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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
















Resist the Devil and he will flee from you.


Hebrews, 4, 7.
















AUTHOR’S NOTE



Every year, especially during winter, animal activity in woodlands and fields occasionally brings to the surface the badly decomposed body of a murder victim. In more than a few cases a note, appended to the ‘cause of death’ on the coroner’s report, states flatly, and unambiguously, ritual killing.


These reports can be seen, and occasionally the press seize upon one and a short spate of Devil Worship exposures appears, soon to be forgotten.


Whether or not there is a God and a Devil, there are – without question – those who worship each of them. Worshippers of the Devil – known as Satanists – are cold blooded murderers, for a human sacrifice is an important part of the Black Art.


This book is a fiction. But do not doubt for an instant that it is based upon a true story.










PROLOGUE



The battered saloon car drove into the tiny village square and stopped. Its occupant was a middle-aged man, angry and frustrated with the endlessly wooded countryside through which he had been impatiently driving for over half an hour, the red light of his petrol gauge a winking aggravation.


He felt relieved to have arrived in a village at last; he had missed the name of it, but that didn’t matter. In a village there would be petrol, and even if the garage was closed he could spend the night here.


He got out of the car and pulled his collar up around his neck, locked the car door and looked around at the dark square. Two tiny rows of cottages, without a glimmer of welcome in any of them, greeted his careful scrutiny; before him, across the square, rose a dark, foreboding church.


A distant storm was brewing, dark clouds making the wind blow bitter, distant thunder threatening the land with a torrential rain. The traveller ran across the square towards the only public house he could see, its creaky sign waving in the wind.


The landlord was just locking up as he arrived and demanded entry. ‘We’re closed,’ said the local man without an ounce of friendliness.


‘It’s not half past yet,’ objected the traveller. ‘Come on, I need a drink.’


The landlord hesitated and then sighed resignedly. He seemed worried, but allowed the stranger in.


‘What do you want?’


‘A pint – if your beer’s any good, which…’ he looked around at the dingy empty little bar… ‘I doubt.’


The landlord pulled him half a pint and slid it across the counter to him.


‘I said a pint.’


Outside the thunder came nearer, wind rattled the shutters and moaned overhead. The traveller shivered, despite being quite warm.


‘Just drink up and go,’ said the landlord, watching his unwelcome guest through frightened eyes. The traveller drank, puzzled by the unease this man was showing.


He finished half his drink and fumbled for money.


‘No charge,’ said the landlord. ‘Just get out.’


‘I need some petrol,’ said the traveller, ignoring the hostility.


‘What?’ The landlord seemed amazed.


‘Petrol,’ repeated the traveller. ‘I’m nearly out. Where’s the nearest garage?’


‘There’s only one and it’s closed. Look, come on, I’ve got to lock up.’


‘All right, all right.’


He drained his glass and walked to the door, banged it hard as he stepped out into the stormy night. ‘And sod you too!’ he muttered at the closed door.


He ran back to the car, noticing the small cottage outside of which he had parked, and the frightened and drawn face that watched him from the darkened interior.


‘What a place! Who’d want to live here?’


He drove slowly to the edge of the village and noticed a petrol pump standing in the middle of a small concrete car-bay. He pulled up and climbed out, noticing a shadowy figure locking the door of the small office that belong to the pump.


‘I need some petrol,’ the traveller called. ‘Can you help?’


To his intense annoyance the figure merely glanced at him, then ran off into the darkness. ‘What the bloody hell…?’


Rain began to fall; thunder rolled and he could see the flashing of lightning in the distance; the storm was approaching.


‘Bloody rain! That’s all I need.’


He drove out of the village and a few minutes later the rain struck with a vengeance, pounding across the car’s roof and flooding the wind-screen. Then the car coughed, stalled and jerked to a standstill. He looked at the gauge – Empty. He cursed to himself, staring into the darkness through the rippling water and the flashing wipers. The car was too small to sleep in, too uncomfortable.


He felt miserable.


Lightning struck close by, brilliantly lighting up the woodlands, in that flash of light the traveller noticed a barn that rose above the trees, quite close.


