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Prologue
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Mist crawled along the main street, concealing puddles made by the incessant rain. Swirling tendrils drifted off into side streets, making their way silently, like messengers from another world. The mist flowed outward as it went, ever expanding, now bubbling and rolling as if it were a living thing, now spreading evenly like a river of blood. No place was safe from its approach. Fences were ignored, walls were climbed, even doors and windows were breached. There was no sanctuary in the little town of Wilton, nestling sleepily on the edge of Salisbury Plain. But then, the mist, in itself, posed no danger.

*
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“DO WE REALLY NEED TO include this bit? I’m not even in it. And this is supposed to be my story.”

“We discussed this. They need to understand where it all started. This is bigger than you now.”

“You’re not making this up? I’ve had enough people lying to me recently.”

“I’m not making this up. I never lied to you. Not my fault if it sometimes takes you a while to put two and two together. Hey, don’t swear at me under your breath. I can still hear you. Now carry on.”

*
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ONLY A WEEK PAST, THERE had been two rather disturbing occurrences in Wilton. First, there had been the two dead cows. No cause for alarm, certainly, although Tam Denny, the farmer who had owned the beasts, had been understandably upset. What had gotten to the villagers was the fact that both cows had been drained of blood.

The second thing playing on the villagers’ minds was the disappearance of Steve Denny, the farmer’s son. Steve had been out in the fields, the night after the cows had been found, making sure that nothing happened to the rest of the herd. Steve had been a strapping lad, the champion of the local boxing club, and he had taken his father’s shotgun with him, just in case. He’d been planning to go see the Rockin’ Vicars that weekend, but had considered this more important. Sometime during that night, Steve had disappeared. There was no sign of a struggle. No blood on the grass or shreds of clothing. Nor was there any sign of the farmer’s son.

The local constabulary had been put on the alert. Throughout the region, posters were distributed, descriptions were given. Tam Denny had even posted a five hundred-pound reward for information as to his son’s whereabouts. But, so far, nothing had come to light.

Now, a week later, the streets were empty. Some of the villagers were tucked away in bed, seeking the safety that comes from knowing that nothing can harm you once the blankets have been pulled over your head. Others, more courageous or more foolish, were still awake, but safely indoors. Their lights blazed defiantly, warning the creatures of the night that they were no helpless victims. As a further safeguard, their black and white television sets were turned up to full volume, in an attempt to frighten the night-stalkers with the sounds of car chases, gun shots and screams of terror. The noise also served to hide the suspicious creaks and moans which came from the old buildings, and which had been known to keep more than one villager awake at night. 

But that did not account for all the inhabitants of Wilton.

For thirteen men were not buried under their bedclothes. Thirteen men were not glued to the square box which dominated living rooms all over town. Thirteen men were, instead, gathered in a basement under the police station.

This basement held no prisoners, or supplies, or anything within the normal day-to-day experience of the rest of the townsfolk. This basement held an altar. It was of black granite, standing strong and cold in the center of the room. The altar, like the basement itself, had been there long before the police station had been built above it. It had been there long before the village had been patched together by the local inhabitants. It had been there, some whispered, since the beginning of time, in those unimaginably remote ages before man had crawled out from the swamps, when dark beings had stalked the earth and carved lairs for themselves from the living rock.

*
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“YOU DON’T WANT TO MAYBE bring in a touch of melodrama here instead?”

“Just write it down.”

“Can we go back and start with ‘It was a dark and stormy night’?”

“Remember when I said I wasn’t going to eat you?”

“Writing it down. No problem.”

“Whose round is it?”

“Must be yours. I’m very busy at the moment, writing things down.”

*
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ON THIS NIGHT, WHILE mist prowled through the village, and rain beat down on the roof of the police station, thirteen men stood in a circle about the altar, their hands raised above their heads, their heads flung back in supplication. For these were the chosen ones. They had worked towards this night, preparing themselves physically and spiritually, cleansing their bodies as they fortified their souls. Now they were ready to begin the rites, to initiate the ancient ritual which would awaken the dark one from his ages-long slumber, and set him loose once more upon the earth.

All preparations had been completed: their clothing had been cast aside, and their bodies smeared with animal blood. The sacrifice had been made ready on the altar – Steve Denny lay there, unconscious, his naked body daubed with arcane symbols, his mind no longer present. Steve Denny was, in fact, no more. What lay on the altar was a living, breathing corpse. A receptacle awaiting its new master.

Outside, the mist seemed to gather momentum, roiling and crawling more furiously than before. The rain beat down with renewed force, as if trying to match the mist in its anger. Thunder roared across the sky. Lightning flashed.

In the basement, seven candles, the only illumination, flickered as one. The movement broke the trance-like state into which the thirteen had drifted. Their eyes snapped open, but glowed dull, lifeless. Their arms descended till they could grasp hands, forming a ring around the altar. One of their number detached himself from the others, moved towards the lifeless body lying on the slab. This one stood at the foot of the altar, his arms raised, looking down on the body formerly inhabited by the farmer’s son.

“Let us begin.”

The twelve dropped to their knees. Their leader began a low, whispered chant, which was picked up by the others, building in volume as it progressed. The chant was in an ancient, half-forgotten tongue, only hinted at in dark legends and in a few rare manuscripts.

The candles flickered again. The moment was nigh.

“Oh Nameless One,” called the thirteenth man, “hear us, Your servants! From Your ancient slumber we call upon You to awaken and come forth once more to walk among us! Hear our call, oh Mighty One, as we recite the words set down by Your most faithful devotees, in days long past, when last You ruled over men!”

“Hear us, Ravager of Life, as we speak the words to break Your imprisonment, to end Your banishment, and to restore You to Your rightful place among, and yet above, mortal men! Hear us, Scourge of the Light, as we bid You... awake!”

