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Chapter One


‘He is the one, the chosen of the Most High.’


‘But we know nothing about him.’ Max Gau looked at the tall dark-haired figure standing before a wide stone fireplace.


‘Do I have to remind you, Max,’ the dark-haired figure glanced across the elegantly furnished sitting room, ‘we knew nothing of you when the servant of the Most High brought you into our circle. You were chosen, as were we all, to do his bidding, to do it, Max, without question; but of course should you wish to question him  . . .’


Max Gau shifted nervously as a long-fingered hand touched a medallion hanging from a golden chain about his colleague’s neck. The Seal of Ashmedai, the talisman of the First Lord of the Dark Throne, Archangel of the Prince of Darkness, Messenger of Satan. To call him was to call death itself.


‘No.’ He tried to swallow, feeling his throat constrict. ‘No of course not, if the Master has chosen then we obey.’


‘A wise choice, Max.’


Ebony eyes glittered coldly, sending a shudder along his spine. Max Gau looked away. Julian Crowley was no more to be trusted than the master he served, the master each one of these people served. They had all been chosen, brought one by one under the auspices of Crowley . . . and of Satan.


He had chosen well, the Lord of Darkness. Max only half listened as Julian Crowley continued to speak. Satan had made a bargain with each of them, a bargain he knew they could not break. He had given each of them that which their heart most desired and in return would take their soul.


His bargain had been made gladly. Relieved that at last the meeting was over, Max slid thankfully into his car. He had been glad to exchange his soul for what Crowley had offered. Slipping the car into gear he eased on to the road that would lead through the quiet Worcestershire villages to the M5 motorway.


The choice was his, Crowley had told him that night, the night he had found Christy with another man.


With the warmth of the car and the comfort of its expensive interior soothing the stress of the evening, the memories held deep in his heart slipped into his mind. He had been negotiating a deal intended to supply the motor trade with component parts, and the firm’s managing director, Ben Ainsley, suggested he stay with the clients, ‘Wine them, dine them, you know the routine, Max.’


Easing the car around a tight bend, Max Gau smiled grimly to himself. Yes he knew the routine, it was he who practised it whenever a weekend away was called for! This was to be an important deal for the firm, things hadn’t been going too well so he had agreed to act as host.


He had suggested Christy go along but Ainsley had laughed off the suggestion; the clients were expecting an all-boys affair, he’d said, grinning as he’d added that Max was a lucky bugger having a beautiful wife who adored him and he should give other poor sods the opportunity to make up what they were missing. But he had said to put the offer to Christy, see what she thought of the idea.


She hadn’t wanted to go with him.


Max’s foot pressed the accelerator pedal but he was oblivious of the speed sending him shooting along the narrow lanes.


‘You go, darling.’ She had smiled deep into his eyes as she had pulled him down on to her, that lovely body pressing itself into his. ‘But don’t stay too long . . . I miss you.’ The rest had been lost beneath her kiss, stifled by the passion of their lovemaking.


The business had gone well, finishing before the expected time and he had decided to cut the rest and return home. He hadn’t rung Christy, wanting his early return to be a surprise. On the way back he had stopped off at some town to buy a necklace from a local jeweller, sapphires the exact colour of her eyes. His fingers gripped the wheel, memory slashing pain through every part of him. Christy was much younger than he was and so beautiful you wouldn’t believe, so he’d bought a necklace he couldn’t really afford because he loved seeing the excitement dance in those beautiful eyes, the smiles on her lovely face as she tore a package apart; yes, his wife loved surprises . . . but him? Not any more!


It had been early evening when he had finally reached home.


A trace of perspiration now trickled across his upper lip but Max ignored it.


He had let himself into the house and knowing Christy liked to soak in the bath he had not called out when finding the sitting room and kitchen empty.


Mindless of the danger of driving too fast along lanes barely wide enough to pass without brushing hedges on both sides, he pressed his foot harder on the pedal. The Prince of Darkness would have nothing new for Max Gau, he had already been to hell and back.


He had been halfway up the stairs when he had heard it. He swallowed hard as if trying to wash his mouth free of some vile taste.


Christy’s voice. He had heard it. Thick with excitement, it had panted a name over and over again. Then he’d heard a man’s voice, deep and husky it had seemed to vibrate off the walls of the staircase, rumbling like cannon fire, the shells smashing into his brain!


He closed his eyes against the pictures in his mind, opening them as the powerful car bounced off a gate set in the hedge, but even then the pictures stayed taunting him as they always did.


He had taken the stairs two at a time but the noise from the bedroom had masked his coming. Sheer impetus should have sent him crashing into that room, yet something had held him back, something stronger than himself, stronger than the rage that had burned in him, and he had stood just beyond the open door  . . .


With his slate-coloured eyes fixed on some invisible scene, Max Gau’s finely drawn mouth tightened to a non-existent line, a film of perspiration edging greying temples.


It had been open, not ajar but wide open as if whoever was inside that bedroom had been in too much of a hurry to close it. He had moved towards it – his breath came hard with the memory – whatever power had held him had released its grip, and the burning rage had disappeared beneath a douche of cold black hate.


