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Supernatural detective Jack Nightingale used to be a police negotiator in a previous life - back in the days before he confronted devils and demons for a living.
So when a young woman embarks on a killing spree in a Houston mansion, Nightingale is the perfect choice to intervene.
But there is nothing that Nightingale can do to stop the slaughter. And there is worse to come. More killings. More bloodshed. More young women with murderous intentions.
The killings aren’t random - a demon from Hell is orchestrating the massacres as part of a diabolical scheme. And the only way that Nightingale can stop the carnage is to put his own soul on the line.
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CHAPTER 1
 
The arid air of a Texas summer is not a very good conductor of sound, which may explain why absolutely no-one heard all the screaming coming from Senator George Pierce’s eight bedroom mansion late one evening in June. Being almost half a mile from his nearest neighbour wouldn’t have helped in that regard either.
When Pierce opened the front door in the early evening, he was presented with the sight of a young woman in a white dress. She was pale skinned, with ice-blue eyes and black hair that hung down to her shoulder blades. Faded bruises coloured one cheek and part of her neck. His eyes widened at the sight of her. “How did you… What are you doing out here?” he asked, his voice wavering. In the space of a few short seconds, his blood pressure increased dramatically and he could feel a dizziness coming on. His heart was suddenly palpitating in his chest. He held onto the doorframe to keep himself upright, afraid he might fall.
She regarded him with a cold glint in her eyes. Her heart was also beating fast, but for a different reason. She had waited a long time to be in this position, standing in front of this man without any kind of restraint. She could barely control the excitement. The fury. She took a step forwards, and Pierce couldn’t help but back away from her. He was terrified. By all rights, the girl should have been down in one of his basement rooms, chained to a wall. In all the time he’d owned her, she’d never been outside like this. She’d never been free.
The fact that she had gotten out could be very bad for him, and his guests, many of whom also knew her.
Knew her intimately. Knew her violently. 
They knew what she looked like when she was mortally afraid. They knew what her screams sounded like when she begged them to stop.
“What do you want?” asked Pierce. It seemed crazy that he should be afraid of her. He tried to pull himself together. He looked around to see if anyone else was out in the grounds, even though the garden staff had been dismissed for the weekend and none of his neighbours had ever visited. Nobody should be allowed to see this girl. He cleared his throat and straightened his shoulders. “What are you doing out?” he repeated. “How did you get out?”
She took another step forward and his nerve went. He stumbled backwards, almost falling over. Something was very wrong. This slip of a girl was intimidating him somehow. He couldn’t quite believe it. He felt the fingers of his right hand curl into a fist. It had been a long time since he’d thrown a punch at anybody, and he couldn’t quite believe what he was about to do, but he needed to get this situation resolved quickly. This girl needed to be back down in the basement, pronto. Some of his friends would be using her later. He’d probably have a go himself, if he didn’t drink too much.
She held a hand out in front of herself. When she slowly clenched her fingers, it felt like those fingers were wrapping themselves around Pierce’s brain, and he yelled out in fright before dropping to his knees. He fell onto his side, moaning with the agony of it.
“Stop!” he hissed.
She obliged him, letting her hand fall to her side. Pierce drew himself up to his knees and looked around, bewildered. “What did you do to me?” he asked.
“Stand,” she ordered, waiting for him to comply. Groaning, he stood, and watched her with wide, frightened eyes. “What do you want?” he asked again, his voice laced with fear. He knew that somehow she had gained a terrible power, knew that the balance in their relationship had shifted. She pointed a finger towards the dining room.
“In there,” she said.
“Look, isn’t there anyth…“Pierce couldn’t even finish his sentence before the squeeze came for his brain again. He’d never experienced pain quite like it before. He lunged towards the dining room, one hand holding his head whilst the other groped in front of him. As he burst into the room an audible gasp went up from the guests.
Around a large cherrywood table sat fifteen of Senator George Pierce’s closest friends. Freddie Davies was there, as was Margaret Gunnell. These were some of the top political movers and shakers of the state of Texas, and a few of the wealthiest businesspeople. More than a billion dollars’ worth of assets were held by these few people, and they were well liked and respected. They were also members of the Blue Owl Club, the dealings of which were known only to themselves.
And to the girl that followed Pierce into the dining room.
Bill Sanders stood quickly, pulling his chair away from the table. He moved quickly for an older man, covering the distance between himself and Pierce in moments. He helped his friend to the table and one of the other guests stood to let him have her seat. With Pierce seated, Bill turned to the girl. Her eyes flared a little wider at the sight of him.
“You shouldn’t be here,” warned Bill, taking a step towards her. The girl stood her ground, waiting to see what he would do. Much like Pierce, Bill seemed to lose his nerve at the last moment. Something about her, something not immediately obvious, warned of a hidden danger. If any of the guests had a talent for seeing auras, they would have seen a swirling black and purple field of energy around the girl. They would have seen the power she now wielded.
A few of the guests had also stood, forming a loose crowd behind Bill as though backing him up. A tension filled the air. Nobody knew why they should be afraid, but all of them could feel… something.
“Look at you all,” said the girl. She regarded them with disgust. “Dressed up in your nice clothes, sitting at the table like trained pigs.”
“Now, you wait there!” came a voice, which was rendered silent and replaced by a choking sound as the girl pointed at the owner. The others turned to see Murray Finkelstein stagger from his standing position, clutching at his throat. He looked at them all with desperation in his eyes. He couldn’t even ask them for help.
The guests – his friends – backed away in horror. It wasn’t the fact that it looked very much like the girl was the cause of the choking that had them scared out of their wits. It was more the fact that Murray Finkelstein, whom some had known for more than forty years and was a fearsome politician and a serious physical presence at more than 230lbs, was rising from the floor and levitating right in front of their eyes.
There were gasps and murmurings and everybody wondered just what in the hell was going on, and they were all afraid now, but not quite terrified. To be terrified, they first had to witness Murray Finkelstein’s head explode, splattering everything inside that large room – themselves, the table, the walls, the ceiling – with pieces of his brain and skull. When that moment happened, when the carnage actually began, that’s when they were terrified.
 
 

CHAPTER 2
 
Jack Nightingale finished off a bottle of Corona and placed it on the sand next to his chair, giving it a little twist so that it stood upright and wouldn’t fall over. Three other bottles formed a line. Less than fifty metres away, the edge of the North Pacific lapped at the shoreline. The air was cooling, a fresh breeze blew in off the ocean. He felt more relaxed than he had in a long time.
He lit a cigarette and just enjoyed the moment. Last night, he’d stayed in this spot until midnight, first watching the sun set over the ocean and then looking up in wonder at the stars. Most of the things he’d seen and experienced in his relatively short life seemed to make no sense when looking up at the stars. Trillions of them out there, lighting up the void. He wondered if they shared the same devils and demons as our own sun, or whether they had their own. It was nice just to have the time to wonder. They never lasted long, moments like these. Something always came along and…
His mobile rang. He took another large drag on the cigarette and held the smoke in his lungs for a few seconds before blowing it out with an accompanying sigh. He knew who was calling. Only one person had this number. He reached down to where the phone had been left on the sand and answered the call.
“Hello Joshua,” he said.
“Where are you?” came a female voice on the other end of the call. Joshua Wainwright’s secretary, Valerie. Never one for pleasantries, always business-like and efficient. All these years Nightingale had known her and their relationship had never progressed beyond this. Not that he hadn’t tried to win her over with the odd friendly comment and attempt at some simple chat. She was never rude but always brushed him off and he could tell he irritated her.
“Baja. It’s lovely here. I have a beachfront Airbnb and some nice cold beers in the fridge if you’d care to come and join me?”
“That won’t be happening.”
He would’ve bet everything he owned – which admittedly wasn’t much, that she would have responded that way. He allowed himself a wry smile.
“Can you pack up and make your way to the airport?” she asked.
Nightingale took another hit of the cigarette and blew the smoke out between clenched teeth. He’d only been there a couple of days. It would have been nice to stay for a few more, to just relax and do nothing for a while. For working men like himself, doing nothing was actually a luxury, one that few except the wealthiest could afford. Just for once, he would have liked to tell Valerie no, but he knew that wasn’t even a possibility. Whatever Wainwright wanted, Nightingale obliged. It was the way of things, one that he normally never questioned.
“Did you hear me, Jack?”
“I heard you. Can you tell me where I’m going?”
“Houston. It’s really urgent. Lives are on the line.”
“They always are.”
“No, Jack, they literally are, as we speak. There’s a situation unfolding that you need to try and de-escalate. We’re arranging for a private jet to meet you, just get to Tijuana airport as quickly as you can. Mr Wainwright will call you en route to brief you personally.”
“How do you know that’s the closest airport to me?”
“Come on, Jack. You think I really don’t know where you are?”
“So why ask?”
“To give you the illusion of escapism. It’s a one hour forty-five flight and then a ten-minute car ride. I only hope you have enough time.”
“Ok, fine.” Nightingale flicked the cigarette butt down the beach a way and looked around. “On my way.”
“I’ll tell Mr Wainwright.”
“Valerie?”
“Yes?”
He could tell from the drop of temperature in her voice that she didn’t even like him addressing her directly with her own name. He wondered if she really was that uptight or whether it was genuinely something about himself that offended her that he didn’t know about. One day, he’d ask her. Any thought of playfully asking her out for a drink after this job was over withered in his mind. He didn’t mind the rejection when there was a playful element to it, but he suddenly wasn’t in the mood anymore. 
“Nothing. Tell Joshua I’ll speak with him shortly.” He started walking, leaving the chair and the empty bottles, and the brief dream of peaceful solitude and happiness behind him.
 
 

CHAPTER 3
 
Political lobbyist Frederick Davies – Freddie to his close friends, and that small circle involved Senator Pierce and the other guests surrounding him - had gone past the screaming stage, past the shouting and then the pleading and was now simply babbling. Threats, appeals for leniency, begging for mercy – none of that had worked. As he hung upside down, fifteen feet in the air with his own urine running down his chest, across his face and pouring from his bald head to the hard wooden floor below, he already knew that nothing was going to save him. With a terrifying finality, he realised that his own depraved path in life had led him to this point, that he had been lucky to get away with things for so long.
And with that thought, his head was violently wrenched to one side by an unseen force, and the crack of his breaking neck echoed off the walls like the sound of a gunshot.
He dropped to the ground with a crunching sound.
Hanging in the air next to the empty space where Frederick was killed, Senator Pierce literally shat himself with fright. This room, with its polished hardwood floor and its mahogany lined walls, was his oversized dining room, where once a month he met with like-minded individuals in pursuit of their somewhat profligate tastes. At that moment, and despite the utter lunacy of what was happening around him, he couldn’t help but wonder how on earth he was going to get all of the bloodstains cleaned up.
Blood was everywhere. Arterial sprays up the walls, splatters across the ceiling. Puddles and smears and stains as the vessels once containing all of this fluid were smashed into things and torn apart, de-limbed and sometimes gutted alive. Of the fifteen people who had sat in this room, calmly discussing their plans over port and sherry just a couple of hours before, just nine were now left alive. Broken bodies littered the room, evidence of the extreme violence that had been served upon them.
Pierce hung in the air, unable to move, watching in terror as the slim figure of the woman walked amongst the ruined people and stopped to turn and look directly up at him. When their eyes locked, He let out a moan of pure animal terror. There was no doubt about his fate. The woman’s eyes poured hatred, he felt the hate burn through his eyes and scour his brain.
She had their blood on her. By some minor miracle not much, but enough to draw stares when she left this place. It was on her clothes, on her face. Such a pretty face, with neat little sharp white teeth and a pair of beautiful blue eyes, the kind of ice blue that glints deep within the deadliest of icebergs. She was twenty-two years old and had seen and experienced terrible things for most of them.
Terrible things done to her by men like George Pierce and Frederick Davies. Old, white men in positions of power that had gotten away with all sorts of things for so long, protected by other old men and the institutions they hid amongst. They all expected to grow even older and die quietly in their beds, never getting caught, their reputations intact. All of the horrors kept in the darkness and burned or buried with them. And for thousands like them, fate unfolds this way.
But not these ones. These ones were going to feel, just for a few moments, the way she had felt for most of her life. Afraid, wondering if this day would be her last. Wondering if the sickening, disgusting things forced upon her would ever stop. Wondering when the day would come when these monsters put her on an altar and ripped out her heart.
Though her eyes were narrowed in hatred, and the effort of keeping all these people suspended in the air was slowly taking a toll, she smiled at Pierce. For him, that was even more terrifying than being blasted by her evil glare. Despite it not working out well for poor old Freddie, Pierce tried to reason with her, desperate for a way out of this.
“Please,” he said. “Let me go. You don’t have to do this.”
Still smiling, she tilted her head in the manner of a dog listening to human speech and trying to work out what it meant.
“I have money.  You know I have money.  You can have all of it.  I promise, all of it.  Just stop this, stop...  Stop.  Please.”
She looked to her right, up at the figure hanging on the other side of him. Pierce turned his head and saw Margaret Gunnell suspended there, passed out with the fear of it all. She woke up screaming as her legs were forced apart, her ankles diverging until it seemed they could go no further. And then the tearing sound began. Cloth, then flesh. George vomited, a venison lunch flowing out of him in a thick brown curtain. Margaret Gunnell screamed until the sheer agony and terror of having her body ripped in half made her pass out again and the awful sound of her ripping flesh filled the room.
That was the moment Senator George Pierce lost his mind. Even if the young woman had stopped right then, there would be no coming back for George. This was permanent mental damage, his sanity now irrecoverable. Years of therapy would have no effect, all the money in the world wouldn’t stop him from dribbling his way into eternity.
Two halves of Margaret Gunnell hit the floor at the same time. A second later, as the young woman turned her head back to watch, George’s head exploded. The remaining dinner guests looked at her, out of their minds with fear. 
She walked beneath them, surveying the carnage, happy with the way things were going. She knew that they were all going to die, some of them creatively, in ways she had yet to think up. The ones that were left would see their companions die before their eyes, and the terror would only increase as they waited for their turn. That was the real joy in this. Not the killing. The fear. Making them experience this fear, the same fear she’d experienced for year after year at their hands. It would be too easy to just kill them all quickly and leave. She wanted to make it last, even if only for a few more hours, before the energy she was expending to keep terrorising them exhausted her.
 
 

CHAPTER 4
 
Wainwright phoned Nightingale whilst he was in an Uber on the way to the airport.
“Jack, how are you?”
Nightingale felt his insides tighten, just a little. He had a complicated relationship with Wainwright. It had started when the Texan billionaire bought some books Nightingale had inherited from his biological father, the Satanist Ainsley Gosling. Even then, right at the beginning, Wainwright – himself a committed Satanist – had been fair, perhaps even generous, with his cash. And Wainwright was a man that had lots of cash. And it had been Wainwright that had saved him, when things back in England were so dire that there seemed no way out. Wainwright had safely brought him to the United States, his new home, with his old identity gone forever. He would never go back to England, he knew that. Despite everything that had happened, and the years since he’d last been there, he still felt a dull ache inside for the loss of his true home.
He wondered if it would be nice, just once, to meet up with Wainwright, to drink a few beers and just talk about inconsequential stuff for a while. Anything that didn’t involve demons, or Hell, or people dying. But maybe, without the business dealings that they shared, the symbiotic relationship they now had, maybe there was nothing else. Maybe conversation would just stall and they would sit there looking at each other, wondering if they’d ever truly know each other. Or ever had.
He wondered if Wainwright felt the same way.
It was an odd life Wainwright had chosen to live. He had more money than nearly every other person on the planet would ever have – more, in fact, than if billions of those people all clubbed together their total worth – and he chose to spend his money and time skirting the shadowy realms, entering the spheres of true evil and the darkest deeds of men. Such things had ultimately cost Wainwright his family. It could never be worth it. It wasn’t even a question worth asking.
If Nightingale were a billionaire, something he’d tried to think about but could never quite get his head around, he wouldn’t spend his time pissing about with devils. He’d use that money to get about as far away from devils as it was humanly possible to do so. “I’m still alive, Joshua. That’s always a bonus.”
“One most people don’t appreciate.”
“One day at a time, eh?” Nightingale looked through the Uber window as the Baja landscape swept by. He had no idea where he was, but he’d been in the car for a while and the airport must be close. “Do you have any intel for me?”
“Yeah, Valerie’s going to send some documents across to your phone. It’s grim reading.”
“Hit me with the highlights.”
“We have a twenty-two year old female by the name of Evangalista Esparza. Parents killed in an auto accident when she was a small child, taken into the care system. Chewed up and destroyed by that same system. A number of suicide attempts, more abuse allegations than you can count. She’s had a rough life.”
“I hear you,” said Nightingale. “And of course, I’m sympathetic. But what’s this girl got to do with me cutting short a well-deserved holiday?”
“Have you ever heard the name George Pierce?”
“No. Should I have?”
“Not unless you’ve taken an interest in the political dealings of your adopted home country. He’s a senator for the state of Texas.”
“Okay. And he knows Evangalista somehow? You think he’s one of her abusers?”
“We can’t be sure. All we know is that she’s turned up at one of his private dinner parties and is holding a group of people hostage, some of whom she’s killed already.”
“She’s armed, then? She has access to some kind of weapon?”
“I’ve been informed directly, by a witness, that the girl herself is the weapon.”
“Has there been an official response yet?”
“Armed units are being scrambled as we speak. When you get there, you’re going to have to use your charms to get inside. They might not let you, but I’ll do all I can to prep those in charge and grease the wheels.”
“Is there anywhere your influence doesn’t stretch to?” He didn’t wait for an answer, knowing it already. “And how do you know what’s happening there? Who’s on the inside?”
“One of the staff. I don’t know her directly but we have a mutual contact who gave her my number. She talked to me after she’d left the property, the girl has no interest in anyone else except for the Senator and his high-profile dinner buddies. We’re still going through the files. Valerie found more than one missing person report, but we think the last one matters more than the others. The official reports suddenly seem to stop. Maybe you can spot something that we’ve missed. I strongly suspect there’s a connection to one or more of the people she’s holding hostage. There’s a strong possibility that one of her abusers has been holding her captive.”
“For how long?”
“We’re not sure, but it’s a long time. Possibly years.”
“Jesus. Like a Fritzl scenario?”
“Like a what?”
“Josef Fritzl. It was a famous case in Europe, held his own daughter captive in a cellar for decades. I think she had six or seven kids with him, all resulting from rapes.”
“I think I remember him.”
“Total bastard.”
“Couldn’t agree more.”
Nightingale was interrupted by the Uber driver saying something and leaned forward to see the airport lights in the near distance.
“Looks like we’re at the airport,” he told Wainwright. “Valerie said I’ll be on your private plane?”
“Not quite. Mine’s being serviced. Friend of a friend.”
“Benefits of the Billionaire Club, right Joshua?”
“Don’t you just know it.”
“So, I can phone you when I’m in the air if I need to?”
“Yes. Have a read of some of the documents and get back to me. I’ll try and make things easy for you when you land.”
“What if we’re too late?” asked Nightingale. “What if she kills them all before I get there?”
“Then we’ll know that we tried. Even if she does, you can try to talk to her and find out why she did it.”
“You think that will matter?”
“This is bigger than just her, Jack. I can’t explain why right now, it’s just part of something bigger that’s been building for a while. Read the documents and we’ll speak shortly. He ended the call.
The Uber pulled up at a short stay drop-off and Nightingale reached for his wallet.
“It’s all paid for,” said the driver, giving Nightingale a smile. 
Of course it is, thought Nightingale. He grabbed his carry-on luggage case and thanked the driver. Checking his watch he saw that it was just after 7:30pm Pacific Time, and Texas would be plus two hours for Central Standard Time. The sun had disappeared behind the horizon during the cab ride and he could feel a chill in the air. He sighed. Something told him it might be a long night.
 
