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Supernatural detective Jack Nightingale used to be a police negotiator in a previous life - back in the days before he confronted devils and demons for a living.

So when a young woman embarks on a killing spree in a Houston mansion, Nightingale is the perfect choice to intervene.

But there is nothing that Nightingale can do to stop the slaughter. And there is worse to come. More killings. More bloodshed. More young women with murderous intentions.

The killings aren’t random - a demon from Hell is orchestrating the massacres as part of a diabolical scheme. And the only way that Nightingale can stop the carnage is to put his own soul on the line.
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CHAPTER 1


 

The arid air of a Texas summer is not a very good conductor of sound, which may explain why absolutely no-one heard all the screaming coming from Senator George Pierce’s eight bedroom mansion late one evening in June. Being almost half a mile from his nearest neighbour wouldn’t have helped in that regard either.

When Pierce opened the front door in the early evening, he was presented with the sight of a young woman in a white dress. She was pale skinned, with ice-blue eyes and black hair that hung down to her shoulder blades. Faded bruises coloured one cheek and part of her neck. His eyes widened at the sight of her. “How did you… What are you doing out here?” he asked, his voice wavering. In the space of a few short seconds, his blood pressure increased dramatically and he could feel a dizziness coming on. His heart was suddenly palpitating in his chest. He held onto the doorframe to keep himself upright, afraid he might fall.

She regarded him with a cold glint in her eyes. Her heart was also beating fast, but for a different reason. She had waited a long time to be in this position, standing in front of this man without any kind of restraint. She could barely control the excitement. The fury. She took a step forwards, and Pierce couldn’t help but back away from her. He was terrified. By all rights, the girl should have been down in one of his basement rooms, chained to a wall. In all the time he’d owned her, she’d never been outside like this. She’d never been free.

The fact that she had gotten out could be very bad for him, and his guests, many of whom also knew her.

Knew her intimately. Knew her violently. 

They knew what she looked like when she was mortally afraid. They knew what her screams sounded like when she begged them to stop.

“What do you want?” asked Pierce. It seemed crazy that he should be afraid of her. He tried to pull himself together. He looked around to see if anyone else was out in the grounds, even though the garden staff had been dismissed for the weekend and none of his neighbours had ever visited. Nobody should be allowed to see this girl. He cleared his throat and straightened his shoulders. “What are you doing out?” he repeated. “How did you get out?”

She took another step forward and his nerve went. He stumbled backwards, almost falling over. Something was very wrong. This slip of a girl was intimidating him somehow. He couldn’t quite believe it. He felt the fingers of his right hand curl into a fist. It had been a long time since he’d thrown a punch at anybody, and he couldn’t quite believe what he was about to do, but he needed to get this situation resolved quickly. This girl needed to be back down in the basement, pronto. Some of his friends would be using her later. He’d probably have a go himself, if he didn’t drink too much.

She held a hand out in front of herself. When she slowly clenched her fingers, it felt like those fingers were wrapping themselves around Pierce’s brain, and he yelled out in fright before dropping to his knees. He fell onto his side, moaning with the agony of it.

“Stop!” he hissed.

She obliged him, letting her hand fall to her side. Pierce drew himself up to his knees and looked around, bewildered. “What did you do to me?” he asked.

“Stand,” she ordered, waiting for him to comply. Groaning, he stood, and watched her with wide, frightened eyes. “What do you want?” he asked again, his voice laced with fear. He knew that somehow she had gained a terrible power, knew that the balance in their relationship had shifted. She pointed a finger towards the dining room.

“In there,” she said.

“Look, isn’t there anyth…“Pierce couldn’t even finish his sentence before the squeeze came for his brain again. He’d never experienced pain quite like it before. He lunged towards the dining room, one hand holding his head whilst the other groped in front of him. As he burst into the room an audible gasp went up from the guests.

Around a large cherrywood table sat fifteen of Senator George Pierce’s closest friends. Freddie Davies was there, as was Margaret Gunnell. These were some of the top political movers and shakers of the state of Texas, and a few of the wealthiest businesspeople. More than a billion dollars’ worth of assets were held by these few people, and they were well liked and respected. They were also members of the Blue Owl Club, the dealings of which were known only to themselves.

And to the girl that followed Pierce into the dining room.

Bill Sanders stood quickly, pulling his chair away from the table. He moved quickly for an older man, covering the distance between himself and Pierce in moments. He helped his friend to the table and one of the other guests stood to let him have her seat. With Pierce seated, Bill turned to the girl. Her eyes flared a little wider at the sight of him.

