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  1


  Soft, sibilant, the swish of curtains undulated like some giant black snake crossing walls and windows, secreting the room from the evening light, closing away the pale cream
  of wallpaper, enveloping the whole in a shroud of darkness.


  Within the doorway two figures moved forward, carrying between them a roll of cloth. Watching as it was set down, Venetia Pascal felt a tremor run through her. Not fear; she had witnessed the
  Offering before; no, what she felt was excitement, the heady anticipation of taking part in something in which she delighted . . . the joy of serving the All Powerful, the Prince of Darkness.


  Slowly, with painstaking care, every crease and wrinkle smoothed, the cloth was spread in the centre of a floor muted by overhead lighting; light which caressed rather than revealed a painted
  design. Bold against a stark black background, a double-rimmed circle of gold banded a series of letters whilst the inner circle encased a great five-pointed golden star.


  The Pentagram!


  Venetia Pascals veins fluttered again.


  The symbol of protection, but would that protection prove sufficient guard against the force soon to be called forth, Belial, Servant of the High Throne, Belial, Destroyer of life? There was an
  element of danger in every act of worship no matter how insignificant the Coven; a wrong word when summoning, a wrong move whilst the Presence was among them and everyone in this room, even the
  Magus himself, could be snatched into purgatory.


  All, that was, except Venetia Pascal!


  A smile touching her mouth, she looked down at the black and gold cloth stretched across the floor. The overhead lighting had been extinguished and now it seemed to move and writhe like a
  living, breathing thing beneath the flickering flame of freshly lit black candles, their tall wooden sconces marking the four points of the compass.


  In the cloying silence Venetia watched as a table draped in black silk was set within the Pentacle, then a knife and bronze bowl placed upon it.


  It was time!


  Her own head unbowed, her eyes following the movement of Theo Vail as he stepped to the table, Venetias nerves tautened. Theo Vail, Magus of the High Coven, master of magic, was a man
  with aspirations, and he saw this night as another step on the road to fulfilling them.


  We are of one mind?


  Vails voice was velvet soft, yet the half-circle of worshippers trembled visibly as they replied.


  We are of one mind.


  It would make no difference should they not be! Venetia smiled to herself. Whether they knew it or not, from the moment of entering this house, each was given to the Master, albeit they had not
  as yet performed the ritual of Offering. They could refuse to go through with that, they could withdraw from the Coven, but death would find them . . . the Coven would be protected and the Lord of
  Darkness would have his sacrifice of souls.


  In Nomine Satanum.


  The tones of the leader of the Coven rose as his hands lifted shoulder high.


  To him who was before time we do homage.


  To each side the initiates knelt and it seemed to Venetia she could feel the vibrations emanating from them. They were nervous now . . . in a few minutes they would be terrified!


  Great One . . . Lord of the Dark Realms . . .


  Theo Vail called again.


  . . . on this Night of Dedication we bring new souls to your service. Send forth your envoy that he might accept them onto The Path, command him in your name.


  Beyond the flickering candle light, sound crept from the corners of the room, moving along its walls like the slither of some huge reptile.


  Standing within the Pentacle, hands still raised, Theo Vails blond head arched on his neck, his eyes closing, his tone now soft as though speaking to a lover.


  Lucifer, Lord of the Earth, hear your servant; accept the gift he makes to your Glory.


  The slithering sound ceased. A stillness that could almost be touched lowered over the room, a stifling nerve-shattering stillness that grabbed the brain, holding it in a vice-like grip and
  Venetia heard the gasps of the kneeling group, the sob of a woman. Then within that awesome stillness, from its very centre, came a rustle, a whisper of breath that moved and spread, fingering
  along the curtained walls, circling the Pentagram.


  Answer had been given!


  Familiar as she was with evenings such as this, excitement mingled with trepidation caught in Venetia Pascals throat. She must remain absolutely still; to move could be fatal; though
  unseen the emissary of Satan was in the room.


  Slowly, Theo Vails hands lowered to his sides, his hair gleaming in the light of the candles as he straightened his neck.