 

CHAPTER 5
 
The Gulfstream jet landed at Houston Airport - also known as George Bush Intercontinental Airport Houston - just under an hour and a half after taking off and a black stretch limousine was waiting for him outside the general aviation terminal. He climbed in, and the driver put the limousine in gear. Valerie may have been one cold fish but she was certainly efficient. As they left the airport, Nightingale thought about what he’d read on the flight. The reports on Evangalista’s life during her years from suddenly becoming orphaned and taken in by the authorities to the final missing person report and the following summary reports and police updates. Buried were accusations of assault, battery, rape, other sexual assaults and beatings, all ignored and written off as the imagination of a mentally disturbed young girl. It seemed inconceivable that these things weren’t more thoroughly investigated.
It was depressing reading and by the end of it he felt angry at the continued failures she’d suffered through. If even just half of it was true, he wondered how she’d managed to survive with her mental health intact for so long. Then again, from what Wainwright had said she’d finally snapped. He wondered yet again how he could possibly help, and whether any of the people she was terrorising were left alive. Once hostage takers started killing, things usually escalated pretty quickly – multiple killings usually signified a conclusion to a kidnapping episode.
When the limousine arrived at the entrance drive to the Senator’s property, two men in dark black military uniforms blocked the way and one leaned down to talk to the driver.
“No entry, Sir,” he said. He was a young black man in his late twenties. His eyes flicked to Nightingale in the back seat. The driver turned and shrugged. Nightingale reached for the door handle and the two men immediately stepped back a couple of paces and raised their weapons.
“Stay in the car, Sir!” commanded the second man, raising the weapon to his eyeline despite the short distance between them. A comms device hissed static attached to his chest and he reached down and pressed a button. “Nothing to worry about,” he said in a tight voice. “Just a visitor that we’re turning away. Consider it handled.”
Nightingale slowly raised his hands inside the car and spoke in a calm voice.
“I’ve been sent here to help,” he said. “I’m a trained negotiator.”
“Trained by who?” asked the first man, leaning down for another close look at him.
“The Metropolitan Police, back in London. It’s been a few years but I still have the necessary skills. Joshua Wainwright sent me to see if I could help.”
“Never heard of him,” said the man, stepping back and raising the weapon once more. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave, Sir.”
Nightingale sighed, dropping his hands. “There’s no way…?”
“We have a situation here, Sir. At this moment in time we need you to exit the area.” He switched his attention to the driver. “Now please, turn this car around and leave.”
“No problem,” muttered the driver and executed a three-point turn and started driving away. After no more than half a mile or so, Nightingale asked him to stop.
“You don’t want to go back to the airport?” asked the driver.
“Not a chance. Let me out.”
“You’re going back there? Shit, you’re going to get yourself shot.”
“I’ll be fine. Thanks for the ride.”
Nightingale climbed out and stood and watched as the limousine’s tail lights receded into the distance. Before long he was alone, surrounded by the Texas night. He called Wainwright. Valerie answered and passed over the phone. Did she have any kind of life of her own, he wondered, away from Wainwright?
“Jack,” said Wainwright in his Texan drawl. “You made it then?”
“Slight technical hitch. Some military types won’t let me near the place.”
“That’s not totally unexpected. I’m still working on it. My influence doesn’t stretch as far as I’d like, sometimes. Just wait where you are and let me see what I can do.”
“Okay. Any updates?”
“At least two people are left alive, screams were heard a few minutes ago.”
“How come no-one’s stormed the place yet?”
“They have their own negotiator trying to calm things down. Since the Waco days everybody’s terrified of rushing in and making a desperate situation ten times worse. Hang fire, Jack.”
The line went dead as Wainwright hung up. Nightingale stood in the dark, stamping his feet against the chill. He’d just taken a cigarette out and was about to light it when a voice next to him made him jump with fright.
“Hello Jack,” said the voice. “Fancy seeing you here.”
 
 

CHAPTER 6
 
The last time Nightingale had seen Proserpine, which was more recently than he’d have liked, she had been a skeletal figure in a red robe, gathering souls under the guise of Lady Death and offering her protection to the followers of the Santa Muerte cult. She’d made it very clear that Nightingale’s interference was a hindrance to her plans and that one day soon he would pay for it with his life, and probably his soul. She had once owned his soul and he had made a deal to take it back. Every time he saw her since then, he could feel the anger within her. 
She presented herself to him with her more usual look - the eternal goth girl, dressed in black. The style had changed slightly over the years, the skirt a little longer or shorter sometimes, the fishnet tights a little more ripped when fashion in Nightingale’s world thought that the distressed look was more in vogue. It was as though the way she presented herself to him was exactly the way he would have expected to see her each time he did see her. But her face never changed. Beautiful. Strange. Cold.
“Proserpine,” he said, acknowledging her presence and trying not to let her see how much she’d frightened him. He looked down at the border collie dog, her ever faithful companion. It curled its top lip at him but didn’t snarl. That was progress. “Do you think one day he might let me pat his head?” he asked her.
“Not if you like your fingers.”
“I thought not. Why are you here?”
“Do I need to explain myself to you?” she asked. 
“You don’t, but it would save a lot of faffing about.”
“Remember who you’re talking to, Jack,” she warned.
“Oh, I know. Believe me.”
Nightingale was mortally afraid of this thing before him, this demonic figure. Their paths had crossed many times, and though he used to think their relationship was mutually beneficial he knew that really it wasn’t. It was a very one-sided relationship, undoubtedly in her favour. But even though she terrified him, and though one day she would probably get her hands on his soul and make him pay for all the times he’d walked away from her, there was a spark of defiance deep within him.
He couldn’t help himself. Because for all the terror that she inspired, all of the dread, he was still here. Living, breathing, not yet damned to an eternity in Hell as her plaything. He wasn’t so stupid as to think that he was outwitting her, but he did feel that sometimes he could push her a little, test her boundaries by saying or doing something she didn’t like. He looked at her through the darkness. Her black eyes glittered. There was no way of knowing what she was thinking but no doubt it wasn’t pleasant.
“It would help if I had some inkling of your current plans,” he said. “It’s a strange sort of coincidence that you’ve turned up at a hotspot that I’ve been summoned to.”
“It that how you explain your friend’s requests? Summonings?”
“You know what I mean.”
She turned to look across the darkness to the distant light of the Senator’s mansion. “I’m here to help you,” she said.
He almost laughed out loud. “This is a new one. How are you going to help me?”
“You want to get inside that house over there, isn’t that right?”
“It is. What do I have to give up in return for your help?”
“Jack, you’re getting more cynical with age. Can’t a princess of Hell offer some occasional assistance without expectations of favours in return?”
“Like I said, I know who I’m talking to. Help doesn’t come without some pain coming my way. Do you remember the time you sent three serial killers after me just because I asked you a few questions?”
“I remember,” she said, smiling. “I didn’t expect you to live through that. You’ve done well to come so far.”
“I’d like to keep it that way.”
“You’ll be mine, one day. Now, enough time wasting. Do you want to get in, or not?”
“You know I do.”
“And we’ll just say that you owe me one if I get you inside?”
“No. We both know my getting inside that property will be beneficial to you as well as me.”
“You and your negotiating skills. You never stop, do you?”
She regarded him for a few seconds and then turned and started walking away. He quickly lit up a cigarette, cupping his hand in front of the lighter flame. It would be a tiny dot in the darkness but he didn’t want to give their presence away to the men with the guns.
They walked in the darkness and he caught up with her, giving her canine companion a wide berth.
“You do know that if these guys start shooting then I’ve basically had it?” he asked her.
“Nobody’s shooting anyone.”
“You’re not going to kill them, are you?”
“Quiet, please.”
They walked for a few minutes in the darkness. Nightingale finished his cigarette, paused to crush it underfoot and pocketed up the nub. He had no idea what was coming, or who would see him, but knew that keeping all evidence of his involvement to a minimum would be a sensible option.
They walked to the entrance road and the soldiers were there waiting for them. At the sight of Proserpine they didn’t raise their guns but called out something and she drew up close and spoke to them. They stepped aside and she beckoned Nightingale through. The security detail was lost in the darkness as they walked closer to the lights of the Senator’s mansion.
“What did you say to them?” he asked her.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said, turning and giving him a knowing look. “All you need to know is it worked.”
They were met another three times before they reached the entrance to the mansion and each time Proserpine smoothed their way closer. On the threshold she stopped.
“Aren’t you coming in?” he asked her.
“You have to do this on your own. I can’t be seen by whoever is in there.”
“The girl?”
“That’s not just a girl. Something has bestowed a great deal of power upon her, and the effects are causing ripples in my world.” He thought of Wainwright’s words, something about this being bigger than just a girl and some killings.
“In Hell, you mean?”
She nodded.
“But in the grand scheme of things, what does a few deaths here matter?”
“Do you realise how callous that makes you sound?”
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
“Yes, you did. And this isn’t the first time, Jack.”
He wondered what in the hell that was supposed to mean but knew he didn’t have time to discuss it with her right then. It was time to save whatever lives he could. He turned, took a deep breath and entered the mansion.
 
 

CHAPTER 7
 
Nightingale had seen all manner of ugly things in his life and the interior of Senator George Pierce’s dining room was right up there with the worst. Bloodbath was too genteel a description. It was hard to imagine that all of the blood had once been contained within just a few people. There was so much of it. People had been torn apart and turned inside out in this room. He felt the sick rising in his throat and fought to keep it down.
Before him, a young woman stood looking up at a battered, bloody figure of a man who was somehow levitating in the air before her. Around the room, four other figures were in a similar position. One by one, they noticed Nightingale and looked at him with terrified, pleading eyes. He could see it written across their faces – they thought he could be their salvation.
The girl slowly turned her head to see what the others were looking at. She saw Nightingale and turned towards him.
“Who are you?” she asked him. “Why are you here?”
He took a few paces towards her and instinctively raised his right hand a little and held it in front of himself. Back in the old days of his Met training, he’d been taught a Geoff Thompson martial arts technique called ‘the fence’, where close quarter proximity with a dangerous, potentially violent assailant meant that some sort of distance had to be maintained. If the aggressor was out of distance of the ‘fence’, it meant that a physical attack wasn’t yet possible. It was an automatic, if inappropriate response to this particular situation.
Due to the carnage already played out, he thought it best to dive straight in. The time for gentle tactics had passed and they both knew why he was there. Anybody entering that room would have been there to try and stop her, she would have known that. 
“I’m here to ask that you stop hurting these people. I’m a police negotiator.”
She looked around the room and surveyed her handiwork with a grim smile.
“You might be a bit late.”
“Not quite. You still have some people that you can let go. I know why you’re angry, Evangalista. I’ve read your files.”
“So, you know what these people did to me?”
“I do. But killing them isn’t the answer.”
“I think it is.”
He forced himself to look at the dead bodies littering the room. There could be no doubt that they’d been killed in the most painful ways that she could think of. One of the few still living cried out “Help us!” and Nightingale forced himself to ignore it. Engaging with one of the victims whilst he was still conversing with the aggressor would only invite further disaster.
“But what does killing these people achieve?” he asked her. “I can imagine that you’re getting some pleasure out of it, that finally getting some sort of revenge feels really good. But that feeling won’t last and what you’ve done today will affect you for the rest of your life. If you kill them all, their deaths will haunt you.”
The fact that she was actually listening to him was a good sign. She hadn’t interrupted, she was letting him state his case. Many negotiations involved dispersing anger and she appeared to be rational and calm. Of course, that could have also been a sign that she was utterly insane.
“Wouldn’t it be better to see these people jailed for a very long time instead? Forced to live with what they did to you? You still have that option. I know that your primary motive here is to exact revenge, but sometimes a better revenge is to let people live with their crimes. Drag the things they did to you into the spotlight so everyone can see how horrible they are. Does that make sense?”
She moved towards him so that they were only a few feet apart. He felt drawn into those ice-blue eyes, felt the air warping around himself. 
“Let me show you what they did,” she said.
 
 

CHAPTER 8
 
She took him away from the Senator’s mansion and into another place. Suddenly, Nightingale found himself in a small room with painted white walls, with a single strip light in the ceiling. A double mattress with some thin blankets was positioned against one wall. He looked down and saw that his own body had changed – he was now looking at pale, thin arms and thin legs. He couldn’t quite understand what was happening, how the girl had done this to him.
He knew he should be standing in the dining room of George Pierce’s mansion, and knew that he actually still was, that this was all in his mind. Even so, he was her. This was real. He shifted position and felt a cold steel ring around his ankle. He saw the chain tethering it to one of the walls. He shivered, dressed only in a flimsy white cotton smock. As he stood there, feeling the girl’s physicality, quickly becoming used to his new body, more details and information flooded into his brain. The ache in his bones, the soreness between his legs. The relentless loneliness. The fear.
At one end of the room, a door opened. A figure stood in the doorway, a dark corridor behind him. A fat man in a suit. He was in his mid-forties, balding with red cheeks and a sweaty forehead. Nightingale could imagine a man like this in an office environment – meek, quiet, perhaps a little bullied by his colleagues. The kind of man nobody really wants to be friends with, the loner. The weirdo. His eyes were shiny and cold, and they glittered at the sight of the girl. Nightingale saw the lecherous leer and backed away as the man entered the room and closed the door behind him.
In this room, away from the world where he was a fat nobody, the man was a predator. With no-one looking, or judging, he could unleash his secret personality, the real version of himself. And it was ugly. 
“Get out!” warned Nightingale, but his voice was high pitched and weak. He held an arm out in front of himself and it too was weak. Even some out of shape, doughy man like this was going to be impossible to fight off. With a creeping sensation, and the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end, Nightingale realised what was about to happen.
“I get it,” he shouted. “I understand! Evangalista!”
The man had taken off his jacket and shirt and was undoing his trousers. He looked at Nightingale. “Who the hell are you talking to?” he asked. He stepped out of his trousers and Nightingale couldn’t help but notice that the man had a hard-on.
“Evangalista!” he shouted. “Come on, I get it. I’ve read the reports, I know. Get me out, now.”
The man was soon naked and stood there with a great smile on his lips. He looked at Nightingale with cold eyes. “Take off your dress,” ordered the man.
“You don’t want to do this,” he said, immediately regretting his choice of words. Of course the sick bastard wanted to do this, that’s precisely why he was here. “I know your face. Believe me, this won’t end well for you. You have a chance to stop this, do you hear me?” As he said those words, he had the sickening realisation that nothing was going to stop what was about to happen. This wasn’t actually happening. This was a memory, a distorted one where the girl was somehow making Nightingale live through it in her place. This wasn’t his situation to escape from. It was hers. And she hadn’t.
Nothing Nightingale could say or do was going to stop this.
“You’re a paedophile, you sick piece of shit!’ Nightingale shouted. “Take a look at yourself, see what you’re doing.”
“If you don’t stop talking I’m going to kill you after I’ve raped you,” said the man. Nightingale wondered if he’d ever heard a darker set of words strung together in a sentence. He decided that appealing to Evangalista one more time was his last hope. “Come on!” he cried out. “Let me out, I can help you! I won’t try to stop you, I can see that now. Get me out, please!”
The man strode forward, deceptively quickly for someone that looked so physically useless, and slammed a fist hard into Nightingale’s face. He crumpled and fell to the cold tile floor, shocked and freezing with the dread of it all.
“Didn’t I tell you to shut up?” said the man. He lashed out again before dropping down to smother him with his body weight. Nightingale struggled and tried to fight but he was too small, too weak.
Evangelista forced him to stay there, to endure what she had endured. All through the rape, the man swore at him and he felt blow after blow of the man’s fist crashing into his face, his head. And when Evangalista finally brought him back to the real world, to the horror of the blood-soaked dining room of the late Senator, Nightingale looked at her in horror.
“Now do you understand?” she asked.
Nightingale nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Yes I do.”
 