“You shouldn’t be here,” warned Bill, taking a step towards her. The girl stood her ground, waiting to see what he would do. Much like Pierce, Bill seemed to lose his nerve at the last moment. Something about her, something not immediately obvious, warned of a hidden danger. If any of the guests had a talent for seeing auras, they would have seen a swirling black and purple field of energy around the girl. They would have seen the power she now wielded.

A few of the guests had also stood, forming a loose crowd behind Bill as though backing him up. A tension filled the air. Nobody knew why they should be afraid, but all of them could feel… something.

“Look at you all,” said the girl. She regarded them with disgust. “Dressed up in your nice clothes, sitting at the table like trained pigs.”

“Now, you wait there!” came a voice, which was rendered silent and replaced by a choking sound as the girl pointed at the owner. The others turned to see Murray Finkelstein stagger from his standing position, clutching at his throat. He looked at them all with desperation in his eyes. He couldn’t even ask them for help.

The guests – his friends – backed away in horror. It wasn’t the fact that it looked very much like the girl was the cause of the choking that had them scared out of their wits. It was more the fact that Murray Finkelstein, whom some had known for more than forty years and was a fearsome politician and a serious physical presence at more than 230lbs, was rising from the floor and levitating right in front of their eyes.

There were gasps and murmurings and everybody wondered just what in the hell was going on, and they were all afraid now, but not quite terrified. To be terrified, they first had to witness Murray Finkelstein’s head explode, splattering everything inside that large room – themselves, the table, the walls, the ceiling – with pieces of his brain and skull. When that moment happened, when the carnage actually began, that’s when they were terrified.

 

 




CHAPTER 2


 

Jack Nightingale finished off a bottle of Corona and placed it on the sand next to his chair, giving it a little twist so that it stood upright and wouldn’t fall over. Three other bottles formed a line. Less than fifty metres away, the edge of the North Pacific lapped at the shoreline. The air was cooling, a fresh breeze blew in off the ocean. He felt more relaxed than he had in a long time.

He lit a cigarette and just enjoyed the moment. Last night, he’d stayed in this spot until midnight, first watching the sun set over the ocean and then looking up in wonder at the stars. Most of the things he’d seen and experienced in his relatively short life seemed to make no sense when looking up at the stars. Trillions of them out there, lighting up the void. He wondered if they shared the same devils and demons as our own sun, or whether they had their own. It was nice just to have the time to wonder. They never lasted long, moments like these. Something always came along and…

His mobile rang. He took another large drag on the cigarette and held the smoke in his lungs for a few seconds before blowing it out with an accompanying sigh. He knew who was calling. Only one person had this number. He reached down to where the phone had been left on the sand and answered the call.

“Hello Joshua,” he said.

“Where are you?” came a female voice on the other end of the call. Joshua Wainwright’s secretary, Valerie. Never one for pleasantries, always business-like and efficient. All these years Nightingale had known her and their relationship had never progressed beyond this. Not that he hadn’t tried to win her over with the odd friendly comment and attempt at some simple chat. She was never rude but always brushed him off and he could tell he irritated her.

“Baja. It’s lovely here. I have a beachfront Airbnb and some nice cold beers in the fridge if you’d care to come and join me?”

“That won’t be happening.”

He would’ve bet everything he owned – which admittedly wasn’t much, that she would have responded that way. He allowed himself a wry smile.

“Can you pack up and make your way to the airport?” she asked.

Nightingale took another hit of the cigarette and blew the smoke out between clenched teeth. He’d only been there a couple of days. It would have been nice to stay for a few more, to just relax and do nothing for a while. For working men like himself, doing nothing was actually a luxury, one that few except the wealthiest could afford. Just for once, he would have liked to tell Valerie no, but he knew that wasn’t even a possibility. Whatever Wainwright wanted, Nightingale obliged. It was the way of things, one that he normally never questioned.

“Did you hear me, Jack?”

“I heard you. Can you tell me where I’m going?”

“Houston. It’s really urgent. Lives are on the line.”

“They always are.”

“No, Jack, they literally are, as we speak. There’s a situation unfolding that you need to try and de-escalate. We’re arranging for a private jet to meet you, just get to Tijuana airport as quickly as you can. Mr Wainwright will call you en route to brief you personally.”

“How do you know that’s the closest airport to me?”