That would do for shelter!


He didn’t even bother to lock the car, but jumped out into the storm and raced across the road, finding the narrow path that wound past the barn and running along it with his head drawn into his coat. He made it inside and stood catching his breath and smiling to himself. At least he could stretch out for the night.


For a while he watched the rain and the waving shapes of the trees as the storm raged about them, trying to whip them out from their roots.


In a pause in the storm’s ferocity he heard something strange; a sound like chanting.


Turning into the barn he walked to where darkness hid the back walls and the straw and scattered tools from sight. Tripping and fumbling he found a door in the back of the building and opened it. The chanting grew louder.


Beyond the door was a musty smelling passage, soft underfoot, splintered and crumbling walls. He walked along the tunnel, intrigued with the sound of ritual chanting – like the Latin prayers he remembered from his childhood church-going days.


At the end of the passage there was a curtain and he reached out to pull this back and stare into the brightly lit chamber beyond.


He gasped with shock and revulsion.


The interior of the chamber was lushly furnished with drapes of many colours, and thick, soft cushions; an altar, covered by a purple and gold altar-cloth, stood at the far end of the room, decked out with black candles, an ornately decorated golden chalice and a row of sacrificial knives. At one side of the room a shallow cauldron bubbled above a low flame, filling the area with thick fumes that swirled and billowed in the eerie light that spilled from some unseen source.


In the middle of the smoky confusion the naked figures of men and women could be seen, writhing in each other’s grasps, across the cushions and the floor, laughing and shrieking their pleasure … and above these sounds, the mysterious chanting of prayer, coming from the twelve grouped figures in flowing robes and tall, pointed hoods who stood around the altar and watched the fleshy games before them.


The traveller let the curtain fall back and began to ease his way back along the passage.


As he turned he gasped in shock, finding himself face to face with a masked figure, who struck him and drove his senses from him.


When he recovered consciousness he was tied securely and slumped in a corner of the bizarre temple; he choked on the sulphurous fumes and shook his head to clear his shaken senses. The floor was empty, the naked girls having taken their leave. Now just the robed figures stood, conducting some strange ceremony. They chanted quietly, staring down at a wide pentacle on the floor. Blue light filled the place, and a stifling heat made it difficult to breathe.


The traveller felt an intense fear, but no sound of panic emerged from his lips. He realized he was lying on his side, watching the incomprehensible activity.


Cold water was dashed into his face.


He gagged and spluttered, and felt himself drawn upright and then pulled into a standing position.


‘He’s seen too much,’ said a voice, and he watched as the robed and masked figures gathered around him. Water filled his eyes and distorted his vision so the figures blurred and rippled before him.


‘Then destroy him,’ said a second voice.


‘Sacrifice him,’ agreed the first.


‘A sacrifice to the Master.’


‘Yes! Crucify him.’


‘Yes,’ agreed a third voice. ‘On the pentacle. A crucifixion to the Master.’


‘NO!’ screamed the traveller, suddenly finding his voice, but a brutal blow to his mouth crunched his teeth together so that he felt blood pour from split gums.


‘Do it now!’


And he felt himself pulled across the temple, to a whitewashed wall where a huge, wooden pentacle leaned. He was thrust against this frame, and his hands untied and firmly held above him, the wood hard against his knuckles.


He screamed as he saw the great hammer being carried towards him, and one of the robed figures was raising a handful of long, cruelly sharp yet horribly rusted nails.


Struggling in the grip of the acolytes, he found he couldn’t move, so securely was he being held against the pentacle. He watched in fascinated horror as one of the nails was pressed against the soft palm of his right hand, and the hammer swung towards it; he felt the sickening thud of the hammer on nail, and felt the point drive into his palm, through the flesh, through the bone, driving deep into the wood.


He screamed again, slumped, felt his body held by the deeply embedded nail as it tore slowly through the bones of his palm. Pain was a meaningless word to describe the agony that flooded from his hand.


Again he was held against the pentacle, and this time the nail thudded into his left hand, and a second blow secured it more firmly than the first, but the hammer slipped and crushed his outstretched fingers to a bloody pulp.


