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      For Effie Winifred Nolan, welcome to the world pretty girl.
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      Darren Clough checked the time on his watch. He had been out now for forty-five minutes. Time to head for the home straight.

      In the last six months, jogging had become both his hobby, and his only form of exercise. Having tried everything from sports, to weightlifting, and even ice skating, jogging after work had proved to be the only recreation which he managed to stick with without losing interest after ten minutes.

      What was more, as he worked the 4pm to midnight shift at the care home, it was the ideal activity for him to enjoy uninterrupted. All he needed was a decent pair of trainers, and off he went. Everything else he had attempted always seemed to involve having to join a team of some sort or the other, and it soon became apparent that the vast majority of members only joined as a way of improving their social life.

      A couple of hours on a Sunday afternoon, and they expected him to join them in the pub for the rest of the day. Not to mention the endless invites for birthdays, and anniversaries, all of which involved drinking copious amounts of alcohol until a fight usually broke out.

      Over time, Darren had become increasingly fed-up with having to make excuses as to why he could not attend. For one thing, he had never been a big drinker, and after a couple of pints he was ready to go home. Not to mention he did not appear to have an awful lot in common with the rest of his fellow team-members.

      Most of them had high-paying jobs, and they were always boasting about the latest killing they had made, whether it was on the stock market, or because of something they had bought for a pittance at a house sale or auction, which they then went on to sell for an absolute fortune.

      Some even boasted about how they had diddled some old lady out of a fortune because she did not realise what she was selling was so valuable.

      As someone who worked in a care home, Darren had always felt that people who needed help were the most important, regardless of their status, and he had dedicated the last ten years of his life in a job which paid very little but due to the satisfaction he received from looking after his trusts, made him feel as if he were the richest man alive.

      Of course, he realised that his circumstances allowed him to remain in his present position without needing to seek alternative work elsewhere. Since his mother had walked out on them when he was in his late teens, it had just been Darren and his father in the house, and although they had always been the best of mates, since Darren volunteered to work the late shift, they barely saw each other.

      His father worked at the local car plant, and started work each day at six, so he was usually asleep by the time Darren arrived home after midnight. But at least on Darren’s days off they usually managed to share a take-away and watch whatever sporting fixture was on the telly.

      At least Darren no longer had to feel guilty whenever he tucked into their take-away of choice.

      As a child, Darren had always been on the plump size, and nothing he ever tried to do, or eat, or not eat, seemed to help. His mother had never been much of a cook, preferring to spend time down at the local bingo hall to sweating over a hot stove. Therefore, most of his meals came out of tins and packets, or, more often than not, from down the local chippie.

      But the way he saw it, his mates all ate the same food, or so they said. So, it was still a mystery to him why he always seemed to be at least four inches ahead of them around the waist.

      Then when he began shaving at the tender age of fourteen-mainly because of an embarrassing-looking clump of peach fuzz which sprouted out under his chin-he developed acne. The combination of the two assured him of never having a girlfriend when his mates paired off with the girls from the school across the road to go to the pictures, or the local fairground.

      Inevitably, if there was a film he desperately wanted to see-especially a good horror flick-Darren would make an excuse, then go by himself, ensuring that he was not discovered by sneaking in after the lights went out, and leaving before the end credits.

      So it was that his life continued in a never-ending spiral of failed diets and pointless exercise classes. It was only when he began to work his present shift at the home, that he discovered his new passion for jogging. As he finished his shift at midnight, it was always several hours before he had unwound sufficiently to contemplate falling asleep.

      It was seeing a couple of other joggers pounding the streets on his walk home that gave him the idea. There was hardly anybody else around, and somehow, due mainly he supposed to the lack of traffic on the roads at that time, the air felt cleaner and crisper as he breathed it in.

      His initial attempt was not exactly a great success. He managed to keep going for just over ten minutes before collapsing in a great heap, unable to catch his breath. But even so, the experience made him feel alive, and left him with a real sense of achievement. So much so that he found himself back on the streets the following night.

      It was a long struggle, but eventually Darren managed to reach his goal of running for a full hour without stopping.

      This became his nightly routine, five days of the week, straight after his late shift.

      What’s more, as time passed, he began to notice his clothes becoming looser, and within a year he had dropped a full six inches from his waistline, and best of all, he had not even bothered to alter his diet.

      To add a bit of variety to his routine, Darren began to plot different routes so that he did not have to see the same old sights each time he went out.

      Tonight’s course took him out across the old railway depot, and back via the abandoned cemetery by the canal.

      He kept to the lit paths as much as he could, for although he had never encountered any trouble, he did not wish to tempt fate by being too foolhardy.

      As he came around the side of the railings which encased the old cemetery, he glanced at the house which had once been the home of the custodian. Word around town had it that once all the plots were full, the church tried to buy up some land on the other side of the cemetery, but they were outbid by a developer who intended to build an estate of luxury flats.

      As time went on, the church decided that there was no need to keep a full-time custodian on site, and as the man who held the position was in his mid-seventies, they pensioned him off and placed him in a home.

      Everybody presumed that the church would bulldoze the house and make way for some new plots. But to everyone’s astonishment, they gave the place a new lick of paint and ring-fenced the property from the rest of the cemetery, then put it up for sale.

      People in the town often joked that no one would ever want to live there, because who wanted to look out of their bedroom window and see a lot of headstones staring back.

      But the house did sell, and quite quickly.

      In truth, it was a very spacious property, and if one could forget for a moment that it lay in such close proximity to a graveyard, it made for a rather splendid abode.

      No one in Darren’s circle knew anything about the people who eventually owned it, partly due to the fact that they had no immediate neighbours, and you never saw them outside the house in the garden, other than when one of them drove through the main gates on their way out.

      After a while, as with most things, people stopped contemplating who lived there, and carried on gossiping about other matters.

      But still, that house had always fascinated Darren, especially when he saw it bathed in moonlight as it was now. It always reminded him of something out of an old horror film.

      He glanced to one side as he was running. Through the railings he could see the silhouette of the house in its full glory. All the lights were out, as usual, so he presumed that whoever lived there had retired for the night.

      As he was about to turn back to face ahead, he saw something move in his peripheral vision. He continued running, although it was becoming awkward to do so with his head turned at such an angle, but he was convinced that it was not his imagination playing tricks on him. He had definitely seen something white contrasted against the darkness.

      As he neared the end of the road, he turned right and continued running alongside the main entrance to the cemetery. From here he could see the front of the house and having checked ahead to make sure that there were no obstacles or other joggers ahead for him to crash into, he turned his head to the side once more, to see if he could ascertain what had caught his eye moments earlier.

      As he was about to pass the entrance, he saw it again.

      From this distance, it appeared to be a figure, moving between the gravestones.

      It was a woman, he was sure. A woman dressed in what looked like a nightdress, which billowed behind her, in the wind.

      He watched her for a moment, then stopped running before he was too far along the road to be out of sight. The woman almost seemed to him to be drifting, rather than walking, between the graves, never stopping for more than a second or two, before moving on to the next one.

      As she made her way along the path, she suddenly looked up towards him.

      Darren felt a cold shiver run through his body.

      The woman reached out her arms and began to move towards him.

      There was something about the approaching figure which really put the fear of God in him. Even so, there were still a couple of hundred yards between them, so he felt like a complete coward for being afraid. For one thing, she was only a woman, and no match for him should it come to a fight.

      But what if she had a weapon concealed behind her back?

      As she drew closer, Darren could feel his knees starting to shake. He knew that he could sprint off at any moment, and he was confident enough that she would not be able to catch him. But still, he could not stop the feeling of impending terror which was building up inside him.

      As she drew closer, Darren noticed that it was in fact a nightdress she was wearing. The weather had been incredibly mild for early October, but even so, it seemed odd to him that she should be outside, dressed as she was.