“Come on, Jack. You think I really don’t know where you are?”

“So why ask?”

“To give you the illusion of escapism. It’s a one hour forty-five flight and then a ten-minute car ride. I only hope you have enough time.”

“Ok, fine.” Nightingale flicked the cigarette butt down the beach a way and looked around. “On my way.”

“I’ll tell Mr Wainwright.”

“Valerie?”

“Yes?”

He could tell from the drop of temperature in her voice that she didn’t even like him addressing her directly with her own name. He wondered if she really was that uptight or whether it was genuinely something about himself that offended her that he didn’t know about. One day, he’d ask her. Any thought of playfully asking her out for a drink after this job was over withered in his mind. He didn’t mind the rejection when there was a playful element to it, but he suddenly wasn’t in the mood anymore. 

“Nothing. Tell Joshua I’ll speak with him shortly.” He started walking, leaving the chair and the empty bottles, and the brief dream of peaceful solitude and happiness behind him.

 

 




CHAPTER 3


 

Political lobbyist Frederick Davies – Freddie to his close friends, and that small circle involved Senator Pierce and the other guests surrounding him - had gone past the screaming stage, past the shouting and then the pleading and was now simply babbling. Threats, appeals for leniency, begging for mercy – none of that had worked. As he hung upside down, fifteen feet in the air with his own urine running down his chest, across his face and pouring from his bald head to the hard wooden floor below, he already knew that nothing was going to save him. With a terrifying finality, he realised that his own depraved path in life had led him to this point, that he had been lucky to get away with things for so long.

And with that thought, his head was violently wrenched to one side by an unseen force, and the crack of his breaking neck echoed off the walls like the sound of a gunshot.

He dropped to the ground with a crunching sound.

Hanging in the air next to the empty space where Frederick was killed, Senator Pierce literally shat himself with fright. This room, with its polished hardwood floor and its mahogany lined walls, was his oversized dining room, where once a month he met with like-minded individuals in pursuit of their somewhat profligate tastes. At that moment, and despite the utter lunacy of what was happening around him, he couldn’t help but wonder how on earth he was going to get all of the bloodstains cleaned up.

Blood was everywhere. Arterial sprays up the walls, splatters across the ceiling. Puddles and smears and stains as the vessels once containing all of this fluid were smashed into things and torn apart, de-limbed and sometimes gutted alive. Of the fifteen people who had sat in this room, calmly discussing their plans over port and sherry just a couple of hours before, just nine were now left alive. Broken bodies littered the room, evidence of the extreme violence that had been served upon them.

Pierce hung in the air, unable to move, watching in terror as the slim figure of the woman walked amongst the ruined people and stopped to turn and look directly up at him. When their eyes locked, He let out a moan of pure animal terror. There was no doubt about his fate. The woman’s eyes poured hatred, he felt the hate burn through his eyes and scour his brain.

She had their blood on her. By some minor miracle not much, but enough to draw stares when she left this place. It was on her clothes, on her face. Such a pretty face, with neat little sharp white teeth and a pair of beautiful blue eyes, the kind of ice blue that glints deep within the deadliest of icebergs. She was twenty-two years old and had seen and experienced terrible things for most of them.

Terrible things done to her by men like George Pierce and Frederick Davies. Old, white men in positions of power that had gotten away with all sorts of things for so long, protected by other old men and the institutions they hid amongst. They all expected to grow even older and die quietly in their beds, never getting caught, their reputations intact. All of the horrors kept in the darkness and burned or buried with them. And for thousands like them, fate unfolds this way.

But not these ones. These ones were going to feel, just for a few moments, the way she had felt for most of her life. Afraid, wondering if this day would be her last. Wondering if the sickening, disgusting things forced upon her would ever stop. Wondering when the day would come when these monsters put her on an altar and ripped out her heart.

Though her eyes were narrowed in hatred, and the effort of keeping all these people suspended in the air was slowly taking a toll, she smiled at Pierce. For him, that was even more terrifying than being blasted by her evil glare. Despite it not working out well for poor old Freddie, Pierce tried to reason with her, desperate for a way out of this.

“Please,” he said. “Let me go. You don’t have to do this.”

Still smiling, she tilted her head in the manner of a dog listening to human speech and trying to work out what it meant.

“I have money.  You know I have money.  You can have all of it.  I promise, all of it.  Just stop this, stop...  Stop.  Please.”