 

CHAPTER 9
 
Nightingale turned his back on her and started walking towards the exit. His mind was still reeling from the attack. It had felt so real. He felt violated at the deepest level, even though it hadn’t really happened to him. His body was not there when he was being raped, it was the girl’s. But he still felt physically sick, his mind felt like it had been violated as well.
He ignored the rising cries for help from those he was leaving to their fate. He heard a scream as one of the survivors literally exploded. He heard more screams, but didn’t turn to see, as a levitating man’s eyes forced their way out of his head on stalks that stretched until they snapped, and his tongue extended from his mouth until his mouth and throat could no longer contain it. His head snapped back, broken in half at the jawline. Still the man managed to scream. As Nightingale walked through the doorway into the corridor leading to the front door, a dozen men in military uniforms rushed past him and burst into the dining room. They ignored Nightingale, as if they couldn’t even see him.
As he left the property, shots were fired and there were more screams. Muffled explosions. The front windows shattered and body parts were flung out onto the carefully manicured lawns. Some of the bits were dressed in tatters of military uniforms.
All the while a rising scream went up, numerous voices entwined together, a vocal rope of agonies that halted, strand by strand. There was a terrific commotion as gunfire sprayed wildly, causing those white-faced people remaining outside to cower behind their vehicles in terror.
As Nightingale reached the edge of the lawns he was joined by Proserpine. The dog looked at him with its head tilted sideways. Proserpine stepped in front of Nightingale and forced him to stop. He looked at her with dead eyes.
“What happened in there?” she asked.
“I couldn’t stop her.”
“Couldn’t? Or wouldn’t?”
“Both. I couldn’t have even if I wanted to. After what she showed me, I didn’t want to.”
“What did she show you?”
“Not now. I need a cold beer and an entire pack of cigarettes.” As if speaking the words made him realise he had cigarettes on him, Nightingale seemed to come to a little and reached inside his jacket pocket for his Marlboros. He took one out with shaky hands and lit it, inhaling deeply. Cigarette smoke had never tasted better.
Proserpine looked him over. “That’s really affected you, what happened in there, hasn’t it?” she asked. There was no empathy in her voice, no concern. Just curiosity, perhaps a touch of amusement. He didn’t reply, just enjoyed the pull of the cigarette and the burn in his lungs. “I can’t say I’m not disappointed, Jack. I was relying on you to put a stop to the killing.”
“Well, you can’t always get what you want.”
“I’ve killed people for far less insolence than this,” she said.
Nightingale shrugged. “I don’t care. Do what you will. All I know is I need a beer and the rest of the world can go to hell whilst I get myself straight.” He patted his pockets down and pulled out his phone.
“Just one thing, before you phone your friend,” she said. “Who else was in there with you?”
“What do you mean?”
“Exactly that. Anyone else, pulling the strings? Directing the girl?”
“Not that I saw. She was running the show all by herself. Who else were you expecting?”
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “If I’m right, you’ll find out soon enough. Come on, let’s go,” she said, patting her thigh and turning to walk away. With one last look at Nightingale, the border collie followed her into the darkness. Then reality flickered and they were gone. Behind him, the mansion had fallen silent. He realised, with a literal shock of horror, that the figure of the girl, bloody and red, was framed by the doorway, standing there as if watching him. Then there was a flicker of light and she was gone.
Nightingale walked way and called Wainwright. The billionaire answered the call himself.
“How did it go?” he asked Nightingale.
“Not well. Everybody died.”
“Well, that’s going to make the news in the morning, that’s for sure. Are you OK?”
“I am, thanks for asking. I need a lift out of here though. Can you arrange for the limo to come and get me.”
“I can, but…”
“But what?”
“I need you to go straight to the airport.”
Nightingale stopped walking and sighed. He didn’t want to ask the next question but knew he had to.”
“Why?” he asked simply.
“We had a similar situation in Flagstaff a couple of weeks ago.”
“Flagstaff?”
“It’s in Arizona. I’d like you to go and talk to the survivors and see what you can find out.”
“Similar how? People were levitating and exploding?”
“Is that what you saw?”
Nightingale blew smoke up at the night sky. “Yeah.”
“Not quite the same, then,” added Wainwright. “But more dead than today, I think.”
“How many?”
“Forty. It was a high school incident.”
“I’m not being funny, but they’re pretty common over here. Mass shootings are ten-a-penny, it’s a consequence of the gun laws.”
“They weren’t shot, Jack. They were drowned.”
“What, like all pushed into the pool or something?”
“There was no pool. Somehow, they drowned in their classrooms, all at the same time. It’s why it’s been kept out of the news, the whole incident has been locked down and they have the FBI looking into it.”
“I won’t lie, it sounds intriguing, but I was enjoying a perfectly good holiday before all of this started. Is there any way I could take a pass?”
“I’m sorry, Jack, I need you. We need to find out exactly what happened, and how these seemingly impossible deaths occurred. We need to find out if it’s linked with what happened tonight – if it is, then we might have something big on our hands.”
“Big? Like what?”
“I’m not sure yet. I need more information.”
“Joshua, there’s something I need to tell you.”
“Limo’s already on its way. What is it?”
Nightingale stood for a second in the darkness, briefly lit in a red glow as he took a deep drag of the cigarette.
“These people that were killed tonight – they were bad people.”
“We all do bad things now and then, Jack.”
“Not like this. We’re talking real evil.”
“What are you trying to say?”
“I’m saying that I didn’t try my hardest to save them. They deserved it.”
“Was that your call to make?”
“I’m not sure it matters. Even if I’d wanted to, I don’t think I could have done a damned thing to stop her.”
“Is the girl dead now?”
“No. She finished killing everyone and then just went.”
There was a pause on the end of the line. Eventually, Wainwright spoke again.
“There’ll be another car waiting at Pulliam Airport once you land, it’ll take you to a hotel. I’ll have Valerie ready an information pack for you so it’ll be waiting at reception first thing. Night, Jack. Get some sleep.”
Wainwright hung up and Nightingale was left alone again in the darkness. He sat in the road and waited. Two more cigarettes and fifteen minutes later, he saw headlights approaching. 
 
 

CHAPTER 10
 
Nightingale was dog tired when he arrived at the Flagstaff Hilton Garden Inn, his brief nap on the plane being interrupted by the terrible visions inside his head. He liked to think of himself as reasonably durable, relatively unaffected by things he’d seen. And he’d seen plenty of terrible things. But something about the events with the Esparza girl had fundamentally shifted something inside. He didn’t know what, exactly, but he knew that he wasn’t the same person he was just twenty four hours earlier. 
He tossed his travel bag onto a chair by the bed and flopped down fully clothed. He felt grimy but he was too tired and the last thing he wanted was to wake himself up with a shower. He couldn’t even be bothered to rouse himself enough to sneak a crafty cigarette on the balcony. Instead, he lay on his chest with his eyes closed and willed unconsciousness to claim him.
He managed a few hours and miraculously felt refreshed when he awoke early the next morning, more so after a shower. He grabbed fresh underwear from his bag and threw the worn ones in the bin. He wasn’t enough of a domesticated creature to lug his dirty briefs around the country with him, preferring instead to buy new and travel light. 
After a continental breakfast, he checked at reception and found a package waiting for him. Valerie had FedExed some paperwork overnight and he took it back to his room to evaluate over a coffee. It made grim reading.
The Flagstaff and Fort Valley High School had been experiencing an ordinary day until an officially unidentified girl wandered in through the grounds and had made her way through the main campus building. She seemed to know exactly where she was going, which indicated that she had some knowledge of the campus layout, which indicated a knowledge of the school grounds and a level of premeditation. She had a goal in mind and kept a check on the violence until she got to where she wanted to go.
For a story that hadn’t yet been fully released to the media, Wainwright had managed to get some amazing inside information, including colour hi-resolution stills from security camera footage around the campus.
The girl looked around sixteen to seventeen years old, and was of average height with strikingly blonde hair tied back in a pony tail. She wore blue jeans and a red t-shirt emblazoned with a vector graphic of a tiger’s face. She looked tall, somewhere approaching the six feet mark, and her limbs seemed elongated and slightly too thin. A separate document identified her as Madeleine Anderson - still unconfirmed - and Nightingale reasoned that it was probably correct judging by her appearance – the blonde hair and height seemed appropriate for someone of Scandinavian origin, and the surname Anderson would fit that theory.
She lived a few miles south in Kachina Village. She’d driven her own car – which helped to confirm the identity of the girl – a short way up the I-17 and left it parked in the campus, failing to retrieve it once the murders were completed. Footage had shown her walking off site and then, just like the Esparza girl, she’d gone off the grid. Nightingale Googled the street she lived in on his phone and took a brief look around on street view. Large, single storey adobe style houses with hardy potted perennials and cacti scattered about. Not the most obvious sort of place for a tall, thin blonde girl with Scandinavian ancestry to live but she’d been brought there by her parents. A single sheet in the file gave brief bios of the parents. The mother was a housewife, settled well into the local community, joined a bunch of book clubs and craft groups. The father was an engineer, and had dragged the family to various places in his wake as he followed the work, some time in Germany, Belize, Dubai and Oregon immediately before Arizona. He was currently working as a Project Engineer for a company based in Flagstaff.
Nothing about Anderson seemed particularly threatening. It looked like a stiff breeze would knock her over. A couple of the images showed her face, but from an angle that didn’t really give a good view of her eyes. It was human instinct to try and gaze into the eyes of a murderer, just to see if one could spot the darkness within. Nightingale knew more than most that this wasn’t especially true but it never stopped him trying anyway.
He read through a crime scene report. Wainwright obviously had a contact in the police who wasn’t afraid of data breaching sensitive and confidential information. Nightingale tried to play the events through in his mind. Forty young bodies scattered throughout three separate areas within the science block. The attack limited to that area alone. Another quick Google told him that 1500 students attended the school. 
Everyone not confined to that particular block had come to no harm. So why would the girl attack that particular area? Was there a specific target in mind and everyone else was collateral damage? Or was it just that the science block was constructed in such a fashion that it could cope with a sudden monumental deluge of water and contain it long enough to cause the drowning of everyone inside.
And that was the most obvious point to consider in this whole thing – how had this waif of a girl managed to flood the science block in such a sudden and devastating manner? It made no sense. Right from the outset, it seemed like the most improbable and impractical way to kill people. Why not just get a gun and start shooting? That would require a lot less effort.
But Madeleine Anderson had no equipment with her when she walked through the grounds immediately preceding the attack. Did that mean she had previously stored it in advance? And what kind of equipment would be needed to fill such a large area with water without it escaping as quickly as it poured in? No building was watertight to that extent, surely? And where did all of that water come from? Did she connect up to the mains supply? Another quick Google pulled up a map and he could see no nearby bodies of water to draw from.
Assuming she had somehow managed to hide the necessary equipment and have nobody discover it, and assuming she had connected to the main water supply and it was capable of drawing out so much water so quickly, then how big would the pump itself have to be? He couldn’t imagine anything capable of moving so much water so quickly could be anything smaller than room-sized. Which completely ruled out the possibility of Anderson putting such equipment on site without the help of other people and some serious lifting power. Surely someone would have noticed any of this happening and queried it?
None of it made any sense. 
But Nightingale knew that logic and reason were not going to be useful tools in this situation. He knew that all of the speculation in his head was just his trained mind thinking of scenarios to the facts that had been presented to him. The water, the drownings. All those years in the police, all the years that followed, working cases and making deductions from the information at hand. But this time, who was he kidding? Certainly not himself. There was no way this Anderson girl could have orchestrated an event like this one. This had been a supernatural event and all the questions he’d been asking himself so far had been the wrong ones.
The first thing he needed to do was speak to the parents, and after that some of survivors. There were sixty students in that area and twenty of them had managed to escape. All were confined to the smallest of the three rooms, and it happened to have windows that were still openable from the inside. The other rooms had non-opening windows due to the air-conditioning set-up, but the third room was older and hadn’t yet been refurbished.
He needed to find out if there was an intended target, if any of the victims had a connection to the Anderson girl. He needed to find out as much as he could about her, to try and find a motivation for the slaughter she’d perpetrated. Maybe, like Esparza, someone in the facility had abused her. But there was no way all of those forty dead could have been connected to an abuse ring, so if she had gone after just one of them then the collateral damage was savage. Nobody was that deranged or evil, surely? That was a question that he’d never be able to find an answer for. He’d seen enough in his time to know that yes, some people were literally capable of such carnage.
He checked in with Wainwright over the phone.
“What do you think?” asked his benefactor. “Were the documents useful?”
“Very much,” said Nightingale. “I think you may be right about this one being connected. I don’t know how yet but it’s obviously not something that the perpetrator did without some magical assistance.”
“Yes, I thought the same. What are your plans now?”
“I’m going to talk to the parents of Madeleine Anderson and find out what I can about the girl who did this.”
“Madeleine Anderson hasn’t been formally identified yet, you caught that from the files though?”
“I did, but that’s her car and her parents will obviously confirm when I show them the picture. After that I’m going to speak to some of the survivors – if you could get some contact details together for me that would save me a job.”
“Of course, I’ll get Valerie right on it.”
 
 

CHAPTER 11
 
Flagstaff was originally home to the Ancestral Puebloans, the Hisatsinom, the People of Long Ago. Their descendants became the Hopi, and northern Arizona became Hopi Indian country. They were one of the most peaceful Native American tribes, diverting their energies into creative skills to make pottery, carvings and basketry. Like their continental peers, interactions with Europeans discovering the ‘New World’ eventually deprived them of their own land and left them restricted to modern Reservations. The Spaniards were particularly terrible, enslaving the Hopi and forcing them to work the land, resulting in the 1680 Pueblo Revolt and the killing of these Spanish overlords. Although the Spanish never re-established control over the Hopi, more white men came and eventually the ability to successfully fight back was taken from them. Today, some 20,000 Hopi are restricted to living on the Hopi and the Colorado River Indian Tribes reservations.
Their place names can still be found on some regional maps. Shungopavi, Tsimontukwi, Hotvela. But the most obvious is perhaps Kachina, home to the Anderson family. In their mythology, the Kachinas are the spiritual personifications of things in our world. With fluid pantheons relative to different villages, Kachinas can represent anything from a deceased relative, to a special place, to celestial objects like the stars or even abstract concepts like thunderstorms or wind.
All over this part of the world, whether being sold to tourists in the form of corn, wood or even resin, or on display at establishments sympathetic to the Hopi cause, you can find Kachina dolls. Carved figures, now highly collectible, representing each of the known 250 or so individual identifiable spiritual embodiments. In special ceremonies, men often dress as Kachina figures and for the time they wear the costume they are the Kachina.
The Anderson property had a number of these figures scattered about the grounds. The driveway was taken up with a Prius, no more than 18 months old. Behind it was a garage and Nightingale wondered if there was another car inside. He parked up and stood outside the house for a few moments looking around, enjoying the sun and enjoying a few pulls from a Marlboro. The street was quiet. So quiet, in fact, that Mikkel Anderson had heard the engine and emerged from the house to look Nightingale over.
“Can I help you?” he asked, striding forwards in a manner so direct that Nightingale steadied himself for a potentially aggressive confrontation. He dropped his cigarette butt and crushed it with the sole of his Hush Puppy, ensuring it was out. You had to be careful of inadvertently starting wildfires in the hotter, drier states. He reached out to shake Anderson’s hand.
“My name’s Nightingale,” he said. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to talk to you about your daughter.”
Anderson immediately looked suspicious, retreating his hand just as it was about to make contact. “Are you the police?” he asked. “We’re done talking with the police, you must have everything you need from us. What, is this five, six times now?”
“I’m not with the police, Mr Anderson. More of a private investigator. Different kettle of fish entirely.”
Anderson looked bewildered.
“A kettle of what, did you say?”
“It’s just a turn of phrase. It means I have nothing to do with the police, although some of my questions may be similar. My intention here is to help, Mr Anderson.” Nightingale gestured towards the house. “May we speak inside?”
Anderson stood in silence for a few seconds, mulling it over, and then visibly relaxed. His shoulders slumped as though all the air had suddenly gone out of him. “Follow me,” he said in a quiet voice, and walked back along the paved slabs towards the open front door. As Nightingale walked behind, he was conscious of the knee-high carved wooden figures watching him. Wooden dolls in elaborate native costumes, one with an eagle head and spread wings, another with a rounded face edged with feathers.
Inside, the atmosphere was much cooler. Nightingale was led into an open lounge and directed to sit on a blue sofa draped with woollen throws. He sat and waited for Anderson to do the same, but he remained standing.
“My daughter…” he began, trailing off. He rubbed at his eyes with the back of his hand and couldn’t quite bring himself to face his visitor. “Do you think she is still alive?”
“I have no reason to suspect otherwise, although she does seem to have done a good job of vanishing. I presume the police have searched the house?”
“Three times, each time it was like a goddamned tornado had ripped through the house. Took me ages to get everything straight.”
“I’m sorry that you’re going through this, Mr Anderson. Hopefully we can find out what’s going on and try to make some sense of it.”
“Thank you. I, er… would you like a drink, Mr…? I’m sorry, I seem to have forgotten your name already.”
“Nightingale. Some water would be lovely, thank you.”
Anderson disappeared into the shadows of a hallway and Nightingale heard the clink of glass and the rattle of a tap. He looked around the lounge, his eyes briefly pausing on various photos scattered about. The tall, thin blonde girl was in most of them. A close-up portrait finally gave him the chance to look into her eyes. They looked perfectly normal, though not a little sad.
Anderson returned with the water and handed the glass to Nightingale before sitting down. The brief time away in the kitchen seemed to have strengthened his resolve.
“Tell me,” he said, “what do you need to know?”
“It would help me if you first told me how much you know. About what happened.”
“They say my Maddy killed a bunch of people. They’re wrong, she wouldn’t ever do that.”
“And have they told you the way that the people died?”
He shook his head and looked up at Nightingale. “Do you know?” he asked.
“I do, but I’m not really allowed to say. This is an active case and I don’t want to be held accountable for divulging facts not yet released to the public.”
Anderson’s eyes flashed and Nightingale suddenly saw another side to him. A quick temper. Controlled anger.
“I’m not the public,” said Anderson, his voice edged with the gravel of anger. As soon as it registered with Nightingale it was gone again. “I’m her father,” he continued. “She’s never hurt another person, or even an animal, in all the time I raised her. She was caring, and shy. She was a sensitive girl.”
“So how long have you lived here? What brought you to Arizona?” asked Nightingale.
“Can you tell me how they died?” said Anderson, ignoring the question. “I mean, nobody’s told me anything other than the fact that she’s dangerous and they need to arrest her for what happened. I haven’t seen it on the news, nobody’s talking. Do you know what happened, really?”
“I do. I’ll do you a deal, Mr Anderson. Answer all of my questions as honestly as you can and at the end of this I’ll tell you what I know. Does that sound fair to you?”
Anderson nodded, once, and Nightingale saw a flicker of hope cross his eyes.
“We’ve not been here long. About seven months. Before that we were in Oregon for almost a year and before that Dubai.”
“Your job involves a lot of travel, then.”
“I go where I’m needed.”
“And your family go with you?”
“The company provide accommodation, and deal with things like setting Maddy up in local schools. It just works out easier for us. For me, especially.”
Nightingale sipped at his water and felt the craving for a cigarette.
“Would you mind if I smoke?” he asked. He could have dampened down the urge until the interview was over, but there was no real harm in asking. Anderson could only say no, and he didn’t look the sort to give him a lecture on the dangers of smoking. A lecture Nightingale had heard many, many times, often delivered by interfering sorts with no right to try and force their opinion onto him. Some people were so offended by Nightingale’s smoking habit that they even approached him in public places like parks and beaches and asked him to stop. They spouted their rhetoric about the dangers of smoking, the damage it caused to one’s health, all the while getting redder in the face and sometimes looking like they were about to keel over themselves. The reactions were getting more extreme by the day. There was none of this nonsense in the glorious heyday of smoking, when every pop star and actor worth their salt had a cigarette dangling from their lips and a coolness that would never grow old. It did, of course, and quite a few of them died of lung cancer or emphysema, but even more of them died of causes completely unrelated to smoking. You take your chances. You let other people get on with it. 
“We’re not smokers,” said Anderson apologetically. “But I don’t mind. I’ll get you an ashtray, we have one somewhere from when we used to smoke.” He looked even more apologetic as he said “I really should declutter; I can’t seem to throw anything away. I can’t even get the car in the garage anymore.”
He returned and placed the ashtray onto a small mosaic coffee table, another Kachina design. He moved it closer to Nightingale and sat back down.
“Was Madeleine a happy girl?” asked Nightingale.
Anderson looked at him sharply. “What do you mean by that?”
“I’m just asking. When they find Madeleine – Maddy – then they’re going to be looking at a motive. I’m trying to establish what they’ll be dealing with.”
“But asking for a motive means that you think she did it.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“But do you think she did it?” he asked, his eyes imploring Nightingale to say no.
“I can’t lie to you, Mr Anderson. I’ve seen some of the security footage photos from the school. Maddy was definitely there when it happened. And after it was all over, dead or alive she’s the only one unaccounted for. Whether she did it or not, she’ll be in a lot of trouble when she turns up.”
“So why are you asking if she was happy?”
“Mr Anderson, I’m trying to be honest with you here. I simply don’t know if Maddy committed these murders or not. Nobody does, at this moment, except the murderer. There are survivors and they have named Maddy, so it’s not looking good for her.”
Anderson hung his head and breathed quietly for a few moments. Nightingale smoked in silence, letting the information sink in. 
“She was a very happy child. We had a good life, I’ve always been well paid. We’ve been very lucky in getting to see a lot of the world, effectively for free. I always thought I was doing good by my family, I didn’t ever think there would be a downside.”
“And now you think there is?”
“We were rootless. It was very hard for Greta – she’s my wife – and even harder on Maddy. Moving from school to school is bad enough, but country to country? I didn’t think of all the times she’d have to make new friends and lose the old ones. I think by the time we got to Oregon she’d stopped trying.”
“Is your wife here? Can she join us?”
“I’m afraid my wife decided to leave me about three months ago. The last I heard she was somewhere near Reno. She left without bothering to say goodbye, not even to Maddy. That hit her hard as well.”
“I’m sorry. It sounds like things have been quite rough for your family. Can I ask why Greta left you? You don’t have to answer that, if you don’t want to.”
“I don’t mind. I only have myself to blame. I’m a selfish man. I like a drink. Truth is I’m sometimes not very pleasant to be around.”
“Were you ever violent?”
“No, nothing like that. I’d get worked up and shout a bit sometimes but nothing physical. I thought Greta should have been more grateful for the life I was giving her but it turns out that she hated it and just wanted to settle somewhere close to her family. I just didn’t see how hard things were for them. Just before she left, Greta told me that she’d been on anti-depressants for two years. I had no idea! Can you imagine how self-centred I must have been not to have noticed my own wife struggling with panic attacks and whacked out on Xanax?”
Nightingale snuffed out his cigarette and thought about lighting up a second one but restrained himself. Anderson was sitting looking at him with glazed eyes as though hoping that he had the answers to his problems.
“Was Maddy on any sort of medication?”
“Not that I know of. But I don’t think it would have been too long.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Like I said, I’m a selfish man. I like fishing, I like cycling in the mountains whenever I get a chance. Solo activities, things I do on my own. I don’t really have the capacity to be emotional. I’d leave all that to Greta. If Maddy had issues, I guess I hoped that Greta would sort it. But she had issues of her own and I guess they never really talked to each other. Not long after Greta left, Maddy came home with a bruise on her face. She’d tried to hide it with make up but I saw the swelling. When I asked her about it she broke down and told me she was being bullied.”
“Okay. By fellow pupils at the school?”
“Yes, but not just this school. The one in Oregon, too. And before that, in Dubai. Looking the way she does, she attracted a lot of unwanted attention out there. Greta too. I was glad when that assignment was over. But yes, she admitted that she’d been bullied for quite a while, in different places.”
Nightingale thought for a few moments and then lit a second cigarette anyway. 
“You said Maddy was a quiet, sensitive girl. Had she ever lashed out, gotten herself into any kind of physical confrontation?”
“No, never. She just wasn’t like that. When she was about fourteen I tried to get her to take up some sort of martial art to bring her out of her shell a little bit. She just wasn’t into it.”
“Did you do anything about the bullying?”
“She asked me not to. She didn’t want to make things worse. I tried to argue otherwise but she made me promise not to interfere.”
“Did she make any attempt to get it resolved herself?”
“I don’t think so. I heard her crying in her room sometimes. Screams too, a couple of times. That was terrifying, for both of us. I thought someone was in the house.”
“Screams?”
“Nightmares.”
“As in anxiety nightmares?”
“Both times I burst into her room to find her sitting up in bed looking scared out of her mind. She said that there was a man in her room. Both times, the same thing. A man in her room.”
“And there was no chance that there could have been?”
“Windows were all locked from the inside, nobody came past me. I searched the house, nothing.”
“Was she dreaming about anybody in particular?”
“She said he was a shadow man. She didn’t see a face, or anything he was wearing, she said it was just this dark figure moving around the room. He made a noise, like a buzzing sound. He talked to her but she was so scared that she just screamed.”
“That was obviously a sign of stress or anxiety, having a recurring dream like that. It does sound quite creepy, I have to say.”
“It was. And do you know the creepiest thing? Both times, we had dozens of flies suddenly appear in the house, we had to chase them all out the next morning. Hell of a coincidence, don’t you think?”
 
