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  Chapter One


  It came as before; brushing his face, fingering his body held tense beneath the black clerical gown. He didnt want to move, he didnt want to breathe. The Reverend
  Peter Darley shuddered, holding the moan between tight lips, conscious of every orifice being an entry for . . .


  Our Father which art in Heaven . . .


  He tried to pray, but as they had been on the previous occasion the words were lost in that terrible silent laughter.


  . . . hallowed be Thy name . . .


  He tried again, lungs tight, burning, pressing up into his throat. He had to breathe! Oh God, he had to breathe!


  Fingers clenching into fists he struck at empty space as his lips broke apart and he sucked at rain-washed air.


  No! I wont . . . I wont, you cant make me!


  But the cry was useless. The Reverend Darley knew it was already inside him, curled into his mouth, his nostrils, invading his brain. Sleep-starved eyes closed, their bruise-dark lids stark
  against pallid cheeks, his lips moving in prayer.


  Holy Mother, not here . . . please, not here.


  On each side the walls of the ancient church seemed to watch and listen.


  Our Father, the words whispered between lips stiff with fear but at once that same soundless laughter swirled inside his head, voluptuous drowning laughter that subdued his efforts
  to resist, that overwhelmed his mind with its own creeping malignance before slipping away.


  It knew it was the stronger, it knew he had no power against it. Peter Darley, vicar of the church of St James the Apostle, opened eyes ringed with dark circles, eyes that reflected inner fear,
  inner revulsion. The evil that had plagued him was not gone, it would come again. His glance flicked over the ancient walls pocked with shadowed alcoves.


  Though it no longer caressed his body he could feel the pulse of its being, of its waiting in the screening of gloom, waiting for him.


  At his sides his hands clenched more tightly, forcing the knuckles into small mounds, while beads of perspiration trailed over his cheeks like so many tired tears. Blinking the worst of them
  away he looked along the length of the nave to where the high altar stood bathed in a soft glow of muted colours, blues, reds and yellows, and high up on the grey walls fingers of cool sunlight
  dipped into the palette of medieval windows to paint a brilliant homage around the tall golden cross at its centre.


  In the stillness it came again.


  A sob caught in his throat, the fine hairs on the back of his neck stiffened and his whole body trembled.


  This was what it wanted. It was here with him in the church, the evil that haunted him, here was where it sought fulfilment; here, before the high altar, the place where it would take its
  reckoning. But it couldnt, it must not perform its sacrilege in the house of God!


  Help me, he whispered into the silence, help me, Lord.


  Amid the cloistered shadows a soft sultry laugh seemed to echo from the stillness and a hint of perfume, illusive yet definite, filled his nose and throat, the delicate yet spicy aroma flicking
  memories locked in the deep recesses of his mind, stirring sludgy depths, filtering, refining, then halting mockingly just beyond the edge of conscious recall.


  Peter Darleys hands came together in the attitude of prayer. Along shafts of light dust motes swam like tiny goldfish trapped for all eternity in rivers of sunlight that washed over the
  brass plates of centuries-old tombs set in the stone floor.


  Help me.


  He whispered again but as before his prayer went unanswered except by the touch of malignant fingers. His breath catching in his throat he watched the snake-like streams of shadow slide over the
  cold grey walls. That evil had come again and it would go on coming, taking advantage of his navety about life. And he was nave, he knew that now . . . now that it was too late. What
  experience had he had? An only child smotheringly protected by a mothers love. Yes, both parents have loved him and his father had loved his mother, loved her too much to risk hurting her by
  breaking the stranglehold he knew she had on their son, loved her too much to release the lad he could see collapsing beneath the strain; so, young as he was, Peter Darley had taken refuge in the
  church. He had attended every service, his mother at his side; he had been a diligent attendant at the sessions of Sunday school, when every moment of each lesson was filled with guilt for the
  relief he felt at being free of her if only for a short while.


  Then at seventeen he had left his all-male church school for a post as clerk in the office of a newly opened store but that had been for him a kind of purgatory, being laughed at for his
  unrealistic views of life by men and women alike until he had broken under the stress.


  A vocation in the priesthood. The old priest who had helped him over the hurdles of childhood advised his parents and they had willingly seen their son enter the Seminary.