She looked to her right, up at the figure hanging on the other side of him. Pierce turned his head and saw Margaret Gunnell suspended there, passed out with the fear of it all. She woke up screaming as her legs were forced apart, her ankles diverging until it seemed they could go no further. And then the tearing sound began. Cloth, then flesh. George vomited, a venison lunch flowing out of him in a thick brown curtain. Margaret Gunnell screamed until the sheer agony and terror of having her body ripped in half made her pass out again and the awful sound of her ripping flesh filled the room.

That was the moment Senator George Pierce lost his mind. Even if the young woman had stopped right then, there would be no coming back for George. This was permanent mental damage, his sanity now irrecoverable. Years of therapy would have no effect, all the money in the world wouldn’t stop him from dribbling his way into eternity.

Two halves of Margaret Gunnell hit the floor at the same time. A second later, as the young woman turned her head back to watch, George’s head exploded. The remaining dinner guests looked at her, out of their minds with fear. 

She walked beneath them, surveying the carnage, happy with the way things were going. She knew that they were all going to die, some of them creatively, in ways she had yet to think up. The ones that were left would see their companions die before their eyes, and the terror would only increase as they waited for their turn. That was the real joy in this. Not the killing. The fear. Making them experience this fear, the same fear she’d experienced for year after year at their hands. It would be too easy to just kill them all quickly and leave. She wanted to make it last, even if only for a few more hours, before the energy she was expending to keep terrorising them exhausted her.

 

 




CHAPTER 4


 

Wainwright phoned Nightingale whilst he was in an Uber on the way to the airport.

“Jack, how are you?”

Nightingale felt his insides tighten, just a little. He had a complicated relationship with Wainwright. It had started when the Texan billionaire bought some books Nightingale had inherited from his biological father, the Satanist Ainsley Gosling. Even then, right at the beginning, Wainwright – himself a committed Satanist – had been fair, perhaps even generous, with his cash. And Wainwright was a man that had lots of cash. And it had been Wainwright that had saved him, when things back in England were so dire that there seemed no way out. Wainwright had safely brought him to the United States, his new home, with his old identity gone forever. He would never go back to England, he knew that. Despite everything that had happened, and the years since he’d last been there, he still felt a dull ache inside for the loss of his true home.

He wondered if it would be nice, just once, to meet up with Wainwright, to drink a few beers and just talk about inconsequential stuff for a while. Anything that didn’t involve demons, or Hell, or people dying. But maybe, without the business dealings that they shared, the symbiotic relationship they now had, maybe there was nothing else. Maybe conversation would just stall and they would sit there looking at each other, wondering if they’d ever truly know each other. Or ever had.

He wondered if Wainwright felt the same way.

It was an odd life Wainwright had chosen to live. He had more money than nearly every other person on the planet would ever have – more, in fact, than if billions of those people all clubbed together their total worth – and he chose to spend his money and time skirting the shadowy realms, entering the spheres of true evil and the darkest deeds of men. Such things had ultimately cost Wainwright his family. It could never be worth it. It wasn’t even a question worth asking.

If Nightingale were a billionaire, something he’d tried to think about but could never quite get his head around, he wouldn’t spend his time pissing about with devils. He’d use that money to get about as far away from devils as it was humanly possible to do so. “I’m still alive, Joshua. That’s always a bonus.”

“One most people don’t appreciate.”

“One day at a time, eh?” Nightingale looked through the Uber window as the Baja landscape swept by. He had no idea where he was, but he’d been in the car for a while and the airport must be close. “Do you have any intel for me?”

“Yeah, Valerie’s going to send some documents across to your phone. It’s grim reading.”

“Hit me with the highlights.”

“We have a twenty-two year old female by the name of Evangalista Esparza. Parents killed in an auto accident when she was a small child, taken into the care system. Chewed up and destroyed by that same system. A number of suicide attempts, more abuse allegations than you can count. She’s had a rough life.”

“I hear you,” said Nightingale. “And of course, I’m sympathetic. But what’s this girl got to do with me cutting short a well-deserved holiday?”

“Have you ever heard the name George Pierce?”

“No. Should I have?”

“Not unless you’ve taken an interest in the political dealings of your adopted home country. He’s a senator for the state of Texas.”

“Okay. And he knows Evangalista somehow? You think he’s one of her abusers?”

“We can’t be sure. All we know is that she’s turned up at one of his private dinner parties and is holding a group of people hostage, some of whom she’s killed already.”

“She’s armed, then? She has access to some kind of weapon?”