Then his feet, the points of the nails driving through the sensitive skin above the soles of his feet, and through the underside and into the wood, so that he hung there, leaning forward, pulling against the nails that spread-eagled him, tearing free, but slowly, very slowly.


His final scream was his death scream, and he emitted it as he saw the sacrificial knife being carried towards him. The sound of his panic, the agonized scream of his dying, cut off abruptly as the knife was slashed across his throat, nearly severing his head in that single cruel blow.










PART ONE:



The Haunted Man






          The bell invites me


Hear it not, Duncan, for it is a knell


That summons thee to heaven or to hell.


Macbeth
















CHAPTER ONE



A dark cloud, passing across the sun, sent a ripple of chill shadow across the peaceful riverside. The sudden coolness, an obtrusive breeze cutting across the summer heat, aroused Simon Barnes from his daydream. He looked up, looked round, drawn from his contemplation of nothing-in-particular by the fleeting greyness.


Papers, balanced precariously on his lap, slipped to the turf and he reacted quickly to catch them, fearing that the breeze would shoot them away into the green water of the river nearby. But as swiftly as the coolness had come, it passed away, and with it passed the disturbing sense of wrongness that had accompanied his awakening.


In the nether consciousness between sleep and wakefulness a strange, almost haunting, viewpoint exists. For some considerable time Simon Barnes had been detached from himself and seeing events and faces from his past in the weird and disoriented confusion of the dreamer. It had made him feel uncomfortable, but – being half asleep – he had not fought it.


Now, as the discomfort fled, he found himself tense and slightly shaken, as if in the meaningless games of the dream, certain dark truths had been masked, and his unconscious mind had penetrated those masks, and was still afraid of what it had seen.


It was a feeling that often possessed him. An emotion with which he was well acquainted, and which he abhorred, and yet which he knew to be quite normal.


Crockery clattered, but he found his attention still drifting, still focused some way distant.


There was a sour taste in his mouth; the taste of sleep, a first-thing-in-the-morning bitterness that he hated.


He straightened the papers in his lap, folded them over and sighed as he thought of how much there was to do, how much reading, how much writing, how much correcting.


A teacher’s life…


He still thought of himself as a teacher, even though for the past eight years he had been what is popularly known as a Don at the University of Oxford, and his teaching comprised more listening and prompting than actual dispensing of facts. Students were far more precocious than in his own day, when he had graced Edinburgh with his hungry mental presence. Then, those long years back, it was unheard of to interrupt a lecture, or to talk against the tutor until he had finished his long, often rambling, often repetitive discourse on some minor theological point. These days, in the tiny wallpapered room where he held most of his tutorials, the sound of arguing voices masked, more often than not, his own brief and calm contributions to fierce debates on anything from the dating of the Dead Sea Scrolls, to the psychological importance of Satan to a Church Militant such as the Christian Church.


The debates carried themselves, these days; he often became an idle observer, listening to the young as they dispensed with the supernatural, whilst retaining a certain respect for Godhead, and the importance of a religious presence in the civilized society of the West.


And Satan.


Like the dark cloud across the sun, the name was a darkness that rippled across his mind. It chilled him just to say the word; it frightened him just to think of a generation of healthy, happy youth, to whom Satan was a philosophical concept, and not really an actuality to be reckoned with, to be fought against, to be feared and respected in his own vile way, as God was feared and respected in a way that lent coherence and moral correctness to a community.


Such narrow mindedness among such brilliant minds. The fact, the awareness of Satan’s curt dismissal by his students, always sent little fingers of anxiety tingling down his spine.


Distantly bells chimed; the sound was pretty, entrancing; many heads turned to regard the sound, as if the tinkling notes were tangible and could be plucked and philosophically analysed by the men and women who floated lazily on the winding Oxford river.


Simon shook the greyness from his head and stared around him, enjoying the physical sense of peace, and the shifting warm breeze that had such a therapeutic effect on his often troubled mind.


