

  

    [image: ]


  




  

    BANDWIDTH




    The Ghost of Devlin Mallard




    N. S. COOKE



  




  

    




    




    




    




    First published by Nicolas Stacey Cooke – 2011




    Published by Accent Press Ltd – 2013




    Copyright © Nicolas Stacey Cooke 2010




    ISBN 9781909520905





    The right of Nicolas Cooke to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.





    The story contained within this book is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.





    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, electrostatic, magnetic tape, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the written permission of the publishers: 





    Accent Press Ltd, The Old School, 




    Upper High St, Bedlinog, 




    Mid Glamorgan, CF46 6RY.




    





    Edited by David Powell




    

      


    




    

      


    




    

      


    


  




  

    




    




    




    




    




    This book is dedicated to all those that 




    need persuading. You don’t have to settle




     for the dreams of others.




    

      


    




    

      


    




    

      


    




    

      


    


  




  

    Prologue




    The ghost frantically searched for the way out. He was exposed in the light, out in the open. He needed to get back to the safety of where he belonged – the shadows.




    Teeth gritted, he looked over his shoulder. She was still there, pursuing him. He should have known that when he killed the bitch, she would take it personally. Now, emerging from the vagrant’s body, she was going to get him.




    Confused and disorientated, he panicked. Which way could he go to escape her? He could see the others seated at the circle, cowering at the heart of the ring.




    She swiped for him. In his weakened state, he was no longer a match for her. How had the hunter become the hunted?




    Shelter, he needed to find shelter – and fast! The refuge of the web, he’d be safe there. Safe among the Yottabytes of data, camouflaged within the system, a server parasite.




    Then, he felt it – sanctuary. The draw of the wireless network. The bandwidth was calling his name, like drugs to an addict. He let the broadband take him … And it sucked him down.




    He was gone …


  




  

    Chapter One




    Devlin




    




    Cockington 1929




    




    Our deeds determine us,


    as much as we determine our deeds.




    




    George Eliot 1819-1880




    




    




    Killing was in his blood – you might say he was born a killer. Either he had inherited a killer gene from some long-forgotten Mallard ancestor or he was missing that tiny brain-cell which prevents humans from hurting their own fellow species. Fox-hunting took him only part way to the satisfaction of his carnal needs – leaving a vacancy to be filled.




    ‘You, boy! Control that BLOODY DOG! Whip it or I’ll ruddy whip you!’ Devlin gave the young lad, the ‘whipper-in’, a stare that backed up his threat.




    The lad went to work, whip in hand, with a nervous enthusiasm. He transferred his master’s malice to the dogs. The boy kept one eye on the beasts that yelped and jumped to escape the lash and the other on his master, half expecting to feel his boot. It would not be the first time. Blows by the boot, fists, whip, hot water, or any other object or substance Devlin Mallard could lay hands on, to inflict punishment on the lad, were common. That was just the way it was.




    Devlin flipped open the cover of his silver hunter-case pocket watch. It was almost time to get this hunt under way, five minutes to two in the afternoon.




    Now there’s a veneer of respectability about most in society that grants a modicum of self-control. If circumstances, or other people, push the right buttons, that veneer may disappear, leaving only behaviour driven by instinct, emotion and desire. Devlin had no such veneer or control. He had a sense of wicked humour, punctuated and laced with evil intent towards others. He did as he pleased. A man short on compassion, understanding, cooperation, or any other redeeming quality. In a word, he was plain nasty. The sort of man who, if he were not constrained by the mere detail of the law, would kick to death the paper boy for delivering a slightly soiled or creased newspaper.




    In his younger days, he was fit and shapely, kept trim by running alongside the hounds, breaking horses and mucking out. But a promotion to Master of Hounds for the Cockington Estate, after the untimely death of his predecessor to flu, complicated by a well-placed pillow to the face, had elevated Devlin in status. Now, he was the Master, in the employ of Lord Abingdon. Since then, the trappings of position, with a middle-aged diet of excess port, beer and meat had left him with a paunch. But he was still not unattractive. He was a tall man with dark wavy hair and an over-groomed handlebar moustache. With cold, steel-blue eyes used to good effect, he was intimidating. In short, he was the Alpha Male in this village, the leader of the pack, and he wanted everyone to know it.




    He loved it – the hunt! He had a thirst. A thirst for the kill. For blood. That was Devlin Mallard’s calling in life … and death.




    But his path would lead him to darker employment. He had yet to reach his potential for depravity. He was a psychopathic killer in the making. Difficult to live with at the best of times, he was feared by all who knew him and none more so than his long-suffering wife, Miriam. It was 1929 and the term ‘domestic violence’ had yet to be coined. Not that it mattered to Devlin; the right to beat one’s wife was still enshrined within the perceived ‘law of property’. Often, when he had finished hunt business or sated himself at the inn, he would stagger home to Mead Cottage, and abuse her before passing out drunk. After all, she was his. His property to do with as he pleased.




    The clock struck two on this cold, crisp, January afternoon. There was not a cloud in the sky and the hunt had assembled outside the Drum Inn. The inn, Devlin’s second home, his first being the kennels, with his dogs, a short walk through the village.




    Horsemen sipped port at the steps to the inn, surrounded by servants and dogs. They were there for a posthumous and ceremonial photograph, organised by Lord Abingdon. Vicky, the barmaid at the inn, served and mingled amongst the crowd.




    She had not gone unnoticed. Devlin had been lusting after her for a while now. He watched her from the steps, as she moved elegantly through the crowd, tray in hand. A light gust of wind caught her long, silky, ash blonde hair just right and for a moment he could see veiled sunlight through her locks. Devlin smiled. He liked what he saw – an hourglass-shaped, busty figure, squeezed into a tight-fitting dress with a white petticoat blouse. Her pale skin, soft and smooth, poured over features that were pleasing to the eye – Devlin’s eye.




    Vicky glided over to him, offering up her delights, a tray laden with port.




    ‘Drink, Mr Devlin?’ she smiled, her full rosy lips complementing the sparkle of her large, dark eyes.




    Devlin was captivated by her beauty. He had hardly heard her words, such was his distraction and, for a moment, they were alone in his universe. He took a silver goblet from her hand and raised it to his mouth. His eyes never left hers as he drank the fluid down. Then, he lowered the cup and wiped a trickle from his chin, with the back of his hand.




    ‘I’ll be in tonight – for more.’ He smiled, revealing his yellow teeth. ‘I trust you’ll be in to keep my tankard topped up?’ His tone was unusually soft.




    ‘Of course, sir.’ She smiled, embarrassed, as she took the cup and stepped away before turning into the crowd.




    Devlin’s eyes shamelessly followed her shapely buttocks as she moved away and slipped into the sea of red jackets. He took a moment to ponder his chances with her, pretty slim he reckoned. Then, his attention was drawn by a voice calling out above the background noise. It was the photographer, dressed in black, complete with top hat and black cloth blanket.




    ‘Can … can we all start to gather in, please!’ The photographer, his assistant at his side, began to fuss, signalling all the members of the hunt to fall in before his tripod. But the crowd wasn’t listening.




    ‘Photograph!’ Devlin boomed.




    The ‘Whippers-in’ immediately answered his call and began to push the pack together. The huntsmen, astride their horses, in turn, closed ranks into the intended frame. Men who had been engaged in relaxed social conversation now posed upright and wooden, ready to be photographed. There was not a single smile amongst the lot. The photograph was an event and novelty in itself, particularly in this part of the world. Accordingly, a hush settled over the members of the hunt, watching with interest, as the photographer readied his equipment.




    Lord Abingdon, an older gentleman dressed to the nines in his hunting threads, sat astride his steed at the heart of the crowd. His long, white handlebar moustache had been especially cut and groomed for the occasion. The hounds yelped and nuzzled each other around him.