That was the part he had not understood, that he still did not understand. All of the rage that had been in him only seconds before had vanished. He had listened to his wife moaning a name that wasn’t his, listened to a man grunting, a man that wasn’t him and he had been calm.


Seeing nothing but the shadows in his mind he let the car hurtle on.


He had watched from the doorway, watched his adoring wife. She had lain naked on the bed, legs and arms splayed wide, a man on top of her pushing and grinding while she moaned her pleasure. That was when he had gone into the next room to fetch the gun he kept there.


Christy would not have the gun in their bedroom, she couldn’t stand having it anywhere near her; guns killed people, she said.


In the darkness of the car Max smiled. How right she was!


The man had been propped up on both hands when finally he had entered the bedroom – Max stared at the scene playing in his mind – propped up and ramming into her like a stag in full rut. Her legs had still been spread apart but her arms were around him now, long, tapering fingers stretched away from each other, perfectly manicured nails like tiny drops of blood against the bronze of the man’s skin. He had watched that bronzed body, watched the tanned backside going up and down and thought how like Ben Ainsley, he liked his tan to cover everything.


‘More . . . oh yes . . . more, more like that . . . please more, that’s the way I like it!’


Christy’s words lanced in his brain but now they gave no trace of pain.


Ben Ainsley had stopped pushing then. Max watched the scene play on, saw the glistening moisture film the man’s bare back as he’d asked, ‘Does Max give it to you like this?’ Christy had laughed at that.


Max felt his innards tighten.


She had laughed then slid her hands down to that brown backside, pulling him deeper into her.


‘Max!’


He heard the laugh, soft and deprecating, as fresh in his mind as if Christy were in the car with him.


‘Max doesn’t know how to screw a woman, not the way you do  . . .’


She had lifted upwards then, quick short movements that slid him in and out of her body.


‘. . . but then it’s not his fault, I suppose, the prick he’s got wouldn’t stuff an olive with any satisfaction  . . .’


Drawing a long breath through widely flaring nostrils, Max smiled again.


That was when he had killed her!


He had walked to the side of the bed, put the gun to Christy’s temple and pulled the trigger! Ainsley had leapt from the bed.


Gazing into darkness relieved only by the glare of the car headlights Max seemed to see the terrified eyes of his managing director stare at him as they had stared then.


He had waved the barrel of the gun towards that still-open door and Ainsley had scrambled for it, his bronzed arse moving quicker than it had ever moved when riding a woman. He had let him reach the door before shooting him.


Satisfaction, rich and warming as hundred-year-old brandy surged through Max Gau.


Three shots . . . Three shots was what he had allowed himself. The first in the shoulder had spun Ainsley around, the look on his face one of sheer terror. The second shot had been aimed carefully, slow and deliberate to give Ainsley time to realise where it was going, but his hand had fallen just too late to protect the organ that had so satisfied Christy.


The third shot! Max laughed softly. That had been the best. Ben Ainsley had watched the gun lift and his eyes showed clearly that they had read the last sentence in the book of life. His mouth had only just opened to scream when the bullet took his throat away.


He would have thought that any man who took the pains Ben Ainsley had taken to get him out of the way so he could sleep with Christy would have taken her to some discreet hotel.


Whipping the car fast down the slip road Max swung on to the M5.


But then – he smiled again – Ben Ainsley never did think a deal through to all possible conclusions!


 


 


Nobody would have blamed him for panicking, in fact it was to be expected from a man who had just committed double murder. But he had not panicked.


Max Gau watched the drama unfold, it played across his mind’s eye like a film on screen; he watched himself, calm as he might be with any client, pick up the bedside telephone and dial, every move, every thought controlled. The call to their favourite restaurant made, he had stepped over Ainsley’s corpse and gone into the bathroom. Showered and dressed in fresh clothes, he had walked back to the bed. He had smiled at Christy, smoothing a strand of hair away from the dark hole at her temple, then he’d turned and left the house.


He had been having coffee when Julian Crowley had asked to speak with him. He had looked at the total stranger dressed smartly in black suit and white shirt, trying to remember if they had some pre-arranged business meeting he had forgotten. It was as the man sat down he had noticed his eyes, blacker than pitch but intensely brilliant, the sort people described as being able to see into your mind.


And what an apt description that was! Max glanced at the huge road sign, not really needing its direction. It had seemed at that moment the devil himself watched him across that table and, as he had found out, that too was an almost perfect description.


‘No, Max, you and I have not met before—’


The not unattractive face had smiled but the eyes had remained cold and calculating as if reckoning on some degree of failure. But Julian Crowley had not failed!


‘– I know you rather well—’


The voice had gone on, touching his brain like dark silk.


‘– I know for instance that you have just blown out your wife’s brain and emasculated her lover before shooting him through the head. No, Max—’


A slight movement of the hand had prevented Max’s surprise becoming vocal.


‘Don’t draw attention we can both do without. Pay the bill and we can leave, there is a lot to be done if you are not to face a charge of murder.’