  He was so sure of himself. From her position a little apart from the newly selected, those chosen by Vail to become novitiates of several other covens, Venetia saw the gleam in his eyes as they
  opened. He was so certain of his standing with the Master, so confident of his own powers as a Magus. But power was that which the Master allowed . . . and it could be taken as easily as it was
  given.


  All High . . .


  Theo Vail spoke again, rapture throbbing in every word.


  . . . Lord of the World, make known your will.


  Sound which until now had been soft began to build, whirling and crashing, a maelstrom of soundless noise, then, as though turned off by a switch, it dropped once more to mind-gripping
  stillness.


  Among the half-circle a womans sob spilled. Would she move . . . rise to her feet and run from the room? Venetias glance rested a moment on the bent head. It would be a pity if
  fear drove her to that for she would be dead before she reached the street.


  Angel of the High Throne, Messenger of the Prince of Darkness, pass beyond The Gates.


  As if in answer to Vails soft call the candle flames flickered and lowered, leaving the room in almost total darkness, then just on the point of dying they flared upward, the light from
  each spearing to a point above the table, joining light into light, coalescing into a pool of brilliance.


  For a moment it hovered and in those brief seconds Venetia saw fear. Reflected by the glow of the being he had summoned, Theo Vails belief in himself showed its cracks; though never
  admitting it, he knew his fallibility, knew that he, as everyone in this room, stood in mortal danger.


  Above his head, losing none of its brightness, the spread of light spiralled into a column which, as it slowed, separated into spindrifts, forming torso, arms, legs, limbs of golden flame, and
  lastly a head, the face of which seemed made of beaten bronze while the eyes were crimson fire.


  Looking at it, Venetia felt a wild exultation sweep her veins. This was what she longed for, power not just to call the demons of hell but to dominate them, to have them do her bidding, to stand
  before the Master, to be supreme leader of the High Coven.


  Those who choose to become servants of the Master come into the circle.


  Vail had picked up the knife and as the first novitiate stepped within the Pentacle, he asked in ringing tone, Do you accept the Prince of Darkness as your Lord, your Master in all
  things?


  Floating inches above them the glowing figure waited, its glistening fiery eyes fastening on the man reaching a hand to Theo Vail, while he answered quietly, With this, my blood, I pledge
  life and soul to Lucifer, Lord of the Earth.


  The reply had been given. A rapid flick of the knife nicked the skin above the mans wrist and as several scarlet drops fell into the bronze bowl an arm of diaphanous golden mist lifted
  and from a finger a dart of violet flame touched the cut, leaving it healed without blemish.


  The gift had been accepted!


  A smile curving his handsome mouth, Theo Vail glanced at Venetia.


  A smile of triumph or of mockery? Her own gaze portrayed none of the bitterness raging inside her, the dislike she held for the leader of the High Coven, the venom she could almost taste. That,
  like her own aspirations must, for the moment, be kept hidden.


  One by one the initiates entered the Pentacle, repeating the ritual whereby they offered life and soul to the Devil. In return for what? Venetias glance returned to the group. What had
  each of these people asked in exchange?


  A sob cutting off the thought, she watched the one woman among the rest. Terror was stamped clear on a face as pale as a corpse while eyes stretched wide with panic stared at the floating,
  amorphous figure.


  I . . . I . . .


  The woman stammered as Vail called her forward.


  I . . . I . . .


  She had reached the rim of the Pentacle.


  Enhanced by the blackness surrounding it, the gleaming figure too watched the woman, its terrible eyes twin furnaces of living fire.


  I . . . Abject with fear, her words refusing to come, the woman halted and in that moment the finger of violet flame which had touched the wrist of the others stabbed against the
  pale forehead.


  Rejection! Venetia watched the slight figure crumple and fold like some paper doll. Fear had bound the womans tongue as it would have kept her from serving the Master. Fear had brought
  its reward. The envoy of the All Powerful had taken her life. Satan had no place on the earthly plane for those attempting to leave his service, but hell was filled with their souls.


  Floating in dark-filled space the fiery eyes turned from the woman fallen to the floor. Beneath the lambent figure the bronze dish shone in the reflected light, the contents glistening like a
  sea of rubies.