    Devlin, on foot and minus his jacket, held the reins of his chestnut-coloured mare. His coat – he didn’t have his coat!




    ‘Wait!’ he shouted.




    The photographer came out from under his black cloth blanket.




    Devlin, frustrated, searched the crowd for his wife, Miriam. She should have been at his side with his jacket and not wandering off playing silly buggers. He spotted her sitting over by the Mill House and shouted at her.




    ‘Woman! Where’s my bloody coat?’




    Miriam sat bolt upright at the sound of his bark. She was by the waterwheel with their sons, Nicholas and Stuart, his jacket neatly folded in her hands. Devlin would not have noticed but she looked a picture bathed in winter sunshine. She could hold a candle to any woman, even the barmaid at the inn. Twenty-four years of age with long dark auburn hair and slender form, a proud addition to any man’s arm, the perfect homemaker – the perfect partner. Only the years alongside this man, Devlin Mallard, had taken its toll on her nerves and self-esteem.




    ‘Woman!’ he yelled again.




    His sudden snap had yanked her from her daydream. Her flinch caused the jacket to fall upon muddied ground at her feet.




    No … Oh no!




    She quickly gathered it up and checked it for stains. With her breathing accelerated, sickness filled her stomach. She glanced in her husband’s direction. Had he seen?




    Devlin’s facial expression said it all. He had seen.




    ‘MIRIAM!’ he scowled. ‘Bloody woman.’




    Others in the crowd noticed. Heads turned, particularly the womenfolk. This was a small village and secrets were hard to keep. Everyone knew his temper and many had suffered it at one time or other.




    Miriam came running with the boys, carrying the scarlet jacket.




    ‘Give it here!’ Devlin snatched it from her.




    He pulled the fabric of the jacket taut, exposing the weave to the light. His eyes squinted. This was not satisfactory. His face entertained a disapproving expression that deepened, as if to store up further anger. That anger could be unleashed now, or when the mood took him. He ground his teeth. There was a problem – a blemish to the right cuff. This would not do. This would not do at all.




    He looked at her – and his stare spoke volumes.




    ‘I will deal with you later.’




    Miriam gulped. She feared those words above all others. ‘Deal’, from the Devlin Mallard Thesaurus of Wife Abuse, meant ‘beat’ – if she was lucky.




    She could not make eye contact. That would only further enrage him. He would take it as a challenge to his twisted authority – his overwhelming ability to control her and strike fear when it best suited. ‘Control’ was another good word. That was the core value that defined and underpinned their marriage: Devlin’s control over his wife – his property. Control of her movements, people she could see, or with whom she could speak, even down to the food she ate. When he was not at home, she was forbidden even access to the pantry, except to cook for him, so that he could arrive home to a hot meal.




    Miriam looked to the floor, waiting to be dismissed, or for him to turn and walk away. He did neither. Devlin had not finished yet.




    Her primary role in life was to look after his needs. One of these right now, this instant, was to have his hunting attire cleaned, pressed and presented to him, ready to wear. Today, a photographic record would be made of the hunt, at considerable expense, and his coat was in less than perfect order. Devlin gritted his teeth. She would get a beating for this. By God, he would not spare the rod.




    Miriam had been with him long enough to know that this was a beating offence. To be honest – most things were. Spilt tea … beating. Slightly cold dinner … beating. For causing excessive noise in the house, the two boys would get beaten, then she would get it for not keeping them quiet. Particularly if he had been sitting in his leather chair reading the Hunting Times. That paper not delivered on time by the newspaper boy? Beating for the boy and her. Devlin was a bastard! No, maybe that’s a harsh thing to say. He had a sensitive and caring side, too. He didn’t like to punch her in the face, as he found facial bruising and missing teeth a most disagreeable quality in a wife! Stomach blows were his preferred medicine – the bruises would be concealed by the petticoat, you see.




    Things had been worse when she was pregnant with the boys. He would delight in threatening to punch and kick her to the womb, playing on her maternal instincts and fears for her unborn child. It was a miracle she had managed to carry both Nicholas and Stuart. She had perhaps done them no favour in bearing them to such a father – although their conception had hardly been consensual.




    ‘Take your places, please,’ repeated the photographer.




    Devlin donned his jacket and dismissed her with a flick of his head. He led his horse towards the centre of the hunt.




    ‘Gentlemen, look this way, please!’ The photographer beckoned.




    Devlin puffed his chest out and placed himself in the foreground of the composition, having pushed others aside. He held the bridle to his chestnut steed, surrounded by his beloved hounds and fellow riders. Then, he stared right into the lens of the camera, intent on imparting his importance to whoever would view this photograph in the future.




    The photographer draped his black cloth blanket over his head as the assistant held aloft the flash. The crowd collectively froze in a proper and austere posture. The lens cap was removed and the magnesium flash triggered. Poof! Smoke rose above the photographer’s head as the scene was imprinted upon the film plate. A collective and amazed ‘whoo’ rose from the crowd, while the hounds barked and yelped.




    Devlin was keen to get a photograph for his study and had already had words with the photographer. He’d show it proudly to all he entertained and might even have a second made and placed above the bar at the inn.




    But for now – the hunt. He placed a foot in a stirrup and in a single motion swung himself round and up onto his steed. The horse’s muscles flexed and rippled in the sunlight. He gestured to the lad to release the lead hound. Nodding to key huntsmen, they responded with the sound of their cornets, whipping the dogs into a further frenzy of yelps and barks. Then they began to make their way down on to Cockington Lane, the rush of adrenaline flowing freely. The dogs were eager to latch on to a fox, chase it down, and rip it limb from limb.




    ‘Yah!’ Devlin, astride his steed, kicked his heals into her girth. The hunt was on!




    They had made their way up the valley and out of Cockington, picking up a vixen’s scent. The hunt travelled through rolling green Devon countryside all the way to Marldon. Across fields and woods, through valleys and winding brooks, the horses’ hooves dug deep into the red, clay soil.




    But now they’d had their fill. The horses were tired, their collars dripping white with salt sweat. The fox had been cornered by the hounds in a shallow hole, and the terriers had flushed it out into their jaws. Now, with their white muzzles stained red with blood, the dogs made their way back up the lane to the Drum Inn.




    Exhausted from the ride, the huntsmen were hot and had built up a thirst for ale, wine and porter. Devlin, at the head in the dying light of the winter sun, dismounted. He handed his reins to the stable lad, and led the procession into the inn, flinging open the door before him.




    ‘Ale!’ he barked, hanging his jacket on the hook by the door. His armpits were soaked in sweat, his cuffs and collar stained a grubby brown.




    Vicky the barmaid went to work. She and the landlord were quickly overrun with thirsty drinkers. Devlin, leading the rabble, was first to be served. She held his silver tankard at the ready, glistening clean and polished with her own spit.




    ‘The usual?’ she asked.




    ‘Yes. I’ve got a thirst that ale alone can’t quench.’ He winked, leaning on the bar, foot up on the kicker, ‘But I’ll start with the usual.’




    Vicky, accustomed to his advances and humour, turned to fill the tankard, selectively ignoring his comment.




    His eyes followed her to the pump. Her white petticoat blouse, worn off the shoulder, displayed her ample bosom and completed the picture – the pulling of the perfect pint. Devlin smiled in contentment. This was a good day – which was now complete. Well, almost.




    The clock advanced and intoxicating liquor flowed. Buoyed and exhilarated by the hunt, Devlin buzzed. Ale had stripped away any remaining inhibitions. Now, supping their pints in front of a fire, riding boots cast aside, the huntsmen exchanged their tall stories of the day: two-foot high clipped hedges had been jumped by horses at ten feet, over razor-sharp hawthorn. Some had leapt great gushing rivers that had actually been but a puddle. The stories grew grander with every pint guzzled. Dartmoor ponies had been galloped at speeds that would have won the Grand National, and a beast of a fox, able to decimate entire flocks, had been slain. The hunt had been glorious.