Here, where the river widened and flowed more peacefully, the gleaming waters were always crowded with dark painted punts and skiffs, drifting lazily as some half naked youth propelled them with the cumbersome pole. Others sprawled in the flat hulls of the lean boats, faces turned to the sky, eyes closed, mouths moving occasionally as they cracked jokes that were lost to the stillness, though the laughter they aroused drifted across the air. Birch trees crowded the water’s edge in places, but here, near the lock, they had been either cleared many years before, or had never grown, because the river bank was grassy and soft, and sloped gently to a muddy rim against which tiny waves broke as the disturbing boats floated past.


Across banks and scattered trees, on the other side of the river, the fairyland city spires, the dreaming spires of Oxford, probed the summer air, shimmering in the haze of heat that intervened across the considerable distance. Tall, pointed spires, and fatter ones, not unlike St Paul’s, and all glistening in the sunlight, and from somewhere among them came the sharp, then softer, peals of a bell.


Tolling what, he wondered? No normal set of changes, no familiar toll, summoning the faithful to their place of worship, or signalling the approach of enemy aircraft, as once they had done when the Evil One was abroad on the good earth, and had evoked a spiritual strength from the declining British nation that had not been known for centuries.


Had Friar Roger Bacon really walked across those spires? Stepping from point to point, so the local student legend went, for only the students – with their fascination for this ancient city – would keep such an unlikely legend in circulation for six hundred years.


Hadn’t it hurt his feet? Perhaps he had rested on those flatter rooftops. Perhaps his yells of pain had echoed across this grassy bank, and onwards, outwards across the stone scattered broads of Oxfordshire.


A girl’s laughter drew his attention and he smiled as a punt swayed on the water’s surface, a tanned and skinny youth trying to induce a white bloused girl to lay more on her back than either morals or comfort allowed.


Simon smiled. He remembered his own efforts in similar vein, a long time ago, now, when he had spent a year at Cambridge as a post-graduate student and taken full advantage of the similar social and aquatic climate there, though the winding canal there was not a patch on this exquisite river as it curled into the vaster Thames, some miles away.


White blouse, white robes … his eyes lingered on the girl’s fulsome, shapely body as she drifted past, her long auburn hair flowing out across the punt, her eyes closed as the sun set her skin alive with light and health, now that the amorous attention had been dismissed in favour of more urgent tasks, such as avoiding running aground.


He could hear her laughing, but the laughter came from another time, many years ago. Had bells rung then? When he had met her?


He closed his eyes and lay back on the grass. His lean, long form became just one more reclining student shape, although the scattered bodies that lay around on this natural picnic spot where less drawn and tired than the older man who lay among them.


Simon Barnes was nearly fifty, and though full of health, his greying hair, and pinched cheeks, told his age better than any record of his life laid out before him. He had travelled the world, from the Far East where he had lived in the stench of Hong Kong, for an unbearable, unbreathable six months, to the quietness and the primitiveness of the inner tribal lands of Kenya, where he had felt the presence of Dark Forces far more tangibly than in any decaying church of his own country.


And before that it had been California, in a tiny town, at the edge of a desert, where strange people had gathered, and strange philosophies were practised.


The locals had hated the ‘weirdoes’, as they affectionately called them, and in the middle of the split community he had guided his eight-year-old daughter through three years of schooling, and had preached a more normal gospel to people who loved the words but scarcely ever grasped the deeper meanings between them. How strange the way people often welcomed the literal fear of God, when they were spared the fear of Evil.


Of all the places he had spent time in, none had filled him with quite such loathing as that western state, and the backward little town, and the unkempt communes that surrounded it, bringing their own brand of peace to preach alongside his own.


He kept his eyes closed, feeling the sun warming his face. Her laughter was loud, clearly remembered despite the span of years.


The wind, perhaps, stung his eyes, and he made a sound, a silent curse at his uncontrollable self-pity.


It was always the same, when he came here, when he remembered Cambridge, and how he had met Gabrielle. If he were to be honest with himself, the only reason he let Felicity bring him here week after week for their summer picnics was because on the way he seemed to drift backwards into time, and feel and hear Gabrielle’s voice and gentle touch, as they had explored each other in those early years, before her untimely death.