  No one moved. A sharp shake of Theo Vails head warned against it, and all the time the being from the Dark Regions watched.


  How long would it remain, unmoving, its gaze fastened on those afraid almost to breathe? Would it withdraw with only one life, would the woman be alone in her death? Her own breathing even,
  though slower than she would wish, Venetia watched the devils intermediary.


  Theo Vail too was wondering. Had he made some mistake? Had the Ritual of Dedication been wrongly performed? It was a justifiable fear.


  The Master tolerated no mishap! A trickle of cold perspiration ran the length of his spine.


  It was then a great golden arm lifted, a glittering hand outstretched over the bowl.


  Beneath it the bronze dish glistened in the reflected glow; then, of itself, the collected blood of the newly inducted Followers rose in a carmine column to become absorbed into the spindrift
  hand, into arms, legs, torso, until the whole body was one throbbing, pulsing mass of blood from which a face stared. Sound without sound, wind that held no air roared around the room, the ferocity
  of it seeming to rock the walls, to shake the foundations while within it all the envoy of Lucifer erupted into spirals of flame; violet, scarlet, gold, they spumed upward into the darkness of
  shadow then curved inward, drawn back into the heaving mass; only the golden face showing what it had been, a face that smiled as the spectre faded to nothingness.


  Call just come in, looks like we might have another one.


  Christ! Detective Inspector Bruce Daniels slammed his half-eaten sandwich on to the plate set amid the paper jungle that was the surface of his desk. Not another bloody
  bonfire?


  Seems like it. Sergeant David Farnell looked ruefully at the plate now cracked right across. That would be the third this week to come out of the Inspectors office . . .
  better order plastic next time.


  Where? Daniels question came through half-chewed bread and corned beef.


  Station Street, paint factory, quite a blaze by all account, took the crew of a couple of fire engines to bring it under control, early report says it could be arson.


  Could be arson! Bruce Daniels lips clamped against a surge of stomach acid. It could also be flying pigs shittin firecrackers  of course it was bloody arson, factories
  didnt set themselves on fire.


  Watching him pop an antacid tablet on to his tongue, the station sergeant guessed the thoughts pushing their way about his colleagues mind. They had both joined the Darlaston force at
  roughly the same time and over the years he had come to know Bruce Daniels well enough to recognise the surly copper bit paid off. The local low life knew he made no empty threats,
  that he was as good as his word; there were a few in Winson Green would find no argument with that.


  Seeing him touch a hand to the pocket of his jacket, David Farnell had the good sense to keep the ensuing smile to himself. Checking car keys and antacid tablets was another of Bruce
  Daniels little idiosyncrasies; the car-key check was understandable . . . but the eternal tablets? That brief stay in hospital a couple of years back had done nothing except recommend
  surgery to relieve a stomach ulcer. They could have suggested a trip to the moon, it would have met with the same response; Daniels wanted none of it! But just how long could he go on sucking
  antacid tablets, how long before that ulcer burst? Have that happen and Detective Inspector Daniels would be finished for good.


  Should anybody ask, you know where I am . . . at the rear entrance of Darlaston Police Station Daniels paused, . . . anybody except them from the
  Star.


  They would be here with noses sharper than the points on their pencils. Newshounds! He sniffed ruefully. Bloodhounds would be a more apt description, especially Kate Mallory; that one would
  sniff a story out of stone.


  He unlocked the door of the blue Ford Fiesta and eased his five foot eleven into the driving seat. Pity his wife didnt have another relative to leave her another inheritance, for that was
  how they had come to buy this car and seeing the way his luck went they were not likely to buy another.


  Detective Chief Inspector! The engine idling, he stared unseeingly at the yard filled with other cars. Detective Chief Inspector; the gold braid he could do without but the salary was nice. In
  the end he had got neither. He had brought in those counterfeit plates, thus averting a crisis that would have had the whole of the Middle East in flames, he it had been who had
  cracked that case involving the importing and selling of heroin, but he had not reaped the reward; Bruce Daniels had not been promoted to Chief Inspector. That tit-bit had gone to somebody
  else, leaving Bruce Daniels to do what he had done for years  scrape the shit from Darlastons streets!