“I’ve been informed directly, by a witness, that the girl herself is the weapon.”

“Has there been an official response yet?”

“Armed units are being scrambled as we speak. When you get there, you’re going to have to use your charms to get inside. They might not let you, but I’ll do all I can to prep those in charge and grease the wheels.”

“Is there anywhere your influence doesn’t stretch to?” He didn’t wait for an answer, knowing it already. “And how do you know what’s happening there? Who’s on the inside?”

“One of the staff. I don’t know her directly but we have a mutual contact who gave her my number. She talked to me after she’d left the property, the girl has no interest in anyone else except for the Senator and his high-profile dinner buddies. We’re still going through the files. Valerie found more than one missing person report, but we think the last one matters more than the others. The official reports suddenly seem to stop. Maybe you can spot something that we’ve missed. I strongly suspect there’s a connection to one or more of the people she’s holding hostage. There’s a strong possibility that one of her abusers has been holding her captive.”

“For how long?”

“We’re not sure, but it’s a long time. Possibly years.”

“Jesus. Like a Fritzl scenario?”

“Like a what?”

“Josef Fritzl. It was a famous case in Europe, held his own daughter captive in a cellar for decades. I think she had six or seven kids with him, all resulting from rapes.”

“I think I remember him.”

“Total bastard.”

“Couldn’t agree more.”

Nightingale was interrupted by the Uber driver saying something and leaned forward to see the airport lights in the near distance.

“Looks like we’re at the airport,” he told Wainwright. “Valerie said I’ll be on your private plane?”

“Not quite. Mine’s being serviced. Friend of a friend.”

“Benefits of the Billionaire Club, right Joshua?”

“Don’t you just know it.”

“So, I can phone you when I’m in the air if I need to?”

“Yes. Have a read of some of the documents and get back to me. I’ll try and make things easy for you when you land.”

“What if we’re too late?” asked Nightingale. “What if she kills them all before I get there?”

“Then we’ll know that we tried. Even if she does, you can try to talk to her and find out why she did it.”

“You think that will matter?”

“This is bigger than just her, Jack. I can’t explain why right now, it’s just part of something bigger that’s been building for a while. Read the documents and we’ll speak shortly. He ended the call.

The Uber pulled up at a short stay drop-off and Nightingale reached for his wallet.

“It’s all paid for,” said the driver, giving Nightingale a smile. 

Of course it is, thought Nightingale. He grabbed his carry-on luggage case and thanked the driver. Checking his watch he saw that it was just after 7:30pm Pacific Time, and Texas would be plus two hours for Central Standard Time. The sun had disappeared behind the horizon during the cab ride and he could feel a chill in the air. He sighed. Something told him it might be a long night.

 

 




CHAPTER 5


 

The Gulfstream jet landed at Houston Airport - also known as George Bush Intercontinental Airport Houston - just under an hour and a half after taking off and a black stretch limousine was waiting for him outside the general aviation terminal. He climbed in, and the driver put the limousine in gear. Valerie may have been one cold fish but she was certainly efficient. As they left the airport, Nightingale thought about what he’d read on the flight. The reports on Evangalista’s life during her years from suddenly becoming orphaned and taken in by the authorities to the final missing person report and the following summary reports and police updates. Buried were accusations of assault, battery, rape, other sexual assaults and beatings, all ignored and written off as the imagination of a mentally disturbed young girl. It seemed inconceivable that these things weren’t more thoroughly investigated.

It was depressing reading and by the end of it he felt angry at the continued failures she’d suffered through. If even just half of it was true, he wondered how she’d managed to survive with her mental health intact for so long. Then again, from what Wainwright had said she’d finally snapped. He wondered yet again how he could possibly help, and whether any of the people she was terrorising were left alive. Once hostage takers started killing, things usually escalated pretty quickly – multiple killings usually signified a conclusion to a kidnapping episode.

When the limousine arrived at the entrance drive to the Senator’s property, two men in dark black military uniforms blocked the way and one leaned down to talk to the driver.

“No entry, Sir,” he said. He was a young black man in his late twenties. His eyes flicked to Nightingale in the back seat. The driver turned and shrugged. Nightingale reached for the door handle and the two men immediately stepped back a couple of paces and raised their weapons.

“Stay in the car, Sir!” commanded the second man, raising the weapon to his eyeline despite the short distance between them. A comms device hissed static attached to his chest and he reached down and pressed a button. “Nothing to worry about,” he said in a tight voice. “Just a visitor that we’re turning away. Consider it handled.”