  It had been so peaceful there, so quiet. The loss of it flooded over him in a wave of grief that left him trembling. In the gentle atmosphere of the cloisters, the companionship of men intent on
  training to serve God as he was, the dedication and understanding of his tutors, all had helped heal his heart and his mind until at the time of his ordination into the priesthood he wanted only to
  stay in that quiet peace that was the Seminary, to teach as he himself was taught; but that had been denied him. The Lord had other work for him to do. The Bishop had smiled as he had said it, and
  though he must have seen the old fear flash in his eyes he had moved on to congratulate the other newly ordained, Peter Darley already forgotten in his mind.


  Had the Lord too forgotten him?


  From the shadowed pews of the empty church a sound disturbed the silence, a rustling like that of a breeze among dried leaves and beneath it that soul-deadening silent laughter that seemed to
  answer his thought.


  Our Father . . .


  Keeping his eyes on the far altar he began that prayer for salvation but even as the first words trembled on his lips the laughter increased, filling his head with the malevolence of a sound
  only he could hear while unseen fingers touched again at his body.


  Lord of Heaven, Lord of truth and goodness, forget not thy servant . . .


  Desperately the young priest tried to hold on to his flagging courage.


  But where had been his own truth, his own goodness? Was the torment he was living now a retribution, a punishment for his failures? And he had failed the cloth in so many ways: in the hours
  spent praying to be transferred from his appointment as assistant priest at the church of St Lawrence in that smoked-grimed little Black Country town of Darlaston; in lying to himself and God when
  pretending not to notice the unusual interest Philip Bartley showed in the local boy scouts. He had told himself the mercy of Heaven was being shown when that longed-for transfer had come and he
  was positioned here at Monkswell, with Bartley as a friend who gave unlimited access to his meadows for the scout jamborees. A friend! He held the sob in his throat. Bartley had not been a friend
  sent of the Lord of Heaven, but one who had led the way to the Devil!


  Breath coming now in audible sobs Peter Darley stared along the path he must follow, along the nave to where the high altar stood; to where that terrible evil waited. Drawn by hands he could not
  see and a power he could not resist he began the long walk down that shadowed nave. The altar was the place he must honour the God he served, the God he had defiled . . . the place where waited his
  own destruction.


  Another bloody water lily!


  Police Inspector Bruce Daniels glanced at the first few lines of a closely typed page.


  Why the hell land this on his desk, was he the only bloody copper on the force?


  Irritation fanning the bile already burning in his throat he slammed the file shut, skimming it across an already well-littered desk.


  Why give him the case? So theyd found another one floatin in the cut, that was nothing new, and neither was the fact the investigatin of it had been ladled on to his plate!
  Well, it would be a bloody long time afore that plate were emptied!


  Swallowing the acid collecting in his mouth he reached into the pocket of his worn tweed jacket, taking out a slim yellow packet. He ate more of these things than was good for him. He slipped a
  round white tablet into his mouth. Bloody stomach! One day hed have it seen to.


  One day! Slipping the pack back into his pocket he glared again at the buff-coloured file spewing half of its contents on to the desk. With an irritation as raw as the acid on his tongue he
  pushed at the tide of paper, sending various files falling to the floor. That day would be like his promotion, a bloody long time in coming!


  Tea, sir.


  Daniels glanced at the young officer who, having set a mug of tea in the few inches of clear space on his desk, now bent to retrieve the fallen files. Sandy hair brushed smartly back from a
  fresh face, every button gleaming like a miniature beacon on a well-pressed uniform. He had looked like that twenty years ago.


  Ive put you a couple of biscuits, sir, chocolate digestive, the sergeant said you like digestive.


  Nodding his thanks, Daniels glanced bad-temperedly at the small flowered plate as the younger man left. Biscuits . . . ! Christ, that was all his stomach needed!


  With bismuth a thick coating on his tongue he took a mouthful of tea, cursing under his breath as the unexpected heat of it stung the back of his throat.


  . . . unlawful killing by person or persons unknown . . .


  The words he had read a moment ago, already printed as clearly on his mind as they were on that page, returned as he sipped the hot drink. It was only one more body fished from the canal, some
  other bloody smart alec got too big for his patent leathers, so somebody had taken him out. So what! He took a bigger mouthful of tea, playing it over his tongue, rinsing the residue of the
  indigestion tablet from his mouth. Somebody had picked one more scab off the arse of society, well done for them. But Inspector Bruce Daniels wouldnt be investigating that little crime.
  Retrieving the file he placed it in a tray marked pending. He had a bigger fish on his line, one that would bring promotion . . . yes, this time the top brass would have to give him
  his dues.


  Leaning backwards in his chair he pressed his spine against it, relishing the fierce contact.


  This was what he had waited all these years for and he wasnt going to throw away his chance by enquiring into the killing of some little shit of a back-alley tart.