    Now, with the hour late, as each had drunk their fill the bar emptied one by one. The landlord retired upstairs leaving Vicky to close up and wipe down the counters. Outside, it was pitch black, and in the bar the grandfather clock chimed eleven.




    Devlin looked at his silver pocket watch. He had lost track of how many pints he’d downed, and of the hours he had passed, in the company of his drinking partners. But he was not drunk, for he had drunk himself sober. Now, in the subdued light of the bar, he sat alone – alone with Vicky.




    The last of the candles flickered in a draught. It managed to cling to light, while the others had long since burned down and extinguished. The room was now illuminated, for the most part, by the warm glow of the fire. Shadows danced around the walls pushed on by its licking flame.




    Devlin looked into his tankard and swirled the liquid around. Notions swirled in his mind: dark ideas. He looked up, snapped from his thoughts by the sound of two clashing tankards. Vicky, behind the bar, was clearing away the dirty glasses and plates. He looked on, intoxicated by her youth and lithe body, as she went about her work.




    Devlin Mallard knocked his head back and poured the remaining ale down his gullet.




    ‘Another!’ he held out his tankard and upturned it, gesturing for her to oblige him with a refill. A trickle of ale ran from his vessel splashing the table.




    Vicky looked at the clock. The hour was late.




    ‘Come on! One for the road.’




    She came out from behind the bar, rag in hand, and wiped the spill. With her chest inadvertently close to his face, she passed a cloth over the table. Devlin inhaled her scent as she nervously collected up the tankard.




    Master Devlin had an intensity that made her uneasy, with his long stares and over-familiar remarks. It was fine when others were there, but this was the first time she had found herself alone with him. She had heard stories: stories of his advances to other women – advances that had been improper. It was not pleasant to be alone with him at this hour – it wasn’t right. She moved quickly away.




    Devlin studied her as she went over to the bar to draw him some fresh ale. She pulled the handle to her chest but drew only froth and air. She tried again – nothing. The barrel was empty.




    Secretly, she was pleased. Now maybe he would go and she could lock the door behind him.




    ‘It’s empty, sir,’ she said in her softly spoken and slightly nervous young voice. ‘I’m sorry. There’ll be more tomorrow.’




    But Devlin was having none of it.




    ‘I’m thirsty now – not tomorrow.’ He was used to getting what he wanted. He’d ordered a pint and a pint he would get!




    Vicky had neither the confidence nor the courage to argue with him. Besides, it was easier to give him his last drink and then, perhaps, he would go.




    ‘I’ll have to go down and change the barrel.’




    Devlin dipped his head in acknowledgement. He checked his silver pocket watch for the time and then returned it to his breast pocket.




    ‘Good girl. Don’t keep me waiting too long.’ He grinned. It was a look that was not comforting, friendly or encouraging. It was alarming.




    Vicky collected the last candle that flickered in the bar, and turned for the cellar. The shadows shifted and followed.




    Devlin’s eyes and thoughts followed her too. Then, it happened. The moment that changed everything. The moment that in the final analysis would send Devlin Mallard hurtling towards his destiny. A notion popped into his mind. And it was not a good one. His expression subtly shifted. He moistened his lips with his tongue, as he left his seat and boots to join her.




    ‘Let me hold the candle so you can see,’ he said matter-of-factly, his tone entirely innocent and virtuous. A halo would not have looked out of place above his head.




    Vicky smiled nervously. Despite her reservations, she passed him the candle and led the way down.




    Behind, he followed into the wine cellar, intent on having his way with her. With each step they descended into the darkness, his gaze studied the line of her pale neck in the soft light. He held the candle closer to savour every detail of her beauty. The way in which she wore her hair up from her neck pleased him. It urged him to travel further down this decisive route into the darkness.




    At the cellar landing, the candlelight flickered, creating an air of intimacy. They were alone. They were isolated. Behind them the cellar door creaked and swung shut, pushed to by a draught.




    Vicky anxiously looked back up towards the door. Her path was blocked.




    ‘It’s just the wind.’ Devlin smiled, exposing his yellow teeth.




    She turned away and moved over to the barrels. Devlin followed. He set the candle down onto a shelf above the pumps and moved in closer to her back. She could feel his breath from behind, brushing against her neck and hair.




    Vicky’s pulse quickened. He was close. Too close, in a way that was improper. But she said nothing, hoping she had mistaken his actions. If she spoke now perhaps he would take it the wrong way. It may trigger a reaction. No, she would quickly change the barrel, then they would go up – and everything would be fine.




    A hand covered her mouth. The barmaid’s heart stopped, her eyes bulged. The hand smelt of ale and tobacco – it smothered her.




    ‘Sshhhh, my sweet thing. I know you want it.’




    His breath was warm and alcoholic. She couldn’t escape it. With his mouth close to her right ear, she could feel his cheek pressed to her earlobe. His smell grew stronger, it was overpowering.




    Any lingering doubt as to his intent was now dispelled, as she struggled to scream. But there was no breath to draw, through his clamped fingers. Vicky’s body tensed in sheer fear, like an animal caught in the coils of a snake. She had to get away. She struggled but he clamped down harder, pulling her to him in a violent jerk.




    ‘Come here!’ His teeth were now gritted tight with aggression. ‘You’ve been thinking the same thing. Don’t deny it!’




    Vicky’s eyes were almost bursting. With her back pressed firmly to his chest, she was unable to see his face. If she had, she would have seen his yellow teeth and furrowed brow, the outward indicators of his overwhelming intention to dominate her.




    Injure her or not, it mattered little to him. He would have his way. He would not have her night after night standing at the bar enticing him, without allowing the collection of his prize. Who did she think she was? No one made a fool out of Devlin Mallard!




    He spun her round so that she faced him. Their eyes met, and she looked into his cold, blue stare.




    If Vicky had been in any prior doubt as to his intent, she now had a moment of absolute clarity. There was no mistaking what the outcome would be, if she could not escape. His eyes were murderous – without mercy.




    She began to fight with every ounce she could muster, but she was no match for him. He flung her to the dry dirt floor, raising dust as she hit home. Winded, she struggled to draw breath, sucking in the dusty stale air of the cellar floor. He followed her down.




    Devlin sat astride, his full weight pinning her to the ground.




    ‘Don’t struggle, my dear, you might bruise,’ his voice was insanely in control.




    She didn’t listen. Pity.




    Instead, she clawed at his shirt with her one free hand. Her attempts at creaming were relentless. Perhaps the landlord would hear her, or if she struggled and fought hard enough, Devlin would give up.




    He did not. His face was a focused snarl, increasing his grip tighter and tighter.




    ‘Shut up!’ He pressed his hand to her mouth again, stifling and muting her.




    With her free hand, she swiped and struck his chest. She clawed at the fabric of his shirt, tearing it. His silver pocket watch fell from his breast pocket, dropping unnoticed to floor. She writhed and rolled over onto it.




    Devlin’s father had given him that watch. He was never without it. A large, silver pocket watch on a chain. It was one of the few things he had received from his father. That, and regular beatings, which never did him any harm!




    But Devlin was too focused on his quarry to notice the watch was lost. It now lay on the dirt floor beneath her. With bared teeth his muscles went into overdrive, overpowering her like a rag doll. His adrenaline flowed freely. He had become an animal.




    With one hand to her throat, the other squeezed, crushed, and pinned her right palm to the dirt. His weight was over her, as his knee thrust into her stomach. She could not move. A rib cracked from the force, piercing her lung. Frantic, he released her hand and tore the blouse, exposing her corset. It was tightly bound – an over-engineered affair.




    ‘What the …?’




    He couldn’t believe it. Perhaps a knife to cut it off, he thought. But he had no knife with him.




    Frustrated, Devlin changed tack, grabbing a handful of material around her pelvis. He ripped it clear. Then, like a man possessed, he yanked down his breeches. As she writhed and bucked beneath him, fighting for her life, he went to work.