  Acid reared into Daniels throat.


  Connor, whose arse had never left his chair except for that one time . . . Connor hadnt sweated and worried, he hadnt dealt with Echo Sounder, the little canary who had been made
  to sing of a deal going down at a factory unit for freezing poultry; Connor hadnt sat for hours cooped up in a car waiting for things to break, but he had come sweeping into that yard
  just as half a million pounds worth of heroin had been pulled from the arses of dead chickens. Ill take things from here. That was what Connor had said, and with the
  case he had taken the glory . . . and the promotion!


  Connor had gone up the ladder sharper than a ferret down a rabbit hole; Chief Superintendent of Police! Daniels swallowed hard. Nice work if you got it . . . only he never got any, not even
  after nabbing the boss of that printing works. Julian Crowley was counterfeiting every major currency of the Middle East; he was printing war! But even bringing him home to roost had sewn no gold
  braid to Bruce Daniels uniform, for Connors rapid departure from Darlaston had been filled by an equally smart-arsed git, one as quick to grab the credit as Connor had been.


  Martin Quinto! Touching the accelerator pedal, Daniels guided the car into the street. That one wouldnt mind how many arses he climbed up so long as there was a bit of gold braid to be
  pulled out of em!


  Turning the corner of Victoria Road he hit the horn and swore to himself as a lanky teenager grinned, gave the V sign and raced into the park. Bloody kids, he knew what hed
  do with the lot of em; no doubt it was kids set fire to that paint factory, but fat lot of use it would prove nabbing them, theyd just be told by magistrates to behave better in the
  future.


  Future! He pressed harder on the pedal, shooting the small car forward. The only future kids like that deserved was a few years in the Army  and no bloody Member of Parliament allowed to
  bail them out!


  Rounding the bend into Station Street he brought the car to a halt then glanced at the shell of a building, its charred timbers standing like blackened ribs.


  Fair was fair. Kate Mallory had been of some help in bringing that heroin bust, and a little also in breaking that counterfeit racket. Yes, fair was fair. He swallowed the last of the tablet.
  She could have this story; after all there was nothing exactly mind-blowing about a tuppeny-happeny factory being set ablaze by bloody loony kids!


  


  2


  Are you serious?


  No time to be otherwise, Kate, and neither have you if you intend having copy ready before we put the baby to bed; however, if the assignment is too much . . .


  David Anscott, editor of the Star newspaper, kept his eyes on the piece he was reading; he didnt need to look at Kate Mallory to sense the disgust registered on that tilted mouth,
  or into the brown eyes he knew at this moment were filled with the same; her mild explosion at being given that assignment told him all of that. If its too much . . . he went
  on, pen slashing viciously through carefully typed script, replacing words, discarding phrases until the paper lying on a desk hidden beneath layers of the same read to his very particular
  satisfaction, . . . then I can put one of the juniors on to it.


  That was where rubbish such as this should be parked, on the desk of the youngest junior, they would be more used to fairytales! The words were fire on her tongue but Kate Mallory, journalist on
  the same newspaper, forced every last red-hot syllable to remain there. Allowing them to spew like a stream of molten lava would be to have Scottie set her a truly exciting assignment, like writing
  up the damn weather forecast!


  Making no effort to disguise the irritation chorusing in every vein, she stomped back to her seat and grabbed the large leather bag from the floor beside it. Banging it on to the desk, her
  fingers rummaging in its vast chaotic depths, she heard the chuckle from a few yards away.


  Scottie living up to expectations is he?


  Kate didnt want to answer, didnt want the anger inside to explode.


  Dont let the bastard get you down.


  It was meant as encouragement but, Kate noted, the blaspheming of the office Almighty had been said with no more sound than a whisper, and even so the speaker glanced towards the inner sanctum
  as he uttered it.


  Easy to say, hard to do. Kates fingers continued their in-depth search.


  Long legs swinging from the edge of his own desk, Philip Jackson, known more familiarly as Red due to a mane of bright auburn hair, nodded.