The candles leapt into agitated life, flickering to twice, three times their former height. Outside, the rain redoubled its efforts, hammering at every surface in sight. Thunder cracked and lightning whipped the storm, while down below the mist seemed to pour from the very air. Dense banks of vapour invaded the town, obscuring gardens and buildings as once it had obscured wet patches on the road.

On the altar, the body of Steve Denny began to stir. His breathing became deeper and more rapid, and his veins began to pulse again with life.

The chanters reached a climax, the alien language echoing around the chamber. Their leader threw back his head.

“Hear us, Nameless One! Come to us!”

The body before him jerked spasmodically. The hands stiffened into talons, then, as the nails grew long and pointed, and strong fingers grew even stronger, they became claws. Similar changes were taking place at the feet. The whole body seemed to be swelling, growing, hardening, feeding on the darkness and becoming something that was more than human. Or something that was not human at all.

Steve Denny’s face was changing, too. His mouth was widening, the teeth inside becoming longer, sharper. His ears were growing, becoming pointed at the top as the lobes vanished.

The chant went on. The candles danced ever higher, casting strange shadows on the walls. Twisted creatures seemed to move in those shadows, slinking or capering as the whim took them. They seemed to add their voices to the chant, as it grew ever more frenzied and commanding. Outside, the storm had reached its peak. The night was ablaze as mist embraced the lightning which filled the sky, and the thunder formed a constant backdrop of crackling, booming sound. The time was ripe. Something had to give.

In a basement below the police station in the main street of Wilton, something opened its eyes. Yellow slits gleamed in the semi-darkness. Yellow slits with vertical, black slashes for pupils.

The chanting stopped.
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Chapter One
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Imagine a world where dreams can come true. The best of all possible worlds, where everything always works out the way it’s supposed to. Where you can do anything you want to do. Or be anything you want to be.

A world where all you have to do is live life to the full, and experience the splendour of the universe around you. Where you can learn from even your worst mistakes, for in this world, there is no real death. Merely a brief period of rest, before the next round of experience and wonder.

A world inhabited by gods and fabulous creatures, full of adventure and sensation. Sights, sounds, colours and textures created for no other reason than to stimulate your senses.

Virtual reality, you ask? Some new computer gaming system? No, this world is far more mysterious. More magickal. And yet just as fragile and insubstantial as the gossamer dreams of a newborn child.

It was in such a world that I found myself one bright and sunny morning during the eighties.

*
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“BASTARDS!”

This was followed by the unmistakable sound of breaking glass. I found myself in darkness.

The usual questions came to mind. What the hell was happening? And where the fuck was I?

“Bastards!”

I rubbed the back of an arm across my eyes. But they didn’t seem to work as well as they should. When I tried to crack them open, a murderous gang of light rays launched a vicious assault, forcing me to roll over and press my face against what felt like a carpet. This felt better.

But now the other senses were pissed off at me for disturbing their rest. Sirens blared. Vulcan’s trolls went to work in my head. And the sounds of frantic activity played on in the background.

“Not today, you bastards!”

This last was accompanied by the melodious grind of furniture being dragged across a wooden floor, and banging against what could only be a wooden door. At which point the sirens came to a sudden stop, car doors slammed open and shut, and I forced an eye open.

“Oi! Hippy! Lock up when you leave!”

This came from a hulking form dressed in dungarees and an Adolf Hitler World Tour shirt. The sleeves had been ripped off the shirt to expose arms wrapped in barbed wire, swastikas and chains. One end of this monster was grounded in a massive pair of Doc Martens. The other end had been shaved to a dark stubble. The beast was standing in front of a pair of double glass doors, pointing some kind of baton at me. Not in any condition to argue, I raised a thumb, at which sign the thing turned, vaulted over a railing and dropped from sight.

*
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ONCE THE ROOM HAD STOPPED spinning, I pushed myself to a sitting position and looked around. The couch against the door had left behind a trail of beer cans and pizza boxes, and what looked to be a pair of socks dipped in blue paint. The only other furniture in the room was a compact hi-fi, which sat next to a pile of records which had seen better days. A couple of blankets wrestled in a corner, and the remains of a beer bottle lay shattered against the wall not two feet from where I had been laying. A collection of barbells intimidated me from next to the double doors.

“What did I miss?”

A new figure had appeared in another doorway, clutching precariously at the doorframe. It seemed I was not alone in my confusion. 

“Fucked if I know. Looks like Mick’s left us in charge.”

Ian staggered back out of the doorway, returning in a minute or so with a Black Label grasped lovingly in each hand. He tossed one in my direction as he opened the other, and I caught it gratefully, holding the soothing metal against my pounding temples for a moment before pulling the tab.

“There’s a couple of ambulances outside”, came Ian’s voice from the balcony on the other side of the double doors. “Who did he kill?”

Using the wall as leverage, I joined him on the balcony, gulping down a good mouthful of medicine on the way. There was an ugly black smudge on my left wrist, and what looked like some kind of purple mutant spider squashed on my right. 

“Last thing I remember is meeting you two at the Toxic Soxx gig in Image last night. After that, anything’s possible.”  

Image was one of the sleazier clubs in town, nestling in the heart of the downtown industrial area. It wasn’t the kind of place your mother warned you about, but only because she had no idea that such places actually existed outside of Dante’s third circle. Every Saturday and Sunday morning, shortly after dawn, the underground club would belch forth a stream of punks, skins and headbangers, who would blink wonderingly at the sunrise, shake their heads to clear the last of the alcohol from their brains, then stagger off to lay low until it was time to start all over again.

I had been there last night, but honestly couldn’t remember a thing after bumping into the two big lads on the roof. This might have been somehow related to the bottle of tequila they’d been passing around, although even that was hazy. Could have been vodka. Or petrol.