    Vicky didn’t give up. She struggled, clawing at the hand pressed to her mouth. But its grip was too tight. Like a large sink plunger, it formed an almost air-tight seal to her lips and nose. Life began to slip from her as short bursts of compressed breath were squeezed through his fingers.




    ‘Be still,’ he whispered in an insanely gentle yet merciless tone.




    She pulled frantically, but could not dislodge his hand. Her nails dug into it, grazing and drawing blood. Then the barmaid struck upwards towards his face, finding the neck area. But ale and adrenaline dulled any pain he might have felt.




    ‘You ungrateful little tart!’




    Still his hand pushed down over her face. Each failed attempt to draw breath sucked the skin in closer, creating an ever-tighter seal of her fate.




    They say it takes twenty-six seconds of suffocation before a person slips into unconsciousness. For Vicky, it seemed like twenty-six hours. Her mind worked feverishly living in milliseconds the reality of impending doom. Everything slowed for her … she knew what was coming – what her fate was to be. It would end here on this cellar floor, finished by him. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. She had her own dreams, her own aspirations. She had hoped to travel to Exeter this coming summer to gain domestic employment, perhaps within one of the rich households, close to the cathedral, owned by a banker or a lawyer. Maybe even find a suitor, and fall in love.




    As she looked up into those cold, steel-blue eyes, her dreams slipped away. Those eyes, they had an intense focus, like a skilled tradesman or blacksmith, working away on a difficult and challenging piece of work, completely engrossed in creating something to be proud of – a masterpiece.




    Vicky slipped out of consciousness, her peripheral vision blurring a deep red, funnelling up towards those eyes. She could no longer see the detail of his skin, as the shadows began to draw in – closer and closer.




    The maid’s eyes bulged, capillaries ruptured. Her vision faded to monochrome then black. She was in the Darkness. Yet she could still hear his accelerated breath, as he violated her enthusiastically.




    Devlin had built up quite a sweat and thirst. Shame he had not let her change the barrel first! Now his arms ached with lactic acid, as he looked down at the body beneath him.




    Limp, empty of spirit and soul, she was dead. Lifeless, staring into oblivion without focal point or horizon, her perspective could no longer be seen through earthly eyes, but instead, from elsewhere in the room.




    Behind her killer – behind Devlin Mallard – a new shadow stirred and shifted. Free of its vessel of flesh and bone, it was able to move and dance on the light. Devlin did not notice or perceive it. Then, that new presence, the consciousness that could see him and the corpse at his feet, left for the Darkness. She was gone.




    Devlin was alone in the cellar.




    ‘Now what?’ he said to himself.




    His impromptu pre-event planning had stopped short at stage one: have sex. He clearly had not thought this far ahead. Devlin looked at the corpse.




    Hmm … what to do?




    He needed to sort this mess out – and quickly. He could not allow the landlord to discover her body here. Questions would be asked.




    Chop her up and feed her to the dogs? That ought to do it. But still, a bit messy. A lot of effort, he thought. ‘Bloody women!’ he hissed and cursed her.




    He looked down at himself. His shirt and breeches were ruined too, covered in the red clay dirt from the cellar floor. In a way, he was angry with himself for being so careless. But then again, it was really her fault for enticing him.




    ‘And did I make a fuss?!’ His loose grip on reality, right and wrong, had finally collapsed. He kicked the body for being so inconsiderate – it rocked like a sack of spuds; beneath it, the watch, unnoticed.




    ‘Bitch!’




    He gave her another kick for good measure and then pulled up his pants.




    Just leave her here? He contemplated.




    No, he had to move the body. The light of the candle flickered, the wax was burning down. There wasn’t much time; he would soon be plunged into darkness.




    Devlin froze. There was a sound. Above him floorboards flexed and creaked as someone moved about in the bar. He held his breath and looked up. Cracks of new light between the floorboards shifted and disappeared, as they crossed the room with a lantern.




    Devlin licked his fingertips, and snuffed his candle out, plunging himself into darkness. He waited in silence and listened.




    ‘Vicky?’ It was the landlord’s voice, distant and muffled. There was the rattle of a door – the main entrance to the bar.




    ‘Bloody girl! She’s left the door unlocked again.’




    A bolt was drawn across.




    Devlin looked up and followed the footsteps of the landlord back across the floor-boards, as the man travelled from the main door. The landlord headed back towards the staircase, his footsteps receding. Devlin listened intently in the darkness. Upstairs, there was silence once again.




    A minute, then two more passed. Devlin waited in the cellar. He could picture Vicky’s body lying at his feet. He couldn’t see it, but he knew it was there, lifeless on the dirt floor. But nothing stirred in the darkness. The silence was unbroken.




    After a while, he moved swiftly to the cellar stairs, towards cracks of light that filtered through the door slats above. He ascended and tentatively pushed open the door. There was no one upstairs.




    He slipped back into the bar, urgently needing to get out before being spotted. If he was caught, it would be awkward. He’d probably have to kill the landlord too. That would leave nobody to serve him his ale tomorrow, and the Railway Tavern was easily a good twenty minute walk at pace. He was already beginning to regret his hasty actions. After all, this was his local. He picked up the boots that he had left by his seat.




    On the way to the door, still wearing only socks on his feet, he picked up his jacket. He trod quietly towards the exit.




    Coughing! There was coughing!




    In mid-stride Devlin froze – more coughing. It was the sound of the landlord from upstairs. The man was in the bedroom. Devlin waited a moment, then crept forward, wincing at the sound of his own muffled footfall.




    At the door, he slowly drew back the bolt, careful not to make a noise. Agonisingly, it dragged along the metal collar making what seemed to him a colossal din. He gritted his teeth and squinted. Surely the landlord would hear him. Then the bolt slipped clear and he was out into the frosty night air.




    Up the lane, within Mead Cottage, Miriam could not sleep. The boys were tucked away in their room. She had tidied the house, dusted and swept before turning in. If the home were just right, perhaps he might forget about the jacket incident. She dared not leave anything out of place – no cushion un-plumped or cup stain unwiped. Still the thought of the stain on his red riding jacket kept coming back to her. She could see it clearly in her mind’s eye as she lay in their bedroom. Miriam blamed herself. Why was she such a butterfingers?




    Outside, as she lay staring at the ceiling, she could hear the noises of the night – an owl called out.




    He’ll be back drunk. He always drank too much after the hunt. But tonight was different; he’d said he would ‘deal with her’. And she knew what that meant! She was in for a hiding, no two ways about it. She listened intently for any sign of his return. In the distance, the owl called out once more in the valley.




    Twenty minutes passed … then an hour. She’d heard some drunken voices pass the cottage thirty minutes or so ago; thought it might have been him. She had held her breath, but the steps and muffled voices continued on down the lane.




    She turned to her side, face towards the window.




    There was a full moon out tonight. Its soft light filled their bedroom and shone on her vigil.




    A noise – she cocked her ear, a key turned in the front door. He was home.




    Downstairs, the door closed behind a dark figure. Footsteps could be heard making their way to the stairs. Miriam pulled the covers up and listened without making a sound. She could hear her own breath, fast and loud – too loud. She made a conscious effort to slow and ease it. Maybe he would leave her alone, if he thought she was asleep.




    A set of keys hit the bureau on the landing, hard enough to mark the surface, and the footsteps grew closer.




    He was in the corridor beyond the door. A clunk on the wooden floor boards followed a discarded boot. Then – another. The bedroom door swung open. She dare not look. She lay still, expecting to feel his hand upon her shoulder, or worse still – a blow!




    But the strike did not come. He undressed and fell into bed next to her, his weight almost bouncing her from the mattress. Devlin’s red clay-stained clothes discarded on the bedroom floor for his wife to collect, clean, and press in the morning.