      Also, he noticed that her feet were bare. It was one thing to come out in her nightie, God knows he had seen several people in his local supermarket at night who all seemed dressed for bed, rather than shopping. But for her to walk out without first putting something on her feet, he thought particularly strange.

      “Please help me.”

      The sound of the woman’s voice caught him unaware. She was now only about fifty yards away, moving closer with every second.

      Darren found himself unable to move. It was as if she had managed to cast some kind of spell over him, binding him to the spot.

      Even if he did now decide to run away, it was too late. She had him!

      Desperately trying to take control of his situation, Darren stood straight, and stared directly at the approaching woman.

      Within a few feet of him, she stopped in her tracks.

      He could see straight away that she had been crying, and tear tracks streaked her face.

      “Please, can you help me?” she implored. Her voice cracked from crying.

      Darren cleared his throat. “In what way?” he asked. “Are you lost?”

      The woman shook her head. “No, nothing like that. I live over there,” she indicated to the house in the cemetery, behind her. “And I’ve managed to lock myself out. Please would you be so kind as to help me get back in?”

      Darren thought for a moment. Her excuse actually made sense as to why she was dressed the way she was. From his first impression, she certainly did not come across as some homicidal maniac. Just a poor woman who had locked herself out in the cold.

      Darren put a hand against the zip at his thigh, then realising nothing was there, he checked the other side as well. He could feel his own house key inside, but it was then that he remembered he had stopped bringing his phone with him, because his latest one kept slamming against his leg while he jogged.

      He looked up at the woman. “I’m really sorry,” he said, “I seem to have left my mobile indoors.”

      The woman let forth another stream of tears. She bent her head, almost as if in shame for her reaction. Her long dark hair fell down around her face, masking it from him.

      She was clearly distraught. At this time of night, he was probably the only other living soul she had seen, and thus, her only chance of rescue, and he had let her down at the first hurdle.

      Desperate, Darren looked around to see if there might be a car on the road about to pass them. Even if he had to run out in front of it like a madman, he was willing to give it a go to try and make it up to the poor woman. But there was no car in sight.

      “Listen,” he began, trying to sound comforting, “I don’t live that far away, I could probably run there in ten or fifteen minutes. I could call the police for you once I’m there.”

      The woman wiped her eyes and looked back up at him.

      Her latest flood of tears had left her eyes red. But even with that, and her bedraggled hair which she hastily shoved back out of her face, she was still captivatingly beautiful.

      She moved forward a couple of steps until she was close enough that he could smell her scent. Darren breathed it the intoxicating aroma and felt an overpowering urge to lean in and put his arms around her.

      The woman shivered, loudly, placing her arms around her to keep out the chill.

      Darren looked down at himself. He was only wearing a T-shirt and a pair of jogging bottoms, and under them, only his underwear, so he had nothing he could reasonably offer the woman to help keep out the cold.

      That made him feel even more guilty than him not having his phone.

      The wind picked up and pulled the woman’s nightie hard against her. Darren could tell straight away that she was naked underneath, but then, what did he expect?

      Above her crossed arms Darren could see her nipples protruding through the flimsy fabric. The cold had doubtless made them erect.

      When he looked up, the woman was staring directly into his eyes. Darren felt his face flush with embarrassment. There was no way she had not noticed him staring at her breasts. The man who was supposed to be helping out a damsel in distress, and here he was ogling her, taking advantage of the fact that she was vulnerable, barely dressed and at the mercy of the weather.

      Now he really felt ashamed.

      “If you could only come to the house,” she implored, “there’s a window open on the first floor. If you could climb in for me and unlock the front door, I would be immensely grateful.”

      Another shiver ran through his body.

      Why the thought of following her to her house should suddenly cause him to feel afraid, Darren could not rationalise.

      But he still experienced an overwhelming feeling of trepidation at the very moment she mentioned it.

      He hesitated for a second or two, before replying.

      Darren still felt the full weight of his embarrassment at being caught out gawping at the woman’s breasts, so denying her now, seemed more than just churlish.

      “Okay,” he agreed, reluctantly. “Lead the way.”

      “Oh, thank you,” the woman replied. “You really are most kind.”

      As they walked, they introduced each other. The woman’s name was Edith Mannering, and she and her husband lived alone in the old house. She explained that he was away on business and would not be home for a couple of days.

      Edith further went on the explain that she always had trouble sleeping while her husband was away, which was why she had taken to wandering through the graveyard late at night, as a way of tiring herself out.

      “It may seem a trifle morbid to some,” she explained, “but really they are only stones.”

      “It’s what’s underneath them that terrifies me,” Darren half-joked.

      “Well, when you consider how many plague pits we still have in this country, you might argue that you are more likely to be stepping over someone’s final resting place than not, if you take my drift.”

      Darren had never considered such an argument, and the sudden thought of it made his skin feel squirmy.

      He shrugged it off as they approached the house.

      The only light available was what shone over the graveyard from the adjacent street. But by the time the arc reached the house, it was mostly in shadow.

      Edith opened the gate which led to the private garden in front of the house. The iron hinges creaked their opposition as she did so. “Sorry,” she apologised. “My husband keeps promising to oil them.”

      As they approached the front of the house, Darren squinted up through the darkness, and sure enough, he could see one of the upper windows was open.

      He had never been much of a climber. Even as a child he had always struggled to scale trees, even when his friends seemed to be able to shoot up them without any problem.

      Other than the old lead wastepipe which ran down one side of the building, Darren could not see any vantage point he could use to access the open window.

      As if reading his mind, Edith said. “There’s a ladder round the back of the house, I’m sure it’s long enough to reach. I could give you a hand to bring it around.”

      Darren nodded. It seemed the best, if not only option and was a good deal safer than trying to shimmy up the pipe.

      He followed Edith around to the garden. The ladder was a large metallic one, with a telescopic shaft, and three layers. Darren was sure it would do the trick.

      Once they had carried it back around the front, Edith stood back as Darren hoisted it to a standing position, before moving in front of him to help him support its weight while he negotiated the release catches on each side.

      They managed between them to extend the ladder until the top of it sat just under the open window.

      The ground beneath the bottom prongs was soft and pliable, and as soon as Darren mounted the first rung, he felt the contraption sink into the mud.

      He waited until he was sure it would not go down any further, before beginning his ascent.

      Edith waited at the bottom, and once he had passed the fifth rung, she held the frame in place, bracing her bodyweight against both sides so as not to let it slip.

      Halfway up, a sudden rush of wind caused Darren to cling to the ladder for fear of being blown off. By now the perspiration he had built up while jogging had dried on his skin, and his present lack of exertion left him feeling cold, and vulnerable.

      Once the breeze died down, he continued on his way, desperately trying to avoid the temptation to glance down to where Edith stood, for fear that the experience might unbalance him, and send him crashing to the ground.

      As he placed his hands on the ledge of the open window, Darren stayed still for a moment to catch his breath. Now that he was holding onto something solid, he felt a rush of relief sweep over him. Even so, he reminded himself that he was not out of the woods yet, and that he was in no position to be cocky.

      Taking another rung up, Darren dipped his head inside the window, and arched his upper body so that he was across the threshold.

      With the moon being at the back of the property, the room he was about to enter was still very much in shadow, but his eyes adjusted quickly to the lack of light, and he saw that there was nothing below the window for him to fall into, save a dozen or so pairs of ladies’ shoes, which had all been neatly arrayed side-by-side.

      Not having the skill or the confidence to swing his body round and enter feet-first, Darren leaned all the way over and reached down for the floor. Bracing himself with his hands just in front of the shoes, he lunged forward and managed to complete a forward-roll on the floor.

      As his legs came down, his feet hit the side of the king-sized bed which dominated the room, and as he fought to regain his balance, he managed to scatter several of the shoes with his hand as he groped for purchase.

      He sat there for a moment, breathing hard, and feeling quite proud of himself for having completed the first part of his task.

      Now all he had to do was go downstairs and let Edith in, and he could feel the real hero of the piece.

