rubbish. They showed particular interest in the items on the sideboard, taking up the carving set and standing over the debilitated railwayman, the large carving knife in one hand and in the other the evil looking two-pronged fork, both highlighted by the light from the fire and television.

‘Trick or treat?’

Not only was Nigel unable to move, he couldn’t speak either. It was impossible for him to respond.

‘No? Can’t decide?’

Nigel could only stare up at them.

‘Let’s say… trick.’

Nigel’s eyes were screaming in terror, but no sound came from out of his mouth. The visitor plunged the carving fork deep into his neck, skewering him on the twin prongs and stopping him from tottering over on to the floor. He couldn’t scream, but his eyes grew wider with horror as the blade of the silver carving knife flashed through the air.

‘Vengeance and recompense are mine. The day of your calamity is here.’

With one swipe of the knife, Nigel Flett’s penis was sliced clean from his body.

Nigel screamed silently inside his head and watched as blood spurted from his groin, splattering over his tattered vest and the immaculate white skin of the stranger. The naked, blood-soaked figure stood over Nigel’s twitching body, the bloody knife and fork gripped firmly in their hands.

‘You know what you did.’

The fork was pulled slowly out of Nigel’s neck and his dying body was allowed to slump to the floor.

The starlings began to murmur.

***

While Nigel Flett bled out on to his soiled polyester carpet, Detective Inspector Charles Brontë rode his matt-black Ducati Monster far too fast across the Yorkshire Moors. Brontë loved his motorbike. His ex, Margaret, said this was one of his major problems; she was not going to live with a man who loved a pile of metal more than her.

He was eager to be back home and out of the torrential rain; as much as he loved them, motorbikes were not made for English winters. It was all a bit too much for him nowadays, so he had to get home before he seized up completely. But hey, even younger men would struggle in the same conditions. In Brontë’s dreams he believed he looked younger than his fifty-plus years, but his body felt every one of them. He’d had a good weekend exploring the moors surrounding Whitby and running up and down the coast road between Scarborough and Staithes, but he had work in the morning which he couldn’t miss; more’s the pity. Whitby itself had been… entertaining. Brontë had not been prepared for Whitby Goth Weekend and the town had been crammed to the gunnels with alternative and mysterious humanoids. While there, he had sat outside a black and white fronted fish and chip restaurant, appropriately named The Magpie. He watched a myriad of weirdos passing by: goths, punks, steampunks, emos and even the occasional hippy caught in some sort of weird eternal time warp.

‘What the chuff’s an emo when it’s at ’ome, anyway?’ he asked his best buddy, a white mongrel dog called Obi-Wan Kenobi; Obi for short.

Obi understood every word the police officer said but he seldom responded. He mostly saw no need to do so. Obi stared silently back at his owner and tried to implant the image of a dog eating sausages into his head.

‘They all look the bloody same to me.’

Brontë absently tossed a piece of battered sausage to his dog, he didn’t know why he did this, he knew they were not good for the dog but sometimes he couldn’t help himself. Brontë loved sausages almost as much as he loved his dog, his Monster and his wife, and not necessarily in that order obviously. He would happily have sausages for every meal and often did. Obi-Wan fixed his glare once again on his master, forcing him to unwittingly toss more sausage on the floor.

‘Woof,’ said the dog.

‘Look at all that leather and naked flesh,’ Brontë said through a mouthful of chips, ‘and look at all them tattoos and piercings.’

Obi ignored him and chewed on his bit of sausage.

‘High-heels, stockings, suspenders… and that’s just the fellas,’ he laughed at his own joke. Obi licked the last of the scraps from off the pavement.

The fish and chip restaurant overlooked the harbour and swing-bridge and an early evening sea-fret condensed on their respective beards. The two of them sat in silence watching the world go by and were as surprised as each other when they were harangued by two large women of an indeterminable age. Two big lasses, slarted in makeup, strapped into taught, creaking faux-leather basques which complimented skin-tight denim jeans that looked like they had been applied with a spray can. To be fair, ‘compliment’ is probably the wrong word, they didn’t actually compliment anything.

‘My God, look at them and the price of cod,’ said Brontë, stuffing a slack handful of scraps into his mouth.

‘Oi! What you gawkin at, grandad?’

‘Don’t know, love, label’s dropped off,’ laughed Brontë.

The semi-naked bachelorettes laughed out loud. The one Brontë thought looked truly terrifying, the one with an ‘L’ plate strapped to her ample backside, shouted back, ‘Eh, come back with us, why don’t ye, grandad? We’ve got a caravan up at Reighton Sands, we could really get it rockin’.’ She shook her extensive bosoms at him.

‘Eh! Don’t shake your tic-tacs at me, you’ll give yourself a black-eye.’ He sounded confident with the women but he wasn’t really; in fact they made him feel uneasy.

‘I am not shaking ’em at you, granddad, it’s your little mate with the white beard I fancy.’ The two women screeched in delight at their wit.

Obi-Wan had always had been a babe magnet and normally Brontë would have been pleased with the attention, but not in this case. He was bloody horrified.

‘Come on, Obi-Wan, let’s hit the road.’

‘What’s wrong with ye, biker boy? You afraid of us little girls?’

‘Too damn right, love,’ he muttered under his breath.

Brontë opened his old wax duffle-bag and placed it on the quayside bench, Obi-Wan, jumped into the bag and curled up. Pulling the bag closed, Brontë threw it across his shoulders and Obi settled into the middle of his back.