Nightingale slowly raised his hands inside the car and spoke in a calm voice.

“I’ve been sent here to help,” he said. “I’m a trained negotiator.”

“Trained by who?” asked the first man, leaning down for another close look at him.

“The Metropolitan Police, back in London. It’s been a few years but I still have the necessary skills. Joshua Wainwright sent me to see if I could help.”

“Never heard of him,” said the man, stepping back and raising the weapon once more. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave, Sir.”

Nightingale sighed, dropping his hands. “There’s no way…?”

“We have a situation here, Sir. At this moment in time we need you to exit the area.” He switched his attention to the driver. “Now please, turn this car around and leave.”

“No problem,” muttered the driver and executed a three-point turn and started driving away. After no more than half a mile or so, Nightingale asked him to stop.

“You don’t want to go back to the airport?” asked the driver.

“Not a chance. Let me out.”

“You’re going back there? Shit, you’re going to get yourself shot.”

“I’ll be fine. Thanks for the ride.”

Nightingale climbed out and stood and watched as the limousine’s tail lights receded into the distance. Before long he was alone, surrounded by the Texas night. He called Wainwright. Valerie answered and passed over the phone. Did she have any kind of life of her own, he wondered, away from Wainwright?

“Jack,” said Wainwright in his Texan drawl. “You made it then?”

“Slight technical hitch. Some military types won’t let me near the place.”

“That’s not totally unexpected. I’m still working on it. My influence doesn’t stretch as far as I’d like, sometimes. Just wait where you are and let me see what I can do.”

“Okay. Any updates?”

“At least two people are left alive, screams were heard a few minutes ago.”

“How come no-one’s stormed the place yet?”

“They have their own negotiator trying to calm things down. Since the Waco days everybody’s terrified of rushing in and making a desperate situation ten times worse. Hang fire, Jack.”

The line went dead as Wainwright hung up. Nightingale stood in the dark, stamping his feet against the chill. He’d just taken a cigarette out and was about to light it when a voice next to him made him jump with fright.

“Hello Jack,” said the voice. “Fancy seeing you here.”

 

 




CHAPTER 6


 

The last time Nightingale had seen Proserpine, which was more recently than he’d have liked, she had been a skeletal figure in a red robe, gathering souls under the guise of Lady Death and offering her protection to the followers of the Santa Muerte cult. She’d made it very clear that Nightingale’s interference was a hindrance to her plans and that one day soon he would pay for it with his life, and probably his soul. She had once owned his soul and he had made a deal to take it back. Every time he saw her since then, he could feel the anger within her. 

She presented herself to him with her more usual look - the eternal goth girl, dressed in black. The style had changed slightly over the years, the skirt a little longer or shorter sometimes, the fishnet tights a little more ripped when fashion in Nightingale’s world thought that the distressed look was more in vogue. It was as though the way she presented herself to him was exactly the way he would have expected to see her each time he did see her. But her face never changed. Beautiful. Strange. Cold.

“Proserpine,” he said, acknowledging her presence and trying not to let her see how much she’d frightened him. He looked down at the border collie dog, her ever faithful companion. It curled its top lip at him but didn’t snarl. That was progress. “Do you think one day he might let me pat his head?” he asked her.

“Not if you like your fingers.”

“I thought not. Why are you here?”

“Do I need to explain myself to you?” she asked. 

“You don’t, but it would save a lot of faffing about.”

“Remember who you’re talking to, Jack,” she warned.

“Oh, I know. Believe me.”

Nightingale was mortally afraid of this thing before him, this demonic figure. Their paths had crossed many times, and though he used to think their relationship was mutually beneficial he knew that really it wasn’t. It was a very one-sided relationship, undoubtedly in her favour. But even though she terrified him, and though one day she would probably get her hands on his soul and make him pay for all the times he’d walked away from her, there was a spark of defiance deep within him.

He couldn’t help himself. Because for all the terror that she inspired, all of the dread, he was still here. Living, breathing, not yet damned to an eternity in Hell as her plaything. He wasn’t so stupid as to think that he was outwitting her, but he did feel that sometimes he could push her a little, test her boundaries by saying or doing something she didn’t like. He looked at her through the darkness. Her black eyes glittered. There was no way of knowing what she was thinking but no doubt it wasn’t pleasant.