      Darren navigated himself out onto the landing and felt along the wall for a light switch. To his dismay, when he flicked the button, nothing happened. He flipped it on and off several times in frustration, then gave up.

      Feeling his way along the banister, he walked towards the top of the stairs.

      There was another switch on the wall opposite, but alas, this one too failed to bring forth any light.

      Keeping a firm hold on the railing, Darren made his way downstairs. As he reached the bottom, he could just about make out a dim shadowy figure through the frosted glass of the front door.

      He walked across the hallway, careful not to bump into anything along the way, and opened the door to reveal a very shivery Edith, standing on the welcome mat.

      Before he had a chance to take a step back, Edith flung herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck, and burying her face against his chest. “Oh, you absolute star,” she cried, excitedly, squeezing him for all she was worth.

      Although taken-aback by her sudden display of affection, Darren enjoyed the feeling of having Edith’s lythe, supple body so close to his. Especially as there was only a couple of flimsy pieces of fabric to separate them.

      Feeling a little foolish, Darren returned the hug, lifting his arms up so that they could envelope Edith’s head, as he gently stroked her hair.

      Darren could feel that she was absolutely freezing from the cold night air, and decided that, even if she were only doing it to garner some heat, he would wait for her to release her hold first.

      He was certainly in no hurry.

      It even crossed his mind that when Edith had made a point of going into detail about her husband being away, was she perhaps coming onto him?

      He had heard of stories of much stranger encounters than this, which ended up with the couple in bed, spending the night in passionate, sweaty lovemaking. So, the fact it had never happened to him before, might mean that it was finally his turn.

      The thought of their naked bodies writhing and twisting beneath the sweaty sheets of her king-sized bed as they took their time pleasuring each other until the sun came up virtually blew his mind.

      Darren kissed the top of Edith’s head and began stroking it with the palm of his hand.

      Before he could stop himself, Darren felt his ardour rising.

      His bulge protruded through his jogging pants, and he could feel it pushing against Edith’s belly.

      He was sure that she would push him away, disgusted with him for trying to take advantage of the situation. But, to his surprise and delight, she merely held him tighter, pushing him against her. He even felt a slight swivel in her hips which caused him to release a low, pleasurable moan.

      After a few moments, Edith released her hold, and moved back slightly. Darren felt her loss, and his facial expression must have exposed his disappointment.

      Smiling, Edith lifted herself up on tiptoes and planted a gentle kiss directly on his lips.

      Even though his stomach was churning inside with anticipation, Darren knew that women preferred men who were cool, and always in control. He could not let her know how nervous and anxious he was at the prospect of spending the night with her.

      Taking a breath to calm himself, Darren asked. “Are you sure your husband isn’t coming back just yet?”

      Edith nodded.

      “I can’t believe he’d leave you alone in a big house like this.” It sounded like a ridiculous thing to say, and Darren realised it the second the words left his lips, but it was too late now.

      To his relief, Edith laughed. “Well,” she purred, “I’m not alone anymore, am I?”

      Darren leaned back in for another kiss, but Edith placed the palm of her hand gently on his chest to hold him back. “I think we need to throw a little light on the subject,” she suggested. “Don’t you?”

      Darren looked up at the darkened bulbs above their heads. “I tried several of the switches on the way down here,” he explained, “but none of them seemed to work.”

      Edith sighed. “It’s just the fuse box, again,” she said. “The electrics in this place are a complete joke. There’s a switch in the basement which will bring them all back to life again, would you mind?”

      She tilted her head to indicate towards the other end of the hallway.

      The thought of venturing down into a creepy basement in the dark was hardly an enticing prospect. However, Darren felt he was in no position to start acting like a scaredy-cat now that he was so sure that he and Edith were going to spend the night together.

      “No problem,” he assured her.

      Edith led him by the hand towards the wooden door at the far end of the hallway.

      Once there, she opened it and holding onto him for balance, she reached inside along a shelf until her fingers found what she was looking for. She pulled herself back out, using Darren’s arm as a safe hold.

      “Here you are,” she said, offering him a torch.

      Darren took it gratefully and tried the knob. To his relief, it worked first time.

      He shone the torch into the basement and saw a rough-hewn wooden staircase leading down into darkness. The beam from his torch was not able to penetrate the gloom further down, but he was satisfied it was strong enough for him to see where to put his feet.

      “Would you like me to come down with you?” Edith asked, cheerfully.

      Darren shook his head. “No, don’t worry, those steps look like they might have splinters, and you’re in your bare feet.”

      Edith reached up and kissed him again. “My hero,” she said, smiling.

      Darren felt his cheeks blush but hoped in the dim light that Edith had not noticed.

      As he began to descend the staircase, Edith called after him. “The fuse box is just at the bottom of the stairs to the left of that old freezer, all you have to do is flick the big switch back down, and we’re sorted.”

      “Okay,” Darren called back, concentrating on where he was putting his feet.

      When he reached the bottom step, Darren shone the torch around the room. The basement had a much higher ceiling than he had anticipated, as the only other cellar he had ever been in belonged to his Auntie Joan, and that was so low he had to crouch down inside it whenever he ventured in to fetch something for her.

      He scanned the walls with the beam. It looked to him as thought Edith and her husband used the cellar as a convenient place to dump items which they either did not want or did not need on a regular basis.

      There were several crates piled up on one side, many with shipping marks etched into them. There were several suitcases lined up, and what appeared to be an old-fashioned trunk like the ones you saw people using in old films, when they went abroad.

      There were a couple of ladders, much smaller than the one Darren had used to gain entry, stacked against each other in the corner, and to one side a small utility area with shelving, on which there were several rolls of green disposal bags for garden waste, some gardening tools, gloves, and a medium-sized chainsaw.

      “Have you found it yet?” Edith’s voice drifted down from above.

      Darren swung the torch around to his other side. There he saw the large chest freezer Edith had mentioned, and directly above it, attached to the wall, was the fuse box.

      “Got it,” he assured her.

      Darren made his way over and pulled down the front cover of the box.

      Seeing the switch, he carefully pulled it down, and immediately he could see light shining through the open doorway above him.

      “Brilliant,” called Edith. “Now if you could do me one more small favour, can you fetch up the joint of meat from the freezer? I need to let it thaw overnight.”

      “Will do.” Darren tucked the torch under his arm so that the beam shone ahead and lifted the lid of the chest freezer up.

      It took a moment for his brain to register what he was seeing.

      Inside the deep freezer was Edith’s dead body. Lying on her back, frozen solid, with her eyes open and staring straight up at him.

      Darren could not move.

      His breathing came in huge gasps as his mind desperately tried to make sense of what he was staring at.

      “He killed me before he left on his trip.” The voice echoed down the flight of stairs. It was still Edith’s voice, but now it sounded somewhat distant and ethereal.

      Darren managed to tear his eyes away from Edith’s corpse, long enough to glance up the wooden staircase.

      To his horror, he saw the figure of Edith, floating down the stairs towards him, her arms outstretched as if she wanted to embrace him. Her head tilted slightly to one side, and on her face, a look of wistful longing.

      “He plans to cut me up and bury me in the graveyard, when he gets back.” The voice filtered through, but Edith’s lips no longer moved as she spoke. “You won’t let him do that to me, will you?”
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      Conrad Vorst slammed the door of his cottage shut with such force it caused the wood to shudder within its frame.

      His poor young wife Inga sat up with a start. As was her habit, she had fallen asleep by the fire waiting for her husband to return from his meeting. Whenever Conrad and the Brotherhood met, she knew that there was a good chance he would not return home until way past dinner time.

      Conrad was a Town Elder, and much respected throughout the community by those of a certain persuasion. At sixty-five he still had a straight back and an air of authority which garnered him, if not respect, then at least fear from those whose paths he crossed.