  Happens to us all, kid, just got to go with the flow.


  Go with the flow! Fingers screwing together inside the bag, Kate bit hard on the answer she wanted to scream. Go with the bloody flow! So how many flows had he gone with!


  Another supermarket do is it? Covering the opening of Asdas new place along of King Street, are we? Philip Jackson grinned.


  Discarding further exploration of her bag, Kate lifted it to her shoulder, hoping the acid of her feelings would not scorch her tongue.


  Nothing so important, hes keeping that scoop for someone else. My advice is keep your head down or the someone might turn out to be you.


  No fears on that score. The liberally freckled face grinned again. Got the Wolves match to write up, our Lord and Master wont risk having that delayed; after
  all its the sports page sells this newspaper.


  He was waiting for the usual debate that followed such claims but today Kate declined the invitation; the way she was feeling right now the precious sports columnist could well find himself
  blasted into orbit. Biting down on the hard core of cynicism sitting in her throat she forced a smile which could only be written in the book of the Recording Angel as unmitigated deceit and
  therefore warranting a stay in hotter climes. Just as well she had no beliefs in crap of that kind! Just for a second it seemed something touched the heat inside her, something so cold the fires of
  anger paled at its coming, a whisper like an icicle in her brain . . . remember Monkswell . . . remember Asmodai!


  Monkswell . . . the ghost of a murdered hitch hiker . . . all those horrible deaths, revenge killings from beyond the grave, and Torrey offering his soul in exchange for that of a young
  priest.


  She had come to know that man was no fool. Richard Torrey was not one to see little green men from Mars watching from behind every bush . . . nor one to believe in Satan and all his demons, yet
  he had sat beside her that afternoon relating all that had happened, it was clear he believed something was not quite your everyday happening.


  He had talked quietly, no dramatic overtones adding colour. At first she had found it hard not to laugh, an ex-commando tough as bullets claiming he had been haunted by a dead lover! Lord, who
  wouldnt have laughed? But as he had gone on she had felt what she was hearing was no dupe, no story told to catch an inquisitive journalist by the nose, but the solid unadorned truth.


  A shiver trickled coldly along Kates spine, preceding a name that came on spindrifts of memory, tendrils of mist wrapping her mind, cold fingers squeezing away common sense.


  Anna . . .


  So real were the memories, so clear the voice in her head, she drew a sharp breath, her glance raking the busy room and seeking refuge in the familiar, but the familiar was gone and she was in
  Victoria Park sharing a bench with Richard Torrey, the cigarette between her fingers forgotten as he told her of the struggle that had taken place in a small cottage in the sleepy village of
  Monkswell; of himself and an older woman, protected only by a ring of salt, confronting a figure fashioned of living flame, a column of glittering fire which slowly changed, separating then
  re-forming until the slender shape of a girl floated where it had been; a smiling, hyacinth-eyed girl, the Anna he had loved, Anna whose apparition had promised that same love, promised eternity
  together.


  Running like some video in fast-forward mode, pictures raced unopposed through Kates mind, and then as if some invisible button had been pressed the picture slowed, showing a face half
  shot away, the charred edges of a raw black hole twitching, a grotesque mouth screaming in soundless agony. Then came the words, the words with which Richard Torrey had made the bargain for the
  priests immortal soul and offered his own.


  . . . a mans life is not enough to satisfy you is it, Anna? You want his soul along with it. Well, you can have mine, its no more than I deserve . . . but it will be
  exchanged . . . for that of the priest . . .


  Id like that copy sometime this year . . . thats if Im not hurrying you!


  The editors irate blast cut through the fog holding her mind and Kate convulsively gripped the handle of her bag.


  Make you jump did he, Kate? Jackson laughed, a blue pen twisting acrobatically between his fingers. Hes very good at scaring lady journalists, keeps them on their
  toes.


  The last trace of mist gone completely, Kate Mallorys brain kicked once more into gear. Throwing a glance towards the freckle-covered face, she adopted a knowing smile. I hear
  hes not bad at putting the wind up male journalists either . . . the way Wolves are playing this last couple of seasons must be the reason for his decision.