I grabbed my colours and searched through the pockets for a pair of shades. Mick’s flat was on the first floor, giving him an alternative exit whenever the authorities decided to raid the place. Unfortunately for society in general, most of these “raids” were false alarms. Like this one. But the elected leader of the Aryan Knights couldn’t be too careful.

“Does that fuckwit really think they’ve got nothing better to do than to spy on him and his boyscouts?” Ian asked.

“Ssh!” I looked around, draining the last of the beer. “When they take over, you could be shot for saying things like that.”

Ian grunted, tossed his can into the garden of the flat below, and unzipped his fly.

“See that cat on the stairs down there? Five bucks.”

“Fuck off.”

*
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WE LOCKED THE DOORS behind us and pocketed the key. Mick had ways of finding his way back inside. And if he couldn’t, well... we probably wouldn’t be there when he tried. On the way out, I picked up some mail from the other tenants’ boxes. Nothing interesting, though. Mostly bills, with a couple of family letters mixed in for good measure. And there was a free sample of some new aftershave, but that ended up in the nearest bin along with the rest of the junk.

This part of Hillbrow had seen better days. Once it had been a trendy part of Johannesburg, with the arty crowd flocking to the high-rise buildings to create their own insulated communities. Now it was the centre of the city’s night life, with club-goers, students and wannabe rock-stars fighting for the pick of the area’s flatlands. In the mid-eighties, Hillbrow was the place to be. Kids from the suburbs would borrow a car, pile into the back seat and drive into the Brow for a Saturday night that would make their friends jealous for weeks. The place had nightclubs, stripclubs, hookers, poolhalls, bars, gyms, amusement arcades...and the most colourful collection of streetlife in the city. Both by night and by day.

I’d met a guy begging for money at Highpoint one morning, and we’d started talking. Seems this guy had a house in Observatory, with a pool, and a new car. All of which he was funding through standing at the top of these stairs and harassing pedestrians going about their daily business. Who needed a steady job?

Certainly not me. 

*
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IT WAS A SUNNY SATURDAY, early afternoon. We headed towards Pretoria Street, taking the scenic route that would lead us past the prostitutes and preachers who inhabited the back streets. We were both dressed in jeans and T-shirts, with our colours hung over our shoulders. No self-respecting headbanger would be caught dead without his colours, no matter what kind of weather. Hustlers and peddlers moved out of our way as we strolled down the middle of the street, daring any of them to confront these two long-haired, tattooed animals.

Starting off as a roadie, Ian had been in and out of bands for years, mostly as a bass player although he was also pretty handy with a microphone. He’d been kicked out of his previous band when he was arrested for possession of cocaine. But it had turned out to be speed, so he couldn’t be charged. His current band, Blood, would be playing that night at the Irish Club. Which left us six hours or so to kill.

“Fuck it’s hot.”

The previous night’s festivities had left us with a slight thirst, and in no mood for wandering around in the African sunshine.

“Fancy a rest on that bench?”

This seemed like a reasonable suggestion. So we threw ourselves onto the concrete bench standing on a street corner. And it was comfortable. And refreshing. For at least ten seconds. Until we realized that the authorities, in their wisdom, had situated the bench next to a concrete dustbin. And that the locals had decided that this dustbin would better serve the community in the capacity of an open-air urinal.

Not having eaten for a few days, and with the world only now starting to recover from its morning spinning session, we decided to distance ourselves from the local amenities. But, at that precise moment, logic decided to do the same to us.

“Let’s take it with us.”

Ian looked serious as he said these words, but you could never tell. With both of us wearing shades, I might have missed the tell-tale glint of a light-hearted joke. So I fell for it.

“Alright. You grab that end.”

We managed to lift the slab of concrete, through sheer willpower, and shuffled off the edge of the pavement towards the shade of some nearby trees. But halfway across the road, our numbed nerve-endings came back to life and screamed “What the fuck are you doing???”

At which point we dropped the bench.

The shady trees beckoned persuasively, and we sat with our backs against their trunks, gazing wistfully at our bench as it stood lonely in the middle of the two-laned intersection. A car turned the corner, saw our bench, and swerved around it, with a screaming of brakes.

“Fancy a drink?”

Car number one had passed the test. It drove off warily.

“It’s a bit early in the day, isn’t it?”

Car number two cruised over the hill, spotted our wayward furniture, and glided gracefully to one side, not even slowing to appreciate this modern artform. Philistines, obviously.

“What, for a beer?”

The third car was different. There was no screeching of brakes. No unappreciative swerving to one side. Instead, car number three drove right up to our masterpiece. Parked right in front of it.

“For fucking stupid questions.”

And it just sat there.

Something about this didn’t feel quite right. As delighted as we were to see that some motorists could still appreciate a bit of hard work, we felt it was time to move on to bigger and better things. But as we got to our feet, three police cars rounded the corner, pulled up next to us, and discharged half a dozen of our favourite civil servants.

They surrounded us, hands on their holsters, but not yet drawing their weapons. They were ready for anything. Highly trained. Heavily armed. And thick as pigshit.

“What are you doing?”

This came from the largest of our new friends. He had sergeant stripes on his sleeve. I didn’t think they were quite as impressive as the dragons encircling my upper arms, but each to his own.

“We were just off to look for a drink,” Ian told him. “What’s it to you?”

“You don’t need a drink,” growled a uniform. “I know what you need.” This playmate had drawn his baton and waved it cheerily in our direction. There were some mutterings of assent from the rest of the pack.

It was a basic law of nature that uniformed officials the world over looked with contempt on those of us who dared to ignore mainstream society and its trends. But especially in South Africa. The fact that these two youngsters had decided to grow their hair, cover their arms in tattoos and walk around in public wearing ripped jeans and shirts bearing slogans that they would never understand, obviously upset their neat, tidy view of the universe. In reality, we weren’t trying to be different. We were actually just trying to fit in. But with our own people. A special breed.