      His position gave him immense power which, if truth be known, he secretly relished, although he would be the first to deny it if ever anyone had the temerity to ask him.

      For above all else, Conrad considered himself to be a pious individual. Staunchly religious to the point of fervour, and able to quote the bible far better than even their parish priest.

      Conrad’s first wife had died in mysterious circumstances while he was away on business for the state. It was alleged that he returned home to find her lifeless body lying prostrate at the bottom of the stairs.

      Upon further examination, it was discovered that her throat had been cut.

      No suspicion was ever cast towards Conrad, at least not by anyone who cared to voice it, and eventually a local man of limited intelligence and a propensity for overindulgence in alcohol, was convicted and hanged for the crime, albeit on flimsy and unsubstantiated evidence.

      Rumours that Conrad had only married her for her family money were never substantiated, nor mentioned amongst those who knew better than to incur his displeasure.

      After a brief period of mourning, Conrad married the daughter of one of his fellow elders. Inga was nearly half his age, but willing to accede to her father’s wishes that she should marry the aging widow.

      Although Conrad made a habit of lecturing on the sin of fleshly love, he took his young bride whenever the urge took control. Afterwards, there naturally followed a session of prayer, where he would drag his wife to her knees and beg God’s forgiveness for their transgression.

      If, after a suitable time on bended knee, Conrad felt that they had not been absolved, he would always blame his wife for acting in a seductive or alluring manner in order to entice him to debauchery and beat her across her naked buttocks with a birch, until he was satisfied that their souls had been cleansed.

      Over time, Inga had grown used to such flagellation, until the point of accepting it as a follow-on, or even a pre-requisite, from their union.

      Inga rose from her seat and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “Husband,” she enquired, respectfully. “Whatever is the matter?”

      Without answering, Conrad began pacing up and down their narrow entrance, his hands clasped firmly against his ears as if to shut out some noise which only he could hear.

      Such histrionics were not at all unusual in his case, especially when having just returned from a meeting. The root cause, Inga suspected, was the Baroness De Courtney who resided in a castle which sat above the town. As the evening sun began to set, the castle cast a long shadow over the area which, Conrad had decreed to anyone who would listen, demonstrated that the baroness had conjured up the Devil to join her in her nightly round of debauched depravity.

      Conrad, much to his chagrin, was unable to exude any authority over the baroness, though not from want of trying. He had made a spectacle of himself in the town square the first time he confronted the baroness concerning his suspicions of the ungodly wickedness which she and her entourage indulged in within the walls of her castle, during the hours of darkness.

      It was obvious from his reaction that Conrad had not been prepared for the ridicule and scorn which the baroness proceeded to pour on his assertions, leaving Conrad red-faced and humiliated in front of the very crowd he was hoping to impress.

      From that day forth, the baroness had become the target of his constant rage.

      However, as she was a distant cousin of the King, to all intents and purposes she was untouchable.

      Such a circumstance did not however, stop Conrad in his quest to rid the vicinity of those reprobates which he believed were the cause of any and all misfortune which might befall the God-fearing people of the town. In his quest, Conrad had made it public that he intended to ride to London to elicit an order from the King himself, permitting him to take direct action against the baroness.

      Gossip had it that the King had sent him on his way with a flea in his ear, and the promise that if any harm befell the baroness, he would hold Conrad personally responsible.

      The truth of the matter was that Conrad had no actual proof of any depraved behaviour taking place within the castle walls, and to the majority of the townspeople-whether or not they admitted it to Conrad’s face-the baroness offered them protection as the King’s representative. But in his mind, the sheer decadence of someone in her position, meant that something had to be happening during her nightly banquets.

      Some speculated that his insistence of nefarious activities at such affairs stemmed from the fact that he had never received an invite to one, nor was he ever likely to.

      “Is something wrong, husband?” Inga asked, again, having received no answer from her first enquiry.

      Conrad turned to face her. His eyes burning. “Wickedness!” he spat. “Wickedness and debauchery in that place of sheer evil.” He raised his hand and pointed behind him in the general direction of the castle.

      Inga had been expecting such a response, so she merely nodded, and averted her gaze to demonstrate her modesty.

      The gesture was not lost on her husband. “I am sorry my dear that you have to hear such harsh language from me,” he apologised. “But we cannot turn our eyes away while acts of such depravity and iniquity are happening right under our noses.”

      He began to pace the floor once more, rubbing his hands together as if to keep out the cold, all the time muttering under his breath.

      “Let me fetch you your supper,” Inga suggested. “You must be starving.”

      Conrad turned on her. “You cannot expect me to eat at a time like this,” he taunted. “I must remain alert and focussed at all times. There is work to be done. God’s work.”

      Inga sighed. “But husband, you’ve only just returned home, surely you have time to stop for some bread and stew before you set off again.”

      Conrad raised his hand as if about to slap her across the face.

      Inga turned her head to one side and closed her eyes, anticipating the blow.

      But instead, Conrad slowly lowered his hand without striking. “Nothing must come between me and my work for God. Nothing!”

      “But you have no evidence,” Inga offered, bravely. “If you approach the King again without solid proof, you might end up in the tower, or worse.”

      Conrad spun round his face flushed with excitement. “Oh, but we have proof, oh yes we do. Three worthless girls caught leaving the confines of the castle earlier this day. Laughing and drinking, and acting in ways that are completely unrepentant, having previously satisfied their lustful ways along with that evil woman, the baroness. Yes, this is what we’ve been waiting for, now we will have all the proof we need,” he turned to look at his wife. “I go now to ensure a fair trial ensues, after which, we will finally have our justice.”

      Inga knew better than to argue, so she merely nodded her understanding.

      Conrad rode through the countryside on his way to the town hall. The sky was starting to turn dark as dusk began to settle. By now, the rest of the elders should have been summoned to order. Their work tonight would be arduous and taxing on their bodies as well as their spirits and minds, but it was nothing they had not been compelled to do before, and Conrad felt confident that they would not let him down.

      Since the king had passed the new act, there was no longer a need for the elders to prove that death had resulted from the evil practice of witchcraft. So long as he could show that the suspects had indeed been in league with the Devil, Conrad could justify putting them to death.

      The only burden now was having to prepare the gallows for their hanging. Although he had personally preferred the old system of burning them, the new law stated that hanging was now the appropriate punishment for these vile creatures.

      So be it. Conrad was not one to snub the law as it stood. However, for the sake of their wretched souls, Conrad ensured that once their life had been extinguished, and they had hung there for all to see for at least half a day, their earthly remains would be burned on a pyre until nothing remained but ashes.

      Conrad brought his horse to heel and dismounted, tying his animal off on one of the posts leading up to the hall’s entrance. He could tell from the other beasts tethered already, that the rest of the brotherhood were already in situ.

      Conrad entered the hall, and as he did so, the rest of those gathered rose to their feet and waited for him to take his place at the head of the gathering.

      Conrad climbed the stage in silence and took his seat in the middle of the bench. Seated on either side of him were two elders, making the requisite number of five to sit in judgment and pass sentence.

      Once he was seated, everyone else in the hall did likewise.

      “Bring in the prisoners,” Conrad called out, loud enough so that everyone could hear.

      Immediately, the door which led to the cells was opened, and three young women, bound to each other by a length of stout rope, were dragged in by their jailer and deposited in the makeshift dock area.

      The three girls shivered and trembled as they stood, awaiting their fate.

      The dresses they wore had all been torn and shredded, so that now they barely covered their modesty. Each had long hair, which was matted and caked with dirt, as if they had been dragged across the floor backwards. Their feet were bare of shoes or stockings, and they shuffled from one foot to the other on the cold wooden floor.

      From their faces it was plain that they had been crying, and fresh tears spilled from each of their cheeks as they surveyed the crowd before them.

      After a moment, Conrad called out. “Elisabeth Broom, Abigail Adams, Anne Barrow, you have all been accused of practicing the dark arts for the purpose of serving your one true master, Satan.”