In the opposite lanes of the motorway, vehicle headlights shone in a continuous string. Glittering like the necklace he had bought for Christy! The thought curved his mouth in an icy smile. His wife would wear no more jewellery . . . neither would she feel another man between her legs!


The man had not followed him or been to his house. Max remembered the continuing conversation, the answer he had given.


‘So where’s the use in hurrying? I have killed my wife and my shit of a partner, it will come to light soon enough.’


Crowley had looked at him then, black serpentine eyes glinting in the light of the fake candles set in the centre of the table.


‘I fully intend it to come to light, only not in the way you think. Do as I say, Max, and the police will find a woman shot through the heart by a crazed lover.’


He had laughed at that, attention calling or not he had laughed.


Christ, how bloody gullible did this Crowley fellow think he was? Would any man shoot off his own balls for a woman! So he had made a clean breast of it, the man need try no more clever police tactics, he could just make his arrest now without any more stupid little charades.


Julian Crowley had stood up then but his relentless eyes had held on to Max’s. They had returned to the house to find everything just as he had left it, Christy naked on the bed, her legs still wide apart, while Ainsley was slumped in the doorway with his genital organs, or what was left of them, spread over a yard of carpet.


It was only in later years, following many experiences of seeing Crowley in action, that he had at last believed what had happened next.


The man had walked to the bed where Christy lay. The shot had burned an area of flesh around her temple but Crowley had not even flinched. He had spoken quietly, a few words Max had not caught then his voice had risen.


‘Great One, Prince of Darkness, show thy powers that the unbeliever may believe, that he who now walks in blindness may be given sight; Aged of the Ages, Unknown of the Unknown, Thou who was before the world, show now thy greatness.’


With that he had taken a medallion Max had not noticed hanging beneath his jacket and, holding it over Christy, he had called out.


‘High Lord of Earth, thou who command the Malakhe Khabalah, hear the word of thy servant, let thy will be done.’


At that the lights in the room had begun slowly to dim. Max remembered the way his pitying smile had faded on realising the room was not fitted with dimmer switches. Yet they had faded like gaslight faded when his grandmother had turned the jet low. Then finally the lamps had gone off completely but the room had remained lit: a clear, pale blue light enhanced the figure on the bed. And the light had come from Crowley!


Easing his foot off the accelerator Max nosed the car up to the motorway junction at West Bromwich, waiting his opportunity to circle the roundabout and join the M6.


The man’s whole body had glowed. Max dropped back into memory. Light had emanated from Crowley, shimmering like pale blue torch-light. It was then the truly unbelievable happened, that which would have had Max Gau committed to an institution for the criminally insane had it ever been told.


The hole in Christy’s temple, that round black-edged hole that marked her lovely face had closed, leaving not so much as a bruise, her legs had come together and she was no longer naked . . . Crowley hadn’t touched her, yet somehow she was suddenly wearing a silk nightgown, a bullet hole directly above her right breast. Then he had turned towards Ainsley, the bastard Max had blown away an hour or so before.


The eyes had still been open. Max blinked perspiration from his eyes. Ainsley was stone dead but he had stood up as Crowley pointed. The pulpy mass at the base of his stomach had begun to solidify into re-formed flesh, genitals once more in pride of place and no mark to tell his pride and joy had once been blasted to hell.


Hell! Max laughed into the warm darkness. That was a good one, all things considered.


He had pumped three bullets into Ainsley, two where they counted most yet the man was on his feet and moving! He’d picked up his clothes, first putting on the G-string he had always said highlighted his manhood. Ainsley had thought that one hell of a good joke but then Ainsley had never been aware of his own coarseness. Next had gone on the cream silk shirt, dead arms sliding into sleeves, dead fingers doing up buttons and shoes until he was entirely dressed.


And all the time he, Max, had stared in dumb unbelieving silence. The man was dead for Christ’s sake! The dead didn’t get up and walk, but this corpse was walking . . . walking to the dressing-table, picking up Christy’s comb, smoothing the hair Christy’s fingers had played through. That done he had replaced the comb and walked easily to where the gun had been left on the bedside table. As he picked it up Max had noticed the flashy beige suit was stained with crimson spots where blood had sprayed from the gash that had once been a throat.


Then Crowley had begun to lower his hand and Ainsley’s body had followed the motion, lowering like a puppet on invisible strings. He had rested only seconds in a crumpled heap before the legs had suddenly shot straight, the back had stiffened, while what remained of the head lay awkwardly, the neck craned its entire length as if the shot had almost lifted the body from its feet before sending it falling on to its back.


Crowley had spoken to him then.


Max guided the car along the exit road driving it through mostly deserted streets towards home.


Crowley asked him to look at a note now lying where the gun had been. He had made to pick it up but Crowley had prevented that, saying he was to read but not touch. It said Ben could not live without Christy, he had loved her for so long but she despised him. He had come to the house to beg her to leave with him and when she refused he had shot her, he loved her too much to let any other man have her. It was signed with Ben Ainsley’s signature, and the writing was unmistakably his. Over the years they had worked together Max had come to recognise it as well as he did his own.


After he had read the note the pale blue light enfolding Crowley had faded and the electric lamps had come back on.