Car number three had by now reversed up the street to join the other vehicles. Out climbed a coffin dodger in a long white coat, shaking his head and muttering to himself.

‘Why did you put that bench in the road?” asked our friend.

I looked at Ian. He looked at me.

“Did you put that bench there?” I asked him.

To my great relief, he shook his head. “Fuck, no.”

The man in white had now reached our ensemble, and waved one of his stubby wrinkled fingers in our direction. His eyes were eggshells, about to pop out of their sockets and make a break for freedom.

“I saw you! I saw you put it there!”

Now this just blew us away. Us? Him?

“You what?”

“I saw you two put that bench there, in the road! Why did you do that?”

“Look, Doctor Constable,” I started patiently. “We were just sitting quietly under that tree, minding our own business. We saw you drive around that corner and park in front of that bench. You must have seen someone else.”

A couple more uniforms had now drawn their batons, and the rhythmic tapping of rubber on flesh was hardly a soothing beat. They seemed to be overcompensating for something.

White-coat’s eyes were rabid. He looked at me, looked at Ian, looked at the bench.

“Are you English?”

“Scottish, actually,” I corrected, so that they would know which embassy to contact in the event of any sudden international incidents.

“That explains it.”

And he turned away. He mumbled something to his pets, and they laughed, elbowed each other a bit, then climbed back into their meemaw cars and sped off. Without so much as an apology. And without moving the bench.

“Am I still tripping, or did that really just happen.”

“What?”

“Thought as much. Time for that drink.”
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Chapter Two
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Down in the snug of Mike’s Tavern, the world was a much rosier place. Darker and dingier, certainly, but nevertheless rosier. With half a dozen pints inside me, and a couple lined up on the bar, I was ready to face the world once more.

“Who’s it going to be then, eh?”

Ian had wandered off with Scottish Jimmy after the first few rounds, probably to get his gear ready for the gig - although it hadn’t been too clear from the grunt and nod with which he’d departed - so I’d decided to see what could be accomplished on Mike’s pool tables. There were several challengers, and they weren’t all bad, but they were up against someone who wasn’t just playing for entertainment. This was how I kept body and soul together most days, playing pool for drinks, the odd bar snack, and even the occasional cash reward. Playing for money was tricky, though. Your average punter didn’t mind losing a beer. That’s what it was all about, having a couple of laughs, buying a round, trying again. But when money was on the line, it was a different story. Some guys took it personally.

Still, it was better than mugging old ladies at ATMs, or begging for change on street corners. And still safer than selling drugs.

“You’re going down.”

Another greasy looking oxygen thief slapped a coin on the table and adjusted his belt. He winked at someone who could have been his mother. If he’d ever had one.

I smiled my friendly smile, the one that said I wouldn’t kill him, not today, and reached for another beer. There was a new face propping up the bar next to my ever-growing collection of mugs. An older face, lined with memories, and crowned with a shock of white hair. Intense grey eyes seemed to absorb me, the pool table, my opponent, the entire bar, before nodding absently, as if it all met with his approval.

“Afternoon,” he smiled.

I gazed at him over the rim of the glass, wondering where I’d seen him before. Probably in the same place, different day. Johannesburg could be a really small world sometimes.

“You figured that out all by yourself, did you?”

He smiled again as I turned back to the table. Loverboy had broken, and I sank a couple of balls just for the hell of it. When I reached for another sip, Smiley was still there.

“You looking to make some spare cash?”

“Put a coin down,” I told him. “We’ll see what happens.” 

Another smile. “I’m not talking about playing pool.”

I smiled back, tilted my head, drained the last of the beer, and was about to remove my new acquaintance’s face and wipe the bar with it, when he shook his head.

“Now, don’t get any ideas, son. I’m not talking about that, either.”

A bit disappointed, I lowered the glass.

“So what the fuck are you talking about?”

He pushed a beer towards me and nodded at the chair next to him. I took a handful of peanuts, played another shot, snookered the poor sod, then leaned back against the bar, watching the table.

“Go on, then.”

“I’ve been watching you play. You’re not bad. Certainly better than this lot. Which means that you probably play a lot, right?”

“Now and again. What’s your point?”

“I’m new to this town. Don’t know a soul. Although I’m expecting some friends to drop in later.”

“Do I look like a fucking tour guide?” I played a shot, not really concentrating, setting up one ball and moving two of the other guy’s away from the pocket.

“I need some information, son. About some people you probably already know, but who you can get to know easily enough if you don’t.”

“You a cop?” After our previous run-in, I wasn’t in the mood to help the boys in blue. Then again, I can’t remember a single moment when I was in such a mood. I’d had various encounters over the years, from being searched on the street, to having my bedroom ransacked by the occult crimes division, to being told (on numerous occasions) to turn down my music. And waking up to find police cars parked across the street, waiting for me to turn the music up again. Then there was the famous birthday party in a friend’s flat, where I was passed out on the floor, headbutting the carpet in time to the new Metallica album, and the neighbours downstairs decided to complain about the noise. The police who’d responded to that call just couldn’t understand why I had carpet burns on my forehead, or why no-one was trying to stop me.

“Private investigator. Client’s hired me to look into the whereabouts of his daughter.”

I played two shots, carefully this time, and managed to clear the table. As the black sank into a corner pocket, my opponent shrugged and moved towards the bar, digging in his pockets for change.

“Bloody typical. Some bird goes missing, and I get the blame.”

Mr PI lit a cigarette, still smiling. I was beginning to think that he was on something. Surely someone in his line of business had no right to be this happy.

“Funny, son, funny. No, I’ve got a pretty good idea where she is, but I can’t get in there to see how she is. It’s like a private club. Halfway to Pretoria. A select group of individuals, many of them very much like yourself. They’d see me coming a mile off. But you, on the other hand...”