    He was full of drink. She could tell by the waft of pungent ale that infected her air. Then, he selfishly drew the covers to him – and away from her. Miriam lay still, as quiet as a mouse. She dared not make a sound. She faced away from him continuing her pretence of sleep. The moonlight illuminated her eyes through the window, its light bathing her soft milky-white skin, as she lay without a cover.




    And Devlin began to snore.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Dispatched




    




    Tell me, my soul, can this be death?




    Alexander Pope 1688-1744




    




    




    In the morning, the landlord found Vicky’s body and raised the alarm. Attending police found evidence beneath her now-cold corpse – a silver pocket watch. There was clear bruising to the neck and wrists on the body, where the victim had been held down by her attacker. This was murder!




    The killing was on the lips of everyone in the area. Housewives were talking about it all the way up the coast to Dawlish. Cockington was a small village on the edge of a small town; such events were not commonplace. The scandal was splashed across the front pages of the local Herald and would stay there for days and weeks to come.




    Miriam first read the news at the local grocery store that morning. The headline was printed in bold, black letters across the front pages of today’s edition. She knew as soon as she read the words “Drum Inn Murder”. In shock, she dropped her basket of flour and potatoes.




    ‘Are you all right, dear?’ asked a concerned passer-by.




    A single potato rolled across the pavement into the gutter.




    Miriam scrambled to collect her groceries, ‘I’m fine. I’m fine … sorry.’




    But she wasn’t fine. She felt ill, faint and dizzy – quite the very opposite of fine.




    Devlin had come home late that night. He had been at the inn. His shirt was covered in red clay dirt, as if he had been rolling around on the floor. Murder! Lord knows he’s capable of it. She feared he was capable of anything.




    Miriam bore her suspicions heavily that day – a terrible secret that she could not share. Thankfully, he was out early, tending to the hounds at the kennels. She just couldn’t face him. The burden was almost too great. And what if it was true? What would become of her and the boys? She knew he was a bad man – he had his faults – but he had put a roof over their heads and food on the table. And she had known nothing else for a decade.




    The police called at every address in the village, making enquiries at each household. Miriam had been expecting the knock at the door all day. It was early afternoon when they arrived. She was alone at home with the boys as she opened the door wearing an apron. Her hair was up in an untidy ponytail, with flour on her forehead and forearms – she had been in the kitchen baking bread.




    Nicholas and toddler Stuart poked their heads round their mother’s waist to see who had come to call. As soon as they saw the uniform, their curiosity increased.




    At the door stood the police inspector and sergeant from Torre Station.




    ‘Morning, ma’am. We’re calling on every house in the village concerning the murder at the inn,’ the Inspector spoke. ‘Is the head of the house in?’




    The police knew Devlin had been at the inn that night. He was Master of the Hunt, after all. They had already questioned others from the hunt and compiled a list of those who had been drinking at the Drum.




    Miriam was not a confident person. Her husband usually spoke for her, especially to important people. She wasn’t sure she should even be speaking to the police without his knowledge. If he found out he might be angry. She felt Stuart’s little hands wrap around her leg – and tighten. Miriam looked down.




    ‘Back inside, boys and tidy your room.’ She prised Stuart’s hand free and gestured to them both. They obediently backed away, eyes wide with interest in the uniform of the sergeant, who smiled kindly.




    The inspector was an older, greying gentleman in a tweed suit and beige overcoat. Behind him stood the sergeant, a younger well-built man. He sported an impossibly large and well-trimmed moustache with its extremities twizzled and turned up – the product of many hours work in front of a mirror.




    Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. People in authority made her nervous at the best of times, and this was not the best of times. She stuttered a weak response.




    ‘He’s at the kennels feeding the dogs. He’ll be back at three.’ Her mind raced. Should she have told them even that? What did they want with him? Did they know what she suspected?




    The Inspector smiled politely.




    ‘I see. Then perhaps, madam, you may be able to help us with something?’




    A voice screamed inside Miriam’s head: Tell them! Tell them and change your life. Free yourself. Do it for the boys! She could feel her pulse thumping through her temple.




    The inspector nodded to the sergeant. Obediently, the junior officer stepped forward producing a hemp bag, which he handed to his superior.




    ‘I want to show you something,’ said the inspector. ‘Tell me if you recognise this.’




    Miriam looked nervously at the bag in his hands. The older man noticed.




    ‘Don’t be alarmed, madam, we’re showing the same thing to all the residents.’




    He reached deep into the bag as Miriam looked on. He seemed to rummage inside, for a prolonged period, grasping for something. Her throat felt dry. Time slowed as he withdrew his hand. There, within his palm, lay a watch – a silver pocket watch – Devlin’s silver pocket watch.




    Miriam felt physically sick, overcome by the confirmation of her own fear that her husband had killed another person. He was a killer! She felt faint. The clothes! The clothes covered in red clay – they were still on the washroom floor. The inspector’s lips were moving, but she couldn’t hear his words. Her head was heavy.




    ‘Madam, are you all right?’




    ‘Yes … sorry.’




    ‘This was found near the body,’ said the inspector. He noticed her face turning pale, as blood drained from the skin’s surface.




    Miriam looked at the sergeant, then the inspector. She opened her mouth but words eluded her. This was her husband’s watch, given by his father. She recognised it. She had removed it a thousand times from his dirty shirts or breeches prior to washing. She had even polished it for him. She knew each scratch on its face, each blemish to the silver. There was no doubt. It was his. The watch of a murderer.




    ‘Madam?’




    ‘Yes … yes.’




    In that moment, Miriam felt the burden she had carried for many years begin to lift. She had made up her mind and her shoulders felt a little lighter. She spoke softly but deliberately, convinced of the rightness of what she was about to do.




    ‘You’d better come in.’




    There was no going back now. The tears had begun to well up in her eyes. Tears not of sadness, but of relief. She fought to hold them back. She would not cry – not in front of these men – or her boys. There would be plenty of time for crying later.




    Once inside, she told the Inspector all she knew.




    The inspector and five officers met Devlin at the kennels, and it took all of them to arrest him for the murder of Victoria Harris. Devlin did not come quietly, breaking the arm of one officer, and leaving the others battered and bruised. But he was eventually subdued, knocked to the ground unconscious by a blow to the back of the head. He was put in chains and carted off to Torre Police Station, to be charged with murder.




    The trial at Exeter Crown Court was swift. The unanimous guilty verdict was found by a jury of his peers. The evidence was compelling: Devlin Mallard had been at the inn that night; he had been seen by witnesses to be both drunk and engaging with the victim. The mainstay of the prosecution was a silver pocket watch found beneath the body of the girl. The darling wife of the accused had given them that. She had taken the stand and identified it as his property. And, of course, there was also the offender’s clothing located on the floor of his own wash room. It had been stained red with clay dirt, similar to that found upon the victim and at the scene. Guilty!




    On 12 February 1929 Devlin Mallard was sentenced to death by hanging, the sentence to be carried out within the walls of His Majesty’s Prison, Exeter, at 8 a.m. a week later. There was no reprieve. No right to appeal. He was to be ‘shown no mercy,’ in the words of the Honourable Mr Justice Manning, ‘for the heinous and merciless crime he had inflicted upon his victim’.




    In delivering the sentence it was only hoped that God would have mercy upon his soul, as the Court would spare him no quarter. And then the hammer was brought down on Devlin Mallard’s life.




    Two days prior to the execution Miriam had come to the prison to make her peace with him. A wife owed her husband that much. He was the father to her children, her husband – for better or for worse.




    It had rained throughout the night and well into the morning. When she arrived, the thick, dark cloud over Exeter Prison showed no sign of clearing. In the distance, over Lyme Bay, there was the distant rumble of thunder.




    Miriam sat at the table in the visiting room waiting for her husband to be escorted out. She had dressed in a conservative dark frock, her hair pinned up under a bonnet that had shielded her from the rain. On the table was a parcel of clean clothes and underwear she had brought for him, neatly pressed, just as he liked it.