He opened his eyes, as he thought of her death, and felt his cheek muscles tense, and the sickness in his stomach start again.


Always sickness. He couldn’t tell whether he reacted so violently to the thought of her death, or the thought of why she had been allowed to die … long ago the two things had merged and become indistinguishable. Now, when it returned, there was just the ghost of that terrible pain.


In the white clouds that fled across the sky above him he seemed to see a white robe. He heard her laughter, and her call to him, and as usual he resisted the impulse to sit up and see if she was there.


‘Father…?’


Gabrielle! Her voice…!


He sat up, the terrible images fleeing, as that same dark shadow fled across the land again.


The bell had stopped. A flock of starlings wheeled through the air above the river, finally racing away and vanishing into the foliage of a tree, where they kept up their chorus of cries and song.


He turned and of course it was not Gabrielle.


She came running towards him, flaring flowered dress blowing against her slim body with the wind she created by her high activity.


Laughing she dropped to her knee beside him, but slipped, tumbling awkwardly so that greenness stained her legs.


‘It’s all ready,’ she said, getting comfortable by him for a moment and fussing with the grass stain on her skin, licking her fingers and rubbing at the mark. ‘Ouch,’ she said, a long time after she had slipped.


Simon laughed. His last glance at the dreaming spires was rueful, almost as if he regretted the abrupt end to his ridiculous and incessant self-pity. The bad taste in his mouth was still there. He looked up the bank to where a small cloth had been laid down, and the picnic fare spread out.


Felicity finished with her knee, licked her finger one last time and grimaced at the taste. Then she straightened her legs and pulled her dress modestly to her knees, shaking back her auburn hair and regarding her father with her almond-shaped green eyes. She laughed. Perhaps she saw something in his face, or on his face, that was funny.


Self-consciously he touched his hair, found it sticking up where he had been lying down. He smoothed it back into shape and shared her smile.


‘Don’t keep thinking about it,’ she said, but not with words; she said it with her eyes, with the urgency that suddenly came into her gaze.


That he was haunted, and had been haunted since her mother’s death, Felicity was well aware.


The look in her eyes said, Don’t think about it; but the message was in the eye of the beholder.


And yet … she always seemed to know when bad memories had been claiming his attention; something very warm came from her, enveloped him, protected him. She squeezed his hand affectionately, and then reached for the small pile of papers and envelopes, picked them off his lap, shuffled them like cards, and laughed. Then she presented the pile to him and said – mockingly severe – ‘It’s ready. Come on.’


Simon nodded. ‘I’m hungry.’


He placed the papers into his jacket pocket and eased himself up, stretching as his joints twinged (they had been twingeing since he was eighteen, so he had no doubt that pure and simple lack of exercise was all the persistent aches and pains were due to).


They walked up the bank and squatted down by the tablecloth, spread on the grass and blowing, occasionally, in the gusting breeze.


‘Did you sleep?’ Felicity asked him, smiling.


‘Sort of,’ he said. She shook her head and grinned. ‘Well, I relaxed,’ he added. A shadow passed across his face.


Relaxed? I ran screaming through that same nightmare… Relaxed!


‘I bet you were working,’ said his daughter. She spread a napkin on her lap. Her hair blew across her eyes and she made efforts to tuck it behind her neck, folding the outer locks into the inner ones in an elaborate and often repeated routine that held Simon’s fascination for about ten seconds or so. She looked at him, puzzled by his scrutiny, and a moment later her hair all flopped back around her face.


She scowled and he laughed as he always did. ‘I don’t know why you bother.’


She picked up a plate of salad and handed it across to him. He took it and placed it on his crossed legs, dropping the fork on to the grass and muttering as he wiped it on his trousers, scrutinizing the sheen.


He glanced at her. ‘I should have been working, but I really wasn’t. I haven’t done a thing.’ He looked over his shoulder at the river. ‘I was … just thinking things over.’


‘Oh yes, of course.’ Felicity looked severe. ‘Well, I call that working.’


If you do brain work then using your brain is just like doing overtime. Would she say it? She usually did.


For a change she kept quiet, searching among the crowded items on the picnic cloth for a salt cellar that she finally found right by her.