  Decision?


  The pen paused in mid-turn and Kate felt a surge of satisfaction. That had pricked his balloon. Brown eyes widening just enough, allowing exactly the right modicum of surprise to colour her
  voice, she pretended surprise. You mean he hasnt told you yet? Oh Lord, me and my big mouth!


  Told? Philip Jacksons brows came together. Told what?


  Two shakes of her head gave Kate time to force the invading grin back beyond her teeth and her quick surreptitious look towards the editors office brought the response she had aimed for.
  It didnt take much to rattle Philip Jacksons cage . . . and today the bars would sing.


  I . . . I think it best Scottie tell you himself. She had almost whispered the words but a gun going off next to his ear couldnt have produced the same effect. He had jumped
  off that desk so quick the cheeks of his backside were aflame.


  Kate . . . As he stepped in front of her as she made to leave, Jacksons face was shades paler than full-cream milk. Kate . . . what hasnt he told
  me?


  I shouldnt . . . Another glance towards the inner sanctum to lend drama, Kate spoke in a hurried whisper, We, both you and I, are not bringing in the goods so Scottie
  says, he thinks the paper needs a fillip, one that might appeal to women, thats why he has given us each new assignments. Mine is to ferret out any myths and legends associated with the
  local area. Scottie already has the heading. Myths, Legends and Old Wives Tales.


  Easing the strap of her bag more comfortably on her shoulder, Kate had not needed to look at Jackson to see the Adams apple shoot up and down his neck like a test-your-strength machine at
  the fair. The mere thought of penning anything other than who scored which goal was enough to bring him to mild apoplexy.


  Old Wives . . . bloody hell!


  Jacksons swallow, loud and distinct, brought glances from the office junior but Kate remained undeterred. She really shouldnt do this, but then why not? She needed to scratch her
  irritation against a stump and Jackson would do as well as any tree.


  Bloody hell was my thought when Scottie told me what was to be the basis of my new column, she murmured, but then seeing what he had lined up for you I realised I had the
  lesser evil.


  Christ! Freckles dancing, Jacksons face contorted. Old Wives Tales the lesser evil? Then what the hell does he have in mind for me?


  Kate! Is it going to need my boot against your backside to get you through that door! David Anscotts voice blasted again.


  Her masters voice, how it charms the maidens ear. Kate grinned while the office junior bent his head so low it almost brushed the paper he was supposed to be
  correcting.


  Wait! Jackson caught her arm. You have to tell me what my column is to be about.


  Oh, I think youll like it. Kate shook off his hold. You are getting an agony slot. Scottie has the heading for that too; hes calling it Reds
  Letter Day. Apt, isnt it?


  By, lass, but youll be gettin wronged for tellin such lies. Walking towards the stop where she could get a bus to the Bull Stake, Kate
  heard the words in her mind. How often had her mother repeated them, warning her that lying would have her tongue covered in painful ulcers the very next morning. But the threat had never
  materialised . . . well, almost never . . . and neither had she learned to heed her mothers warning.


  But Jackson was so smug! He needed knocking from his perch . . . and she had enjoyed giving the push. But would the enjoyment still be there if Scottie called her to book?


  As she waited at the bus stop, several enquiring looks directed at her bag made Kate realise her hand was once more rummaging in its depths. Conscientiously drawing out a paper handkerchief she
  touched it to her nose. She had been feeling for a tab, one that might miraculously be there in the bottom of her bag, one she had overlooked . . . one lone cigarette. But there wasnt one.
  Pushing the paper handkerchief into the pocket of her coat, she let her fingers explore the corners. There was no cigarette there either, not even a half-smoked one.


  Lord! Inside the pocket her fingers clenched. Why had she listened to Torrey . . . if he needed to play the saviour why didnt he start with his own faults first!


  And he had them! She passed coins viciously into the ticket machine aboard the bus and snatched the ticket before sliding bad temperedly into a rear seat.