      The crowd gasped, as one.

      Several chants of: ‘Hang-em’ and ‘Witches’ ran through the crowd until Conrad raised his arm, calling for silence.

      Conrad waited another moment before continuing. “How do you all plead?”

      The girls all turned to each other, and nodded, before saying in unison, “Not guilty, sir.”

      A general grumbling ran through the crowd, followed by more calls similar to those shouted earlier.

      Conrad waited for the cries to die down, before turning to the jailer who had frog-marched the girls in. “Master Vile, you have been assigned to interrogate these three women, have you not?”

      The jailer shuffled forward, removed his cap, and nodded. “Yes, sir, that I have,” he replied.

      “And what have you learnt during this time?” Conrad continued.

      The jailer glanced at the three girls, then quickly turned back to face his questioner, before answering. “They all admitted to me that they have had indecent dealings with the Devil, sir.” The man made the sign of the cross as he spoke.

      A roar came from the crowd.

      “It’s a lie, sir,” one of the girls called out.

      “Silence!” shouted the elder immediately to Conrad’s right.

      The girl who had spoken, shrivelled back in her place.

      “It’s perfectly true, sir,” one of the other girls confirmed. “That man tortured us until we made up lies, just to make him stop.”

      “Silence!” another of the elders barked. “You will not speak such slander against this good man.” He pointed directly at Vile. “He is a servant of the state, and as such, is authorised to carry out such an interrogation in order to arrive at the truth.”

      Vile bowed his head, reverently, so that no one in attendance could see his cheeks flush.

      Abigail Adams, the only girl not to have spoken thus far, stretched out her arm and pointed directly at Vile. “Put this man on oath,” she demanded, “and let him swear on the Bible that he did not coax an answer out of us by whipping and applying brands to our skin.” She parted a torn piece of her dress and, turning to face the crowd, she revealed a large brown mark on her skin.

      The crowd gasped once more.

      The other two girls began to reveal similar marks to their friend, which elicited further expressions of shock and surprise from those gathered.

      Conrad shot to his feet. “Wait!” he demanded. The crowd quietened down. “I will inspect these allegations myself.”

      With that, he pushed back his chair, letting it scrape along the stage, and climbed down before walking over to the dock.

      “Be careful, sir,” Vile warned him. “It might not be safe to get too close to them, you never know what spells of wickedness and evil they may cast on you.”

      Conrad smiled at the man. “Thank you for your concern,” he said, “but I have the power of the Lord to protect me, these wretches will not have their wicked way with me.”

      Satisfied, the jailer stood back, allowing Conrad to enter the dock.

      He walked right up to the women, close enough to rub noses with them if he had a mind to. Conrad stared at each one in turn, holding their gaze for several seconds before he began to speak. “If any, or all of you will confess to this gathering that you have been involved in licentious behaviour with the baroness in Castel De’ath, I can guarantee you all a fair and merciful trial, especially if you admit that you were led astray by that wicked woman.” He kept his voice down so low that even the women in front of him could barely hear what the was saying.

      The three girls exchanged confused glances. Finally, Abigail spoke up. “But that would be a lie,” she stated. “We haven’t done anything up at the castle other than clean it, which is what we’re paid for.”

      Conrad closed his eyes and pursed his lips together in an attempt to staunch the rising anger he could feel in his chest.

      When he opened his eyes again, there was a look of pure malice in them, focussed directly at the three girls. “This is your final chance,” he whispered, almost spitting the words out. “Confess all here and now, and you will receive more mercy than you deserve. Now confess!”

      This time the three girls all answered in unison, desperately trying to explain that they only confessed earlier because their jailer had tortured them.

      Conrad had heard enough. He shot up his hands to staunch their torrent of objections, and the girls all pulled back, convinced that he was about to strike them.

      Conrad’s face was flushed red, and perspiration trickled down his cheeks. The girls could tell from the expression on his face that he was far from happy with their protestations and would not be satisfied with anything short of a full confession.

      After a moment, without speaking, Conrad began inspecting the marks on the three girls. He pulled their torn garments aside and felt along their skin with the palm of his hand, pressing and squeezing at will, causing the girls to gasp in pain as he kneaded their tender flesh.

      He made a point of feeling them all over. Cupping their breasts in his palm, he fondled their soft flesh, and rubbed their nipples vigorously with the inside of his thumb.

      When he was done, Conrad turned to Vile and nodded, before making his way back to his seat. “I have made a proper inspection,” Conrad informed the gathering. “And it is my opinion that the marks these women bear, are in fact scars caused by the Devil’s touch.

      Another loud gasp, accompanied by more calls for the girls’ demise, ensued.

      The three girls huddled together as if by doing so, they might be able to protect each other from the venom being aimed at them from the crowd.

      Standing in the middle, Abigail Adams put her arms around the shoulders of her fellow prisoners and pulled them in close.

      Conrad raised both arms into the air and called for silence.

      By now, the crowd were growing fevered, and several began crossing themselves and uttering silent prayers for protection.

      Once silence was restored, Conrad conferred with his fellow judges, before passing sentence. “It is the decision of this learned gathering, that the three prisoners in the dock are all guilty of practicing the dark arts, and as such, they will be hanged at dusk tomorrow.”

      The crowd roared their approval.

      “And may the Lord have mercy on their souls.” Conrad made his final announcement without bothering to wait for the crowd to die down.

      On his way back home, Conrad could not stop thinking about the feel of Abigail’s breast. In truth, Conrad had always been attracted to the girl, and had he discovered her before marrying Inga, she would now be his wife, instead of her.

      The other two girls had perfectly adequate bosoms, but Abigail’s were by far the plumpest and comeliest he had ever come across, and he wished that there had been some way he could have taken them between his teeth during his inspection, without causing suspicion as to his true motive.

      He could not help wondering whether Vile had taken full advantage of his position and helped himself to whatever the women had on offer. He would not put it past the town blacksmith, who also acted as town jailer and executioner when needed.

      Conrad wondered if he could enact some form of subterfuge which would allow him to gain access to Abigail the following day. Then he could do more than just fondle her breasts, he could take his time with her and enjoy himself until he was satisfied.

      He chided himself for such a wicked thought. He knew that God was watching him and knew his mind. It was one thing to dispose of those who had been in collusion with the Devil, their souls were already damned. But if he were to take advantage of his position of authority and commit adultery, that was a different matter altogether.

      He had a wife of his own, and God allowed him to do as he pleased with her, it was his right. So, he would just have to satisfy himself with his present situation and leave it at that.

      When he threw open his front door, Inga jumped up with a start.

      She had stayed up like a dutiful wife, waiting for his return, stirring the stew to keep it moist and tender. “You startled me,” she said, catching her breath. She could tell from the expression on Conrad’s face that he was in the mood for more than just stew. But she acted as if she suspected nothing of the sort.

      Conrad expected his wife to remain demure and coy, at all times.

      Inga made her way over to the pot and continued to stir the contents.

      “Shall I pour you some wine?” she asked, casually.

      “Yes,” Conrad replied, removing his shoes before plonking himself down at the table.

      Inga poured him a large cupful and brought it over to him.

      Conrad glugged it back, then slammed the empty cup back on the table. “More,” he demanded.

      Inga did as she was told, and fetched him another full cup, along with some bread and butter for her husband to have with his supper. She placed them before him, then returned to the pot and filled him a steaming bowl of stew.

      Conrad ate in silence, draining his second cup in one long swallow, before pushing the empty cup back across the table towards his wife.

      The stew was hot, but he did not care. Conrad slurped it down, mopping up the gravy with some buttered bread. As he ate, he watched the way his wife’s hips swayed from side to side as she walked over to fetch him more wine. He had warned her before about the way she carried herself. Moving her hips in such a provocative manner was not becoming to a wife of a Town Elder.

      Conrad knew that he would have to administer discipline tonight. But it was her fault for not obeying her husband’s strict command.