    The room was sterile. It smelt, as all public buildings do, of disinfectant. Its walls were painted sombre shades of grey and green, matched by the gloomy colour of the wooden table and two chairs located at its heart. The only source of light, dimmed by grey clouds, was a grille window above, too high up to look through. Opposite her was an opening to a hallway, sealed by a barred metal gate.




    Miriam sat ill at ease. She knew he would be bitter and angry. She did not expect him to forgive her. But she needed to know she had done the right thing; that his predicament and sentence were not of her doing. They were his. To think otherwise, for her, would be to carry this guilt and burden until her dying day. She needed him to accept that. It must not be said that she had caused the death of her children’s father.




    Footsteps approached from the corridor beyond the gate. The sound of brogues, striking a polished prison floor, echoed louder and louder.




    A guard appeared dressed in a pressed uniform with bulled black shoes. He removed a set of keys on a silver chain from his pocket. There was a momentary rattle and the sound of a well-oiled bolt sliding back. He swung the gate open entering the room followed immediately by Devlin and another burly guard to his rear.




    Her husband was dressed in coarse prison wear with hands and legs in chains. He stared into Miriam’s eyes as he sat down, his face neutral and expressionless. Had he forgiven her?




    Miriam looked submissively down at the table. She had wanted to look him in the eye, as his equal, but now sitting before him she could not. He still had power over her – power and control. She knew that would never change – he would live on in her nightmares.




    Devlin looked at her. She had turned him in to the police. He had stood in the dock and listened to her poisonous words. Words that were true enough but should never have passed a wife’s lips. She was his, bound by duty to side with him in all things, good or bad. She was to blame for his suffering. Miriam had betrayed him after everything that he had done for her: provided her and the children with clothes, food and a fine house. And this is how you repay me! Sure, he beat her now and then. Doesn’t any loving husband? It was for her own good – to keep her in check, to educate and save her from her own lack of discipline. The ungrateful BITCH! Right now, he would sooner have ripped her heart out than look at her.




    ‘Come to gloat have you?’




    She was close to him, just across the table. Sure, there were two guards behind him, and his hands were chained, but maybe he could get to her and sink his teeth into her scrawny little neck before they had time to react. Perhaps even strangle her with the chains. Devlin smiled, he liked that idea. He liked it very much.




    One of the guards shifted nervously. They were both listening intently, expecting the worst. They gave each other a sideways glance, both poised to intervene.




    ‘I’m here because you’re my husband,’ said Miriam, she hoped that was the right answer, and he would not get angry.




    She didn’t look up. She couldn’t – she was too scared of him. Her voice was faint, and her words faltering, each tripping over the last. She hadn’t wanted to tell the police about the watch. She hadn’t wanted them to arrest him. He had driven her to it. It was the only way out for her and the boys. Deep down, she was afraid for the future. She had no means by which to purchase food, and the boys would have no father. As a family, they were now outcast from the community. They were to be punished for Devlin’s wrongdoing. No one would forget. They would be the family of a killer for ever, mistrusted in everything they did. He had left them this legacy. Still, she felt obliged to pay him one last visit to say goodbye. A wife owes a husband that much.




    And she had brought something, perhaps as an olive branch to show that she did care. To give comfort in his final hours.




    ‘I brought you this.’




    Devlin did not answer. He just looked at her.




    She opened her purse and took from it a photograph. It was the image of Devlin as part of the hunt, taken in front of the Drum Inn.




    ‘It arrived in the post.’




    She slipped it onto the table facing him. Her pale, white, delicate hand pushed it along the surface towards him.




    For a moment, Devlin’s expression softened as his eye caught the image of the hunt – and his dogs. He looked at it there on the table for a few seconds before collecting it up to study its detail. He so wanted to be back there, back in the photograph in front of the steps to the Drum. His eyes drank in the lines and shapes of the image, for these were things that he would not see again. These were things that she, Miriam, had stolen from him by her treachery. Had she bought the photograph to mock or torment him? He should have snapped her neck years ago. The rage began to stir in the dark pit of his stomach. It was the same rage by which he had lived his life, but time and time again had done him disservice. No matter, he liked his rage – it kept him warm.




    Devlin leaned forward across the table and bared his yellow teeth. He dropped his brow and looked deeper into her eyes, into her soul.




    ‘Now … you … hear … this. For as long as I live and breathe, and then some, I swear I will kill you and yours for what you’ve done to me.’ The venom in his tone matched the threat and resolve in his eyes.




    Behind him, both guards tensed.




    Those were the last words she ever heard him say, for the next were but a blur as he leaped forward over the table like a savage and rabid dog. His chair crashed to the floor.




    ‘You fucking bitch!’ Spittle splashed from his mouth, eyes insane with rage.




    She felt the splatter of his saliva on her face – and froze.




    Behind him, both guards moved together. The larger one managed to get his forearm to Devlin’s throat, dragging him back. A third guard had appeared at the gate and swiftly unlocked and opened it, while the other two dragged the prisoner towards the corridor. They were a bundle of flailing arms and legs, punching and kicking. Devlin hissed and seethed, as the four men passed under the door jamb and into the corridor beyond. He would not go quietly. His hand clutched at the angle of the doorway. He clung on for a moment with his fingers then began to pull himself back towards Miriam, against the force of the three guards. His knuckles turned white with effort.




    ‘I’ll fucking kill you!’




    One of the guards drew his baton and pounded Devlin’s grasping hand. The condemned man let go and was dragged back into the corridor, out of Miriam’s line of sight.




    Devlin Mallard’s wife sat stunned, frozen to the seat. She could hear the struggle continuing down the corridor. The sounds of multiple shoes striking the polished prison floor, running towards the commotion to lend support.




    ‘I’m coming for you! You’re dead! Fucking dead!’




    Miriam dropped her head to her lap and cupped her hands over her ears. His screams – she couldn’t take those screams of anger. She wept as his voice grew more distant.




    ‘You’re dead! You’re all dead!’




    The day of the execution arrived. It was raining, just as it had been all week. The dawn struggled to be seen through a blanket of grey rain-laden clouds that hugged the Exeter landscape.




    Inside the prison, light filtered into Devlin’s cell through the barred window. Beneath, the condemned man lay on his bunk clasping a picture. He stared at it. It was all he had left. This was it, the last day, after which there would be no more days. No more hunts; no more sun on his back, out in the fields with the sound of the chase. He would never admit it to others, but he was scared – a man facing oblivion, no hope of reprieve or appeal from the hangman’s noose.




    His finger ran along the edge of the photograph, for within its white borders were contained all that he had ever truly loved. The hunt! And it, in all its bloodshed, had loved him back, unconditionally. He remembered the joy and emotion it had given him – the last beats of each quarry’s heart lasting long enough only to fuel his own passion and pulse. Every life taken had, in turn, strengthened his own.




    He looked up, his moment of reflection interrupted by the sound of a key in the lock. They were here for him. This was it. He slipped the memento into his shirt pocket. He’d die with it close to his heart. He’d take that with him. He looked up at the six guards who had come to call.




    ‘Is it a social visit, boys, or have you fairies come to play?’




    One guard at the door held a set of ankle chains and handcuffs. They all looked nervous and unsure as to how Devlin Mallard would react, how he would go to the gallows. Quietly – or fighting?




    This pleased the prisoner. It fed his ego. Dropping his brow, in a low growl and through bared teeth, he uttered, ‘Come on then, you bastards.’




    Devlin stood up tall, puffed his chest out, and walked proudly from his cell. The guards parted before him. This time he would not fight. He was ready to meet his maker and stare him in the eye. After all, he was Devlin Mallard!