Simon became aware of the salad he held. Appreciatively he dipped his finger into some dressing on the side and licked it noisily. ‘This is marvellous, Flic. What is it?’ He tasted it again, puzzled by the familiar flavour, unable to place a name to it.


‘It’s delicious, that’s what it is. Now eat it.’


‘What is it?’ he queried again, still using his fingers to work his way through the sauce.


‘It’s made with avocado pears and –’


‘Avocado pears?’ he said, raising an eyebrow. ‘I thought they were expensive.’


‘Oh terribly,’ she mocked. ‘Father, dear, you’re not impoverished you know. The hard years are behind you. You’re a University don. Haven’t you noticed how much they pay you for it?’


He shrugged. ‘Of course.’ But he hadn’t. He was quite unaware of how much he earned for his ten hours tutoring and teaching every week. The money went into a bank account, and Felicity did most of the accounting, his own speciality being metaphysics and not economics.


Money bored him. People with money bored him even more. Conversations about money were anathema to him.


Felicity, bless her, never talked about cash. She just got on with it, whilst working her own full day in the Town Hall. Simon had never fully understood what the strange, strangely boring job that she had obtained last summer, involved. Something to do with the population of the city, some numbers and statistics, and if she discovered that she enjoyed the work for more than a year then she would try and get her belated University place next year, and study economics more fully.


He hoped she wouldn’t go too far away; Warwick would be ideal; he doubted that she could qualify for Oxford. Even with his own influence, it was unlikely that she could pass the ridiculous entrance exam.


Anyway, Oxford wasn’t such a hot place for many subjects. Much of the intellectual atmosphere was stuffy and creaky; or maybe that was the jaundiced view of a man whose interests began with God and ended somewhere in a narrow circle around Him.


He ate his way through the salad, while Felicity – sounding just like Gabrielle had sounded – mumbled on, sending little shivers down his spine as she used words or phrases in an almost identical way, especially when she chided him for his lack of self-interest.


‘You never buy yourself luxuries,’ she was saying. ‘And you never even take a holiday!’


True, he thought. Very true. But then, I’ve stopped running.


‘And as for muttering about the price of avocado dressing…’


He cut her off. ‘You’re right. Felicity, you’re absolutely right.’ He stuffed ham and lettuce into his mouth and rolled his eyes appreciatively. ‘So I’ll just shut up,’ he said with difficulty, as he chewed. She frowned at him. ‘And enjoy it,’ he finished.


‘Good!’ she said.


They smiled at one another, and Felicity chuckled, digging into her own plate. She closed her eyes as she ate, and lifted her face so that the sun played on her skin.


Simon watched her, seeing someone else for just a moment, and then fixing his gaze on the coffee cake that still was waiting to be eaten.


‘You remind me very much…’ he began, and then stopped. He shrugged and pretended to have forgotten what he was going to say.


Felicity put her plate down and stared at him, and warm tears filled her eyes, just briefly. ‘I know, I know. My mother. Why can’t you forget her?’ Angry for just a moment, then soft again, pitying. ‘You must really have…’ breaking off, staring at him. ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ She ate for a moment, and Simon ate too. Then she said, ‘I really think you should try and…’


He met her gaze, querying with the way in which he held his head. As if she sensed she was on tender ground she shrugged, smiled apologetically and looked away.


Forget her? Was she going to say forget her? How could he forget her when her very image was sitting opposite him, living in the same house as him, a constant reminder of what he had lost?


More brightly, forcing the cheerfulness, he said, ‘You remind me of her a lot. Especially when you smile.’


His own smile put Felicity at her ease, and she said, ‘Thank you.’


She rose to her feet and came round to him, kissed him on the top of his head and then started to tug off his jacket. He reacted with surprise for a moment. ‘Give me the jacket. It’s too hot to sit in a heavy coat like that.’


She took the jacket and folded it, and all the papers in the inside pocket fell out and scattered across the picnic cloth.


Simon breathed deeply, and closed his eyes, visibly counting to ten, but with something about his expression that told Felicity he was not really angry.