 

CHAPTER 12
 
Nightingale arranged to meet Peter Gregson outside The Toasted Owl Café. He was one of the names that Wainwright had given him, a survivor of the Flagstaff massacre. Nightingale arrived a little early and Gregson wasn’t there yet so he perused a menu and mulled over whether to eat now or later. He wasn’t particularly hungry and smoked a cigarette whilst he considered. Not knowing how the rest of the day would pan out, he decided to eat, in case the opportunity didn’t present itself later.
The exterior reminded Nightingale very much of a typical English pub, complete with a spacious courtyard loaded with tables and chairs. Inside it looked like a cross between a busy café and an independent artists’ garage sale, with signs around saying everything you could see was for sale – the art on the walls, the furniture, fixtures and fittings, the many eclectic styles of lighting hanging from the ceiling. It was all a bit colourful and garish for that time of the morning.
Back outside, he found Gregson waiting for him, or rather looking like he was considering leaving again before he was spotted. Nightingale waved at him and the young man looked guilty, as though caught in the act of bailing. With a sheepish smile, he waved back and they converged at one of the tables.
“Peter?” asked Nightingale.
The young man nodded and sat down. Nightingale could immediately tell he was socially awkward, a bookish type. He had a mop of shaggy, dark brown hair and spectacles with round lenses, the kind made famous by John Lennon. He wore a faded old Fabulous Furry Freak Brothers t-shirt underneath an equally faded black denim jacket. He smelled strongly of aftershave, no doubt to mask the faintest aroma of weed, barely detectable but there all the same.
“I’ve just ordered myself a breakfast,” said Nightingale. “Would you like some food?”
“I’m okay, thanks.”
“It’s no bother. My treat, whatever you like.”
“No, I’m fine, honestly.” He sat fidgeting and was yet to catch Nightingale’s eye. He was the very embodiment of discomfort. Nightingale said the young man’s name again and waited for Gregson to look up and finally look directly at him.
“Thank you for coming, I really appreciate it. I know it must be taking a lot of courage.”
Gregson held his gaze and behind the twinkle in his eye Nightingale could detect a steely determination buried deep inside. He seemed like a nice kid, one of the ones that kept the counterculture alive. Nightingale could imagine him being in a band. Not quite confident enough to be the vocalist, too sparky to settle for bass, lacking the physicality to be a drummer. He’d probably be the guitarist.
“You want me to tell you what happened?” Gregson asked.
“Yes,” said Nightingale. “The facts are a little blurry. I’m trying to establish what happened.”
Gregson shrugged, avoiding eye contact. “You probably won’t believe me if I tell you.”
“I won’t make any judgements. You were there, you know what happened.”
“The police didn’t take me seriously, I don’t know why I’m expecting you to. But I’ll tell you if you want.” He looked up and forced a smile. “I’ve changed my mind about breakfast. Can I have some food, and a drink, maybe?”
“Of course. I’ll stay here and have a smoke, you go inside and order what you want.”
“They won’t let you smoke here. Not in the patio area.”
“But we’re outside. Let me worry about that.”
“Can I have a cigarette?”
“Go and order your food and you can have as many as you like when you get back.”
Gregson grinned and his eyes gained a little sparkle. It looked like he’d suddenly decided that Nightingale was okay, and that it might have been worthwhile coming. Nightingale turned to watch him go and knew that he was still taking a risk. Letting him out of his sight might mean that Gregson could take flight but there wasn’t much he could do about that.
A few minutes later, just as Nightingale was beginning to wonder if he’d made a mistake, Gregson reappeared. He sat down and reached out for Nightingale’s cigarette pack on the table. He took out two, offered one back to Nightingale, who lit them both.
“I ordered myself a Spanish omelette, is that OK?”
“I told you, whatever you want.”
“And the ‘endless coffee’ option for a drink.”
“No problem.”
Gregson puffed on the cigarette and looked like he was bracing himself to go somewhere unpleasant. Nightingale leaned forwards “Wait and eat your food first,” he said. “There’s no rush.”
 
 

CHAPTER 13
 
Gregson pushed his plate away. He’d devoured the omelette and gulped down two mugs of coffee. Nightingale lit another cigarette for him and waited. He was clearly ready to talk. “I was late for class. I’d been out the night before quite late and slept through my alarm. I live in a sort of annex on the side of my parents’ house, mostly so they don’t hear my guitar, I like to play it a bit loud sometimes. My gran was supposed to live there but she died before they finished building it and I wanted a bit more independence, so I asked if I could move in there. Sorry, am I talking too much shit here?”
Nightingale smiled. ‘You’re doing fine, Peter.”
“Basically, they’d already both gone to work and I had to grab my stuff and run to school. By the time I got there I was ready to puke. The morning was no different than any other. I was late but at least I’d turned up. Sometimes I don’t, you know how it is. They teach you all sorts of shit at school but they don’t really teach you anything worthwhile. I had biology and physics double. The worst, man. I couldn’t ever imagine anything more boring than that. Who needs to know that stuff, unless you’re going into space or something?”
He took a few long pulls on his cigarette and his demeanour slowly changed. It was as though some sort of shadow had fallen across the young man’s soul. He gave Nightingale a half grin, half grimace and the sparkle had disappeared from his eyes.
“She turned up about eleven,” he said. “The Anderson girl. I’d seen her around but I’d never spoken to her, never had any real idea who she was. My friends are my friends, I don’t really mix much outside of a close group…” He trailed off, his voice almost a whisper at the end. Nightingale could clearly see the pain he was going through. It looked like that close group of friends he had might now be gone. ‘I was going to ask you why she did what she did, but you don’t know either, do you? That’s why you’re talking to me. I’m still having real trouble getting my head around what happened. We barely knew her, didn’t even know her name until that happened. Is that why she did it, do you think? Because we all ignored her?”
He looked at Nightingale expectantly, as if he might hold the answer.
“I’m sorry, I just don’t know. Do you need a minute?”
Gregson shook his head and stubbed out the cigarette. He took a couple of slow, deep breaths to compose himself and continued.
“She just sort of stood in the room and looked at us all. It was almost funny, what she was doing, as though it might be a prank. I looked around to see if anyone was filming her. These Tik Tok idiots do stuff like this, stupid stuff to get a reaction. The tutor asked her what she was doing – I think he asked her if she was lost. She wasn’t part of our class, you see, she shouldn’t have been there at all. That was when she screamed.”
He paused for a few moments before continuing.
“I’ve never heard anything like it before. It was like an animal being torn in half, this howl of pain and anger and… there was definitely something wrong with her. Nobody makes a sound like that if they’re still right in the head. The girl has some deep-rooted issues. It was so distressing that a couple of people actually left the room, headed out through the back of the class into the corridor. And she kept screaming, it must have gone on for a minute without stopping.”
“Was she looking at anybody in particular whilst she was doing this?” asked Nightingale.
“Not that I remember. I’m not sure. It was all so weird. And there was…” he trailed off, unsure of how to continue. Nightingale forced himself not to interrupt, to let him work through this on his own. A touch of confusion had come over Gregson’s features, as though trying to process some inner thought.
“There was this figure in the room with us all of a sudden. Like a shadow, in the shape of a man, circling the room close to the walls. But I think it was made of flies.”
“Flies?”
“I know, right? Even though the screaming was really loud, there was this deep buzzing sound as well, in the background. You know when you go to a gig and the bass is really on point, and when they hit some of those notes high on the fret you can feel it in your chest? It was just like that. This buzzing sound, like a million flies inside you, trying to escape. People started getting up out of their seats and nobody knew what to do. I had a really bad feeling, like I knew something terrible was about to happen. This shadow thing, whatever it was, moved into the room and then it dispersed onto the ceiling. The flies completely covered it, and then they started to shimmer. Is that the word I mean? They were all out of focus and suddenly I wasn’t looking at flies any more, I was looking up into the sky, filled with the ugliest, darkest clouds you could imagine. They were right above our heads, you could have stood on one of the tables and put your arm in there. Thick and grey and black, sort of turning in on themselves. And that’s when it started raining.”
“Raining?” asked Nightingale.
“Yeah. Indoors! Think of the worst storm you’ve ever seen, when water is coming out of the sky like God has left the faucets on full blast. Sheets of the stuff, falling from the ceiling. I must have gone stupid-headed but in seconds it was up over my ankles. I started running for the door, and I looked back just as I left the room.”
He reached for another cigarette, lit it and inhaled deeply. In five minutes he looked like he’d aged sixty years. When he glanced up at Nightingale, Nightingale recognised the look and it took him a few seconds to place it. It was the same look that he’d seen in photos of survivors of the Vietnam War. Haunted, their minds close to the edge.
“She was standing there in the middle of the room, with her arms spread wide. Water was coming out of her mouth – gallons of it, an impossible amount. Like a fire hydrant on the fritz. I forgot how to run, my feet just stopped working. I couldn’t have been seeing what I was seeing, it was impossible. But it was happening. And then the girl next to her sort of snapped into the same position and water started coming out of her mouth too. With all the shit coming out of the ceiling, it was up over my knees already, and everybody there was screaming and scrabbling over each other, trying to get out of that room. More people were joining in, like they were being taken over by something. The flies were somehow still there, the air was still thick with them, they were crawling on my face and trying to force their way into my mouth. I forced myself to move, and by the time I got through the door half the people in the room were spewing out all this water and it was up to their waists, pouring out into the corridor and filling up the rest of the building.
“I was trying to get through the next classroom and out through a fire escape at the back of the complex. But people were panicking, fighting and falling over each other in an effort to get away. Even when I was still in the corridor figuring a way to escape, the water was already up to my chest. It sounds unbelievable and I still can’t work out how it rose so fast. There was so much water. It didn’t stop coming. I was terrified, ready to literally shit my pants.”
By this point, Gregson was talking so fast that he had to stop and take a breath. He smoked furiously, his eyes glazed, and Nightingale was now hesitant to interrupt him. The things the young man was saying sounded incredible, impossible, but he knew that impossible things were well within the bounds when demonic forces were involved. And this was certainly something fitting that description. This figure of flies, the power it wielded – it was obvious to Nightingale that he was dealing with one of the denizens of Hell.
Gregson continued, determined to finish his account. “I knew that the water was coming faster than it could leave. It was so cold, I remember it taking my breath away. The rest of my life must have come down to seconds, double digits at most. I was totally screwed. I really thought I was going to die. Have you ever been in a life or death situation?” he asked.
Nightingale smiled grimly. “Once or twice,” he said.
“So, you know how your life sort of plays out before your eyes?”
“I’m not sure that always happens.”
“I’m glad you said that!” Gregson suddenly laughed, a single sharp outburst. “I thought there might be something wrong with me. I was waiting for edited highlights of my life to flash before my eyes but there was nothing, nothing except this intense cold of the water, and a breathless panic. I didn’t even have time to reach the next room, which by now was also seriously flooded. There was so much water, I was lifted off my feet and the air between me and the ceiling was being lost by the second. The windows in the building didn’t open. They used to, but then everybody started complaining that it was too hot in the summer and too cold in the winter and the facilities people told us it was because we kept opening and closing the windows. They said that the air-con needed a sealed space to maintain an even temperature and that we kept messing it up. So they welded shut all the windows so that we couldn’t open them. I mean, I don’t suppose it would have helped – the water was rising so fast that it might not have done a thing but it would have been nice to try. So, do you want to know why I’m still here, talking to you now when most of the people in that building are dead?”
“Go on,” said Nightingale.
“Fear, basically,” said Gregson. “Fear of my fellow students. The ones with guns that go postal every now and then. I’m guessing it was different in your day – you never had to worry about getting shot in the face by some random goth prick on a downer whilst you were just trying to get your education.”
“I’m English and much older than you. Back in my day the only worry was getting duffed up by one of the older lads. A black eye, mostly.”
“Duffed up?”
“Taking a beating. My country has a big problem with knives now, particularly around the larger cities, but guns aren’t ten-a-penny like over here.”
“Ten-a-penny? You English guys say some weird shit.”
“To be fair, you Yanks say a dime a dozen. But at least we don’t keep shooting each other all the time.”
“I can’t argue with that. Anyway, this is what saved my life.” Gregson reached into the lining of his denim jacket and placed a chunky pen onto the table. Nightingale picked it up and immediately saw that this was no ordinary pen.
“It’s got a tungsten tip,” said Gregson. “It’s basically a concealed lethal weapon. They sell it on the internet and the marketing campaign shows you that if you end up in a river or a lake in your car then you can use this to break the windows and get out. I didn’t buy it for that purpose, so it’s a little ironic.”
“Why did you buy it?” asked Nightingale.
“As a measure of protection against some nutter with a gun. Some lone, rampaging student or some terrorist. You can come to school and any day some lunatic could toast half the campus with a semi-automatic.”
“And you really think you could stop them with this?” asked Nightingale, incredulous.
“Maybe not, I don’t know. It was more about knowing it was there and having any sort of security. I could worry about having to use it when the situation presented itself. It was only ten dollars and I reckon it’s been worth it.”
“So, you broke one of the windows with this thing?”
“Yeah. I was about nine or ten feet up, and when the water completely submerged me and there was no air left, I suddenly remembered the marketing adverts for the pen. I was basically in one of their adverts, I guess, the only thing missing was the car. So, I remembered my pen and swam across to one of the windows. A couple of hard hits and it shattered, and the building pretty much spat me out. It was one hell of a landing, I was nine or ten feet high and I winded myself on the grass outside. I’m lucky it wasn’t concrete, I might have broken my neck. So I’m lying there, winded, and this torrent of water is pissing out all over me, so I crawl as far away as I can and collapse. I made it. I heard some of the others made it to a door at the back of the building and escaped as well. Forty people died.’ He shuddered. “But not me.”
“Now, that’s a hell of a story,” said Nightingale. “You say that you’ve told all of this to the police?”
“I did, yeah. Twice, actually. I can tell they didn’t believe me.”
“Can you remember the name of any of the officers you talked to?”
“Yeah, Claypool. Detective Claypool.”
“That’s an unusual name.”
“Same as the lead singer of Primus. That’s why I remembered.”
“Primus?”
“They’re a band.”
“Good to know.”
 
 

CHAPTER 14
 
After Gregson had gone, Nightingale phoned Wainwright to update him. Over a fresh coffee and a couple of cigarettes, he relayed what the young man had told him. “So, what do you think?” he asked at the end of it.
“It sounds like Baal,” said Wainwright grimly.
“The tone of your voice tells me that you’re not happy about that.”
“I’m not. I can only hope I’m wrong. But with the flies, the impossibility of all that water in the school, the signs point to him. Baal is sometimes referred to as ‘The Lord of the Flies’ and one of his abilities is the control over storms and extreme weather. It sounds as though he either bestowed his power upon the Anderson girl or temporarily took control of her.”
“Gregson said that he saw the girl and this shadowy figure was moving around the room of its own accord. Do you think this is connected to what happened at the mansion?”
“My instinct is yes.,” said Wainwright. “Two young women causing the deaths of multiple hostages by supernatural means? It can’t be a coincidence.”
“So, what’s the connection? The Esparza girl had been abused by what seemed to be a paedophile ring of some sort. I didn’t get any kind of inkling the Anderson girl was in anything like that situation. She was bullied, yes, and she was unhappy with her lot – she may even have been suicidal – but this wasn’t the same level of abuse. I understand why Esparza did what she did, but it seems an extreme solution for whatever problems Anderson was having.”
“What we have here is two vulnerable young women that felt in need of lashing out, of gaining some sort of retribution. And something helped them to achieve it. Whether it was Baal, or some other demonic entity, it gave these girls the tools they needed to slaughter the people they perceived to be hurting them. We just have to figure out why, and what it wants.”
“Well, I have no idea there,” said Nightingale. “That’s more your area of expertise.”
“I’d like you to keep digging, please. I feel that there’s something going on here, we just don’t know what it is.”
“You have a hunch, though?”
“Not quite. I can feel something in the air. I know that sounds ridiculous but I don’t know how else to describe it. Look, Jack, you should contact the police and see what information they might be willing to share.”
“You know as well as I do that approaching the police never really helps. But for you, I will do it. I will go and track down a detective called Claypool this afternoon.”
“Keep me in the loop.”
“Of course.”
 