    The prisoner was brought out to the yard, his hands now manacled and his ankles in chains. The guards were taking no chances – they had experienced his temper and violent nature. They walked him up the steps to the gallows and into place above the trapdoor – the one-way door, through which many have passed, but none have returned. Devlin did not say a word. He stood defiant, unrepentant – tall and proud.




    Set out before the gallows were a row of seats filled by local dignitaries. Among them were the Governor and Judge Manning. To their right, sat the figure of a veiled lone female, dressed in widow’s black.




    Miriam looked on as her husband mounted the scaffold. Beneath her veil, she wept. She clung to a twisted and tear-dampened handkerchief. She had not told the boys where she had gone or what was happening today. She could not explain. Not yet. When she was ready, and they were old enough, she would tell them. She looked up.




    On the platform stood the executioner, Norman, a man happy in his work, often whistling a tune as he made ready the equipment. He was short, stout and middle-aged, with hazel eyes and thinning brown hair. He kept himself to himself, with little human interaction beyond the confines of the gallows.




    Devlin looked his executioner up and down, as the guards drew back.




    Years later, Norman would be found inexplicably hanged, lifeless on these very gallows – his death a mystery. Who had dispatched the dispatcher?




    ‘Sir, if you could just …’ Norman motioned the condemned man to step forward and stand on a large white ‘X’, chalked upon the wooden trapdoor.




    Devlin stepped forward.




    ‘That’s perfect.’ Norman smiled. ‘Ah, I see you’re an expert. You’ve done this before,’ joked the smaller man, his comic timing a little off.




    Devlin gave him ‘a look’ and Norman gulped.




    Above the prisoner’s head, perfectly and precisely positioned, was the noose, ready to draw down.




    ‘Hood, sir?’ Norman held out a black hood to cover the condemned man’s face.




    ‘No, I want to see their faces – and them, mine.’




    This was highly irregular. A hanging wasn’t pretty. Eyes would bulge and bleed, neck extend and snap, and the tongue – well, that would turn blue and swell. The facial contortions were quite horrible.




    ‘Sir, there are women present,’ the executioner whispered, nervously glancing down at the audience.




    ‘What! Are you expecting to ask one of them out for courting?’ Devlin nodded into the crowd towards one female in particular. ‘I’d ask the lady dressed in black from the front row. I’ve heard she’s soon to be single.’




    ‘Really? Which one?’ The executioner looked curiously at the crowd, then the penny dropped. ‘Oh …’ He paused, to find the most tactful words to describe the tortured, and sometimes horrifically contorted, facial expressions of the condemned, moments after the lever is pulled. ‘Sir, it can be unsettling – sir.’ He smiled to the gathered audience, embarrassed at the delay.




    Devlin grinned, ‘I said “No”. But, you feel free to wear one, if you like.’




    Norman did not try to argue with this one. He could see he was a mean soul. Instead, he slipped the noose over the head and snapped the rope tight – a little too tight for Devlin’s liking.




    Devlin looked down at the shorter man, a scowl of distaste on his face. This was the first time they had met, and perhaps not the last. He maintained a prolonged eye contact – he would remember him.




    The executioner returned to his post by the trapdoor release lever and awaited the signal.




    The Governor, pocket watch in hand, studied the dial. It was not quite eight o’clock. 7.59 a.m. The second hand worked its way around the face.




    The yard was silent. Expectant.




    Devlin drew in his breath and looked directly at Miriam. He could not see her eyes beneath the veil but knew he had her attention. In his pocket, he could feel the keepsake pressed ever so lightly against his chest. His heart pounded.




    The second hand moved and the Governor nodded.




    Beneath his feet, where there had been wooden planks, now there was only air. The rope whipped tightly around Devlin’s neck, burying itself deep into his throat, friction burning and biting into skin. His back snapped taut, and the spinal cord severed under the tension.




    In an instant, he lost all feeling of his body below the rope. But he was not dead – not yet. For him, time had slowed. These moments would become his universe. He was determined to linger and live out the last moment. Devlin could not recall what it was like before he was born. But, by God, after his death he would remember that he had lived! The rage burned …




    He could see Miriam now. She had lifted her veil. His pupils constricted and he fixed his glare on her face. Devlin was determined to focus on her. She would see the result of her betrayal.




    He couldn’t breathe – there was no air! His body bucked once, twice, like a twitching dying animal. He gritted his teeth, rode the spasm, and looked into her eyes.




    Miriam squirmed in her seat. She saw his rage. She recognised and felt it as she had many times before. Only this time, he could not deliver a blow, punch, swat or whip. Yet his look hit her hard enough, and was just as damaging.




    His view began to fail as his brain was starved of oxygen. The cellular electrical impulses of his mind slowed and dimmed.




    But his soul raged on!




    Devlin Mallard’s earthly view of the world faded further. The red around his peripheral vision spread. It encroached over his entire perspective. His eyes bulged and bloodied as capillaries burst. Then, the red mist began to darken, a little at first, but then it accelerated. It consumed him. He went into the Darkness. He went into the shadows and, as he did, he was aware of one thing. He was not alone. There were others here, others that he had not noticed in the yard before.




    Before leaving HMP Exeter, Miriam received Devlin’s personal effects from the Governor. Amongst them were a silver pocket watch and a photograph taken from her dead husband’s body. She placed them in her bag and slipped away into the rain.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    Anne




    




    Australia, June 1976




    




    




    It was 2.00 a.m. in Adelaide, and the party was fast approaching the chill-out phase. Most of the ‘square’ students had already left, leaving a select few.




    Anne had been slamming them back all night, and now sat slumped on the sofa, sipping vodka. Her fifth-floor student digs rocked with the sounds of the 60s and 70s – the Beatles were in full flow on the record-player, filling a room lit by a pink lava lamp. The light lent the ambiance a psychedelic quality, bathing the living room in a soft glow interspersed with moving shadows. The air inside was thick with exhaled pot. A cloud of cannabis fumes had gathered along the ceiling, creating its own illusory weather system.




    Outside, the street below was deserted. Parked cars sat lifeless, illuminated by street lighting – silent witnesses to the sounds of music and laughter that drifted down to the pavement.




    Back upstairs John, Anne’s boyfriend, passed her a joint and she took another long hard drag. She coughed and managed a giggle at the same time.




    ‘I’ve got to go to the john … John!’ Anne laughed and untangled herself from her boyfriend’s arm – she was dizzy.




    ‘Oh, babe … give me a kiss to remember you by.’ John offered up his lips but she pushed him away, hand to chest. ‘Man!’




    Anne belched, tasting vomit. The vodka was repeating on her.




    ‘No! I really gotta go.’ She cupped her hand over her mouth, cheeks bulging, as she made a dash for the toilet. A retching sound could be heard, and minutes later the cistern flushed.




    The toilet door was flung open and Anne was good to party again.




    ‘Nobody go in there! I mean it.’




    She hiccupped then passed a hand in front of her face to fan fresh air across her nostrils. She was ready to resume duties as hostess of this party.




    Bottles emptied and ashtrays filled, as the clock moved forward. The party vibe wound down as Lennon and McCartney played their last tracks. There were now only five students left. The more studious party-goers had split, leaving Anne’s closest friends and a hard core 21-year-old whom no one actually knew. He had just sort of turned up, somewhere between the Bee Gees and Abba, a couple of hours back. The young man had a well-oiled quiff, with blue knee-length jacket. They started calling him ‘Teddy Boy’, and the name just stuck.




    Now, Teddy Boy lay slumped, drunk and unconscious in an armchair. He was barely drawing breath, finely balanced between alcohol poisoning and asphyxiation by his own tongue. The others just thought he was asleep.




    Anne, joint in hand, giggled again as she exhaled. An image of her father popped into her mind’s eye. Her father – Stuart Mallard. Oh, how he would so disapprove if he saw his little girl at this very moment. The girl for whom he had paid good money to study medicine at college, but who now partied through the night, surrounded by booze and drugs – she looked over at her boyfriend, John – and good-looking boys!