I was starting to get an idea of the crowd he was talking about. There was a farm out near Midrand, which had been bought by some rich kid who’d inherited the family fortune. He’d turned it over to a bunch of lads, including bikers, survivalists, a couple of ex-defence force types, who’d got involved in some kind of commune effort, and claimed to be setting up a type of church for those living on the fringes of society. Falling squarely into that category myself, I’d been invited out there a couple of times, but had just never got around to actually going. Not that I had any intention of joining their loony tunes commune (and some of these guys were seriously loony tunes), but I knew some of the girls who’d moved out there. And there didn’t seem to be much talent in Mike’s. Visions of Charlie Manson sitting around a campfire, singing Helter Skelter while his family drove off into the night, swam before my eyes.

“What makes you think she would want anyone to know where she is?”

“That’s not the point, son. Her parents are worried about her. She dropped out of college and ran off to be with this lot. She’s screwing up her life.”

This was a subject close to my heart, and I had another drink.

“Her life. We’re not all meant to join the rat race.”

“Oh, I just love teenage angst. I wanted to change the world too, in my younger days. Believe me, it doesn’t always turn out the way you planned.”

“Life’s not a rehearsal. If she wants to get out there and live while she still can, who are you to interfere?”

“I’m the guy buying the beers.” And he pushed another one towards me. “I’m the guy prepared to pay a grand for the information I’m looking for.”

Being terminally unemployed, and living from day to day on the streets of Johannesburg, this was a tempting offer. What I would actually do with the money, I had no fucking idea. But first things first.

“So, assuming I’m interested, where do we go from here?”

“I’ll get you a picture. I just need to know if she’s there, if she seems happy or if she’s there against her will, is she healthy, that kind of thing. Just a quick in and out.”

Another challenger was setting up the balls, trying to impress me by spinning them into place and using the triangle to make them jump. This guy had his own cue, which he’d taken from one of those carry-boxes and was now screwing together, and was even wearing a leather glove on one hand. I turned away in disgust.

“You any idea how dangerous these boys can be? You must have, if you’re scared to go yourself.”

This didn’t shake his smile. I was starting to think it was some kind of birth defect.

“Only to outsiders. They’ve got nothing against you, son. In fact, I think you were probably born for this job. Destiny, like.”

I was already starting to plan my next tattoo. Maybe a leather jacket as well. I didn’t see how a quick recce mission would help the parents any. I mean, they already knew that she was in there. So it wasn’t as if I would be betraying any great secret by having a quick look and reporting back.

And if some of the information got a bit twisted along the way, well, who was to know? This had the potential to turn into another small victory for the forces of khaos, spreading confusion among the blind slaves of law and order. Nothing earth shattering, but every little bit helped. Hey, even the unemployed can have a mission in life.

“Let me think about it for a couple of minutes.”

He smiled, puffed on his cigarette, and ordered another two beers.
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Chapter Three
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We left ye trusty tavern as night fell. We being me and Morag, who had turned up about half an hour earlier, claiming to be grabbing a quick drink on her way to the concert. I should have known better.

Morag was a sweet girl. Amongst her more endearing qualities were a habit of starting fights purely for her own amusement, and a reputation for shagging anything that moved. As a test, I’d tried remaining motionless on the floor under a bar one night, but it hadn’t worked. I’d been roused from my stupor by a raucous clapping and shouting, to find her busy on top of me and half the bar cheering her on. Who said romance was dead?

We left with some guy she’d just met in Mike’s, who appeared to be even more monumentally wasted than the usual run of the mill barfly. This guy had long, curly hair, but that was where any resemblance to yours truly stopped. He wore a white shirt, unbuttoned halfway down his chest, exposing a huge golden crucifix. Gold chains encircled his wrists, and a pair of Raybans dangled from a cord around his neck. Pure Mediterranean. I wouldn’t have thought he would have been Morag’s type, but it seemed as if she had moved upmarket since our last encounter.

“I need to hit the bank,” she said, and turned into an alley between two blocks of flats. Her companion staggered along, arm in arm with his new date, with me bringing up the rear. They made a cute couple – white shirt and black leather; Italian shoes and Doc Martens; long wavy hair and spiked green mohawk. I almost felt sorry for the guy, imagining his expression when he woke up next to her tomorrow morning. Morag was a good looking girl, but this was an acquired taste.

My commiserations were premature. Halfway along the alley, Morag swung the guy against a wall. Hard. I could practically feel the back of his head bounce against the bricks. She grabbed a handful of his shirt, and a knife appeared in her free hand.

“Your wallet – now!” 

His glazed eyes struggled to grasp this new concept in dating. In slow motion, he reached for the knife.

Morag slashed his palm, smacked him in the face with her elbow and backhanded him so that his head bounced off the bricks again, all in one smooth movement. I was quite impressed.

“Money – now! Don’t try that again, or my boyfriend here will rip you apart.”

This was pure exaggeration. We might have had something once upon a time, but as usual I’d fucked that up. The man looked slowly in my direction, tears starting to cloud his vision, and all I could do was shrug and smile encouragingly. What choice did I have? Walk away, and leave him to the tender mercies of the queen of the night? Try to get him out of the jam, and risk getting gutted myself? At least if I played along, we might all live to tell the tale.

He reached in his back pocket and handed over his wallet with trembling hands. The typical bulging macho-type wallet. Morag dropped it somewhere inside her leather jacket, then grabbed the chain from around his neck.

“Your watch! And the chains!”

I think he was starting to catch on at last, as these were removed more quickly. They disappeared into the depths of the jacket, then Morag slammed another elbow into his face. His head cracked one last time against the wall before he started to slide into the piss-stained gutter.

Morag took off down the alley like a winged mammal escaping from the netherworld, looking back over her shoulder.

“Come on, for fuck’s sake!”

I decided to tag along.