 

CHAPTER 15
 
After checking the location of the Flagstaff Police Department on his phone, Nightingale decided to walk the few blocks there instead of catching a cab. 
The sun slowly arced through a cloudless sky and a gentle breeze made the overall temperature really quite pleasant. The streets were relatively empty. There was a small crowd of students outside Biff’s Bagels and Internet Café, but the rest of the walk down West Phoenix Avenue saw him with the sidewalk pretty much to himself. The road was wide and not much was parked on it. Once or twice a car passed by and he was reminded, as he often was in this country he now called home, at just how much space there was. In the distance, between the buildings, he could see mountains. The wet and crowded streets of London seemed like a lifetime away. 
After glancing at the GPS on his phone a couple of times, he made it to East Sawmill Road and walked past dusty light brown grass with a bunch of boulders set into the ground. He smiled, thinking how back in the UK these were usually an attempt to keep travellers from taking over the land. Here, they were evenly spaced and seemed purely decorative. The countries may look the same on the surface, and everyone might officially speak the same language, but the years were showing Nightingale that each had their quirks that would take time to learn. He wondered if he’d ever really feel at home in the United States.
Appropriately enough, the Police Department was at 911 East Sawmill Road. He ventured inside and waited at the reception desk. A ruddy-faced young man looked up from writing in a diary and asked if he could help.
“Would it be possible to speak with Officer Claypool?” asked Nightingale.
“Is he expecting you?”
“Not really. It’s a speculative visit.”
“I’ll just check if he’s around. Can you tell me your name, Sir?”
“Nightingale. Jack Nightingale. It’s about the Anderson case.”
“Please take a seat. I’ll update you shortly.”
Nightingale walked over to a small seating area and waited. Within a couple of minutes a balding, wiry man in a dark blue suit walked over and introduced himself.
“I’m Detective Claypool,” he said in a deep voice that belied his slight stature. “I understand you have some information for me?”
Nightingale reached out and shook his hand. It was a firm grip and the detective regarded him with steely grey eyes.
“Not as such,” admitted Nightingale. “I’ve been working on the case a little. I was hoping you might be up for exchanging some notes.”
“Really?” scoffed Claypool. He looked around the waiting area as though certain one of his colleagues might be pranking him. “Are you law enforcement?”
“Used to be. In London. I was a firearms officer and a negotiator.”
Claypool looked at him suspiciously. “I thought British cops didn’t carry guns. I’ve never understood that.”
‘Some cops do. But yeah, most don’t.”
“And you said you used to be a cop?” he asked, his eyes narrowing. He actually looked Nightingale up and down as though sizing him up. “What are you doing here, Mr…”
“Nightingale. Like I said, I’ve been working on this case with the Anderson girl.”
“So, you’re a private dick then?”
“That’s correct.”
“And who hired you to look into this case, exactly?”
“My client wouldn’t want to be identified.”
Claypool stood and stared at him for a very long time. Then the most unexpected thing happened. He smiled and nodded. “Follow me,” he said, walking away.
Nightingale followed and was led through a couple of security doors and into an interview room. The lights came on automatically and he saw a simple table with four chairs scattered around it.
“Please take a seat, Mr Nightingale.”
Nightingale did as he was told and waited, wondering what was going to happen next. Claypool sat down opposite him and sighed. “I’ll be honest with you,” he said, his voice suddenly tinged with weariness. “This is the most baffling case I’ve ever worked on. Nothing about it makes any sense. Truth is, we’re just about to have done with it and hand it over to the Feds. We haven’t ever seen anything quite like this before. Tell me what you know.”
“Well, I know that a lot of people drowned inside a building and there’s no rational explanation for it.”
“You’re goddamned right about that,” said Claypool. “How do you think it happened?”
There was no way Nightingale was going to come out with the idea that a demon from Hell called Baal had been behind the carnage. He would have been laughed out of the building, or cited for wasting police time. Or possibly even locked up in a psychiatric institution. Coming out with the demon theories, however truthful they might actually be, was a one-way ticket to Looneyville. “I’ve been thinking about some sort of industrial water pump setup but there’s no obvious water source and no evidence that Miss Anderson could have arranged to have all the necessary equipment on site without anyone else knowing about it. Or removing it again afterwards, for that matter.”
“That’s exactly what I thought. I even looked at the kind of equipment that might do this and had one of my guys phone up the national suppliers to check on recent sales. We turned up nothing. I’m guessing you’ve spoken to the parents?”
“Only the father. His wife has left him, I believe.”
“Yes, she’s down in Reno now. Has a sister down there. What did you make of him?”
“It sounded like there were problems, he admitted to me that he wasn’t a very pleasant person to be around sometimes. The home environment was a little toxic, I think. And he mentioned that Madeleine was being bullied.”
“He did?” Claypool looked a little shocked at that revelation, and then disappointed. “He never mentioned that to me.”
“All that moving around made it hard for her to make friends easily. He told me there was some bullying issues.”
“At the school?”
“At the last three schools.”
“So why go on a killing rampage at this one? Things must have escalated if she handled two other schools just fine and then flipped out at ours.”
He looked at Nightingale.
“I appreciate the intel. So, what do you want from me?”
Nightingale reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. He passed it to the detective.
“If anything comes up that you think it would be useful for me to know, I’d appreciate a heads up.”
“I won’t be able to tell you anything that’s classed as confidential, or is relevant to a live investigation,” said the detective.
“Doesn’t that cover pretty much everything?” asked Nightingale.
“It sort of does. And I have to be careful, I’ve just done my data handling training. Even a fart in the wrong direction is classed as a data breach these days. But if you can promise me absolute full discretion then I’ll see what I can do.”
“You have my word,” said Nightingale. 
Claypool stood and they shook hands. As he held the door open for his visitor, the detective asked him what his plans were next.
“I’m not sure,” said Nightingale. “Until I have any new information I’m sort of just hanging around.”
They walked back through the security doors and stood in the reception area.
“If you’re killing time, you could do worse than visit Walnut Canyon or Sunset Crater volcano,” said the detective. “We have the observatory as well, you heard of that? The Lowell?”
Nightingale shook his head, smiling.
“They found Pluto there. Well, not there, obviously, but they first saw it there. They have all sorts of shit there, telescopes and exhibitions galore. I found it all a bit scary, to be honest with you. When you realise how big space is and how small we are… well, it just makes you think that there’s a heck of a lot that we just don’t know about, if you catch my drift.”
“I know what you mean,” said Nightingale.
 
 

CHAPTER 16
 
For the committed Satanist, most of the time things are pretty boring. The days pan out much like they do for everyone else, albeit with the occasional spike in black magic. The sun rises in the morning and sets in the evening. The grass is still green, the sky is still mostly blue. There’s no fundamental difference between the average committed Satanist and the average person.
This mostly holds true for the average billionaire as well. Wealth that for a normal person would appear almost infinite, doesn’t really make life any more exciting. It’s not like you become elevated to another level of humanity, or somehow physically evolve. You still get tired, you still spend the days eating and walking and crapping, you just get to do it in better surroundings.
Joshua Wainwright was both a committed Satanist and a billionaire. The fact that he was a billionaire was far easier to spot, though he rarely flaunted his money. His clothes were expensive but unshowy. He preferred a good quality lizard skin boot and the best cigars he could find, and his grooming regime was expensive and produced immaculate results, though his hair was flecked with grey and there were lines on his face. 
Men like Wainwright had their own social circles. Their own clubs. They operated on a deeper level than most people, their conversations were far more esoteric. The things they discussed between themselves – apart from business deals – were of a darker nature than the stuff of casual conversations found in meeting establishments up and down the land frequented by the average Joe.
One such club was called The Golden Razor Clam, and it wasn’t on any tour or in any guidebook. It’s not listed in any business directory or the White Pages. There’s not even a plaque on the plain black door. Situated centrally, around the side of a boutique and close to a Michelin starred restaurant, a thin inset brick corridor lead to a plain black door with a camera above it. Members were generally known but they had to present their gold card to the camera before a buzz signified that the door was now unlocked, and they they could enter.
A second, inner door would not open until the first one was closed and locked once more, and a second camera verified that only those with a membership card could enter. Staff also had a gold card but none of the privileges. Before gaining employment, all staff – from the best chefs to the lowly bar staff – were vigorously screened and vetted, and all were made to sign a non-disclosure agreement with steep financial penalties if they disclosed to anyone the things they heard.
The inner corridor, with dark wood panelling and subdued red lighting, lead on for fifteen feet or so before opening out into a small cloakroom. Here, members were expected to leave their outer garments - and most certainly their weapons too. The club was maintained at a steady 22 degrees centigrade all year round. Even when a Houston winter had descended into a rare covering of snow, and the air outside was particularly frigid, the guests inside the Club remained comfortable and were able to fully relax in the warm  - but never too warm - ambient temperature.
Once through this small cloakroom, a red door opened into the Club itself. As if some magic has been invoked, the room opened out in all directions and first time members really could not believe how large the place was. From the outside, looking down a thin corridor at a recessed black door, no-one ever guessed what lay behind it. 
The lighting, soft yellow spotlights embedded into the ceiling, sent a diffuse glow down onto a central area with a large cherrywood table, for special occasions and large dinner gatherings, and all manner of nooks and crannies recessed between bookshelves and ornate lamps, between tastefully presented artefacts on wooden plinths and standing areas for those that preferred not to sit.
For those that did like to sit, their posteriors were treated to the finest leather settees, and they were offered some of the finest antique coffee tables in continental North America to rest their drinks on. Not even the Good Lord Himself would be able to talk His way out of an expulsion should He ever put a hot drink down onto one of those tables without using a coaster.
Wainwright liked to frequent the club once a month when possible. As a man who could literally go anywhere on Earth he pleased, the club was one of the few places that he could fully relax and be himself. In the regular world, even for a man as calm and practised in communication like Wainwright, there was always the fear of the slip. The unintentional reveal. The comment that needed to be backtracked away from, the uninhibited mistake. He was far to in control to ever suffer a lapse of judgement in that regard, but it was a fear at the back of his mind nonetheless. But in the Club, Satanists were free to discuss all manner of subjects that would turn the hair of any casual listener a stark white.
It was in the club that Wainwright met Monique Miller for the first time, working behind the bar. To say he was taken with her would be a fair statement. He was caught off guard, and for the first time in a very long time his mouth became dry. She was black and wore her hair braided with a top-tail, which fell back down to her shoulders. Her eyes were green, bright and clear, and her lips full. Wainwright felt himself flush a tiny bit for noticing these things. She had muscular shoulders, signalling an athletic lifestyle. Suddenly, he didn’t know where to look. For a calm, assured and quietly authoritative presence, Wainwright felt like a schoolboy in that moment, and the fact that he still had feelings like this came as something of a shock to him. He walked over to the bar and waited. He watched as she poured one of the other members a Campari and soda, and when it was Wainwright’s turn she looked at him and smiled.
“What can I get you?” she asked him. Her eyes revealed a micro-expression, flicking down to his mouth for the tiniest of moments. Most people would never see it but Wainwright did.
“Whisky, please,” he said. “On the rocks. Mitchers.”
“Good choice. But why ruin it with ice?”
He laughed and held his hands up. “I don’t take it any other way.”
“How vulgar. I shouldn’t have expected any less from a bunch of devil worshippers,” she said, offering him a wink. She turned and started arranging his drink. He watched her back, a little shocked at her statement. She’d taken something of a chance throwing a gag like that out, judging him to be capable of taking it without offence. He wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t offended, and even more unsure if that bothered him or not. Either way, the woman had some sass about her. And it was funny, he had to admit it. He just wasn’t used to anyone talking to him like that. Anyone. Having wealth automatically made people more deferential.
She placed the drink in front of him.
“I take it you’re not a devil-worshipper yourself?” he asked, smiling.
“Sorry, I just don’t believe in that stuff. It’s hard enough believing in reality at the best of times.”
“Many don’t.”
“What, believe in reality?”
“No. In devils.”
“So, there’s more than one?”
“You have no idea. You know you shouldn’t be talking like this. Here.” He nodded around the room for emphasis.
“You think people are touchy?”
“Sensitive is probably a better word.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, casting a quick glance downwards. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“No offence taken,” he said. “Joshua Wainwright.” He reached out his right arm and offered his hand. She took it and they shook. He could see her relax again.
“Seriously, though,” she said, “I didn’t mean anything by it.”
He felt suddenly guilty, he’d obviously touched a nerve, so he sat at the bar and chatted with her, trying to undo the damage. She was easy to talk to, fun and with a quick sense of humour, so when she mentioned that her shift ended at eight o’clock he had no hesitation in asking her out to dinner. And she appeared to show no hesitation in accepting his invitation.
There are few better backdrops to a Houston meal than the city skyline at night. No matter how many times you’ve seen it, it’s always impressive. Monique tried to act cool when the lift doors opened and she walked through the restaurant to the terrace, but there was no doubt that Wainwright had brought her to a sensational venue.
Z on 23 Rooftop was the city’s highest al fresco dining experience, with fabulous cocktails and decent food. For Wainwright himself, the furniture was a little too functional, and the clientele a little less exclusive than he would have preferred, but those were only minor gripes. Billionaires can sometimes be a little too picky and lose sight of reality a little. Thankfully, he could spot this in himself and acknowledged this weakness for what it was - snobbery. The thing that saved him was that he came anyway. He liked it here and thought that Monique might appreciate the view.
They were seated and ordered. He liked the fact that she quickly appraised the limited menu and ordered without any fuss. It was an endearing quality, accentuated because he was hungry. Within moments, a young waiter brought their drinks and they clinked glasses and regarded each other for a moment.
“You like it?” he asked at last, gesturing around the long balcony and colourfully lit skyline.
“I do. Very much. Is this one of your favourite spots?”
“Luckily, I get to have many. It’s top hundred, I guess.”
“Wow. Where’s number one, the Moon?”
“Actually, dining on the moon would be a pretty horrendous experience, if you think about it. It would have to be indoors, for a start. And the food would probably be some dehydrated muck without any taste. And the worst thing?”
“Go on,” she said, knowing what was coming.
“No atmosphere.”
She laughed anyway. 
“There are plenty worse places to eat than here,” he said.
“Yes, there are. Do you frequent those kinds of places also?”
“The worse places?”
“Yes. Do you, I don’t know, ever go grab a Mcdonalds?”
Wainwright let his smile drop for a moment, playing it for comic effect. He said the word ‘Mcdonalds’ with as much distaste as he could muster, as though the word itself was letting off toxic fumes inside his mouth. 
“So that’s a ‘no’ then,” she asked.
He smiled once more. “Occasionally, but I really do have to be desperate.”
“The rest of us have to use places like that,” she said, her voice a little judgemental but laced with humour.
“I’m not saying the food’s that terrible,” he added. “It is, I mean, but once in a while it hits the spot. Are we really talking about Mcdonalds burgers from the rooftop of this fine restaurant? Would you prefer I take you there instead?”
“I’m fine, just curious.”
They regarded each other with warm, easy smiles as their waiter returned loaded with their food. The speciality here was light bites, so they’d effectively ordered a sharing tapas between themselves. Wainwright had pepperoni flatbread, sliders and some wings whilst Monique ordered shrimp with cheese grits and bam bam shrimp. When all the small plates had been laid out and the waiter disappeared, they began to eat.
The combination of Monique’s company, the environment and the delicious food made Wainwright completely relax and enjoy himself. She seemed equally as comfortable and before they knew it they had cleared the plates and were ready to order another round of drinks.
“That was nice,” she said. “Thank you for bringing me here.”
“You’re very welcome. Would you like to stay or shall we move on?”
“Well, as much as I love it up here, it is a little chilly. What do you have in mind?” 
Wainwright grinned. “The night is young,” he said.
 
 

CHAPTER 17
 
Nightingale woke up to the sound of his cell phone buzzing and he picked it up. “Jack,” said a familiar voice.
“Hi Joshua. What’s up?” He looked at his watch. It was just before eight.
“I need some background info, a general check. Social security, family history, banking info.”
“No problem. Who’s the subject?”
“Monique Miller.”
“Where’s she from?”
“She’s currently in Houston, I’m not sure of her origins. She’s thirty four, at least that’s what she told me.”
“Are you looking for anything specific?” asked Nightingale.
“Not really. I’ve only just met her and I just want to reassure myself that there are no surprises lurking in her background.”
“Is she pretty?” asked a curious Nightingale before he could stop himself.
“She is,” said Wainwright. “So, do some digging and I’ll be delighted if you come back with nothing to report.”
“I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you.”
Wainwright hung up and Nightingale was left alone with his thoughts. He shrugged them away and opened his laptop. Ensuring his VPN was on, he booted up a generic Gmail account and sent a request to his most reliable contact, a person who called himself Cyberhound on the Dark Web and presented his avatar as a spectacled cartoon dog. Cyberhound was a known unknown, so to speak, and so far had proven reliable over the past few years. Within a couple of hours, during which time Nightingale had gotten halfway through a half decent breakfast and two mugs of coffee, an email pinged back with a PDF attached. He opened the file and scanned through the contents. Monique Miller was indeed thirty-four years old, had recently picked up a job in a gentlemen’s club in Houston and owned an empty property in Tularosa, New Mexico. Her parents were dead. There were no outstanding debts, no criminal convictions. In pretty much every check she came back clean. She looked like a decent citizen, well-educated and not landing herself in any kind of trouble. When he noticed a school report at the end, he wondered why it had been added but then he noticed the name on the report and a little further reading revealed that Monique had a daughter. He wondered if Wainwright knew.
He went outside the hotel and smoked a cigarette as he planned what to say to Wainwright, then went back to his room to make the call. 
“That was quick,” said Wainwright.
“Are you free to talk?”
“Yes. What did you find out?”
“Well, good news and bad. Which do you want first?”
“Hit me with the nice stuff.”
“She’s clean. A model, upstanding citizen.”
“So, what’s the bad news?”
“It’s not really bad, I guess. I just didn’t know if you knew.”
“Knew what?”
“She has a daughter.”
There was a silence on the other end of the line. “You still there?” asked Nightingale.
“Yeah. Just taking that in.”
“You didn’t know?”
“I didn’t. We’ve only just met, I don’t suppose she felt the need to tell me.”
“Does that change things for you?”
“I don’t know, to be honest. I need to ask myself if this is just a bit of fun or do I want to take things a little further.”
“Well, that’s a question only you can answer. I’ll leave you to it.”
“Thanks Jack. Was Claypool any help?”
“I think I helped him, to be honest.”
“So what do you plan to do now?”
“I wish I had an answer, Joshua. The cops don’t really have any idea what happened so I’ll have to cast my net wider.”
“I know you’ll work it out, Jack.” Wainwright ended the call. Nightingale grimaced. He wished that he had Wainwright’s confidence.
 