‘Well –’ he’d spoken in that soft tone that Max now knew so well ‘– do we leave things as they appear now or do I reverse the process and you stand trial for murder?’


He had not answered, his mind trying desperately to come to terms with what he had seen, what even in that confused state he knew he had seen, but Crowley hadn’t touched Christy . . . he hadn’t touched either of those bodies.


‘A little more, Max?’ Crowley had smiled. ‘Let me show you a little more.’


Then a series of pictures had floated in the empty space between them. Pictures where Max Gau was shown his future in one of Her Majesty’s prisons, followed by another totally different scene where he was living in all the comforts life could give. Which would he choose?


He’d had nothing to lose.


Drawing the car up to a large stone-built house he sat looking at it.


Everything that had mattered in his life was dead. So he had accepted Crowley’s offer, he had become a follower of the Left Hand Path, a member of a coven and Worshipper of Satan!


There had been no recourse with the law, a suicide note and the gun in Ainsley’s hand had satisfied them, and once it was all over he had resigned his job and taken over the position Crowley had offered as managing director of Darlaston Printing.


So Julian Crowley had gathered in one more disciple for the Lord of Darkness, now it seemed he was bent on gathering in another.










Chapter Two


Christ, not again! Richard Torrey swung around at the first soft sound, his body tensed to face a possible attacker. This was the same way it had happened before, except that night in the yard of the Bird-in-Hand he had expected an attack, prepared body and mind for it. But no one had insulted him this evening, no one had impugned his masculinity or affronted his sensibilities. So why the sudden raising of the short hairs?


‘Good evening, Mr Torrey.’


From among shadows cast by a tall hedge to one side and the main body of the Frying Pan public house on the other the words slid quietly to where Torrey waited.


‘What do you want?’


The voice seemed to smile at the snapped question.


‘It is not what I want, Mr Torrey, but more what you want.’


Deep inside, Torrey had a feeling he should move on, leave the joker, whoever he was, to play his games with someone else.


‘I assure you I am playing no game, Mr Torrey.’


At his sides Richard Torrey’s fingers flexed. Christ, the man might almost have read his thoughts!


‘I would rather that had been phrased a little differently,’ the voice laughed softly, ‘however we can discuss that some other time—’


‘Look,’ Torrey snapped, ‘I don’t know who you are or what you are about and furthermore I don’t care for conversation with any man who hides himself in the shadows; either show your face or get lost now while you are still in one piece.’


‘Ever the commando, but then perhaps that is to be expected. Training of the sort you were given dies hard.’


Who the hell was this? And why the background information?


‘The reason is not important—’


Once more the unseen answered the unspoken. Torrey’s blood chilled.


‘– suffice it to say I am here to welcome you into . . . how shall I put it . . . into our organisation.’


‘Organisation?’ Torrey snapped again. ‘I’ve joined no organisation and what is more I have no intention of doing so.’


‘You need a job, Mr Torrey . . . take the one I offer. You may not get chance of another.’


Was that a threat? Was whoever was doing the talking alone or did he have a bunch of bully boys secreted among the shadows? Somewhere in the darkness a deeper blackness moved. Every painfully learned reaction coming into play, Torrey stepped backwards, bringing his spine against the pub wall. However many there were they would have to come at him from the front!


‘I think it’s time you left,’ he growled, ‘better for you to walk away than go in a mortuary wagon!’


Hearing the quiet laugh he peered into the semi-blackness. Christ, where was the bloody moon! Not that it would do much good, this bloke knew how to use cover; apart from the patch of denser shadow he could make out nothing. Torrey forced his breath to come slow and even. This customer knew the value of riding the dark! His arms automatically adopting a loose position, Torrey stared towards the shadowed hedge.


‘Back off!’ he warned softly. ‘Back off unless you fancy leaving this earth by way of a broken neck!’


‘I assure you that is the last thing I want.’


‘You do a great deal of assuring for a man too afraid for his skin to show his face!’


The area of shadow Torrey guessed to be the man’s head moved. To see him the better or position himself with a weapon? Arms deceptively loose at his sides, Torrey waited. Let the enemy make the first move.


‘Believe me, Mr Torrey, my only intention is to help you.’


‘I need nobody’s bloody help,’ Torrey spat the words coldly, ‘especially not from—’


‘I know.’ A rustle in the darkness belied movement. ‘Especially not from some character too shit-scared to show his face, is that not what you were about to say?’


What was the guy after? A little light blackmail? Pressing his back into the wall, Torrey waited.


‘Let us not indulge in further childish argument, you wish to see my face, then you shall.’


Was this it? Torrey tensed, a silent laugh rumbling through his entrails. Let the bastard try and Inspector Bruce Daniels would be investigating another case of grievous bodily harm!


A few yards in front a shadow detached itself from the others, yet still seemed a part of them. With nerves cold as steel Torrey watched it. Christ, this man was good!


‘You do not wish my help . . . I accept that, Mr Torrey.’


The words seemed alive, seemed to touch him with hot fingers. Steady! Torrey breathed regularly. Don’t let him throw you! Staring at a shadow that seemed to float above the ground he snapped again.