*
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A FEW TWISTS AND TURNS later, we stopped to get our breath back. By this time, I was starting to sober up. All that time and effort spent tossing back beers, destroyed by a surge of adrenaline. 

“You’re still fucking insane, you know that?” I managed to get this out while propping myself against a wall, drawing great gulps of air into my lungs. Morag just smiled sweetly and winked.

She’d lost one of her earrings in the dash to safety. Which was just as well, as they had been a beautifully matched pair of dried, used tampons, dangling from silver sleepers. A Polish mate of mine had started selling these as novelty jewellery at one of the flea markets on Saturday mornings, and they seemed to be catching on. His other innovations included necklaces made from cats’ ears, and some genuinely interesting looking top hats. On demand, he could supply a fully-fledged catskin. The cats’ ears had made him rather unpopular in most circles, so he tended to keep to himself a lot these days. 

“You should have seen your face!” She had obviously recovered enough breath to enable her to laugh. “Getting soft, are we?”

I pushed myself upright and started off down the alley. My life was interesting enough without hanging around with fucking lunatics.

“Hey! Stick around and I’ll buy you a drink at the Irish.”

Which goes to show that she wasn’t completely beyond redemption.

*
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“I THOUGHT YOU’D GOT yourself a job?” We were on our way to the club, using the back alleys in case her latest conquest had regained consciousness.

“I’m dancing at the Summit again, yeah. They’ve got me listed as Darling Honey. But old habits die hard.”

Morag had had a handful of jobs since she’d run away from her adopted parents’ home at the tender age of 16, on the back of her boyfriend’s Harley. Waitress, barmaid, photographic model, and her latest attempt – exotic dancer. None of them seemed to last very long.

She was bright enough, and passionate enough, to make a success of anything she chose to do. But it was that same passion that brought most of these career paths to a spectacular end. Her huge overflowing cosmic passion, the same passion that made her a blazing comet, burning everything around her. She struggled with the mundane, the small, day to day things that everyone else took for granted. She knew that she was meant for bigger things, and that she just needed to find the right path, to get that initial break, then she’d be on her way. Blame it on her astrological sign. Blame it on her adopted parents, who she never mentioned. Blame it on the music, the drugs, the people around her. If every man and every woman is a star, constantly changing with each fresh event which affects him or her consciously or subconsciously, then Morag was a perfect example of this concept.

I’d first met her one lazy Saturday afternoon in Rockey Street, stoned out of my head while playing pool with a couple of Hell Rats. I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off her. She’d been doing a Tarot reading for some friends, using the Tantric deck, which had impressed me no end. And when she noticed me watching and blew me a kiss, I felt the arrow plunge deep into my chest. Then she’d left with her friends, and it had taken me at least a week to track her down again, on the roof of Zeplins. That had been a good time in both our lives. It had had its ups and downs (in more ways than one), and like all things, it had come to its inevitable end.

“Anyway, he deserved it.” Her eyes were hard as she shrugged her shoulders.

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Did you see the way he was looking at me?” She shivered. “And he had that look about him.”

I’d heard this theory before, so I concentrated on keeping an eye open up and down the alley.

“Some of us are meant to be predators, and the rest are born to be prey. If guys like that want to step into my world, they have to play by my rules.”

She was getting a gleam in her eye that meant this could turn into a sermon at any moment. I stepped up the pace.

“Society thinks it can just turn its back on us.”

I dug my hands into the side pockets of my colours and tried to widen the gap.

“But we’ll show... hey! Where the fuck are you running to?”
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Chapter Four
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Peter was on the door at the Irish, chatting to Carol and Alan. For free entrance and as many drinks as he could handle, the big biker made sure that no-one would sneak in without paying.

“Alright, sunshine?” I gave him the horned salute as I strolled past his table. “Ian here yet?”

“He’s in there somewhere. Hoi! C’mere!” For such a big lad, Peter was remarkably fast. He managed to shoot to his feet, toss his beer into his left hand and grab hold of Morag with his right, before she even knew he was there. “That’ll be three bucks, love.”

“I’m with him.” She nodded after me as she tried to jerk her arm from the monster’s grip. I could see her free hand twitching towards that inside pocket where she carried her blade. Things were about to get interesting. I would have stayed to watch, but I was in serious danger of sobering up.

“Never seen her before. Think she’s been stalking me.” I threw this over my shoulder as I headed for the bar. Holding up an empty hand to Phil the barman, I caught a glimpse of Morag being carried out the door, still struggling to free herself. Peter’s reputation as warlord of the Hell Rats was at stake if she got past him. But she wouldn’t miss a night like this. She’d be back.

The Irish Club was situated above the Hillbrow Squash Courts, on the corner of Pretoria and Edith Cavell streets. There was no signboard. No fluorescent lights. No indication to the casual passerby that there was anything at all above the courts. Except maybe for the rabble spilling out onto the street in between sets, a heaving, sweating mass of hair and tattoos, denim and leather. 

The place had started off as a social hangout for Hillbrow’s Irish community. Until one of the members in Pentagon had mentioned to his boss at American Express that he played in a band. The boss happened to be on the Irish Club managing committee, and it just so happened that they were looking for a band to liven the place up. One quick audition in an empty club later, everything had changed. Friday nights, it was still a bar. You could take along your favourite bootleg tapes, and listen to them while having a drink or two with your mates. But on Saturdays...

On Saturdays there was a stage built out of beer crates. Two or three of the heaviest bands in Joburg would be sure to turn up. There had been festivals, starting early in the day, where a dozen or more bands would gig one after the other, through to the small hours of Sunday morning. Desecrated Altar had played a few times. Midget Submarine. 2 Dogs Funking. The Blast. And Stretch had blown everyone away during one of these festivals with his table-hopping guitar-shredding extravaganza.