  Yes, youve got em Torrey, you might close your eyes to em but youve got em all right! Venting her displeasure by short breaths in and out of flared nostrils,
  Kate ignored curious glances from other passengers. Coffin nails, Torrey had called her tabs, warning of the danger to her health each time she lit up, but it was her health and if she
  wanted to endanger it then that was her prerogative . . . wasnt it?


  Yes. Richard Torrey had nodded when she had thrown that self-same indictment but there had been no smile in his dark eyes, no hint of sympathy to say he understood how difficult it
  was to break the addiction. But then nothing was difficult for Richard Torrey; Kates thoughts were sour. Nothing came hard to that man; Torrey the commando! Torrey the hard man! Assailants,
  black magicians, demons from Hell, he had seen them all off in his time . . . but what was a demon compared to the devil sitting on her shoulder . . . the torment dragging at her, the longing to
  smoke a cigarette?


  Alighting from the bus Kate ground her frustration between clenched teeth. Bruce Willis, Jean-Claude Van Damme, Steven Seagal, Torrey was all of them rolled into one . . . or at least he
  thought he was.


  Now you stop right there, Kate Mallory!


  The abruptness of the thought brought her up sharp. Kate halted in mid-step.


  Richard Torrey had more guts than any celluloid superman, there was more courage in his little finger than in the whole bodies of the sham Hollywood super-troopers! Torrey had lived the horrors
  they were only acting out, he had faced the terrors . . . and not on any cinema screen but in the cottage of an old woman, and in a cellar beneath the print room of Darlaston Printers, stood
  eyeball to eyeball in a situation no imagining could conjure; like the challenge he had thrown at Julian Crowley, a Black Magician, a Magus so hungry for power he had sacrificed a young girl,
  offering her life to the god he worshipped.


  Even thinking of it caused her veins to clog and the mist that had enmeshed her brain while in that cellar seemed once more to shroud her senses.


  Julian Crowley had stabbed his victim through the heart, a cold, deliberate killing and had been eager to do the same with herself, to offer her also to his satanic lord.


  Her mind gripped by the horrors of that night, Kate was oblivious of the irritated tutting of passengers whose path she blocked.


  Crowley had intended her for a victim, had tried to accomplish it! Trapped by fear she had stood, only Torrey and a ring of salt between her and the viciously smiling worshipper of the
  Devil.


  He had spoken words she could not understand, phrases that, while unintelligible, had turned her spine to ice-water, and in response to his incantations had come something he had entitled the
  Messenger, Keeper of the Great Seal, Asmodai, High Angel of the Dark Lord. It had materialised out of thin air, floated before them golden and beautiful and she had been so seduced by the beauty of
  that demon she had wanted nothing more than to go to it, to be drawn with it into the realms of Hell and but for the courage and will of Richard Torrey she would have been.


  The shove of an irate passerby pushed her to the kerb where the broad black and white markings of a Panda crossing striped the busy junction that was the Bull Stake, but caught in the net of
  memory Kate continued to stand.


  How many men would have done what Torrey had done? How many would have shown the grit, the pure bulldog determination it had taken to defeat the Messenger of Satan?


  The blare of a car horn dispelling the cloud from her brain, Kate glanced toward the windscreen of a vehicle, the glower of its driver speaking volumes none of which would ever find a place in
  her mothers favourite Catherine Cookson novels . . . the Star maybe . . . but not Cookson. A second bellow of the horn was no polite request for her to use the crossing or move away.
  Kate smiled, then lips pursed in a mock kiss, one finger raised in acid salute, she stepped on to the crossing. Whitevan syndrome, that driver had overdosed!


  Recollections that had pulsed moments ago faded as she reached the opposite side of the road. In front of her sharply pointed gables surmounting the windows of the recently built public library
  seemed strange and out of place, lacing as they did a row of sadly neglected shops that might have stepped right out of Dickens.


  Good shops they be, same as was them they pulled down to mek way for that thing!


  Kate smiled, this time a genuine, affectionate smile, as her landladys condemnation of the building echoed in her mind.


  . . . and look at what be left.


  Annies disapproval had allowed no margin of doubt of her opinion of those responsible for the showy new edifice.