      By the time Inga returned with Conrad’s third cup of wine, he had finished his meal.

      “Would you care for some more, husband?” Inga asked, sweetly. “There’s plenty more in the pot.”

      Conrad shook his head, his eyes fixed on his wife’s face.

      Inga recognised the signs and accepted them.

      She waited patiently by his side while Conrad threw back his third cup of wine.

      When he was finished, Conrad wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and let out a deep, guttural belch which echoed in the tiny kitchen.

      As he stood up from the table, his chair fell back, landing on the floor.

      As Inga reached down to retrieve it, Conrad grabbed her by the wrist, and squeezed it, hard. Inga yelped in pain and surprise, but she did not try to resist. She knew that to do so would make things all the worse for her.

      Conrad dragged his wife up the wooden stairs to their bedroom.

      Once inside, he threw Inga on the bed, face down with her legs dangling over the edge. She stayed put while Conrad removed his coat to allow him more freedom of movement.

      Casting the garment aside, Conrad moved towards the far wall and took down the birch he kept there on a hook. He swished the wooden rod through the air twice, before striding back over to Inga’s prone body.

      With one hand he pulled up her dress, exposing her undergarments, before ripping them down her legs, leaving her bare flesh on display.

      Raising the birch high above his head, Conrad brought it down hard on his wife’s naked posterior. Inga’s whole body shifted with the force of the blow, and she let out a tiny cry, which only seemed to excite her husband.

      As a cruel smile stretched across Conrad’s lips, he lifted the birch and smacked it down again on his poor wife’s behind. Again, and again he beat her, until his arm ached. All the while Inga stayed as still as she could, suffering the beating with as much dignity as she could muster.

      When he was finished, Conrad threw the birch onto the floor, and removed his trousers. He entered Inga from behind without warning.

      As always, she was compliant, and did not resist as her husband shoved himself deep within her, forcing himself back and forth, grunting with the effort.

      He grabbed hold of her hair with both hands and began to pull it.

      After a while, he began to hiss in his wife’s ear as he took her. “You evil bitch, you slut. You are little more than a common whore, parading yourself around the town for all to see. You fucking witch, I’ll have you dangling from a rope before the sun sets on another day.”

      Conrad continued spewing out bile until he finally managed to ejaculate.

      After he was spent, Conrad lay on top of Inga, breathing heavily from the exertion.

      Inga waited patiently for him to climb off her. Once she was free, Inga undressed in silence, and pulled on her nightgown. Once Conrad had donned his own nightshirt, the two of them knelt on the floor across the bed from each other, with their palms clasped together in prayer.

      Conrad led them in prayer, begging God for forgiveness for the evil deed they had committed, assuring him that they had acted within their marriage vows and not in any way as a result of lust of wicked thoughts.

      They prayed for more than an hour before Conrad finally decided that they were done.

      Soon after, he fell asleep.

      Upon waking the following morning, Conrad rode straight to the castle to confront the baroness, once more. Although he knew that he could not bring her to justice, he could at least revel in the fact that he had three of her disciples under lock and key and witness the smug look on her face dissipate when he informed her that they were to be strung up at sundown.

      As Conrad approached the castle his eagerness to confront the baroness began to wane. The monolithic towers of the mighty structure actually appeared to glare down at him, like the malevolent eyes of some mythical beast.

      There was no reason for him to feel threatened, in fact, the baroness had never been anything but courteous and respectful to him, other than when she was admonishing him, or making fun of his calling.

      But even so, Conrad now wished that he had brought along other members of the brotherhood to assist him in his task. He considered returning for them, but from this distance he was aware that the baroness could see his approach, and the last thing he wanted was for her to feel superior to him as a result of watching him turn tail and run.

      Puffing out his chest, Conrad rode on to the front arch. The two guards on duty recognised the Town Elder as he approached and turned to each other and grinned.

      “Halt,” shouted one, as Conrad pulled back on the reins to steady his steed.

      “I have come to see the baroness,” Conrad barked, keeping his voice steady. “She will see me.”

      The guards looked at each other. “Wait there,” ordered one, as he turned and walked back into the courtyard.

      Conrad huffed, loudly. Someone in his position should not be left loitering by the entrance like some travelling merchant. He knew that the guards were being particularly obtuse as they had witnessed the baroness bringing his temper to the boil on his last visit.

      If he remembered, he would report them to her when he was finally granted an audience.

      After a few moments, the guard returned. “Inside,” he said, indicating behind him with his thumb.

      Conrad did not bother to thank the man, but rode past both guards, not caring if he should knock them over on his way.

      He was met at the main door by one of the baroness’s servants, who led him to the grand chamber, where he found her having breakfast with several guests.

      “My dear, Mr Vorst,” the baroness called out when she saw him. “What an unexpected pleasure, will you partake of some breakfast?”

      Conrad bowed his head just low enough to show he knew the order of form, but not low enough to demonstrate due respect. “Thank you no, Baroness,” he replied, standing up. “I’m afraid that I come here with a most serious purpose. Could we have a moment alone?”

      The baroness turned to the rest of her guests. Sweeping her hand across the table, she said, “My guests have no secrets from me, personal or otherwise, pray continue with this most intriguing matter.”

      Conrad bit his bottom lip. He recognised several Barons and their wives amongst the guests, and he knew that in such company he had to watch his tongue for fear of being accused of insolence, or disrespect.

      “Come, come my dear Conrad, you have us all sitting on the edge of our seats in anticipation.” The baroness mocked.

      There was a general laughing and hand-slapping on the table from those around it.

      “Very well,” Conrad seethed. “If you insist. I must inform you that we held a trial last evening, after which no less than three of your…associates were found guilty of immoral conduct and incitement to conjure up the Devil.” He noticed the baroness taking notice and had to prevent a smile from crossing his lips as he continued. “As a result, they are all to be hanged at sunset, in the town square. I thought it only proper to inform you should you wish to attend the ceremony.”

      The baroness placed her cup on the table. “And who are these ‘associates’ as you put it?” she demanded.

      As Conrad spoke their names, he could see the expression of hatred and loathing on the baroness’s face and smiled to himself as he had been the cause of such anguish to her. For he knew that although she was protected by the King, he was still the one who had the commission for conducting such trials, and once judgment had been passed, there was little, if anything, that she could do about it.

      The baroness pursed her lips and took in a deep breath before she spoke again. “I presume that this trial you mention was held before a full court, and in the presence of witnesses?”

      Conrad smiled broadly. “Naturally, Baroness,” he assured her. “I myself was the lead judge, so you may rest assured that all proper formalities were adhered to.”

      “I’m sure,” she agreed. “And the hangings will take place at sundown, you say.”

      “Yes, Baroness. May I reserve a place for you and your guests?”

      The baroness smiled, although the expression did not reach her eyes. “That is most thoughtful of you, a hanging might prove most amusing, but it will not be necessary. My guests and I have a previous engagement.”

      “I see,” Conrad smiled, openly. “Forgive me, I just presumed that as they were friends of yours…”

      “Friends!” the baroness snapped. “I believe I paid them to clean the castle on a few occasions, I would hardly call them friends. Or do you suppose that I make a habit of intimately associating with all of my servants?”

      “I apologise, Baroness, I did not mean to intimate that these creatures were close to you in any meaningful way. But they had been witnessed leaving your castle in somewhat merry spirits.”

      “So, because my servants appear cheerful, that is an excuse to put them on trial for witchcraft?”

      “I can assure you, Baroness, that the trial was conducted with every propriety. They were given ample chance to make a defence.”

      “I’m sure,” the baroness replied, lifting her cup to her lips, and draining it in one long swallow. A servant nearby hurried over to replenish her cup. “Well, thank you for choosing to bring this situation to my attention, Mr Vorst. I trust you will have an enjoyable evening. Good day to you.”