Ragnarok was on stage now, all attitude and swagger, ripping through a GBH cover. Everybody loved Ragnarok. Loud as fuck, no posing, hair flying as they banged their way through the set. And they’d brought their fans with them, bouncing around in the moshpit, waving their beers in the air and playing air-guitar. The rest of the audience stood or sat around, nodding their heads to the beat. I had to smile when I saw that Dean was back on vocals, performing double duty as he pounded away on the drum kit. Dean could have performed as a one man band if he had enough arms and legs, being more at home on guitar. But the current guitarist, on loan from Helter Skelter, played note-perfect AC/DC and Maiden covers, so Dean had opted for the back of the stage in this particular grouping. Ragnarok’s regular singer was still recovering after he’d seen a patched biker stash a gun inside the cistern of a toilet in a Rockey Street bar. He’d snuck in to take possession of the weapon after the stranger had left, only to bump into the same stranger and a few of his patched brothers on the way out. Even if the gun had been loaded, it wouldn’t have helped him during the short but intense lesson in personal property that followed.

“Howsit going?” Damien handed Phil a couple of tickets and slid me a beer, grabbing another one for himself. Molly sold tickets from her cage at the door, and these were exchanged for drinks. A simple way to get around licensing laws. Of course, an entire roll of tickets had been liberated during the first metal night, and anyone who was anyone now had a bundle of them stashed in an inside pocket.

On Fridays, Phil was a tuxedo clad doorman down at Dino’s Bar & Grill. The place was known to be a bit of a dive. According to Phil, with his Dublin brogue and his 70s afro, once the drink started to flow, if the boys wanted to fight, he let them.

“Cheers.” I tossed back my head, letting the golden liquid pour down my throat, flushing the adrenaline from my alcoholstream. “Ah. That’s better.”

The club was packed. There was the regular crowd of animals, hogging the tables spread throughout the room. Then there was the odd old Irishman, glued to a stool at the bar and clutching his glass of Jamesons in case one of these young hooligans got to it. And there was the alternative crowd, including a pack of skins, a bristle of punks standing out above the milieu, and a coven of goths. Even some dressed in medieval costumes. A pair of dark red robes huddled in a far corner, behind the main goth contingent. 

“Look at those legs!” Damien shared my taste in gothic women. Although neither of us limited ourselves to any specific subculture – that would have been selfish. “Not the blonde. She’s a Butterface. The one next to her.”

“I’ve tasted better. Can you see a number tattooed on her arm?”

“No.”

“Not one of mine, then. You can have her.” 

Damien and I had known one another since our short-lived and ill-fated stint at university. It had been a wonderful time, full of new experiences and opportunities for personal development. But neither of us had so much as seen the inside of a lecture hall. No, I tell a lie. I had seen the inside of a lecture hall once. But it hadn’t been one of my lectures. I’d gone along with my roommate, who had had to attend this specific class to avoid having his bursary cut off. We’d taken the scenic route, via the campus pub, and I’d taken a fancy to the public telephone outside the classroom. So I’d ripped off the handpiece and taken it in with me. 

Let me tell you from personal experience that chemical engineering lecturers have no sense of humour, whatsoever. This one wouldn’t take any one of the calls that came through, even when his mother called to complain about the way he was dressed.

Coincidentally, that roommate hadn’t passed any of his year-end exams. A nonevent that was followed by a curious spate of fires in the men’s dormitory. Which might explain why he had ended up selling tampon earrings and cats ear necklaces at fleamarkets on Saturday mornings.

“What about that one over in the corner, talking to Catherine?”

I had a quick look. “Too thin for my taste. That’s practically bulimic.”

“Nice. KFC woman.” I frowned at him till he explained with a shrug. “Finger licking good.”

From across the room, I caught a glint of steel through the smoke starting to build up under the ceiling. The club had had ceiling fans once upon a time, but too many pool cues had been swung above the head in victory, and too many chairs had been moshed across the room. Besides, a night out wasn’t the same without waking up in the morning smelling of stale cigarette smoke.

Uncle Venom was approaching. He didn’t have to use the same sideways motion as the rest of us when moving across a crowded room. People just seemed to move aside as he got near. I think it had something to do with the six-inch nails he wore sticking out from the black leather band covering his left forearm. Or maybe it was the razorblades hanging from various badges on his colours. It might have been just the fact that he was... Uncle Venom.

Once he had gained the bar, he reached for the closest beer. Being experienced clubgoers, we held onto ours, but some poor sod had left his bottle on the counter. This redheaded, bespectacled animal drained half the contents in one gulp, and smiled at us as the last few drops dribbled down his beard.

“You ladies coming out to the farm tomorrow?” he squeaked in his broken voice. This was one of the many traits he had which made it hard to keep a straight face while talking to him. “We’re having an open day, for special friends. You’ll like it.”

Behind him, Scottish Jimmy was being held back by Gene and Yuri. We could see from his face that it was his beer that had been liberated.

“You guys playing?” asked Damien. The bearded one was in a death-metal band with a couple of mates – for some obscure reason, they had elected him to be the singer.

“Not tomorrow. Too much other shit going on.”

“We’ll be there, then,” I promised, smiling.

“Sam around?” Damien asked.

The man shook his head. “He’s busy organizing a new amp for the band. We blew the last one.” Then he smiled, finished the beer and tossed the bottle over his shoulder before striding off across the room once more, parting the crowd before him.

“Something to look forward to. Speaking of which...” Damien nudged me as he pushed himself off the bar and headed towards the stage. A female singer had joined the band, wearing what looked like a layer of spray-paint. As I glanced in her direction, I saw a green mohawk bounce in the door, dark eyes flashing around the room. I headed for the gents.

*
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STEPPING CAREFULLY over the body sprawled on the edge of the urinal, I slid the beer into an inside pocket and reached for my zip. It had been a while since the last pit stop.