“It would help if I had some inkling of your current plans,” he said. “It’s a strange sort of coincidence that you’ve turned up at a hotspot that I’ve been summoned to.”

“It that how you explain your friend’s requests? Summonings?”

“You know what I mean.”

She turned to look across the darkness to the distant light of the Senator’s mansion. “I’m here to help you,” she said.

He almost laughed out loud. “This is a new one. How are you going to help me?”

“You want to get inside that house over there, isn’t that right?”

“It is. What do I have to give up in return for your help?”

“Jack, you’re getting more cynical with age. Can’t a princess of Hell offer some occasional assistance without expectations of favours in return?”

“Like I said, I know who I’m talking to. Help doesn’t come without some pain coming my way. Do you remember the time you sent three serial killers after me just because I asked you a few questions?”

“I remember,” she said, smiling. “I didn’t expect you to live through that. You’ve done well to come so far.”

“I’d like to keep it that way.”

“You’ll be mine, one day. Now, enough time wasting. Do you want to get in, or not?”

“You know I do.”

“And we’ll just say that you owe me one if I get you inside?”

“No. We both know my getting inside that property will be beneficial to you as well as me.”

“You and your negotiating skills. You never stop, do you?”

She regarded him for a few seconds and then turned and started walking away. He quickly lit up a cigarette, cupping his hand in front of the lighter flame. It would be a tiny dot in the darkness but he didn’t want to give their presence away to the men with the guns.

They walked in the darkness and he caught up with her, giving her canine companion a wide berth.

“You do know that if these guys start shooting then I’ve basically had it?” he asked her.

“Nobody’s shooting anyone.”

“You’re not going to kill them, are you?”

“Quiet, please.”

They walked for a few minutes in the darkness. Nightingale finished his cigarette, paused to crush it underfoot and pocketed up the nub. He had no idea what was coming, or who would see him, but knew that keeping all evidence of his involvement to a minimum would be a sensible option.

They walked to the entrance road and the soldiers were there waiting for them. At the sight of Proserpine they didn’t raise their guns but called out something and she drew up close and spoke to them. They stepped aside and she beckoned Nightingale through. The security detail was lost in the darkness as they walked closer to the lights of the Senator’s mansion.

“What did you say to them?” he asked her.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, turning and giving him a knowing look. “All you need to know is it worked.”

They were met another three times before they reached the entrance to the mansion and each time Proserpine smoothed their way closer. On the threshold she stopped.

“Aren’t you coming in?” he asked her.

“You have to do this on your own. I can’t be seen by whoever is in there.”

“The girl?”

“That’s not just a girl. Something has bestowed a great deal of power upon her, and the effects are causing ripples in my world.” He thought of Wainwright’s words, something about this being bigger than just a girl and some killings.

“In Hell, you mean?”

She nodded.

“But in the grand scheme of things, what does a few deaths here matter?”

“Do you realise how callous that makes you sound?”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Yes, you did. And this isn’t the first time, Jack.”

He wondered what in the hell that was supposed to mean but knew he didn’t have time to discuss it with her right then. It was time to save whatever lives he could. He turned, took a deep breath and entered the mansion.

 

 




CHAPTER 7


 

Nightingale had seen all manner of ugly things in his life and the interior of Senator George Pierce’s dining room was right up there with the worst. Bloodbath was too genteel a description. It was hard to imagine that all of the blood had once been contained within just a few people. There was so much of it. People had been torn apart and turned inside out in this room. He felt the sick rising in his throat and fought to keep it down.

Before him, a young woman stood looking up at a battered, bloody figure of a man who was somehow levitating in the air before her. Around the room, four other figures were in a similar position. One by one, they noticed Nightingale and looked at him with terrified, pleading eyes. He could see it written across their faces – they thought he could be their salvation.

The girl slowly turned her head to see what the others were looking at. She saw Nightingale and turned towards him.

“Who are you?” she asked him. “Why are you here?”

He took a few paces towards her and instinctively raised his right hand a little and held it in front of himself. Back in the old days of his Met training, he’d been taught a Geoff Thompson martial arts technique called ‘the fence’, where close quarter proximity with a dangerous, potentially violent assailant meant that some sort of distance had to be maintained. If the aggressor was out of distance of the ‘fence’, it meant that a physical attack wasn’t yet possible. It was an automatic, if inappropriate response to this particular situation.

Due to the carnage already played out, he thought it best to dive straight in. The time for gentle tactics had passed and they both knew why he was there. Anybody entering that room would have been there to try and stop her, she would have known that. 