‘How come you know my name?’


‘I know a great deal about you—’


The patch of shadow moved again but Torrey could make no more of it than the outline of a tall figure.


‘– much more than just your name, but this is neither the time nor the place to discuss that. I have offered you assistance and now I am leaving, but we will meet again, Mr Torrey . . . most definitely we will meet again.’


As if on cue the moon sailed from behind deep cloud, etching the tall figure in silver.


Opening his mouth to reply, Torrey felt the words die on his tongue as light erupted, seeming to envelop the figure in flames, dancing silver-tipped flames. And from the centre of them a man’s face smiled.


 


 


‘Witness my protection!’


Gulping at the cold air of dawn Torrey sat up, one hand pushing dark hair back from his brow but failing to register the wetness of nervous sweat bathing his fingers, the nightmare still vividly alive. He hadn’t thought of that episode in his life for years, yet that dream had shown every action, given every syllable . . . and more!


His nerves still jangling, he listened to the silence of the bed and breakfast he had booked into since returning to Darlaston, but it was a silence that throbbed with the boyish fears of childhood.


‘Deal with your own problems, you’ll have to sooner or later.’


That had been the answer when as a small boy he had gone to his father with some seemingly insurmountable problem; there had never been a hint of ‘Let’s look at it together, son.’ Then after his father had walked out he had done just that, dealt with his own problems, knowing his mother had enough of her own to deal with, asking no help from her.


He had asked for no help with Ronald Webster.


The image printed on his eyelids faded but not the memories. Despite his efforts they played vividly in his mind.


Ron had been tall even at fifteen, six foot with an ego to match. None of the other lads challenged his authority, supplemented as it was by a squad of the school’s heavies seeing to it that the status quo remained static.


Three years younger than they were, Torrey had kept a low profile, somehow managing to pay the gang’s ‘fines’ imposed for imaginary misdemeanours. Then had come the day he had been summoned to Court. This was the name the gang had given to a shed on Ron’s father’s allotment which they were allowed to use until Mr Webster came to work on his flowers and vegetables, usually around seven in the evening. Here Ron was judge and jury, here trial was conducted and sentence passed.


Passing his tongue over dry lips, Torrey tried to ease the fear that still gripped. He had been a kid, for Christ’s sake! Who could blame him for being scared? But he wasn’t a kid now, yet that dream had left him sweating!


They had laughed with each other, Ron, Jack Connor and Sam Deeley. He could see them now, faces shining with sweaty expectancy, grimy hands flitting about their flies like bloated bluebottles. He wasn’t there because of any crime he’d committed. Ron had grinned when telling him that. The gang had invited him here because they liked him, they wanted him to join them, to become part of their élite.


‘You’ll like being with we.’


Torrey saw again the little eyes glittering among the puffy folds of acne.


‘You’ll ’ave power, Ricki, none of the other kids will dare stand up to you.’


Torrey swallowed hard, the memory of what came next a sickness in his throat.


Ron Webster’s fingers had released the buttons of his trousers and pushing them downwards, his two henchmen grabbing Torrey’s arms and marching him across the shed to a bench stood against the far wall.


‘An’ you’ll like the things we do together, Ricki—’


Ron had stepped out of his trousers. A hand-knitted Fair Isle pullover that must have once belonged to his father reached only to a couple of inches below his waist, adding to the nakedness below.


‘– especially the things we’re gonna do now.’


‘I be next, Webbo.’


Sam Deeley had leered as Torrey’s own clothing had been snatched downwards.


‘Eager to play ain’t ya!’


Across Torrey’s inner vision the mouth of Ron Webster split into a flabby grin, displaying teeth no toothbrush had ever seemed to help, while folds of spotty flesh encroached further on to small glittering eyes, almost closing them away.


‘Ya said as I could be next, Webbo!’


‘An’ I meant it—’


The answer rocked in Torrey’s brain now as it had all those years ago.


‘– you’ll be next after me an’ then Connor after you . . . but it might be a long time . . . I don’t know ’ow many goes I might want!’


Fingers thick as Cumberland sausages had closed around the column of flesh rising from a mound of red hair, all three boys laughing as Torrey had been spun on to his face across the workbench.


Torrey’s eyes flicked open. For all the years that had passed since that day he still felt the same relief he had felt the very next moment. An act of God? Maybe, but all he had known was that fire had put an end to their dirty little initiation ceremony.


Had it been the force with which they had thrown him across the bench or had one of them knocked against that shelf?


All he’d known and all he’d cared about was that the gallon demi-john had come crashing to the ground and the next moment half of the shed had been an inferno.


Petrol, he had heard people saying for days after. Ron’s father had kept petrol in a glass jar and when it smashed it had only taken a spark from the metal studs hammered into the heels of the boys’ shoes to ignite it. The three of them had been badly burned but he hadn’t been so much as singed. Why? Maybe he would never find out, but one thing he did know: the rest of that nightmare was no real answer.


He was awake now, the hold that dream had had should be gone, he should be laughing at himself for the fool he was. Only he wasn’t laughing!