“Gotta smoke, man?” I thought the Sabbath backpatch had looked familiar. Junkie had obviously broken into his old man’s liquor cabinet again. He’d usually bring a bottle to the club. But to make the theft undetectable, he’d take a tot from every bottle and mix them all together. The result was a muddy brown concoction which smelt delicious but kicked like an epileptic mule. Sometimes he would share his ill-gotten gains. Other times – like tonight – he would savour it as a solitary pleasure. The results on these occasions were predictable.

“It’s me, you sad cunt.” I leaned against the wall and placed a boot gently on his shoulders to stop him getting up. “Don’t move or I’ll piss on your head.”

“Whatcha talkin’ ‘bout?” He was trying to roll over. “John? Tha’ you man? Wha’s hap’nin’?”

The door opened and two bikers fell in, their arms around one another’s necks, spilling beer and laughing. They wore colours showing that they rode with the Horsemen, one of the newer clubs in town. I think they’d started on the East Rand somewhere, but now they were a local fixture. As the door swung shut, they separated and one came towards me, reaching for his fly. 

“Alright?” He stepped on Junkie’s back and braced himself against the wall with one hand. Junkie moaned. The biker’s buddy leant against the wall, still laughing.

“How’s that for service?” the first one asked. “Something to wipe your feet on while you answer the call of nature.” 

His mate was thoroughly enjoying this. “If you get any on your shoes, see if he’ll lick it off for you!”

I finished and zipped up, then reached for the beer bottle. The Irish had never been known for the elevated culture of its inhabitants, but this bunch had only appeared on the scene recently, and were not exactly knocking themselves out trying to make friends. Everyone loves bikers. I’d grown up around bikers. Salt of the earth. These guys just seemed to have a chip on their shoulders. There had been a couple of minor scuffles between them and the normal crowd, but nothing serious enough to get anyone worried. This could have been another one.

“Gotta smoke, man?” You had to admire Junkie’s persistence, if not his lifestyle. Face down on a toilet floor. 200 pounds of aggression on his back. But he wasn’t giving up. 

The big man laughed again and shook a cigarette out of a packet, letting it fall to the damp floor in front of Junkie. Then he climbed down and left, grabbing his mate around the shoulders as he went.

Junkie placed the cigarette between his lips as the door closed behind them. “Gotta light, man?”

*
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“SO THERE WE ARE,” SAID Damien, “the five of us, coming out of the Moulin Rouge, around 3 in the morning. We get outside, and we see that Sam’s got blood all over his face. Now, Sam might be a bit strange sometimes, but even he doesn’t walk around with blood all over his face. I mean, he isn’t Polish, is he?”

There were a couple of grins at this, as we looked around to see whether Rafael was in the club. There were four of us sitting around a table. Damien had grabbed it after some skins had got up to go to the dancefloor, and Ian and I had joined him on our way back from the bar. Morag had come through with her promise to buy me a drink. In fact, with her newfound prosperity, she had sprung for an entire round. About half a pint of that had accidentally ended up in my lap, for which she had, of course, apologized most profusely. I thought I had gotten off lightly.

“So we ask him what’s happened, right? And he says that some cunt just hit him as we were walking down the stairs. For no reason.” Pause for a drink. “So, I go back up the stairs, but the bouncers won’t let me back in. Now you know me, I’m normally quite a peaceful sort, but I was starting to get a bit tense here.” More grins around the table. Damien’s “peaceful” personality was well known in the Irish. 

“So I explain that we want to see this guy that did it, just to find out why. You know? And all this time, Sam’s just standing against the wall, wiping blood off his face, shaking his head, and we’re all feeling, like, sorry for the guy. He’s a mate, you know?”

As I raised my bottle for another sip, someone slapped me on the back of the head, spilling another mouthful in my lap. The roar of laughter that followed could only have come from one mouth.

“Oi, Mick. You want a drink? Morag’s buying.”

The leader of the Aryan Knights placed his fists on the table and looked around. A barbed wire tattoo snaked around his left arm from wrist to shoulder, with swastikas and eagles claiming the spaces between. A picture of a chain spiraled up his right arm. A real chain looped around his waist, held in place by a huge combination padlock. We all knew that the combination was set to open with just one click of the dial.

Behind him stood half a dozen smaller clones, trying to look hard. One of them was wearing a Sisters of Mercy shirt, which just didn’t make any sense to me at all. What was the world coming to?

“Not tonight.” He raised his eyes and scanned the dancefloor. I could practically smell the aggression pouring off him. “Tonight I’m just looking for a fight.” He picked up Damien’s beer and had a swig, then handed it back and winked. “You girls behave yourselves now.”

“Will we be seeing you tomorrow?” someone asked.

Mick smiled his crooked smile. “I’ll be out of town for a couple of days. Business to take care of. Try not to fuck things up while I’m gone.”

And they were off, Mick prowling across the floor with his pets following at his heels. A nicer bunch of people you couldn’t hope to meet.

“Anyway.” Damien was wiping the neck of his bottle with his shirt, trying to get a bit inside as well. “Next thing, the club empties. Must have been 15, 16 guys pouring out onto the street. And this big bastard, he walks up to me. Sticks his face right in front of mine. And I swear, he fucking growled at me.” The clean-up complete, he drained the last of his drink. “Who’s up?”

As Ian got to his feet, Damien carried on. “So I ask him, you know, why’d he lay into Sam like that, for no reason. And he says ‘Because he called me a cunt.’”

I had to laugh aloud at that. It was typical of Sam’s less than civil attitude to life. He had a habit of initiating chaos wherever he went. It was like Sid Vicious reborn.

“At which point I started to lose interest in following this line of inquiry, right? But Sam’s moved off up the street a bit, he’s a good few metres away, and he shouts ‘Well, you are a cunt if you just hit people for no reason.’ Ah, cheers Ian. And you can guess how it went after that.”
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