  Bruce Daniels was on his way up. He would make Divisional Inspector before Christmas and then . . . he wiped his tongue over the roof of his mouth to clear the last sticky trace of bismuth . . .
  it would be upwards all the way; he had no intention of spending any more years on a poky little force, he was going to the top no matter whose head he trod in the shit on his way.


  He leaned harder against the chair, tilting it on to its back legs and rocking back and forth, his mind already in a different sphere.


  Done, Inspector?


  Letting the chair drop back on to all four feet, Daniels glanced at his watch as the same young constable returned to pick up his empty mug.


  Biscuits not to your taste, sir?


  Spoil what the wife has waiting for me.


  That one would give the whole bloody lot of em a laugh. Daniels watched the door close. The entire station knew the situation between him and Marjorie: he wasnt interested and she
  couldnt care less. A home where a fingerprint on a table or a crease in the bedcover was a criminal act was all that mattered to Marjorie.


  Had it really been eighteen years theyd been married? Was the Marjorie of now the same girl that had asked him for directions that summer day? He had been appointed to the Darlaston force
  straight from the police college and the town had seemed dirty and unwelcoming after Sedgeton where he had lived with his grandparents. And that was a dirty little town. Daniels closed his throat
  against the surge of acid that refused to be calmed by the bismuth tablet. What else could you expect with the heavy industry it boasted then? But it boasted no longer, the place was dying on its
  feet and the children of those earlier workers stood on street corners listening to its last breath. As for welcoming, who truly welcomed a copper?


  But Marjories parents had, or at least that was the way it had seemed then.


  In the outer office a phone screamed for attention.


  He had thought they had welcomed him for himself but it was a husband for their daughter they really welcomed. PC Bruce Daniels or Jack bloody Sprat, they werent bothered either way just
  so long as Marjorie was off their hands. They had courted for two years and in all that time he hadnt had enough sense to realise which way the wind was blowing, too half soaked to see
  Marjorie was more interested in what was in her bottom drawer than she was in him.


  He glanced at the door as the duty sergeants voice spoke into the phone.


  To be fair to Marjorie it had to be admitted that she had tried in those first years, always a meal ready despite never really knowing when he was free of the station, and the food was still
  there whenever he went back to their two-up two-down in King Edward Street, but a man needed more than food; and following the death of their only child that particular need had gone unsatisfied
  for longer and longer until now it never even reared its head.


  Rearing its head! Staring down into his lap Inspector Daniels almost smiled. If Marjorie saw that rear its head shed like to throw one of her precious cushions at it . . . but she would
  smooth the cushion afterwards!


  With his face screwed up against the fire in his throat, he glanced again at his watch. Eight twenty-five. He could go home to a wife who bored the balls off him or he could go for a drink.
  Pushing to his feet he tapped his jacket pocket with that habitual move of checking he had car keys and stomach tablets. There was no contest!


  Acknowledging the goodnight of the duty sergeant he walked outside to the car park, lifting his shoulders against the unexpected bite of night air. Right now he would appreciate a stiff whisky,
  not to mention a friendly little chat with Sounder. He slipped a key into the door of the tobacco-coloured car. Yes, a chat with Sounder might prove very propitious.


  Settling behind the wheel he stared for several seconds through the dirt-streaked windscreen. Some might call it a bit of luck his meeting a bloke like Sounder. Inspector Danielss top lip
  flickered precariously near a smile.


  You make your own bloody luck . . . He turned the key to bring the engine to life. Its called using your head . . . and anybody elses arse that happens to be
  around!


  A white-robed attendant danced a few quick nervous steps, wisely widening the gap between himself and the man with ice in his eyes and death on his mind.


  Behind them the door of the mortuary closed on soft silent hinges. Light, brilliant and harshly white, knuckled his eyes like the fist of an attacker and he stood a moment unmoving, hardly
  breathing yet every nerve vitally, painfully alive, transmitting to his brain the cold impersonal atmosphere of death. He blinked once against the glare. Why the bloody hell was the place lit up
  like a beacon? The dead were not going to need it, not going to get up and walk! The only journey they would be taking would be in a wooden box.


  Its this way, Mr Torrey . . .


  The mortician flashed a well-rehearsed dental advert his way.


  We thought you might prefer to view the deceased in our Chapel of Rest, its very tasteful.


  Tasteful! Richard Torrey laughed but no sound came from his tight throat. What did a bloody corpse know about tasteful surroundings? Luxury estate or council refuse dump, it was all the same
  when you were lying on a slab!