The fire had put an end to the happenings in that shed, but in the nightmare it had been different.


They had thrown him across the bench but instead of that explosion of flame there had been a silence, a silence broken only by the rapid, excited breathing of boys intent on abusing him. But at that moment the shed had begun to vibrate, shaking as if caught in the throes of an earthquake while wind screamed like a banshee out of hell. Then had come the shadows, creeping out of juddering walls, growing, spreading, filling every corner, and among it all he had seen the faces of those three lads, their fear becoming terror as shadows emanated from wooden walls. Separate at first the shadows had combined, drawing each into the other until the whole stood floor to roof in a nebulous breathing cloud of blackness.


Somewhere to his left, Deeley had whimpered, then bolted for the door, but a thin whiplash of shadow snaked from the central mass, whirling itself about the running boy, smashing him aside before recoiling.


And all the time he, Torrey, once again twelve years old and petrified with fear, had stood and watched.


Webster had stood a few feet away his mouth slack, his eyes screaming his fear.


‘Wha— what is it, Webbo?’


A flicker of shadow smoked towards the frightened whisper. Ronald Webster made no reply.


‘Where . . . where’s it come from?’ Jack Connor screamed as the shadow flicked again, a quicksilver movement that touched the frightened face, leaving a scorched gash where lips had been.


Throwing an arm across his eyes, Torrey tried to shut out the pictures that were nothing more than the fruits of an overtired mind; but still they came passing across his inner vision with slow relentlessness.


No one in the shed moved. No sound other than the gibbering from that charred mouth disturbed the stillness. Then had come a coldness clawing at bodies sweating with fear. In the deep gloom he had looked at Webster and seen the short white wisps of rapidly drawn breath.


Then the snaking whip of shadow had reached for Webster. A scream as if he had been touched by molten metal opened the boy’s mouth as the shadow curled about his semi-naked body, leaving trails of smoking flesh as it withdrew.


Then it had turned to him!


Wide awake now, fully conscious of the fact that part at least had been a dream and had no basis in reality, he felt again the fear he had seemed to feel in his sleep, the horror of waiting for that hand to point to him.


But there had been no whiplash of shadow, no burning of his flesh. The shadows had begun to thin, to split into drifts of grey-black mist that, while he stared, began to recede into the walls of the shed; and as the last of it dissolved the voice had come. Clear and unmistakable as the rest of that dream he had heard the words  . . .


 


 


‘Witness my protection!’


The words still playing in his mind, Torrey finished the last of his breakfast. It was strange even for a tired brain, and as for the rest of his nightmare, that had been rubbish, straight out of a kid’s comic.


Come in Superman, he chuckled to himself, save the world from the demons of hell!


A dream and nothing more, what was strange about that? Walking from breakfast to tea-time looking for work that was never there then, after the one drink he could afford on dole pay, coming back to his room too tired to sleep was enough to give anybody nightmares.


No, the real strangeness was the reality!


That petrol had burst into flame, that shed had been incinerated, the three lads only just getting out in time, but even then they had suffered multiple burns while he—he had suffered none.


He hadn’t run from the shed; although he was terrified it had felt almost like he was being guided out, shielded from the leaping flames. And he had told no one he had been there with the other three nor the reason for it . . . and though he had lived in the same street as them, seeing them every day except for those spent in the Army, they too had never once spoken of it.


How many nights had he lain awake trying to reason with what had seemed impossible? And when he’d closed his eyes it was with the dread of reliving it all again and of course he had, but never with the clarity of that dream . . . and never with the trimmings! Lord, what had it taken to dredge something like that up? Even the business of Anna’s ghost had been nothing compared to that.


Anna! Leaving the table he blinked as he walked out into the bright sunshine of early summer. The pain of that affair was at last beginning to fade. He had scoffed at Martha Sim, calling her attempts to free him of that haunting nothing more than hocus pocus but without it – he turned towards the town centre – without it there might well be no Richard Torrey!


Ghosts! Who would have thought he could have believed? And even now he was not certain he did, his only certainty was that if any of his Army colleagues got wind of it he’d be a laughing stock for years to come.


Torrey, the toughest bloke in the platoon . . . Torrey, a believer in ghosts!


He smiled grimly to himself. It didn’t bear thinking of.










Chapter Three


‘C’mon, Scotty, it’s only kids playing bogey man, where’s the news in that?’


David Anscott, editor of the Star glanced up at the young woman facing him across a desk littered with copy held over for the lead story of the evening edition. He had no time for arguing but Kate Mallory always argued.


‘Mebbe, mebbe not, Kate,’ he answered patiently, ‘but you don’t know that for sure and neither does Daniels even though kids and vandalism is what he puts it down to.’


‘So what do you put it down to, if not kids?’


Slipping a hand into her capacious leather bag, her fingers closing about the pack of Rothmans, Kate let them lie as she caught her editor’s glance. Scotty put up with most things but smoking in his inner sanctum? That was a definite no!