She gathered up the papers from where they had fallen, looking apologetic. ‘What’s all this, anyway?’


‘Just some papers I meant to study. After I’d relaxed.’


‘Oh yes? What’s this, then?’ She held up three letters.


‘Oh. I forgot. That’s the mail. It arrived just as we left.’


She shook her head in despair, then went back to her seat and handed him a can of beer, which he opened and sipped.


Felicity examined the letters. ‘That’s a bill. This one’s a begging letter for sure.’


She hesitated, examining the third envelope, and a shadow of puzzlement flitted across her face.


A dark cloud covered the sun and that bizarre cool breeze ruffled her hair, rustled the foliage of the trees. The river bank seemed to fall quiet for a moment, the sound of voices fading into the distance. Simon shivered and glanced up into the sky.


‘What is this?’ said Felicity, turning the envelope so that her father could see the writing on it.


The address had been scrawled in huge, childish letters; and yet there was something unchildish about them, as if the words had been written by an adult illiterate.


Simon shook his head, indicating that he didn’t know.


‘Shall I open it?’


‘Go ahead.’


She slit the brown envelope with her index fingernail and drew out a scrap of paper that was inside. Looking at it for long seconds, she blanched, and Simon frowned, wondering what it was and why she was so stunned.


Slowly she looked at him, and her face was filled with concern. ‘Oh God,’ she said.


‘Let me see.’ He reached for the letter. She handed it to him and he straightened, reading the spidery words that had been written in pencil on the torn fragment of paper. Everything about the note told of great haste, great urgency.


The words that were written read: SIMON – FOR GOD’S SAKE HELP ME – GEOFFREY.


‘Who can it be from?’ Felicity was saying. ‘Father? Do you know anyone called Geoffrey?’


He stopped, puzzled. Did he know a Geoffrey? The name was familiar, and then memory surged forward, as if something he should have known was being kept from him. Had he locked the memory of Geoffrey away for years and years, as he had locked so much away over the past decades?


‘What’s the postmark…?’ murmured Felicity, struggling to read the blurred mark over the stamp. ‘St Mary … something St Marywood. St Marywood?’


‘Geoffrey Bryan,’ said Simon calmly. The name just came, and he spoke it almost without thinking.


Geoffrey Bryan. Oh God, he thought… Oh Dear God.


‘Who is he, Father? Who’s Geoffrey Bryan?’


Icy fingers squeezed his heart, his stomach. He felt his mind going dizzy, sensed the awful detachment from reality that precedes a faint. He shook his head to clear it, felt the wind on his cheeks, the smell of leaves and grass, and the vinegar odour of the salad dressing.


His eyes flickered upwards, upwards to where clouds swirled, danced in crazy patterns across the sky. It grew dark, but the darkness was in Simon Barnes’ head, and mind, and as he stared at Felicity so a great nausea racked him, a freezing chill penetrated every fibre of his body.


He closed his eyes.


‘Who’s Geoffrey Bryan?’ repeated Felicity.


Simon stared at his daughter for a moment, wondering what he should say, what he should tell her.


‘He was at college with me,’ he began. Should he tell her that he had been in Africa with him, that they had experienced the earthy Satanism of primitive tribes together and whereas he, Simon Barnes, had fled from it, Geoffrey had become fascinated?


Geoffrey Bryan had lived in mortal fear of that shadow since returning to England, years ago now, and becoming the vicar of any tiny parish he could find.


Surely this note, from one haunted man to another, surely this terrifying, lunatic scrawl could mean only one thing.


The Evil One had emerged from the shadows again.


‘Was he a good friend?’


Felicity’s urgent inquiry penetrated the wall of horror that had suddenly erected itself before his eyes.


Simon nodded sombrely. He felt the stirrings of fear within him, the deep-rooted fear that he had hoped had vanished, long years ago, when the pain of Gabrielle’s death had left him…


‘You must go to him, Father. You must.’


‘Yes,’ he said, without really knowing what he said.


‘Now. Today,’ said Felicity, and again she looked at the envelope, and her eyes, when they raised to meet her father’s gaze, were full of innocent wonder.
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