  Irony mixing with the anger that had throbbed in him these last weeks turned the ice in his eyes to poison-tipped darts. Why had it happened . . . they had been so happy?


  Glancing at the man who stood a head taller than himself, the slim-shouldered mortuary technician showed the anxiety that had gripped him with this mans arrival. He looked as if he hated
  the world and wouldnt be satisfied until he had kicked the life out of it. It was usual for the bereaved to show emotion, the emotion of grief, yet this man seemed to have no grief, only a
  cold, grinding bitterness.


  Youre sure you are going to be all right, Mr Torrey?


  Richard Torrey looked down at the narrow face, seeing none of the anxiety in the rabbit eyes. He wanted only to lash out, to kick this suave little man in his too-perfect teeth. Instead he
  nodded, elbowing the blank-faced door blocking his path, his six-foot frame slamming it hard against an inside wall.


  It had been five days!


  He swallowed the half gallon of saliva suddenly filling his mouth, the contraction of his throat loud in his ears.


  Five days since the police had called. He hadnt seen Anna for weeks before that, yet call it instinct, call it second sight, give it any bloody name you like, he had known why they had
  come.


  There had been two of them. He followed behind the dapper little figure in white jacket and trousers, white rubber-soled shoes making no sound on the rubber-tiled floor. They had both been
  uniformed constables. Torrey smiled grimly at the memory. Neither had looked old enough to be out without his mother. What was it folk said? When the coppers begin to look no more than kids it was
  you who were getting old.


  Theyd asked the usual questions. Was he Mr Richard Torrey, was this his usual abode? Where the hell did they think he usually abode? A cosy self-contained flat on the first floor of
  Buckingham Palace? One of them had written his replies in a slim black-bound notebook, the sort you could buy in any branch of Woolworths, and Torrey had found himself wondering did they buy
  their own or did it come with the truncheon.


  Would you take a look at this, sir?


  The constable who wasnt writing had a voice deep and resonant which belied the pimply youth of his face. It had been a black and white pencil sketch, a drawing, an artists
  impression not a photo-fit, not one of those cut-and-fit jobs, a piecing together of individual features that always finished up dead ringers for Frankensteins monster.


  That was fortunate for those two constables. Torreys lips tightened. Had they given him that sort of picture of Anna he would have shoved it so far up their arses they would have needed a
  throat surgeon to get it out!


  He had looked at the sketch then asked himself why . . . why had Anna left . . . why go off without a word . . . hadnt they been happy together?


  The official questioning had gone on.


  Torrey continued to follow the attendant, who kept a short distance between them as he led the way along a faceless white-walled corridor.


  Did he know the person in that sketch . . . had the person resided at this address . . . for how long . . . when had this person left . . . for what reason . . . had he had any contact with that
  person during that time?


  Hed cracked a little then, allowing an uncertain fear of that of which he was only too certain get to him. The feeling that had ripped through him then returned now, a cold certain fear
  that sliced every vein.


  That person had a bloody name! Hed shouted, skimming the carefully drawn sketch at the nearest police officer, a perverse sort of satisfaction cooling the flames of temper as the young
  man grabbed for it and the cap he had secured beneath his arm followed his notebook to the floor.


  We must ask you not to leave the district without first informing the station . . .


  The second constable had sounded nervous as his colleague bent to retrieve cap and notebook. It hadnt been an unfounded nervousness. Torrey followed as his guide turned left. At that
  moment he could have gone for the two of them, snapped at least one neck before a truncheon found its mark.


  You understand sir . . .


  The pimple-faced one had almost run for the door as he spoke, followed arse-close by the other.


  . . . you are not to leave the area unless informing us first, you may be required for further questioning should the need arise . . .


  He had suddenly wanted to laugh. Fear and hurt mixing like a drug, he had simply wanted to laugh. Even now, following along the cold antiseptic corridors of the council morgue he felt the same
  wild irrational urge. Christ, who taught those bloody kids? Was that what they were sent to training colleges to learn, or had those two been something special?


  Im not about to take off for bloody Rio . . . hed snapped, close at their well-polished heels as they reached the door. Youve asked your
  questions, now how about answering one of mine? Why a pencil sketch, why not a photograph?


  His blood had curdled as hed watched them squirm for an answer, curdled as it was doing now.


  The deceased, Mr Torrey . . . you are a relative?