 

CHAPTER 18
 
“There’s something I need to tell you, Joshua,” said Monique. They were sitting in one of Wainwright’s favourite restaurants, Le Jardinier, on the west side of the Kindler Building at Houston’s Museum of Fine Arts. They had both had the devilled eggs with smoked trout roe, then Wainwright had ordered the Wagyu beef burger and Monique had gone for the duck confit. All the food had been superb, as had been the bottle of Pol Roget champagne. Wainwright had sensed that there was something she wanted to say to him, but they had just chatted until the coffee had arrived.
“That sounds ominous,” he said.
“No, it’s not,” she said, flashing him a gleaming smile. “I just feel that I should warn you what’s coming, that’s all.”
“Well you have my attention,” he said.
She took a deep breath, as if preparing herself. “I have a daughter,” she said.
“That’s nice,” he said.
“Nice?”
“Well, lovely. Super. I don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t seem surprised.”
‘Monique, you are beautiful, smart, sassy, fun, I could go on for hours without running out of adjectives. I certainly don’t expect that you were a nun before you met me.’
“A nun?” She chuckled. “Well that would be a fine thing, wouldn't it?”
Wainwright grinned. “Not a nun, obviously. But I never expected a vestal virgin.”
“And you didn’t get one.”
“So what is her name?”
“Charlie. She’s eight. Would you like to meet her?”
“I’d love to.”
“Tonight?”
“It’s a bit late isn't it?”
“She’s a late sleeper. And there’s no school tomorrow. And I might have mentioned that I might be bringing someone home to meet her.”
‘She knows about me?”
“I have talked about you, yes. I hope you don’t mind.”
“Of course I don’t mind. Let me get the check and we’ll go.”
Monique shook her head and reached into her Hermes bag. “This is on me,” she said.
“Absolutely not,” he said. “My treat.”
“I insist, Joshua,” she said. “If I’m springing a surprise on you, the least I can do is to buy you dinner.”
“It’s a nice surprise, but yes, if you insist.”
Monique paid the bill and they walked out to Joshua’s limousine, arm in arm.
They climbed into the back and Monique gave the driver the address. The limousine took them down to the Riverside Terrace area, across the Brays Bayou on a small bridge and into one of the residential streets. Her house was a single storey wood and brick residence with a long front lawn, two bedrooms, two bathrooms and a tiny back yard. The limo pulled up outside and Wainwright told the driver to wait. They walked up to the front door and Monique took out her key. Before she could insert it in the lock, the door opened and a small Mexican woman stood there expectantly. She looked Wainwright up and down before looking at Monique and nodding demurely and walking back into the house.
“She looks a little old for eight,” joked Wainwright, earning a playful eye-roll from Monique.
“That’s Magda and I’d be lost without her. Charlie absolutely adores her. Without her, this place would be a tip and we’d probably be twenty kilograms lighter. Not that I couldn’t do with losing a couple of pounds…”
“You look fine,” said Wainwright, following her down the hallway. They entered a small lounge and a young girl was staring at a tv screen with a PlayStation controller in her hand. She looked up and saw her mother and gave the most beautiful smile before rushing over and hugging her. Then she suddenly noticed Wainwright and looked at Monique for an explanation.
“Charlie, this is my friend Joshua.”
Charlie stepped forward and formally held out her hand. Wainwright gave it a little shake and smiled. “Well, hello there Charlie,” he said. “I’m very pleased to meet you.”
“Me too,” she replied. “Are you staying for supper?”
“Your mother and I have not long eaten,” he said. “But I will stay for a little while, if that’s OK with you?”
“That’s fine,” she said, smiling at her mother before skipping over and flopping back into the armchair. She grabbed the controller and started up a new game.
“What are you playing?” he asked her, walking over. He sat on the arm of the chair, turned to look back at Monique and winked.
“Coffee?” asked Monique.
“Please.”
“It’s a car thing,” said Charlie. “With rockets. And it’s super-tough. I lose more than I win.”
Wainwright watched as the girl controlled a car inside what looked like a domed arena, and used the vehicle to push an enormous ball towards an opponent’s goal. 
“Is that a real person you’re playing against?” he asked her.
“Yep. You can hear them talking but I like to turn that off. They can sometimes swear a lot.”
He watched her play for a while and was surprised at how quickly Monique came back with two coffees. 
“Are you going to have a go?” she asked him, placing the drinks down on a small resin-covered table.
“I’ll leave it to the experts,” he said, nodding at the young girl. “Things seemed to have changed a bit since, what was it, Space Invaders?”
“I’ll take your word for it. She loves that thing. I try to get her to read more often but it’s the games that she keeps coming back to. I couldn’t even get her started on Harry Potter, she just didn’t seem to take to it.”
“She’ll find her own way. Maybe books aren’t for her. Maybe the day of the book is over.”
Monique sat down and looked at him.
“You can’t really believe that?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t see many younger people reading books these days. Learning new information is all about engaging with the technology used to distribute it. When the printing press was invented, it suddenly opened up a whole new world for the uneducated, and regular people could start learning things. That’s one of the reasons the church lost its hold over so many people, incidentally. And now most people learn things by watching videos on YouTube.”
Monique took a sip of coffee. “I think you actually do believe it,” she said.
“Why not? Unless it’s work related, I barely read anything just for leisure these days. I’m ashamed to say I’m as guilty as anyone else that when I want to sit down and relax then I’ll put something on to watch from the Internet.”
“I just think it’s sad.”
“You don’t do the same thing?”
“Of course I do, but that’s not the point. I’d like Charlie to take an interest in books. At least in a book you can rely on the information being accurate. Half the stuff you see online is just idiots making things up.”
Wainwright took a slow sip of coffee and placed the mug down on the table. “I can’t argue with that. So, what’s the plan for tonight,” he asked. “Are we going to sit quietly and read?”
“Ha! I guess I should’ve seen that one coming. Charlie, five minutes and then bed, okay?”
“Awwww, mom! What about supper?”
“Magda told me that you demolished two packets of chips and an apple not half an hour ago, so I know you’re not hungry. So, bed. No arguments. I’ll come up and read you a story.”
The game finished and Charlie stared at the screen for a few seconds before looking over at Wainwright and offering the controller.“Would you like to play Fortnite?” she asked him. “I have Minecraft too.”
“No, thank you. Maybe next time.”
“Okay.” She powered down the console, placed the controller on top of the tv unit and skipped out of the room, calling “Night Mister!” as she left.
“She’s nice,” he told Monique.
“A little too cheeky sometimes, but that usually means she likes you. You must have made a good impression.”
“Must be my natural charm.”
“Of course. Will you be OK if I go read her a story for ten minutes?”
“I’ll be fine.”
“And Magda’s just about to leave for the night, would you like her to fix you up anything before she goes?”
“Really, I’m fine,” he said, shooing her away. “Go tuck your daughter in. Listen, do you mind if I pop out front to get a little air?”
“Are you feeling all right?”
“Yeah, nothing like that. Just need a bit of air and check in with a colleague.”
“At this time of the day?”
“My hours aren’t exactly normal.”
“Leave the door on the latch so you can let yourself back in.”
She left him alone, and as he swilled the last of his coffee Magda walked past the open doorway and gave him a brief nod before walking down the corridor and opening the front door. He stood and stretched, feeling a little tired. It had been a full-on last few days, they’d crammed quite a lot in. 
Outside, he could see the tiny receding figure of Magda, almost out of sight. She could walk fast, that was for sure. He took out his phone and dialled Nightingale, who answered on the second ring.
“It’s Joshua,” said Wainwright into the usual silence. “Just checking in with you.”
“All good here,” came a familiar voice. “Doing anything nice?”
“I’m with Monique. She just introduced me to her daughter. Thanks again for checking things out for me.”
“You don’t have to thank me, Joshua. You pay me to do it.”
“Well, I’m still grateful. What are you up to?”
“Drinking a Corona, watching a film. Thinking about smoking a cigarette.”
“No, I meant in general. Anything more on the Anderson girl, or Esparza?”
“Well, they’re both still missing and I haven’t made any progress in getting any updates.”
“I wish I could suggest a way forward.”
“I hate to say it but if there’s anything in this then we’re going to have to just wait until something else happens. We need more dots before we can try to join them.”
“Fair enough. Check back in when you have something.”
Wainwright hung up and started to walk back inside, paused, and turned around. He dialled another number on his phone.
“Hi Val,” he said when the call was answered. “Just checking in. Anything to update me on?”
“Good evening,” she said, unruffled by the late hour. Working for Joshua Wainwright meant that a call could come practically any time of day or night, it was part of the job. “Nothing much to report. Are you still in Houston?”
“Yes, I’m currently having a little break. Some fun, I think that’s what it’s called.”
“That’s good to hear. You don’t get nearly enough fun in your life, if you don’t mind me saying.”
“Not at all. Would it be a problem if I stayed in Houston a little longer? There’s nothing urgent in my diary.”
“Nothing that can’t be rearranged. What do you want me to do with the invites?”
“Invites? Remind me, please.”
“You had an invite to the Highstone Enclave and I think you were undecided. It seems they really want you there, you’ve had another two invites for the same thing.”
“Just say no, please.”
“Of course.”
Wainwright ended the call, put his mobile away and went back inside. Monique was standing in the hallway waiting for him, holding out a glass of fine whisky and smiling.
 
 

CHAPTER 19
 
The huge room was dimly lit by candlelight at ground level. It wasn’t possible to fully see the arching ceiling high above, now almost two hundred years old and made from seasoned cedar and crossbeams brought in from the California redwood forests. There were ornate carvings hidden in the darkness, the occasional grotesque face briefly highlighted when the multitude of candles below rallied and flickered in the cool breeze gently coursing through the old church.
The stained-glass windows looked majestic, lit from behind and the colours all as lurid and glorious as the day they were laid. There was no sunshine to fade them, for after the small gap behind each of the windows lay the thick bedrock of the Chihuahuan Desert, with a smattering of sandy desert topsoil. The Chihuahuan Desert was the largest desert in North America, and stretching from southern Arizona to central Mexico and including a large chunk of West Texas.
At first glance, all would appear normal and only after a more studied observation would the true nature of the windows, and the imagery laid out within them, become apparent. There were no haloed saints performing great deeds, no avatars of Christ or his Disciples. The figures made from coloured glass and bisected into pieces by lead were from the Great Below, robed in colours of shellac red and surrounded by shadows and flames. More than once, a dark figure in the shape of a man wove his way through the images, and some of the mortals held up their arms in worship. Painted around him, tiny and in exquisite detail, were hundreds of flies.
There were no upside-down crucifixes or anything so similarly blunt and vulgar, but there could be no doubt about what this place stood for. This was not a house of Christ, not anymore. A new Master drew souls for worship.
From the desert surface, a casual visitor would have no idea that an entire church lay beneath their feet. The act of removing the original church from Truth or Consequences, piece by piece, and burying it in a gigantic hole dug from the bedrock, took more than two decades to accomplish and the entire deed was known about by only a select few.
In a largely unknown episode of detestable history, the imported Mexican workforce that carried out the labour had all been killed after the completion of the project. Sacrificed is perhaps a better word. The perpetrator of that outrage was Alain de Huxtable-Pon, a callous and deranged Satanist who relocated to North America from continental Europe in 1905, and wasted no time in setting up a brand-new chapter of his own ghastly church called The Order of the Bull. Proving that wealth really can grease all the wheels of power, Huxtable-Pon had emigrated with dozens of sacrifices in his wake  - although one or two men of law and scholars that were aware of his existence would argue it was more like hundreds - and was allowed into the Americas to begin again with a clean slate.
Within a year he had bought a secluded property near Marfa Marfa, between the Davis Mountains and Big Bend National Park. Marfa Marfa was founded in the early 1880s as a water station where steam trains stopped to replenish water. Huxtable-Pon had founded a small but already loyal congregation and had received a vision that came into his head the moment he first saw the Church of the Modern Christ in Truth or Consequences. With help of the demonic kind, as well as a carefully managed source of wealth and a right-hand man called Du Plessis who was willing to carry out much of the dirty work of recruitment, he started relocating the church and enlarging his congregation further. It seems impossible that he would have been allowed to simply appropriate an entire church and cart it off stone by stone, but the local opposition disappeared practically overnight when its original congregation all fell sick at once and died within a week.
Demonic power can only get you so far in the world of mortals and Huxtable-Pon was now long dead, along with all of his original congregation except one. Immeasurable wealth and power are only fleeting, the span of a lifetime, and many that deal their souls forget this. Rosemary Azteca, a slip of a girl when Huxtable-Pon first set foot on American soil, was now the most senior member of the church and was still completely devoted to her old master. She couldn’t have been less than one hundred and twenty-four years old, an impossible age, and the deal she had done for her own soul had extended her life beyond all probability but it couldn’t hold off Death for much longer. She knew this and had accepted it.
The ceremony tonight was to relieve her of her responsibilities and pass them onto a prized member of the church, a replacement who represented all of the core values first set out by the Great High Priest Huxtable-Pon himself, and would carry that forward into the New Dawn.
Because a New Dawn was coming. She believed that without a doubt in her mind, had done so for many years. Now she could feel it coming, as certain as she could feel Death’s approach. She knew that Death would win that race but she would go Down Below safe in the knowledge that the work was being continued, that one day the world would bend to their vision and He would walk the Earth once more.
Baal. The one True Master. He had made himself known to her many times over the decades. Not so intimately lately, which her old body was grateful for  - even if her mind wasn’t - but she knew her Lord better than any man and had felt him inside her on countless occasions. He brought a dark joy into her life, a comfortable blanket of warm filth. Her life had been lived within his blessed embrace and for that she thanked him daily.
But now it was time. He must love another as he had once loved her. Someone younger, fresher, with a formidable power of her own.
Rosemary turned to face the robed congregation and spoke words that were used only in this particular ceremony, last performed when she herself became the High Priestess.
“Let the new begin,” she said. “Let the darkness flourish across the face of the Earth.”
There was a murmuring from the congregation, numerous pairs of eyes glittering from the darkened shadows of their hoods. From the back of the church, a small figure in a white robe entered, its head clad in a grotesque mask of writhing maggots. It carried a long staff, which tapped the cold flagstones every few paces. Behind came two rows of similarly masked figures in red, followed by a small cart on wheels dragged by chains. Smoke leaked from a box on top of the cart, pungent and noxious but ignored by all. At the rear of this little procession came a woman dressed in a purple robe, herself wearing a mask of a snarling, unrecognisable beast, antlers sprouting from the top of her head. A liberal sprinkling of maggots writhed all over her, occasionally falling to the ground as she slowly moved forwards. 
“Let the new come before the Lord,” said Rosemary.
The procession peeled away to either side. The woman in purple stopped and waited. “I am here, Lord,” she said.
Rosemary held a small, silver orb pouring smoke on the end of a chain in front of her and wafted the noxious smoke around them both.
“We here will witness the passing of the One Servant and the welcome of another,” said Rosemary. She turned and opened an ornately decorated box on a small table behind her. She took out a long, ceremonial dagger and held it towards the woman in purple.
“Take this instrument,” said Rosemary. There was no fear in her voice, no sign of what was to come. The taller woman standing before her reached out and took it. 
“I accept this gift,” the woman replied. “I give my everything, as you give your life.”
Rosemary smiled and bowed her head. Everyone in the room did the same and a low chanting began. The words were impossible to discern unless you knew them. They were from a language thousands of years old and long forgotten except by a few that kept it alive. There was a power within the words, a weight and a significance that modern words had lost over time. These ancient sayings had the ability to wreathe a dark magic in the world, to corral an unspeakable power, to summon the greatest of beings.
The hooded and masked figures spoke in low voices as shadows danced in the flickering candlelight around them. Gradually, another noise emerged, imperceptible at first but growing louder. It could be felt before it was heard, like a tingling at the back of one’s skull. It was a deep and resonant buzzing, a thrum of insect power, a sound that heralded the arrival of something – or someone – very special.
Through the cracks in the walls and the flagstones beneath their feet, many thousands of flies poured into the church. A dark cloud of them swirled and murmurated, the air growing thick, the sound rising above the speech of the humans. At the front of the church, they began to land on the figure in purple, coating her until she was completely covered. The congregation fell silent and only the buzzing could be heard. As all of the flies slowly formed the shape of a man, with the woman completely submerged inside him, Rosemary allowed herself a small smile and nodded in acknowledgement of her Master.
“He comes,” she said, her voice quivering with excitement. “He stands before us today. Look upon him, give him worship.”
The congregation watched as the flies lifted from the woman in purple and formed a figure of their own standing next to her. An out-of-context snapshot of this particular moment would have looked like some sort of alternative wedding. As the flies buzzed louder, the figure grew more compact until it really did look like a real person was standing there, a man made of flesh wrought from flies and shadow. He was naked, his skin dark and shining. Black, glassy eyes glittered in the candlelight. Even at one hundred and twenty four years old, Rosemary felt a tremor deep inside when she caught his eye. If he’d have asked, she would have laid down in front of everyone and let him take her.
But he turned, only having eyes for his new servant.
“Complete the ceremony,” he ordered.
“Master,” said Rosemary, bowing demurely and turning to the woman in purple. She stared back, eyeholes in the animal mask showing wet, dark eyes looking back at her. The mask seemed to change expression in the flickering light, appearing enraged, then angry, then insane, then terrified, cycling through these intense emotions without actually moving at all. The human eyes staring out were calm, fully given to this moment.
“The time is now at hand,” said Rosemary in a strong, clear voice. “We enter a new era, perhaps the final one. Our Master will be here for us when the world turns to ruin, our High Priestess will guide us there safely.”
The congregation uttered a few words of reply in chorus.
“I give my life to our Lord willingly. My service is complete. The change is now.”
Rosemary bowed her head and turned to face the back of the church. The woman stepped forward and without any pretext she plunged the long dagger between the shoulder blades of Rosemary, who gasped but remained standing. She withdrew the dagger and plunged it into Rosemary’s body four more times, forming the outer points of a pentagram. At the end of it, with a great sigh, Rosemary collapsed onto the cold floor, her service complete.
The woman in the purple robe placed the dagger back in its box and turned to face the congregation. She removed her mask, her face expressionless. She was a beautiful woman, tall and strong and more than worthy of the honour bestowed upon her. The congregation looked on in awe at their new High Priestess. Next to her, a smile played across the face of Baal, her new Master.
 