  Lettin em tumble down . . . why couldnt the Council ave done them up instead of wastin folks money on some high falutin building which holds
  naught cept books when shops be what be needed, places where folks can get groceries an such! Them there councillors should be throwed out, they dont know A from
  a bulls foot about what folks need.


  A conviction held by many! Annies chagrin had not been eased by the construction of an Asda supermarket.


  . . . sprawled itself over half of King Street an down into Pinfold Street. . .


  The lament which had found a chorus in a bevy of Annies friends mourned afresh in Kates mind.


  . . . be like some bloody great vulture aswallowing of businesses been in them streets from afore I were born . . . the town dont be same no more, its alost
  of its character!


  As she climbed the broad steps leading to the doors of the library, Kate Mallorys smile widened. Darlaston would never lose its character while it held people like Annie Price with her
  forthright ways . . . and you could find them on almost every street corner, people like the ferret-sharp finger in every pie, Echo Sounder, a race track devotee expert in learning
  the private affairs of everybody else and singing them . . . for a fee! Then there were the real sleazy types such as Philip Bartley, smart arse and dope peddler who had got himself thrown out of a
  window by a ghost  and of course the inimitable Detective Inspector Bruce Daniels! He would never have believed the ghost of a hitch-hiker had claimed the life of Philip Bartley and the rest
  of his heroin-dealing associates and as for asking him to believe the doings of Julian Crowley and his satanic cult, the calling forth of Asmodai, Highest of the Dark Angels, and the Seal, that
  tattoo which had marked a young girl as the Devils own, her soul claimed by that deity had it not been for Torrey . . . Daniels would have bust a gut laughing at that!


  Inside the library Kate ascended the stairs leading to the reference section. Yes, Darlaston had its characters, and for a time it had held a few most of its inhabitants would never know of.


  Selecting a table devoid as yet of other users, she deposited her bag on its empty surface, her lips pursing as she surveyed the book-lined shelves and carousels. Where would she find Myths and
  Legends? Was there a section on Old Wives Tales?


  It could take the rest of the day and knowing her talent she would still not come up with the necessary!


  Deciding against a search she reasoned was destined for failure, Kate assumed what she hoped was an engaging smile . . . that should bring home the bacon!


  Approaching what might almost be termed a barrier, she gleamed at the young man sat behind a semi-circular desk hosting a pair of computers. He could well need its protection should Annie decide
  to take up reading!


  Hiding the thought behind the glassy smile, she asked her question then waited while the young man tapped a keyboard. She really ought to master the art herself, but technology had never been
  her strong suit, her time as a student at Lord Lawson High School painfully proving the fact, and even now that particular skill remained low on her list of must haves.


  Sorry. The young man tapped one last time, his glance running swiftly over the monitor screen and absorbing the information on it before he looked at Kate.


  Sorry. He shook a mane of hair reminiscent of a floor mop. We have no information on the subject of Old Wives Tales. There are, however, several titles dealing with
  Myth and Legend, youll find them downstairs in the section headed Mythology.


  Returning once more to the ground floor, the longing for a cigarette hit like a fist in her chest. One tab, one miserable little tab was all she asked . . . but thanks to Torrey one tab was all
  she didnt have!


  After selecting a couple of volumes from the section pointed out by yet another member of the library staff, she sank dejectedly into a chair strategically positioned beside a table covered with
  a selection of daily newspapers. Her voluminous bag cut a swathe through them.


  Myths, Legends. She stared at the books she had dumped beside the bag. She could find an item or two in them that might conceivably satisfy her complacent editor . . . and a pig with a jet
  engine in its derrire might fly! Scottie was never easily pleased and handing him copy dealing with only half of what he asked could have him handing her her cards. But where the hell was
  she supposed to find information when the library didnt have it!


  Myths, Legends and Old Wives Tales! The words spit in her mind. Unlike Julian Crowley, Richard Torrey had not died that evening in the cellar of Darlaston Printers; Asmodai, Messenger of
  Satan, had failed to take his life . . . but Torrey would kill himself laughing over this.


  Damn Scottie! Vexation reclaiming lost territory, she flipped open the first of the books. And damn his bloody newspaper!
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