    Stuart Mallard was a strict father. Apparently, he’d got it from his old man, her English grandfather, whom she’d never met. He was supposed to have regularly beaten him. Her dad had left England, after the war, in search of a better life on Australian shores. She’d had the lecture so many times, how could she possibly forget? He’d found success and hope in Australia, and now ran a decent-sized corner shop in Coolangatta, the Gold Coast. A real family affair in which her mother also worked. Her father was even grooming baby brother James to take over the business when he grew up.




    Anne giggled as John slipped his arm around her shoulder. She passed him the joint.




    The hands on the clock slipped further forward to 2.30 and the smoke grew thicker. The small group huddled around the coffee table, listening to the latest Stones LP.




    Jemma, Anne’s room-mate, sat opposite intertwined with boyfriend Randy. His hands were everywhere. They’d been snogging for the last five minutes non-stop, contenders for a world record, if a kissing category existed. Failing that, they ought to have tried their hand at free diving – they would have been good at that!




    Anne watched, impressed and slightly disappointed, as her friend came up for air and took a sip of sherry from her mug. She turned her attention to the passed-out Teddy Boy, slumped on the other side. Who invited him to the party anyway? She was sure she’d seen him before on campus, but couldn’t quite place him.




    ‘Hey!’ she called over, ‘Hey … Teddy.’




    But Teddy didn’t move. He remained perfectly still – eyes rolled back with an extended sticky drool of spittle. Running from the corner of his mouth, it pooled on his T-shirt. Gross! ‘Loser’ whoever he was, Anne thought. Her attention was distracted by something warm and wet in her ear.




    ‘John!’ Giggling, she swiped her boyfriend off her. ‘Keep your wet, mullet tongue to yourself – gross!’




    John flinched and laughed. He knew she wasn’t serious.




    ‘Come on. You love it really,’ he said, planting his lips to hers. She didn’t push him away this time.




    Anne could taste lager on his breath, as he pressed closer. She kissed him back, running fingers through his hair. Her vodka spilt – she didn’t notice or care.




    Opposite, Teddy Boy didn’t move, perfectly comatose and oblivious to the others. Around him, shadows gathered. His own life hung in a fine chemical balance, as vital organs struggled to cope with excess blood alcohol.




    ‘Annie,’ Jemma tried to get Anne’s attention. ‘Annie!’




    Anne couldn’t hear her, spaced out on drink and pot, lips clamped to her boyfriend’s face.




    Jemma reached over and flicked her friend’s ear.




    ‘Hey!’ That worked.




    Anne, stunned, gave her friend a mean ‘drama’ look. She had been really starting to enjoy herself. John’s glance mirrored her sentiment, communicating his frustration at being interrupted mid-grope. He took another swig of lager and refilled Anne’s shot glass. He was starting to like having a drunken girlfriend; it had its advantages.




    Jemma, suddenly cheery and excited, had an idea. She seemed to bounce and clap at the same time out of sheer enthusiasm.




    ‘Let’s get the Ouija board! Come on, it’ll be fun.’




    John and Anne’s facial expressions didn’t change. Teddy Boy didn’t move.




    ‘Why don’t you play with Teddy Boy?’ replied Anne.




    John looked at the comatose gatecrasher. ‘Yeah – I think you’ll need the Ouija board to contact him, man. He’s out there!’ he smirked.




    ‘Come on, it’ll be fun,’ pleaded Jemma.




    Anne wasn’t impressed, happy to continue sipping vodka and kissing her boyfriend to the sounds of the Stones.




    ‘Nah. I’d leave that stuff alone, babe.’ Randy, who was half-Aborigine, looked at her in a disapproving manner. He’d heard stories from Elders about the spirit world. It was not something to be messed with.




    Jemma turned on her boyfriend.




    ‘Randy, I’d expect you to back me up on this.’ She had a schoolmistress tone to her voice.




    ‘Come on, Jemma, that’s bad news, man.’ Randy was half-cut, but he hadn’t lost all his marbles. This was serious stuff, not to be taken lightly. He’d been brought up in the outback, spending many a night at the camp fire, listening to tales of the Elders: stories of spirits and of the dreamtime. His people, during bush gatherings, would tap into their ancestors, creatures of the land, and Mother Earth, through the spirit dance. His grandfather had seen the shadows that waited in the Darkness – shadows drawn to the power of the living. It wasn’t a good idea to mess with the spirits – to mess with the shadows. No good could come of it. Even if it meant he wasn’t getting any tonight, Randy wasn’t for turning.




    ‘Please, for me.’ Jemma fluttered her eyelashes and put a couple of extra vowels into the word ‘please’.




    Randy had to admit it was a convincing ‘neglected princess’ act. Still, he wasn’t buying it.




    ‘No really, babe. It’s a bad idea,’ said Randy.




    ‘There must be a way I can convince you.’ Her voice was seductive – she ran fingers up his chest then cupped a hand to her mouth, whispering into his ear. She giggled.




    ‘Yeah – we can definitely do that!’ Randy was sure he wanted to do that! ‘Just not the board, babe.’




    Slapped in the face and hurt, Jemma quickly pulled away, while simultaneously pushing down on Randy’s chest with both palms. He could consider himself rejected, punished even.




    ‘No more favours for Randy!’ she announced to the room. He’d been a naughty boy. Such a disappointment!




    ‘Ouija, anyone?’ She threw the question to the entire room.




    John and Anne had already half-resigned themselves to it. They raised their glasses in acknowledgement – anything, just to shut her up. Teddy Boy was indifferently absent. Randy sat arms crossed and did not look pleased.




    Jemma paid him no attention. Besides, she was drunk, and in her book that meant she could do anything she wished. Drink plus Jemma equalled no consequences or responsibility. At least, that was her theory anyway. Unfortunately, the morgue was full of young people who had sympathised with such notions. Still, she played the role of cheerleader well. And the Ouija board deal was going to happen – one way or another.




    ‘Come on! Who’s in?’ she said, bouncing up to fetch the wooden board from behind the sofa. There was no arguing with her.




    John took another swig of lager. The idea was growing on him. What the hell, he thought, he could play this situation to his advantage. Hopefully, a scared Anne would need a good strong boyfriend to protect her through the night.




    ‘I’m in. Besides, it might be fun.’ He took his arm from around Anne to sit up. The Ouija board thing had now officially caught his interest. He liked the idea of doing something scary. There were all sorts of Ouija board stories and urban myths doing the rounds on campus. You know the type – like my friend had a friend, who had a friend, who used a Ouija board once – and now they’re all DEAD! That kind of story excited him.




    ‘Where’d you get the board?’ he asked, watching Jemma sit down.




    ‘It was in the cupboard when we got the place,’ she replied, covered in dust,’ she dropped her voice, ‘… and blood.’ A fib, of course.




    She cleared the coffee table of debris and set down the wooden board – it was old – the wood had long since lost its varnish and was covered in battle scars. Its lettering had become faded and scratched. At its top were the words ‘Yes’ and ‘No’, ‘Good’ and ‘Bad’. Below this, a typeface arrangement of letters and numbers. The wooden pointer that came with the board had long-since been lost, so they elected to use a shot glass. Anne downed the liquid content of the designated pointer, and handed it to her friend.




    Jemma tested it out. She passed the glass over the letters – it distorted and magnified them, enhancing the drama of it all. She giggled. This was going to be so cool!




    ‘So, who are we going to contact?’ asked Jemma … ‘Randy?’




    ‘Look, I’m just observing. It’s you guys that are doing this shit.’ Not intending to take part, he raised both palms and sat back. He’d lost any kind of argument that this was unwise. If these people weren’t his friends, he’d have walked out right now.




    ‘What about Hendrix, man – Jimi!’ suggested John.




    Jemma rolled her eyes. Hardly original.
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