 

CHAPTER 20
 
Nightingale sat at the hotel bar, nursing his second Corona of the evening. Detective Claypool hadn’t been in touch with any updates about Madeleine Anderson and the trail on Evangelista Esparza had stayed completely cold. Wherever these young women were, they were completely off the radar. And there was still no definite proof that anything connected them. In fact Nightingale was starting to wonder if it was a coincidence. Sure, the two young women had gone on murder sprees, and the circumstances around each set of killings was highly unusual, supernatural possibly, but he hadn’t been able to find anything that linked them. And for the life of him he had no idea how to move the investigation forward. 
He sipped his beer and shivered. The temperature in the room had suddenly dropped and he frowned as he realised that crystals were forming in his beer. He looked over his shoulder. Proserpine had walked into the bar, accompanied by her four-legged companion. They attracted one or two glances from other patrons dotted around but people immediately looked away, as though unconsciously sensing that to keep looking would attract her attention.
She was dressed in black, a long coat over black leather jeans and high-heeled boots that clicked on the marble floor. She sat on the stool next to him. The dog sat at her feet, staring at Nightingale with dead eyes.
“Would you like a drink?” he asked her.
“No, thank you.”
“Bowl of water for the dog?”
“He’s fine,” she said. She casually glanced around the hotel bar and then let her gaze settle back on Nightingale. “I have some information for you,” she said. “A name.”
“Okay…?”
“It’s the next one,” she added, looking at him intently. He felt distinctly uncomfortable under such scrutiny. She terrified him, and even though they had such a history they could be in a position to sit quietly with each other and have a discussion, it still felt like sitting underneath the sword of Damocles, where at any moment something terrible might happen. Even so, he couldn’t stop himself from antagonising her, though he knew he was doing it. Something in him made him, it was like picking at a scab that never healed. On some deep level he knew he enjoyed irritating her but it was a dangerous game to play. 
“You’re talking like I know what you’re on about. I’m not psychic, Proserpine.”
He saw her eyes widen the tiniest of fractions when he spoke her name, saw the minutest flash of anger distort her features for a nanosecond before she controlled it. He was under no illusion that the woman before him would dearly love to tear his soul apart. 
“Psychic, no. A little bit stupid, yes. Another name, another one of these women about to go on a rampage. The third.”
Nightingale frowned. “Who is she?”
“Her name is Anna Campbell. She lives in Houston and she’s about to blow and take out a few people that have upset her.”
“How do you know about her?” asked Nightingale.
“I’ve seen her. A sad and angry little thing. She’s at the end of her tether, Jack.”
“How do you know about her when she hasn’t done anything yet?”
“I’ve been watching and waiting. Bigger things are coming, Jack, and they concern me. These events affecting your world are more than just some depressed little idiots flipping out and having some fun. There are going to be ramifications.”
“So, you definitely think they’re connected?” It was more a statement than a question but she looked at him with an expression of disgust and contempt, as though unbelieving that he’d not figured it out for himself.
“Of course they’re connected,” she snapped. “There are large forces at work, but that doesn’t concern you. All you need to do is find this girl and stop the carnage that is coming.”
“I will, but not because you want me to.”
“I don’t care about your motives.”
“So, what do you care about? What has you so worried? And why do you need me to do your dirty work?”
He received another withering look from her. “Didn’t I just tell you that was none of your business? Find her, and do whatever needs to be done to stop her.” She stood, momentarily towering over him, casting a dark shadow across him that made him feel cold inside, like her close proximity was enough to freeze his very soul. He tried not to show it but he saw the corners of her mouth turn upward the tiniest amount. Her black hair hung down, framing her cold white face, and for a moment he had the briefest sensation of tripping, a flashback relic of the odd stupid decision regarding psychotropics a lifetime ago on another continent. The moment passed quickly, and he came to watching the back of Proserpine and her canine companion as they made their way out of the hotel bar.
He finished his drink with a couple of large swigs and then went outside to light up a cigarette. He ended up smoking two before he went up to his room. He briefly thought of contacting Cyberhound to do the legwork for him but quickly decided against it. There was nothing especially technical about tracking down Anna Campbell through the usual social media channels, it was something he could do himself with a bit of patience and some good cross-referencing skills. He didn’t need to know her banking details, or anything particularly sensitive. Just whatever information he could get that was relevant to find out where the girl was at this moment.
Although Facebook turned up dozens of people with the same name, only two were from Houston, a 57 year old trans woman and a 19 year old girl who seemed the most likely candidate. A quick dive into her publicly open profile gave him access to her photos, her friends list and a ton of information about her likes, dislikes and attitude towards all manner of things from preferred choice of entertainment, limited political views and general state of mind. It was too easy, sometimes.
He wondered when the world had changed, and when the line had been crossed. There was a time when people guarded this kind of information and shared it only with close friends. Now these young people shared all manner of personal information with the world at large, not seeming to care about who saw them puking in gutters or larking about in their beach bikinis. Even as Nightingale rifled through her account, and then moved onto Tik Tok and X, he felt a certain amount of disgust at how shamelessly all of this private data had been dumped out onto a public platform, and embarrassment at trawling through it and finding the things he needed so easily.
She was small, a shade under five feet, with spiky blonde hair streaked with pink, and large eyes made bigger with copious amounts of eyeliner. It was easy to find out where she worked - a steakhouse restaurant in downtown Houston - and he soon knew her favourite places and her closest friends. He found an address on the White Pages website and crosschecked it with a cursory glance at her LinkedIn location. There was a CV online as well, which provided him with an email address and cellphone number. He tried her cellphone just for the hell of it and wasn’t surprised to find it was out of service. A lot of people changed their phones and didn’t bother keeping the same number.
He decided the best place to start was by going down to the restaurant where she worked in the morning. He yawned, kicked off his Hush Puppies and lay back on the bed. In moments, he was asleep.
 
 

CHAPTER 21
 
Nightingale woke early and ordered coffee and scrambled eggs from room service. He wasn’t a fan of the hotel toothpaste, so he took his washbag from his holdall. As he retrieved his tube of Colgate, he spotted the small brown leather bag that he always had with him. It was two hundred years old, maybe older, wrinkled and faded in places. The pink crystal it contained was timeless, and Nightingale realised that it might be the key to finding Anna Campbell. 
By the time he had shaved, showered and dressed, a waiter arrived with his breakfast. As he ate, he went onto the internet in search of a shop that could provide what he needed. He found a shop in Houston Heights, to the north of the city. The Star and Moon Apothecary was mainly geared to provide Wicca supplies, but he wasn’t planning on purchasing anything that would raise a red flag.
Once he had finished his breakfast, he headed downstairs and called an Uber. He spent the journey looking at Anna’s social media accounts. She posted regularly on Facebook, Instagram and Tik Tok, more often than not complaining about her life. She seemed borderline paranoid, blaming everybody but herself for all her misfortunes, but there were hints that she had been abused as a child. There were no mentions of family and only a few friends. The bitterness and resentment seemed to be reaching a pitch. She was about to blow, no question about it.
The Uber dropped outside a single storey grey house with large white pentagram screens on the side. They were upright pentagrams, with a single upward-facing point, symbolising the spirit's dominance over the four material elements — earth, air, fire and water. Nightingale was more familiar with the inverted pentagram, with two points facing upward, symbolising the physical realm's dominance over the spiritual and a symbol of the left-hand path.
The sweet smell of incense assailed his nostrils as he walked into the shop. A small bell tingled and he flashed back to Mrs Steadman’s Wicca Woman shop in Camden. She had an identical bell on her door. The woman behind the counter was no Mrs Steadman, she was heavily built wearing a purple smock over baggy pink pants. She was talking into her mobile phone so Nightingale was able to browse without having to make polite conversation. He picked up two blue candles, a clump of lemon twigs, and a selection of herbs. The woman was still on the phone when he carried his purchases over to the counter, and she carried on her conversation while tapping on her cash register. Nightingale paid with cash and went out to call an Uber to take him back to his hotel.
 As he passed through reception he picked up a tourist map of Houston. Once back in his room, he spread the map out on the floor, then lit the two blue candles and put them either side of the map. He sprinkled herbs on the candles and they burned with blue smoke.
 He carefully placed a small pile of lemon twigs in the bowl, then sat back on his heels and studied the photographs of Anna on his phone. In an ideal world he would have something that belonged to her, or a lock of her hair, but this wasn’t an ideal world so he had to make do with what he had.
Nightingale spoke three sentences in a long-dead language as he used his lighter to ignite the lemon twigs, then he picked up the small brown leather bag and undid its lace. He tipped out a pink crystal, the size of a pigeon’s egg. It was attached to a thin gold chain which he held between the thumb and first finger. He slowly lowered the crystal until it was just six inches above the flames. It began to glow. 
Nightingale spoke again in the same ancient language. “Asmla oscsub ascihc odsidrept Anna Campbell. Asmla oscsub ascsihc odsidrept Jennifer Sykes. Asmla oscsub ascsihc odsidrept Jennifer Sykes.”
Nightingale moved the crystal so that it was hanging over the map.
“Asmla oscsub ascihc odsidrept Anna Campbell….” Nightingale said, louder this time, but as soon as her name left his lips the crystal exploded into a dozen fragments, one of which tore into his cheek and drew blood. Nightingale yelped and dropped the chain. He stared at the crystal fragments that had peppered the map, tearing it in places. Someone or something didn’t want him to find Anna Campbell, that was for certain. A fly buzzed by his ear, a large bluebottle. He swatted it away but the fly was already heading for the open window.
 
 

CHAPTER 22
 
The restaurant where Anna Campbell worked was called the Saltgrass Steakhouse. Nightingale arrived at eleven o’clock, just as it was opening. Nightingale asked a young man behind the bar if Anna Campbell was working today and he shrugged. “Dunno,” he said. Nightingale asked to speak to the manager and after a couple of minutes a woman in her thirties with mousy brown hair appeared from the kitchen. She was wearing a black shirt and black trousers and had a badge on her breast pocket that read “TRISH”.
Nightingale flashed her what he hoped was his most disarming smile. “Are you the manager?” he asked.
“I am. If you’re looking for work, leave me your CV and I’ll pass it on to Human Resources.”
“I’m not looking for a job, I’m looking for Anna. Anna Campbell.”
“Is she, like, in trouble or something?” asked Trish. “Are you, like, the FBI?”
Nightingale smiled and gestured at his raincoat. “Do I look like an FBI agent?” he asked her.
“Yeah, you do a bit.”
“I just need to find Anna. My understanding is that she works here.”
“Not no longer,” said Trish. There was a glint in her eye. He could tell that she was glad Anna no longer worked there.
“That’s a shame. That must be a recent decision then, this place is still on her CV as a current employer.”
“Well, she shouldn’t have been such an asshole,” said Trish, immediately looking guilty for saying it out loud.
“You didn’t like her?”
“No-one did. She’s a horrible person.”
Nightingale wondered what Trish’s face would look like if Anna did go on a rampage and turned up on the news. Probably much the same as it did now.
“Do you have any idea where she might go, where her favourite places were, maybe?”
“Have you tried in the sewers?” asked a male voice, and Nightingale turned to see an overweight hunk of a young man approaching. “’Cos that’s where she deserves to be.”
“And you are?” asked Nightingale.
“His name is Layne,” said Trish, frowning. “And he shouldn’t be talking like that. Knock it off, Layne.”
“But he asked where – “
“He doesn’t want to hear that,” she said, cutting him short. She turned back to Nightingale and gave him a sickly, apologetic smile. “Sorry about the interruption.” She waited until Layne got the message and wandered off, muttering to himself, before continuing. “Look,” she said. “I don’t like her, I make no bones about that, but I don’t wanna see her in any trouble. She needs help. She’s got, like, mental issues.”
“Why do you think there are issues? What’s her story?”
Trish took a little breath, as though loading up on oxygen for a long speech, and then suddenly checked herself and looked at him suspiciously. “Who did you say you were, again?” she asked him. “How do you know Anna? I’m really not supposed to give out any personal information, Corporate would have my job for data breaching.”
“I’m a friend of hers,” he said, “and this chat is off the record. I’m concerned about her. I think you’re right, I think she does have some mental issues. I want to find her so I can get some help, before she does anything silly.”
“She’s got a temper, all right,” said Trish. 
“So, can you help me?”
“You’ve tried her house?”
“I tried it on the way here, it’s empty. I think she’s moved out.”
“Probably been thrown out.”
“Which means she’s on the streets, more than likely sleeping rough.”
“Listen, Mister, I wish I could help you but I really didn’t know her that well. I honestly don’t have the first clue where you’d find her. It’s sad that, you know, she’s on the streets and all but if you ask me, I’d say she probably brought it on herself.”
Nightingale nodded, more to himself, gave her a curt smile. He knew he wasn’t going to get anything useful out of her, and thanked her for her time before leaving.
Outside, he wondered where to try next. The house was a bust and he could spend weeks in a city the size of Houston searching the streets for any sign of her. He needed a better way. He knew that he wasn’t going to find her in time. Why would Proserpine just give him a name and nothing else, she must have known how tough it would be for him to do this on his own. He took out his pack of Marlboro, lit one and blew smoke up at the clear blue sky.
He walked down the street, deep in thought.
“Penny for them,” said a voice, jolting him out of his reverie.
She was sitting in a shop doorway, some old boutique that looked like it had gone out of business fairly recently. There was a piece of cardboard with “PENNY FOR THE GUY” written in capital letters. Next to it was a paper cup with a few dollars in it. The dog was lying at her feet. As Nightingale approached, it opened one eye but otherwise remained motionless.
Nightingale stopped. He took a long drag on his cigarette as he looked at her, then blew a smoke ring to the side. He let the ring expand and then blew a second, smaller, ring through the first.
“That’s a clever trick,” she said. She waved her hand at the two rings and they merged together to form a perfect pentangle. It hung in the air for a few seconds before dispersing.
“You know the whole guy thing is wasted on Americans,” he said, gesturing at the cardboard sign with his cigarette. “They’ve no idea who Guy Fawkes is.”
“You see what you want to see, Nightingale.” She waved a finger at the sign and the words disappeared. It was blank. “So you need some help?” she asked him.
“I think you know the answer to that already.”
“It seems like your detective skills aren’t up to snuff,” she said.
“Well, it’s a good job I was never an actual detective then, isn’t it?”
“Ah, yes. It’s the Great Negotiator that stands before me. How’s that working out for you, Jack?”
“Pretty well so far. My soul’s still my own.”
She laughed, but her eyes were cold and dead and there was no humour in it. The dog closed its eyes as though bored of the conversation.
“Are you playing with me?” he asked her.
“You think I don’t have better things to do with my time?”
“You’re eternal, time is one thing you have plenty of. Look, why don’t you help me out? You gave me her name so you clearly want me to stop whatever she has planned, but I’m no nearer finding out where she is. I tried using my crystal pendulum with the Spell of Propinquity and that didn’t work out well. Why don’t you just tell me where the girl is so I can go talk to her?”
“Is that your best negotiating tactic, Jack? It seems an awfully blunt tool.”
“It’s not. I’m aiming for speed, not delicacy. And correct me if I’m wrong but you’re just as concerned about this girl going off as I am. We both know I’ll be doing your dirty work for you, so let’s cut the pretence and get on with it, shall we?”
She smiled and applauded mockingly. “An excellent comeback, I’ll give you that. She’s in Sugarland, there’s a park there where the homeless have set up a tent camp. You can be there in 15 minutes with an Uber.”
“Why didn’t you tell me that yesterday?”
“Do you need everything handed to you on a plate?”
“You just like jerking me around, don’t you?”
“My little puppet. That’s about right, yes.”
Nightingale turned and walked away, already reaching for his phone. He stopped and turned when she called out his name.
“Jack? Just to correct you about that soul business. It won’t always be your own, remember that.”
 
 