‘I don’t put it down to anything.’ David Anscott took a pencil from behind his ear, running a line through a neatly typed sentence as he spoke. ‘ ’Cos unlike a Hollingsworth’s pig I don’t draw my own conclusions, at least not until I’ve heard the report.’


‘Unlike what?’


With his eyes on the paper he was mutilating, the editor shook his head. ‘Never mind . . . it was all a bit before your time; now be a good little reporter and get yourself where you should be before anything that might be there, isn’t. It’ll do no good you turning up when the last of the harvest has been gleaned.’


‘Kids with nothing better to do than play around with cans of spray paint! I’m no alchemist, Scotty, I can’t make gold out of lead!’


While he kept his head bent over the next sheet of paper, the hint of a smile touched David Anscott’s mouth as Kate continued to grumble. She was a fine reporter; it was a good job she had done on that drugs case, getting into Bartley’s supermarket and bringing home first-hand material. The nationals had picked up on that. He ran the pencil through a paragraph. How long before one of them offered Kate something she couldn’t refuse?


‘Keep practising, Kate.’ He kept the smile hidden. ‘One day you’ll hit gold and then we’ll all be able to retire.’


‘You retire!’ It was Kate’s turn to smile. ‘It would take a heavy-duty road drill to prise you free of that chair and then I doubt they’d make a clean job of it.’


This was the third time this year! Hitching the bag that held everything from Tippex to Tampax, Kate left the office lighting a much wanted cigarette the moment her wedge heels tapped the footpath.


The first time it had been lights. They had been reported as being seen flickering in the churchyard at Bentley Mill Estate. It had caused a bit of a stir and the usual bevy of explanations from flying saucers to black-magic rituals.


Drawing deeply, Kate blew smoke from a pursed mouth.


The only flying saucers seen in Darlaston were those Maisie Billings threw at her husband when he returned home on a Saturday night having had a drop too much of the hard stuff, and the only black magic came in boxes marked ‘chocolate’.


Second time around it had been singing, screeching some had called it, but by the time the police had arrived all the would-be pop artists had disappeared. Both times nearby graves had been daubed with paint. Probably it had been intended as a sort of symbol, a mark of the particular group of kids who were playing their stupid games, but if so it was one she had not seen before. But that didn’t mean anything. Looking at the half inch stub of cigarette Kate took a chance on one last puff. Tabs were too damned costly to chuck away before they were smoked so low they scorched the lips.


Then a month ago it had happened a third time. Deep in thought, grinding the last of the cigarette underfoot Kate walked toward, the bus stop.


‘It were like the times it ’appened afore.’


A stout woman looking like a post box in her bright red coat was holding forth to all that wished to listen . . . and tough for the ones that didn’t! Kate thought as she joined the queue of people.


‘I told my ’usband, it be them black magicians I told ’im, they be practisin’ their evil up in the churchyard. Well I wasn’t ’aving no bobbies tellin’ me I ’adn’t seen nuthin so I meks my ’usband get up an’ come see for ’isself.’


Whether he wanted to or not! Kate smiled to herself.


‘I told ’im, I did,’ the stout woman continued her oration, ‘I said to ’im, if we both sees it then can’t nobody say we be imaginin’ things.’


‘That’s right . . . that be right enough.’


Several women murmured assent as the stout woman’s challenging look swept the queue.


‘An’ what was it yoh reckoned yoh seen?’


Thank God for small mercies! Fishing her purse from the depths of her shoulder bag Kate appeared not to look at a short wiry man dressed in baggy jeans. He’d asked the question she wanted answering.


‘It were folk, men or women I can’t be sayin’ for they was covered ’ead to foot in some sort o’ dark robes—’


‘What time was this?’ the little man interrupted again.


‘ ’Alf past midnight, that were the time I called them bobbies.’


Nodding his head the man smiled. ‘Oh ar! So it were ’alf past midnight, at that time it be pitch black yet yoh see a bevy o’ folk dressed in dark clothes molin’ around a churchyard that be well back from any ’ouses. Yoh got bloody good eyesight, missus!’


‘Good enough to see yoh be about to get a lift from a car lessen yoh get yoh’re backside on the footpath.’


The blare of a car horn and the two-fingered salute of its irate driver as it whipped past had the man jump back into place among the line of grinning women.


‘Might ’ave done a bit of good had it hit ’im, Hil’,’ one of them laughed. ‘It were ’is arse ’e were talkin’ through so mebbe that car would ’ave shook ’is brains up a bit for that’s where most men ’ave theirn!’


The arrival of the bus cut off the woman’s story. Kate watched her heave herself on board and take a seat near to the front, the rest of the women clustering around her, eager for the rest of her story.


Just as you are, Kate Mallory . . . a girl can’t get it from the cops so she must needs get it somewhere else. Choosing her own seat Kate held the fare ready in her hand.


‘Like I was sayin’ afore some smart Herbert put his pennorth in—’


The lady in red . . . nobody argues with the lady in red. Mentally matching words to the tune of the hit song of Chris de Burgh, Kate watched the woman tilt her head to allow her glance to follow the man as he climbed the stairs to the upper deck.