      Conrad’s face flushed at the disrespectful manner in which the baroness dismissed him from her presence. But he held back and bowed once more, before being ushered out of the castle by another servant.

      Conrad rode straight to the jail where he found Mr Vile busily constructing the gallows for the triple hanging.

      Conrad dismounted and stood with his hands on his hips, inspecting the man’s handiwork. “You are sure that this will be ready in time, Mr Vile?” he asked, his voice stern, and demanding.

      Vile stopped what he was doing and turned to face the elder. It was clear to Conrad that the jailer had not heard him approaching. His face was covered in perspiration from his labours, and his clothes stuck close to his skin. “Oh, yes indeed, sir, you can rely on me. Everything will be ready in time for sunset, no question about it.”

      The jailer nodded his head repeatedly as he spoke.

      Conrad smiled. “That is well. Did you have any trouble with the three of them during the night?”

      “Not a sound, sir.” Vile assured him.

      “I need to inspect them one more time,” Conrad informed him. “Please give me your keys.”

      Vile fumbled with the large ring on his belt which housed the keys for the jail cells, as well as those for his workshop, and the hall. “Do you want me to be with you, sir?” he asked, hopefully. “Just in case they try anything with you in their company.”

      “I should be fine, thank you for your concern, Mr Vile,” Conrad assured him, holding his hand out for the ring of keys.

      Inside the jail the air stank of putrefaction and faeces. It was obvious to Conrad that Vile had not bothered to clean out the cells in a while.

      He lifted his hanky to his nose to help mask the pungent odours as he made his way towards the cells which housed the three women.

      Conrad found them all huddled in one corner of their respective cells.

      Making his way to Abigail’s cell, he opened the door and entered, locking it behind him. Once inside, Conrad walked over until he was standing directly over the slumped figure of the pathetic woman.

      “Stand up,” he demanded.

      She did not move. Though he could tell from her breathing that she was still alive, with her eyes shut, Conrad could not be sure whether she was asleep or not.

      “I said stand up!” he repeated, more harshly this time.

      Abigail still did not stir.

      One of her bare feet was poking out underneath her shredded skirt. Conrad moved forward and placed his foot on top of it, pressing down with all his weight.

      “Ow, get off me,” Abigail squealed. “You’re hurting me.”

      “I’ll do a darn sight more if you refuse my command,” Conrad informed her, pressing his foot down one more time before removing it from hers. “Now, get up.”

      Abigail rubbed her sore foot with her hands then stumbled to her feet.

      The other two convicts turned and gazed in their direction through their bars.

      Conrad noticed their movement. “Turn away, this is nothing to do with either of you,” he shouted. Both girls looked up at their friend before turning their faces away.

      Conrad looked down at Abigail and smiled. He was a good deal taller than her, and as she had her head down, he could not see the expression on her face.

      He moved forward. Fearing that he was attempting to tread on her toes again, Abigail scurried backwards until her shoulders hit the cell wall behind her.

      Smiling to himself, Conrad took another step forward until they were so close together, that their bodies were barely an inch apart.

      He crooked his index finger and placed it below her chin, lifting it up until she was staring into his eyes. Conrad grinned. “I’ve just left the baroness,” he informed her. “I asked her if she wanted to vouch for you three, perhaps make a recommendation for leniency,” he paused for effect. “But she declined my kind offer. It seems as if she has abandoned all of you to your fate. And yet, you still refuse to tell me what her involvement was in your sordid little affair.”

      Abigail sighed. “There was no sordid affair, we already told you.”

      Conrad moved closer so that now his body was literally pressing against hers. He could feel the soft compliance of her bosoms against his onslaught. Conrad felt himself growing harder.

      Abigail tried desperately to move back, but there was nowhere left for her to go.

      Conrad grinned down at her, pleased with himself for having his victim powerless, and at his mercy.

      He shoved forward until his hardened member crushed against the girl’s belly, then he began to rub himself back and forth, up and down, moaning softly at the sensation.

      “Why don’t you let me pleasure you?” Abigail suddenly asked him. The shock of her question took Conrad by surprise, and he stopped in his tracks and pulled away so that he could look upon her face once more. He needed to see if she was in earnest, or merely attempting a ploy to take him off guard.

      When he gazed into her eyes, Abigail nodded her head, answering his unasked question.

      Without a word, she slipped her hand down between his legs, and began massaging his stiffness with her hand.

      Conrad was completely taken aback, and a gasp of sheer shock and surprise escaped his lips before he had a chance to react.

      Abigail continued to rub her hand along his shaft, whispering to him of his size and how much she longed to have him inside her.

      Conrad could feel himself losing control.

      He bent his head and buried his face in her neck, kissing it, frantically.

      Just then, Conrad began to hear the distant sound of singing. The music was soft and beautiful, like a heavenly choir had just alighted on the ground outside.

      God had sent them.

      Sent them to watch over Conrad and celebrate his noble work.

      God was watching him.

      Watching him in union with a witch!

      Conrad let out a cry and pushed himself away from Abigail. He stood in front of her, panting and perspiring profusely. She had a sly smile on her face, and for a moment, her eyes appeared to him as if they were on fire.

      In their dark pools, Conrad could see his own reflection with horns growing out of his head, and a maniacal look on his face.

      Conrad screamed and turned to leave the cell. He knew he had to get away from the witch before she had a chance to trap him, forever. He fumbled with the ring of keys, unable to find the correct one to unlock the door.

      From behind, he could hear Abigail Adams laughing.

      The other two convicts rose from their seated positions and walked across their cells until they were as close to him as their confinement allowed.

      Their laughter joined in with that of their friend, until the noise became unbearable in Conrad’s ears. Their laughter metamorphosised into that of a single voice, which then changed from the joyful laughter of a young girl into the cackling sound of an old hag.

      As he fought with the lock, he dropped the ring.

      Bending down to retrieve it, he could sense Abigail creeping up behind him.

      With shaking hands, he finally managed to find the correct key, and threw open the cell door. Charging outside, he slammed it shut behind him to prevent the witch from escaping. But to his surprise, when he turned around Abigail was sitting down at the back of her cell, where he had left her.

      The sound of laughter had stopped.

      Glancing over at the other cells, Conrad saw that both other girls were also sitting huddled up in the corner, where they had been originally.

      Had he imagined the whole thing?

      Conrad locked the door with his eyes fixed firmly on Abigail.

      Once he was sure the door was locked, he took out his handkerchief and wiped the perspiration from his face.

      None of the girls moved while he stood there.

      Back outside, Conrad mounted his steed and shouted out to Vile. “Your keys, sir.”

      Vile turned just in time to catch the weighted ring as it came hurling towards him.

      “And make sure that everything is ready in good time,” Conrad commanded. “I will brook no delay, am I understood?”

      Vile tugged his forelock. “Yes sir, everything will be ready, as expected,” he assured the elder.

      Conrad rode home as if his tail were on fire.

      His mind was tortured by visions of the reflection in Abigail’s eyes.

      The Devil, with his face, looking back at him.

      What did it mean?

      Obviously, the witch had cast a spell on him. Forced him to see things which could not possibly be true. He was a man of God. His soul was safe. His work was the work of God, and surely his place in heaven was assured.

      But still, he could not shake that image from his mind.

      He felt stained. Dirty. Tainted by the evil which emanated from the witch.

      He needed to cleanse himself. Not just his body, but his mind, and his soul.

      Entering his cottage, Conrad ran up the stairs without bothering to acknowledge the presence of his wife standing at the tub, washing his clothes. He took the stairs two at a time until he reached their bedroom. Once inside he slammed the door and fell to his knees in prayer.

      There he stayed for the rest of the day. He ignored the frequent pleas from Inga to come down and take some food or wine. She did not enter the room, for she knew better than to disturb her husband when he was lost in prayer.

      Eventually, the sun began to slowly set in the western sky.

      The time had come.