“I’m here to ask that you stop hurting these people. I’m a police negotiator.”

She looked around the room and surveyed her handiwork with a grim smile.

“You might be a bit late.”

“Not quite. You still have some people that you can let go. I know why you’re angry, Evangalista. I’ve read your files.”

“So, you know what these people did to me?”

“I do. But killing them isn’t the answer.”

“I think it is.”

He forced himself to look at the dead bodies littering the room. There could be no doubt that they’d been killed in the most painful ways that she could think of. One of the few still living cried out “Help us!” and Nightingale forced himself to ignore it. Engaging with one of the victims whilst he was still conversing with the aggressor would only invite further disaster.

“But what does killing these people achieve?” he asked her. “I can imagine that you’re getting some pleasure out of it, that finally getting some sort of revenge feels really good. But that feeling won’t last and what you’ve done today will affect you for the rest of your life. If you kill them all, their deaths will haunt you.”

The fact that she was actually listening to him was a good sign. She hadn’t interrupted, she was letting him state his case. Many negotiations involved dispersing anger and she appeared to be rational and calm. Of course, that could have also been a sign that she was utterly insane.

“Wouldn’t it be better to see these people jailed for a very long time instead? Forced to live with what they did to you? You still have that option. I know that your primary motive here is to exact revenge, but sometimes a better revenge is to let people live with their crimes. Drag the things they did to you into the spotlight so everyone can see how horrible they are. Does that make sense?”

She moved towards him so that they were only a few feet apart. He felt drawn into those ice-blue eyes, felt the air warping around himself. 

“Let me show you what they did,” she said.

 

 




CHAPTER 8


 

She took him away from the Senator’s mansion and into another place. Suddenly, Nightingale found himself in a small room with painted white walls, with a single strip light in the ceiling. A double mattress with some thin blankets was positioned against one wall. He looked down and saw that his own body had changed – he was now looking at pale, thin arms and thin legs. He couldn’t quite understand what was happening, how the girl had done this to him.

He knew he should be standing in the dining room of George Pierce’s mansion, and knew that he actually still was, that this was all in his mind. Even so, he was her. This was real. He shifted position and felt a cold steel ring around his ankle. He saw the chain tethering it to one of the walls. He shivered, dressed only in a flimsy white cotton smock. As he stood there, feeling the girl’s physicality, quickly becoming used to his new body, more details and information flooded into his brain. The ache in his bones, the soreness between his legs. The relentless loneliness. The fear.

At one end of the room, a door opened. A figure stood in the doorway, a dark corridor behind him. A fat man in a suit. He was in his mid-forties, balding with red cheeks and a sweaty forehead. Nightingale could imagine a man like this in an office environment – meek, quiet, perhaps a little bullied by his colleagues. The kind of man nobody really wants to be friends with, the loner. The weirdo. His eyes were shiny and cold, and they glittered at the sight of the girl. Nightingale saw the lecherous leer and backed away as the man entered the room and closed the door behind him.

In this room, away from the world where he was a fat nobody, the man was a predator. With no-one looking, or judging, he could unleash his secret personality, the real version of himself. And it was ugly. 

“Get out!” warned Nightingale, but his voice was high pitched and weak. He held an arm out in front of himself and it too was weak. Even some out of shape, doughy man like this was going to be impossible to fight off. With a creeping sensation, and the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end, Nightingale realised what was about to happen.

“I get it,” he shouted. “I understand! Evangalista!”

The man had taken off his jacket and shirt and was undoing his trousers. He looked at Nightingale. “Who the hell are you talking to?” he asked. He stepped out of his trousers and Nightingale couldn’t help but notice that the man had a hard-on.

“Evangalista!” he shouted. “Come on, I get it. I’ve read the reports, I know. Get me out, now.”

The man was soon naked and stood there with a great smile on his lips. He looked at Nightingale with cold eyes. “Take off your dress,” ordered the man.

“You don’t want to do this,” he said, immediately regretting his choice of words. Of course the sick bastard wanted to do this, that’s precisely why he was here. “I know your face. Believe me, this won’t end well for you. You have a chance to stop this, do you hear me?” As he said those words, he had the sickening realisation that nothing was going to stop what was about to happen. This wasn’t actually happening. This was a memory, a distorted one where the girl was somehow making Nightingale live through it in her place. This wasn’t his situation to escape from. It was hers. And she hadn’t.
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