‘You all right back there, matey?’

‘Woof,’ said the bag.

He zipped up his knackered old leather Belstaff and kicked the Monster to life, pulled out into the traffic and disappeared down the road, waving to the women as he passed. They jeered at him and one waved an enormous inflatable penis in his general direction.

Now he was nearly home and looking forward to a hot bath and a cold beer.

***

The Worth Valley was stunningly beautiful in spring and summer but cold and wet in winter. Hewenden Bridge, on the wrong side of the valley, really took the biscuit, never having the benefit of sunshine; it was a dark, damp desolate hole, winter and summer. That night it was particularly dark, particularly damp and particularly cold. The village clung, by the skin of its teeth, to the leeward side of the Worth Valley, a mess of old stone cottages clutching to the hill for grim death, for all the world looking like an excavated skull poking out of an archaeological dig. The village’s cobbled street glistened in its wetness like crooked teeth, the street lights glowing like satanic eyes in fleshless sockets.

Mickey Grimshaw skulked his way down the back ginnels and snickets of the village. He avoided the main street so that he couldn’t be spotted in the orange street lighting.

As Micky snuck along the back alleys, he sensed the ghosts of the past around him, the phantoms of people who had wandered these cobbles down the centuries. Murderers and muggers as well as farmers and shepherds. Oh, and thieves, he thought to himself, don’t forget the thieves. Mickey was in good company.

The idea of the ghosts would normally have driven Mickey scurrying back to his bedsit with his tail between his legs, but not tonight. It being Halloween the streets had been heaving with vampires, werewolves and the ubiquitous half-naked cats, but all the fancy-dressed revellers were long gone. Not back to crypts, coffins and tombs but to snug warm beds, wrapped up against the winter’s chill. But not Mickey. Mickey Grimshaw was on a mission.

Making his way into the backyard he planned on, he avoided making any noise that would announce his arrival. He carefully tiptoed around a rusting coal scuttle and stepped gingerly over an old shovel. He stood and listened at the cottage’s back door and was pleased he could hear no sound from within; the only things he could hear was his heart beating against his ribs and his breath rasping in his throat. He stood for a second to calm himself.

He knew the old guy that owned the house didn’t lock doors and slept downstairs in the front room. He also knew the old guy drank on a night and would be asleep in front of the fire by now, but most of all Mickey knew the old guy had money. He knew about the money because the old paedo had offered him plenty for certain… favours. Mickey always refused to do what the man wanted. Always but once. That one lapse made Mickey sick with disgust; he’d sworn he would never do it again, ever. Never again anywhere, but particularly not in that smelly old house. Tonight, he was prepared to enter the house and appropriate more money without having to do anything in return. He felt he deserved it. Taking a deep breath, he pushed open the back door, which squeaked ever so slightly, and he crept into the darkness.

Once inside, the house was surprisingly darker and colder than the street and he waited to let his eyes get accustomed. There was no sound at all. The old pervert must have got himself off to sleep, he thought, which was exactly what Mickey had hoped and planned on. He made his way through a corridor of rubbish, being careful not to disturb anything as he went.

In the hall there was a large silver cross hanging on the wall, Mickey had seen this cross before and knew it was solid silver. Carefully he lifted it from its brass nail. It was so large he could only just manage to get it into the bag that he had brought to carry his swag.

He could see a light, probably from a TV, flickering under the door at the end of the hall that led into the living room. He stood behind it and listened, his heart going fifty to the dozen. He believed he could hear a gentle, hushed whispering, no more of a murmur. It must be the TV, he thought, or was it someone snoring? Slowly and quietly, he pushed open the door and entered the room, he sensed more than saw what seemed to be a dark figure kneeling in the corner by the settee. Kneeling over what looked like the naked body of the old pervert.

With a swoop of black cloak, the figure arose and swirled towards him. Black. Silent. Frightening. Mickey staggered backwards away from the horrifying scene and collided with a pile of videos and magazines, sending them crashing to the floor. The dark hooded monster reached out to grab Mickey with hands that were dripping with blood.

Mickey screamed.

He scrabbled and slid on the scattered video cases, frantically running for the door, crashing into and disturbing more towers of rubbish as he went. He was closely followed by the dark beast, its arms outstretched, grabbing at him with gory, clawed, red-dripping fingers.

‘It’s a fucking vampire!’ he screamed, ‘it’s a fucking vampire!’

Mickey burst out into the backyard screaming with the full power of his lungs. He span around to see the nature of the devil on his tail. As the black shape crossed the threshold it burst into a hundred black, screeching banshees that flapped around Mickey, battering him with their wings and covering him with their guano.

The air was black with screaming creatures flapping around his head. He dropped his swag bag to the ground and in a mad panic fumbled around in it for the silver cross. The cross stuck in his bag and he screamed louder in fear and frustration; finally, he managed to wrench the cross from out of the bag and hold it up before him, batting the dark flying shapes as he shouted and screamed at them.

‘Get thee behind me, Satan!’

Mickey turned tail and ran. He charged down the cobbles at full pelt and out on to the metalled road at the junction below, he was still screaming when he ran across the intersection, straight into the path of a taxi. There was a squeal of breaks, the mad blaring of a horn, and the screeching of tyres. Mickey, struck by the car, was thrown ten feet on to the pavement when, finally and thankfully, there was silence. Mickey had, at long last, stopped screaming.
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