      Conrad forced himself back up to a standing position. His old knees creaked and groaned with the effort, having been locked into the same position for so long. Ignoring the discomfort, Conrad settled himself and marched downstairs.

      Inga was waiting obediently for him, a concerned look on her face.

      Conrad did not acknowledge her presence, offering only a slight nod of thanks when she passed him his hat.

      “Husband,” she said, softly. “Will you not stay to take a bite before you go out? You have not eaten all day; it will make you weak.”

      Conrad stopped in his tracks, staring directly in front of him towards the front door. In a rare moment of tenderness, he reached to his right and squeezed his wife’s hand.

      Surprised by the gesture, Inga almost snatched her hand away, but managed to keep it steady when she realised what he was doing.

      “I don’t need food to nourish my soul,” he announced. “God will keep me strong for the duty I must perform. He will not allow me to falter.”

      With that, he left the cottage.

      Conrad rode out to the jail to meet the rest of the elders whom he presumed would already be there to greet him.

      To his chagrin, when he rode into the clearing, he noticed that Vile had not completed work on the gallows. In fact, it appeared as if he had not made any progress since Conrad had left him earlier.

      Annoyed, Conrad dismounted and tied up his mount. He called out for the man, but there was no answer. Again, he shouted his name, but to no avail.

      Conrad marched up the wooden steps to the hall’s main entrance and threw open the doors. Inside, the hall was empty. Conrad had expected the rest of the elders, plus the townsfolk who would make up the majority of the onlookers, to be eagerly awaiting his arrival, but not a soul had turned out.

      He began to wonder if he himself was too early, but the sun had waned far enough to turn the sky dark, so he knew that he was not the one at fault.

      Bemused by the lack of attendees, Conrad made his way over to the jail.

      To his surprise the door was unlocked. He made his way through expecting to find Vile asleep in a corner having consumed too much wine with his lunch, but the man was nowhere to be seen. What was more concerning was that all the cells were empty. The girls had gone.

      Conrad stood there for a moment to think.

      His mind could not fathom what was going on.

      Where was everyone?

      Conrad walked over and checked each cell door, individually. There was no mistake, they were all unlocked, and there was no sign of the keys.

      A sudden feeling of unease began to descend over him, and he realised that he was standing directly outside the cell which had earlier housed Abigail. The combined sound of the women’s laughter began to echo through his mind.

      Louder and louder, it grew, until eventually Conrad had to slap his hands against his ears in an attempt to block it out.

      Conrad ran from the empty jail out into the street, his hands still glued to his ears. Several children who were passing saw him and began to laugh and point at him. “Get back to your homes, at once,” he bellowed. “Or I’ll fetch you all a beating.”

      The children ran off, laughing to each other.

      Nothing made any sense to him: the lack of a gathering, the unfinished gallows, the missing witches, nothing.

      The baroness must be responsible for all this. He knew it as well as he knew his own name. He should never have informed her about the hangings. While he prayed for strength, that woman had obviously used her influence to sabotage the proceedings.

      In his mind, Conrad could hear the woman laughing at him with her consorts.

      She had probably even arranged to have the three witches transported back to her castle, and right now they must all be drinking and cavorting and laughing at his expense, wondering at the expression on his face when he discovered what she had done.

      Doubtless she had used gold coin to bribe Vile, that stupid incompetent.

      But what she had done to influence the rest of his peers, he had no idea. They were men of means in their own right, and as dedicated in carrying out God’s good work as he was.

      Either way, he had to find out and bring that evil woman to justice.

      Regardless of the King’s warning, Conrad was sure that if he showed sufficient proof of her sinful ways, he would have no option other than to support Conrad in carrying out God’s work.

      Conrad mounted his horse and raced off into the night.

      As he rode on, the sky above him grew black, and lightning streaked across it, followed by a sudden peal of thunder.

      Galloping through the forest, lightning struck several trees along his path, sending huge branches crashing to the floor, some missing him by mere inches.

      Unperturbed, Conrad raced on.

      When he arrived at the castle, he saw the same two guards who had been on duty earlier, blocking his way. But this time they both moved aside as if they could tell that he was on a mission which they dare not try to impede.

      The main door to the castle stood open and gathered around it were a cluster of household staff, looking troubled. Conrad removed his copy of the Bible from his saddle bag and held it up, as if challenging them to move aside.

      Upon seeing his book, they complied and made a gangway, inviting him to enter.

      Conrad surmised that they too had witnessed enough ungodly happenings within the castle and were now willing to see their mistress taken into custody and punished for her evil doings.

      As Conrad jumped down from his horse, he stopped to remove his crucifix from the saddle bag, along with a small bottle of holy water which he had had blessed by the Cardinal on his last visit to London.

      Armed with his holy relics, Conrad stood tall and marched into the castle.

      The group of servants followed a little way behind him as he marched from room to room, demanding that the baroness show herself and surrender to his authority.

      But she was nowhere to be found.

      Finally, Conrad turned to the servants who had been tailing him and shouted at them to reveal their mistress’s location. A rather timid-looking young maid stepped forward and pointed with a shaky finger towards a blood-red curtain which was draped across a far wall.

      Conrad strode over with great purpose and flung the material cover aside, revealing an oak door which, once opened, led to a passageway which took Conrad to the top of a flight of stone steps.

      The walls held lit torches which allowed Conrad to navigate his way down, but even so, he kept one hand against the wall to his right just in case there might be a trapdoor waiting to swallow him up.

      As he descended, he could hear the sound of wailing and chanting emanating from somewhere below.

      Conrad felt a surge of satisfaction that he was finally about to catch the baroness in the middle of practising the black arts. This was the moment he had been waiting for, and he could not wait to see the look of shock and surprise on her face when he confronted her.

      Finally, Conrad reached the bottom of the stairs.

      He turned back to see the servants still huddled behind him, watching his every move.

      Along the passage stood another large wooden door, from behind which Conrad could hear the voice of the baroness instructing her minions.

      Taking a deep breath, Conrad flung open the door, holding up his Bible and crucifix in one hand, and the bottle of holy water in the other. “Stop!” he demanded, raising his voice so that it could be heard above the chanting. “Creatures of darkness, I come here to…”

      His words trailed off as he saw his young wife Inga, naked, cavorting around the room along with several of his fellow elders, and a myriad of nubile young females in various forms of undress.

      Once his presence had been registered, everyone stopped what they were doing and turned in his direction.

      Conrad was so taken aback by the sight of his wife, not to mention his peers, that for a moment he was unable to make any sound, whatsoever. He merely stood there with his mouth open, in shock.

      Eventually the baroness appeared through the crowd and walked over to him.

      She too was naked, and moved as if unaware, or at the very least unconcerned, by her exposure.

      The baroness carried a golden goblet in one hand, and when she reached him, she offered it to Conrad, smiling. The gesture broke the spell, and Conrad pushed the cup away, sending it flying across the room, spilling the red liquid it contained out onto the floor.

      The baroness frowned. “That was impolite, Mr Vorst. And very disrespectful of your host.”

      Conrad turned to face her. “You are no host of mine,” he seethed. “How dare you think to involve me in this debauched heresy.”

      The baroness smiled. “I’m sure that your lovely wife does not find it so,” she replied, turning, and holding out her hand towards Inga. Conrad’s wife dutifully accepted the gesture and walked over to where they stood. Ignoring her husband, Inga went straight to the baroness and laid her head on the woman’s shoulder.

      Conrad could feel his face flush red. Reaching forward, he grabbed Inga by the wrist and wrenched her away from the baroness, slamming her against the wall behind him.

      He pointed down at his wife, as the force of the blow had left her sprawled on the floor. “I will deal with you when we reach home,” he said, threateningly.

      Suddenly, he was seized from behind by several of the group, his own fellow elders included. Conrad fought to regain control, but he was easily overpowered by the sheer numbers involved. Losing his grip on his holy relics, he heard the sound of the bottle of holy water smashing as it hit the stone floor.
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