‘– we seen ’em, my ’usband and me seen ’em clear as clear. They was in a circle all dancin’ round a fire, it lit the place up it did, that be how come I knows they was dressed in them robes, I could see ’em outlined by that firelight.’


‘Dancin’ round a fire in the churchyard, an’ at midnight . . . it meks your flesh crawl to think what they might ’ave bin up to!’


‘There ain’t no think about it.’ The heavily built woman replied, stuffing her ticket into her pocket. ‘It be black magic they be up to an’ no which way about it!’


‘Did the bobbies catch ’em?’


‘Not them!’ The first woman’s tone was cynical. ‘It be my bet they d’ain’t want to for the answer were the same as before, there were nobody in that churchyard. What did they expect? By the time they dragged theirselves up there them folk ’ad disappeared.’


‘Now that were a sensible bit o’ magic.’ Handing Kate her ticket the conductor winked as he slipped the coins she gave him into the leather bag hung from his belt.


Would Scotty want the woman interviewed? Was the Pope Catholic!


Taking pen and notepad from her bag Kate scribbled brief reminders of what had been said, then gave up when she could not read the lines and squiggles that were the result of the jerky ride. She would leave the bus where her lady in red left it and hope she was as forthcoming as she had been so far.


‘Yoh’ll see for yourself if yoh goes up there, yoh’ll see for yourself the paint daubed over them there ’eadstones and the black patch in the grass where they danced around that fire.’


Sat in the neat-as-a-new-pin living room of her informant, Kate accepted the freshly brewed cup of tea. The woman had been willing if not downright eager to give her story to the Star. ‘Tell folk what them bobbies along of Victoria Road ain’t tellin’ ’em!’ she had answered when Kate approached asking for her account of the happenings in the churchyard.


‘There be black magic goin’ on.’ The woman’s eyes sought Kate’s over the rim of rarely used Royal Albert china. ‘You mark my words, there be a coven somewhere an’ they’ve chose Darlaston as the place to worship the devil . . . that be what me an’ my ’usband seen and ’eard last night, the fire and the chantin’, it were devil worship and nothing that detective inspector can say will tell me otherwise.’


‘Did the police say what they thought had been going on?’


Seeing the glance going to the notepad still balanced on her knee and interpreting the hesitation that followed, Kate slipped pad and pen into her bag.


‘I don’t want you writin’ what was said in that newspaper. Bobbies ’ave long memories and my ’usband as bin ’ad for speedin’ a couple o’ times as it is.’


‘You have my word, but if you would rather not say any more  . . .’


Stopping the woman from talking would be the difficult part! Looking down as she lifted the cup to her lips, Kate hid the smile lurking in her hazel eyes.


‘They said it was my imagination, no more than the moonlight playin’ tricks, that there ’ad bin no fire an’ nobody dancin’ in that churchyard. But when we went up there this morning me and my ’usband we seen for ourselves, seen the things them bobbies denied, seen the daubings and the scorched earth . . . ar!’ She glanced meaningfully at Kate. ‘And we seen the looks on the faces o’ them young bobbies; scared they was and not only of that inspector neither! They knows there be summat bad goin’ on, summat as ’ad their flesh crawling same as mine. I tells yoh, luv, if they don’t catch them devil worshippers soon there’ll be a lot worse than paint on gravestones next!’


‘You say you saw for yourself the paint sprayed everywhere?’


‘I seen it all right.’ The woman’s tightly permed hair bobbed vigorously. ‘But it weren’t sprayed everywhere, not careless like, it were more methodical as if whoever done it chose each place specific . . . as if to show why it were done.’


She could do with a tab. Kate felt the longing for a cigarette that came whenever she sat with a cup of tea. But she couldn’t light up in the house of a stranger. Suffocating the urge beneath a mouthful of liquid she listened as the woman continued.


‘It were sprayed on each place a cross was carved in them stones, blottin’ it out almost complete and another drawed in its place, drawed upside down, and underneath it were a sort of design.’


‘A design?’ Kate lifted an eyebrow.


The woman nodded again. ‘I be sure of it and so does my ’usband. We both seen it clear as day afore that vicar ’ad it scrubbed off. The mark of kids was what that inspector called it, their badge, the sign of their gang . . . but kids round ’ere ain’t never bin ones for desecrating the cemetery, I doubts if any of ’em has the courage to be anywheres near one in the daytime much less play games in one at the dead of night.’


‘Can you describe the mark you saw?’


It was of little consequence other than to make Kate appear interested, and she owed the woman that, after all she had agreed to ‘talk to the paper’. Laying her cup on the mock silver tray embossed with the royal arms and the words ‘The Queen’s Silver Jubilee’, Kate waited, seeing a frown of concentration play over the plump face.


‘I can’t rightly say as to what shape it took, it were like nothing I’ve seen afore, but if you likes I could try drawing it, though mind, you ain’t to put it in no paper!’


The same terms as before! Kate nodded agreement. Lord she was dying for that tab! At least Scotty couldn’t say she hadn’t earned the next one.


Passing pen and notepad she took them back as the woman finished her sketch, glancing at it before slipping them once more into the capacious maw of her bag.
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