  Blinking more in an effort to clear his thoughts than against the brilliant whiteness of the corridor he didnt remember walking along, Torrey looked at the mortuary attendant. This time
  teeth were invisible behind the discretionary cover of full, rather pink, lips; it was as well! His fingers curled into compacted balls of dynamite. One more of those media-conscious smiles and he
  wouldnt be able to prevent himself performing a quick, though very painful, extraction!


  Yes. He spoke the lie quietly. Let this little runt ask for identification and it would be the last thing hed ever ask.


  Im sorry to have to ask, but we have our jobs to do, you understand.


  Oh, he understood all right! He understood; constables, mortuary attendants, detectives, they all had their bloody jobs to do, only some bastards took such a bloody delight!


  He turned away, the desire to smash that fact into somebodys face almost too much to hold. It wasnt this mans fault, so whose fault was it that his life was in shreds!


  The lighting inside the Chapel of Rest was softer, more subdued, easier on the eyes but harder on the nerves. Christ, hed never thought to feel like this, like a child
  terrified to move in case something unseen and unnamed grabbed him; but unlike a child he couldnt scream until someone came to take away his fear. He had to move, to go forward, to walk to
  the low glass-enclosed dais in the centre of this silent watching room, an overhead beam spotlighting the plain deal box set on it.


  Torreys nostrils widened, gulping in air, taking his lungs to overfill. Squeamishness was not one of his shortcomings, dead bodies didnt worry him, not any more. Hed seen
  enough of them during his tour of duty in Northern Ireland, men and women chewed by bombs into twisted lumps of flesh which bore no resemblance to human beings, guns ripping people apart.
  Reprisals! Jesus, that was an overworked word.


  It seemed his whole life had been bound up with reprisals. As a kid hed beaten those who had laughed at his secondhand clothes, at brightly polished shoes they knew had no bottoms in. Oh
  yes, the wonderful Welfare State! It was supposed to ensure no one lived a life of poverty, that everything in the garden stayed lovely . . . until you asked for help, like his mother had when his
  father had walked out on them. That had been his biggest cause for taking reprisals but not once had he told his mother the reasons for the almost permanent black eye, the never-ending bruises.


  Fighting again, Torrey!


  Christ, he could hear the words of the headmaster that had become an almost daily chant.


  We must see if we can do something about that!


  But what could that headmaster do? Could he ease the pain of his mother, wipe the tears a young boy saw in her eyes every night and morning?


  In the end nobody had done anything. She was still young enough to work was the verdict of that so-supportive state, she must get a job; and that was what she had done, she had worked her life
  away for pennies while he had fought his way to St Bartholomews school every morning then back to Dangerfield Lane every afternoon, lashing out at the lads who sneered behind his back.


  He had joined the Army the moment he was old enough. That way he could ease her burden, take away the responsibility for feeding and clothing him, his pay sent home. But it hadnt gone
  home for long, twelve months after his signing up his mother had died.


  Reprisals! Richard Torrey drew a long slow breath. How did you take reprisal for that!


  Perhaps he had thought that the Army would put an end to all that, that at last the reprisals would stop. But in Ireland he had learned how wrong that hope was.


  He breathed again, unable to check the thoughts that spiralled in his mind. There had been faults on both sides, but too many murders had been crowded under the umbrella of reprisal; too many
  kids without brain enough to think for themselves found it easy to take the gun others shoved into their hands, easy to mark a target, easy to pick off some poor sod, squeeze the trigger and watch
  him fall apart, so easy to claim they did it for their God.


  Hed joined the Army with the intention of becoming permanent after the initial three years, of making the service his lifetime career, but Ireland had changed all that; sectarian murder?
  Slaughter in the name of religion was the way hed seen it and it had sickened him; the Army could do without him and he could do without religion!


  Suddenly aware his temples were drumming a tattoo he released the air from bursting lungs only to drag in more, equally deeply. No, dead bodies had come to mean less than nothing to him, one
  more or less, where was the difference? But this time . . . he felt the sweat on the palms of his hands, the taste of moisture oozing from his top lip into his mouth . . . this time it was Anna,
  his Anna.


  Lifting the back of his hand he wiped it beneath his nostrils like a kid dashing away snot, but he was wiping away evidence of his own fear; fear of what he knew waited for him there in its
  gleaming nest, in that box carefully draped with red cloth. They might as well have left the blood!


  Would you rather leave now, Mr Torrey?


  No! He did not look at the figure who moved to stand beside him. With his fingers dug deep into sweat-soaked palms he walked slowly forward, fear of what he would see pressing hard
  on his throat, what he knew he might see, yet in a thousand years would never have guessed.
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