CHAPTER 23
 
The Uber wheezed to a stop at the edge of the park. The vehicle had been making some strange noises and Nightingale had started to fret about the car not making it at all. He climbed out and promised five stars, then looked out over the park as the car drove away. The park covered four square blocks and there were more than several dozen brightly coloured tents in one corner. The area away from the tents was filled with joggers, strollers and young families walking with their children, some pushing prams. There were dog walkers, a few people doing a Tai Chi session and at least two unconnected men moving along the paths on rollerblades, all keeping well away from the tents.
Nightingale lit a cigarette and watched the men and women moving around the tented area. Most were young and unkempt, with scruffy clothing, matted hair and hands and faces streaked with dirt. From the way they lurched around, most were suffering from the effects of alcohol or drugs. The wind was blowing towards the tents and Nightingale was sure that the smell wouldn’t be pleasant if he had been downwind.
He saw a young girl sitting with her back to a tree. Nightingale pulled out his phone and checked Anna’s social media photographs. She looked paler and more frail than her filtered photographs, but it was definitely her. He approached her with the sun behind him, and his shadow fell across her. She looked up, a hand shielding her eyes. “Anna?” he asked her.
“Who’s asking?” she asked, looking around in a quickly rising panic.
“My name is Jack, Jack Nightingale. I’m here to help you.” She scrabbled to her feet and looked like a startled deer about to bolt. “Easy, Anna. I’m your friend. I might be the only one you have at the moment.”
“How do you know who I am?” she snapped, her eyes darting about looking for any more people that might be with him.
“Let’s just relax for a moment. Take a deep breath. I’m here to help you, that’s all that matters. I know you’re feeling the urge to lash out, to hurt people, because you’ve been hurt, too.”
“You don’t know me.”
“You’d be surprised what I know, Anna.”
She frowned at him. “How do you know my name?”
“Because I was sent to help you.”
“By who?”
“By someone who is worried that your anger might spill over and that you might hurt others. Does that make any sense to you?” She visibly relaxed a fraction and he took a step closer to her. “I can help you, but only if you let me.”
“How can you?” she said, her voice wavering. “He comes to me in my dreams! He’s like Freddy Krueger or something.”
“Who? Who comes to you?”
She shook her head. “I can’t say. He told me…” She shook her head. “You don’t want to know.”
“I can get you somewhere safe,” he told her. “And then we can figure out how to make him go away. But you’re vulnerable out on the streets and we both know that without a chaperone you might do something silly.”
Her shoulders began to shake and then she started sobbing. Nightingale reached out and caught her just before she collapsed into a sobbing mess. He held her tight for a little while and let her cry it out. She wrapped her arms around him, clinging tight, sensing that this was her one rock in a violent ocean, her one chance of survival. After a minute or two she gently backed away and looked up at him with a tear-stained face and reddish eyes.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go find somewhere to grab a bit of food. Are you hungry?”
“Starving,” she said.
“Let me buy you something to eat.”
“There’s a Denny’s close by,” she said.
“Lead the way.”
“You’re not a pervert, are you?”
“I wasn’t the last time I checked.”
She led him through the streets to a large Denny’s, surrounded by parked cars. She took him inside and he followed her to a booth at the back. She flopped down with a sigh and looked at him expectantly. “Seriously, you’re paying?”
“Sure. I just need to make a call. Can you order me an All-American Slam, with white toast, and coffee,’ he said. That was his go-to breakfast in the States - three scrambled eggs with cheddar cheese, two bacon strips, two all-pork sausage links, crispy hash browns, and a choice of toast. It wasn’t a patch on a full English, but it was better than nothing. “You order what you want. I’ll be right back.”
Her face dropped a little. “You’re not going to leave me, are you?” she asked. She looked frightened, unsure of herself again. He shook his head and told her that he wouldn’t be long.
He went outside and phoned Wainwright. “I found Anna Campbell,” said Nightingale. “I’m just getting her some food and making sure she’s OK. Hopefully I managed to stop some fireworks.”
“You believe she was going to start killing, like the others?”
“I’d say it was on the cards, yeah. She’s very tightly wound.”
“Well done for talking her out of it.”
“The job’s not complete yet, not by a long way. It’s the reason I’m calling.” He looked through the window at Anna and lowered his voice even further. “I think we need to provide some sort of practical support.”
“Can you elaborate?”
“We need to get her set up with an apartment. And a job, maybe. Get her back on the straight and narrow. I’ve got her in hand now but I can’t babysit her for ever, can I?”
There was a pause on the other end of the line before Wainwright responded. “I’m not a realtor, Jack. Or an employment agency.”
“I appreciate that, I just think we need to help her.”
“I’m not a charity, either.”
“Just listen to me for a second. If Proserpine is right, she’s getting ready to kill a bunch of people. Her mental health’s on life support and she has nobody to bail her out. I know it’s not our business to pick up waifs and strays but this feels different. I don’t know what will happen to her if I just walk away once I’m done here.”
“So, you feel sorry for her, is that what you’re saying?”
“I feel a lecture coming on. Please, Joshua. I know what you’re going to say and I know why you’re going to say it, but just hold fire for a second. Regardless of the shit she’s found herself in, we’re dealing with a person that needs some help on a very basic level. Help me to set her up, please. I’ll even pay for it myself, if that’s what you want.”
“You feel that strongly about this?”
“I do. She’s just a kid. I want to help her out, do some good in the world. What do you say? Can you get Valerie on the case and see if we can get this girl’s life back on track?”
There was another pause. “Okay. I’ll get Valerie onto it,” said Wainwright eventually.
“Thank you. You’re a good man.”
Wainwright ended the call and Nightingale smiled to himself. There was a certain irony in describing a Satanist as a good man.
He went back into the diner. Anna was already tucking into a burger, gripping it tightly with both hands as if she feared it might be snatched from her. There was a strawberry milkshake in front of her and a mug of coffee ready for him. He sat down and sipped it.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“I told you. Jack Nightingale.”
“Okay, then what are you? Or do you make a habit of picking up girls and buying them food?”
“Think of me as a guardian angel,” he said.
She shook her head. “You’re no angel.”
“I’m trying to keep you out of trouble,” he said. “Maybe stop you from doing something you might regret.”
“Can you read my mind?”
“Of course not.”
“So why do you think you know what I might or might not do?”
She swallowed, then gulped down her milkshake. A waitress arrived with a hot dog for Anna and the breakfast for Nightingale.
Anna grabbed the hot dog and took a bite. Nightingale grinned. “You’re hungry.”
“I didn’t eat yesterday.”
‘What happened?”
“I lost my job. Bitch of a manager sacked me.”
“Why?”
“Because she’s a bitch.” She took another drink of her milk shake.
“Anna, you said he came to you in your dreams. Who did you mean?”
“It’s not important.”
“Does he talk to you? Does he tell you to do things?”
“Just leave it.”
She went back to her burger.
“I can help you.”
She held up the burger. “This is all the help I need.”
Nightingale’s phone buzzed, letting him know that he had received a message. It was from Valerie. Nightingale read it and smiled. As always, her efficiency impressed him. She had arranged an apartment for Anna and taken out a year-long contract in her name that would include all utilities and service charges, with a Netflix subscription thrown in for good measure. And there was a note saying that she was chasing up a possible job with a restaurant a short walk from the apartment. He smiled to himself as he put the phone away. They were close to getting Anna back on the straight and narrow. “Looks like you won’t have to go back to tent city,” he said.
“What do you mean?”
“We’ve got a place for you to live. A condo not far from here.”
“I can’t afford to rent a condo,” she said. “I told you, I don’t have a job.”
“Your rent’s covered, and we’re working on getting a job.”
‘Who’s we?”
“Just some people who want to help get you back on the straight and narrow.” He picked up his knife and fork. “Soon as we’re done here, I’ll take you around.”
“You really are my guardian angel, aren't you?”
“I’m doing my best,” said Nightingale.
 
 

CHAPTER 24
 
Nightingale and Anna finished their food, Nightingale paid the bill with one of Wainwright’s credit cards, then walked the half mile to the apartment block. A young man with swept-back black hair and thick framed spectacles in a double-breasted grey suit was standing outside the building. He was obviously waiting for them because he waved when he saw Nightingale. He introduced himself as Ken, and explained that he worked for the real estate agency that handled the building. He took them through reception and up to the sixth floor, then along a corridor to a corner apartment with views over the Buffalo Bayou, the large river that meandered through Houston. He showed them the large sitting room, the freshly decorated bedroom, the small but well-equipped kitchen and the bathroom with a large bath and a walk-in shower. Valerie had done well.
Ken gave Nightingale two sets of keys and his business card, then left them to it. Anna walked around, wide-eyed, running her fingers along the sofa and armchairs. “Does the TV work?” she said, pointing at an 85-inch television on one wall.
“I assume so,” said Nightingale. He bent down and picked up a remote control off the coffee table. He pressed the green button and the screen lit up. He handed her the remote. “It’s okay?” he asked.
“It’s amazing,” she said, looking around. Her face fell. “What do I have to do for this.”
‘What do you mean?”
“I mean you can’t be doing all this for nothing. There has to be payback.”
Nightingale smiled down at her. “We’ve already established that I’m not a pervert,” he said. “Let’s just stick with the guardian angel idea.”
“But why are you doing this for me? There are loads of people like me in Houston. You could close your eyes and throw a rock at the tent village in the park and be pretty much guaranteed to hit someone just like me.”
Nightingale forced a smile. “I know you were heading down a dark road, Anna. And I wanted to give you a chance to stay on the straight and narrow.” He handed her both sets of keys. 
“You don’t want to keep a set for yourself?” she asked.
“It’s your place,” he said. “If I need to see you, I’ll call first. You’ve got a phone, right?”
She reached into her back pocket and took out a battered Samsung phone. Nightingale pulled out his phone and they exchanged numbers. “WhatsApp is the best way of keeping in touch with me,” he said.
“Because it’s encrypted?”
“That’s right. How do you know that?”
“I know more than my fair share of drug dealers,” she said.
Nightingale pulled out his wallet and have her handful of twenty dollar bills. “This should keep you going, food-wise,” he said. “I’ll hopefully get back to you tomorrow with the details of the job we’re lining up for you.”
Tears welled up in Anna’s eyes and she stood on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you,” she said.
He grinned and threw her a mock salute. “All part of the Guardian Angel service,” she said.
 
 

CHAPTER 25
 
Anna lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling, unable to sleep. It wasn’t yet nine o’clock but it had been a while since she had been in a bed, a real bed, so she had taken a luxuriant bath before diving under the covers. She still had to pinch herself to make sure that she wasn’t dreaming. And he was lining her up with some sort of job as well. Jack Nightingale really was her guardian angel. Occasional flashes of yellow headlights rolled across the ceiling and down the far wall as vehicles passed by outside.
She dared to think about the future. Maybe, just maybe, things might work out for her.
She had no idea of the time when she awoke a few hours later. She reached around for her phone but couldn’t seem to find it, and she sat up and looked around the darkness to see what had disturbed her. 
There was a movement in the corner of the room, a darker pool of inky blackness amongst the shadows, and as soon as it moved the room was filled with the buzzing of thousands of angry flies. She jumped with the fright of it and gasped loudly. That thing was here, in her new home. The black figure moved closer until it stood looming over her. 
“You have disappointed me,” it said in that gravelly voice that always set her teeth on edge. “I expected better of you.”
She made as if to stand and the figure held out a hand as a warning for her to stay where she was.
“Please…” she said, her voice little more than a whimper. “Please just go away.”
It laughed at her. The flies briefly seemed to go wildly out of control before regaining their relative composure.
“All that power I offered you,” it said. “The chance to right all the wrongs.”
“I don’t want to kill anybody,” she said.
“Ah, but you did,” replied Baal. “That’s what drew me to you. You were ready to punish all the ones that hurt you and I wanted that for you. I wanted you to grow, Anna.”
She watched the figure, waiting. It appeared top heavy, squat and wide. It breathed heavily, and she could sense an immense power, something as old as Time itself. Although it was made up of flies, she could sense another animal presence, a physically intimidating hulk of a creature that seemed to snort and exude a bullish sort of musk.
“You need to punish those people, Anna,” it said in a deep, resonant voice. “I will give you what you need to do it.”
Something inside her shifted, a change of perspective. Suddenly, she felt anger at being trapped cowering before this thing. She didn’t want it here, she didn’t call it. What hold did it have over her? Why was she even considering listening to it?”
It laughed again, as though reading her thoughts.
“Anna, Anna, Anna,” it said, chiding her. “You have some fight left in you after all. Would you like to see what I do to people who try and fight me?”
“You don’t frighten me,” she said, nurturing the tiny flame of defiance inside herself. She thought that she might win this exchange somehow, but that idea crashed and burned when a pair of glowing red eyes formed inside the face of the thing made of flies and it spread its arms wide and lunged at her.
She was embraced by the figure, crushed in a hug from a million buzzing flies. She screamed and they poured into her mouth and forced their way down her throat. She started to choke on flies, coughing and inhaling them, clutching at her throat as if this might help somehow. The flies were inside her, and his voice was inside her head, a great throbbing, buzzing voice that reverberated around her skull and threatened to tip her over the edge into insanity.
“This is what you get when you fight me, Anna!” it said. It laughed, louder and louder, the noise of it like a physical pain inside her mind, a buzzing, filthy fist squeezing her brain. She screamed, or tried to, because flies were still forcing their way into her and she had no air left, no room to breathe. She fell on her back and felt her eyes burn hot with tears.
“Still want to fight?” he roared inside her head. “There are worse things I can do to you. This is only the beginning.”
She felt her consciousness beginning to slip, and beckoned the darkness to consume her. Anything to get away from this thing. She lay there convulsing as the flies poured out of her mouth, some even forcing their way through her nostrils and even her eyes. They reassembled into the figure of a man looming over her and she coughed and spluttered and fought for her breath. It waited for her to regain some composure and when it sensed that she was focused again it changed shape and moved to completely cover her.
It was a bull, this time, powerful and enormous, hunched over the fragile form of Anna, snorting hot, fetid breath onto her face, her neck. There was a tangible sense of something terrible about to happen, the air was frozen still like the nanoseconds before a nuclear blast.
She knew, then, what it meant when it said there are worse things it could do. 
 
 

CHAPTER 26
 
There were only a handful of customers finishing up when Anna walked through the door of Saltgrass Steakhouse. A couple of waiting staff were clearing tables. Layne was lumbering away from her, a tea towel tucked into his waistband, heading towards the back office. There was a new girl that Anna hadn’t seen before behind the till area, rearranging drinks bottles.
Anna quietly closed the door behind her, letting down the catch to lock it.
She wasn’t quite feeling herself. The walk down, as the evening turned into the night, had felt like it was happening to someone else, as though she wasn’t really there at all. Nobody was guiding her, she was in control, but also not in control at the same time. She couldn’t stop herself from the path she was on, although deep inside, distant and almost lost, a tiny voice was screaming at her to stop and turn around.
The new girl saw her first. She caught Anna’s dead-eyed glare and immediately sensed trouble and walked off towards the back office. Moments later, Layne came out, followed by Trish. Both looked surprised to see her, then angry. Layne walked right up to Anna and shoved her hard in the chest.
“What are you doin’ here?” he asked.
“Layne!” warned Trish.
“I’m asking you a QUESTION!” he said, his words almost a shout at the end, and the sentence was punctuated with another hard shove. Trish looked around at the shocked customers, embarrassed. She held out a hand to try and placate them, tried to smile and show that everything was OK.
“Layne,” she hissed. “Knock it off.” She walked over and gently - but forcefully - moved him to one side. He stood there glaring at Anna, as though he might even be thinking of taking a swing at her. In return, Anna surveyed him with a queer expression, a mixture of disgust, loathing, pity and hunger. She turned to look at Trish.
“Why are you here, Anna?” asked Trish. “You can’t keep coming back. You were fired, you need to get over it.”
Anna smiled. “I’ve not come to take my job back,” she said, as though nothing could be funnier. “That’s not why I’m here at all.”
“So why are you here?”
“I’m here to take your lives, Trish.”
Every pair of eyes in the place focused on Anna after she said those words. It was as though all of the air had been sucked out of the room and everyone had forgotten to breathe. They could tell she meant it. Sometimes, even if what somebody is saying makes no sense, has no rhyme or reason, you can hear the conviction in their voice and you know that they utterly believe what they’ve just said. They all heard that conviction in Anna’s voice.
“What did you say?” asked Layne, stepping forward.
“Stop!” shouted Trish, not yet understanding just how bad things were going to get. She still thought they could all walk away from this. In Trish’s mind, it was still about damage limitation. Avoiding a scene that could damage the reputation of the business. Not for a second did she think that Anna could carry out her threat. It was just words, that was all. She was trying to intimidate them. She clearly wasn’t armed. If she tried anything really stupid, Layne could knock her out and drag her out of there whilst she worked the customers and offered them all a freebie meal to make up for witnessing such an ugly scene.
“Janey?” called Trish, briefly turning her head towards the back office. The new girl, frightened and with tears running down her face, poked her head around the doorframe. “Call the police, Janey. Do it now.” She turned back to face Anna. “You’re making a fool of yourself, Anna,” she said. “Let’s take this outside and talk, okay?”
But Anna wasn’t listening any more. 
She stood very still, looking down at the floor, and slowly raised her arms until they were parallel with the ugly 1980s era carpet. Her breathing was focused, slightly laboured. Layne looked at Trish, a goofy grin on his face, and pulled a confused expression. Layne had never been the shiniest button in the sewing drawer and he was clearly misreading the situation. He’d gone from being angry to amused, from being ready to forcibly eject their unwanted visitor to sitting back on his heels and watching her embarrass herself.
Trish didn’t share his view. There was something utterly creepy about the way Anna had changed her posture, something about the way she was behaving that made her skin crawl. She knew something terrible was about to happen, there could be no doubting it, but she didn’t yet understand how this girl before her could implement such carnage. But the dread feeling in her stomach was telling her that she was about to find out.
Anna tilted her head upwards and glared at Trish. They locked eyes and Trish felt like her soul had been given an ice bath. Anna’s hair began to move slightly, as though an unseen breeze had found her. The air began to visibly warp and ripple. Trish was so transfixed, so horrified that she couldn’t get her legs to move backwards. She wanted to run, even if it was only to barricade the back office door and hide, but her legs were frozen to the spot. 
Behind her, one of the liquor bottles fell over, rolled along the counter and dropped off the end, hitting a small tiled area and smashing. One of the diners, a middle-aged woman out celebrating her last ever birthday - she just didn’t know it yet - gasped and implored her dining partner to do something. He looked from her to Anna and back again then sighed and stood up.
“Hey! Young lady!” he called out and all it took to silence him was the briefest flicker of Anna’s eyes in his direction. Something about her gaze made him sit quickly back down and make frantic calming gestures towards his irritated partner. She started to berate him and he swore and told her to shut up, which by her expression he’d never done before.
Another bottle fell over. On the nearby tables, cutlery started to wobble ever so slightly. A napkin briefly fluttered into life like a panicked bird.
The air around Anna grew thicker. Denser. It started to move around her body, a slowly rotating vortex. Cutlery was dragged along tables in a curving path, the way a comet is drawn towards a black hole. Finally, Layne stopped grinning. He looked around in a stupor, not understanding what was happening.
“Trish?” he said in a bovine voice. 
Trish didn’t answer. Her eyes were wide open, her irises fully surrounded by the whites, and her brain was collapsing in on itself. She knew this was the end but couldn’t quite process it. As things drifted upward from the surrounding tables – napkins, empty glasses, cutlery, a pair of glasses and a wallet, items of food, bits of broken glass from the floor – and began to circle Anna with increasing speed, Trish watched on in frozen horror and disbelief.
They say that when you’re about to die your life flashes before your eyes. All of the best moments, maybe some of the worst too, a private screening inside your own head of your highlights, good or bad. That’s not always true for everyone. Some people die with nothing more than a single phrase filling their mind as a car comes hurtling towards them on the freeway, or a mugger they’ve been fighting suddenly pulls a gun. That phrase is “Oh shit.” It’s simple, so simple it’s almost profound. But Trish had no such profound thought, and was cheated of the bliss of a highlights slideshow. Her final thoughts were about her cat Gravy, and who was going to feed it when she was gone.
Layne lifted his arms to bat away small objects as they started to fly into him, the tiny impacts bringing him back to the moment and igniting his inner hero. He couldn’t care less about the customers, or even Trish, he just wanted to end all this weirdness and take that stupid Campbell bitch down with a solid right hook. He stepped forwards, just as a shard of glass at neck height circled Anna on a faster orbit and sliced through Layne’s jugular.
It was extremely unfortunate timing really, because Anna and her horror show hadn’t even really gotten started, but in the long run it made no real difference, just bringing his demise forward by a matter of a minute or so. He felt the wound immediately, and reached up to his neck in confusion, completely oblivious to the fact that whatever happened from that point onwards he was nothing more than a dead man walking. Nothing in the world was going to stop Layne from dying, but he tried anyway, pinching the wound shut as blood spurted between his fingers. He slumped to his knees, looked at Trish in total confusion, and then crashed down onto the carpet.
The two nearest diners screamed. Trish started wondering about her cat at that precise moment. And the debris swirling around Anna grew in size, and speed, and reach. Before long furniture was breaking and even the windows bulged inwards before shattering into a million pieces. Soon, Anna wasn’t even visible any more, the centre of an indoor tornado, the debris slicing through flesh, through remaining furniture, through walls.
In the space of another minute, the interior of the diner, and everything and everyone inside it, were obliterated. A teaspoon of debris from practically anywhere inside the building would likely contain the blood and DNA of all nine people that were slaughtered. Nothing could have survived such an onslaught.
But Anna Campbell survived. She emerged through the doorway, the door now hanging off one hinge, and stepped into the street. A few curious people were on the other side, afraid to approach any closer, holding their phones in front of them and filming Anna as she casually looked around. She ignored them, took a deep breath and started walking away. In moments she was hidden by darkness and disappeared. Shortly afterwards, the first sirens could be heard.
 
 

CHAPTER 27
 
Nightingale was finishing a cigarette on his balcony when he heard the TV news anchor describing what had happened in the Saltgrass Steakhouse. He tossed his still burning cigarette away and went back into the room. He immediately recognised the ruined frontage of the diner where he’d talked to Trish, the manager. 
He watched in silence as the news coverage played out, cut with a shaky mobile phone clip of Anna Campbell emerging from the diner and looking at the camera before walking away.
“Bollocks,” said Nightingale simply. He was convinced that he’d talked her out of it. He should have stayed with her, but that might have been a little weird for both of them. But then who could have predicted this? He should have, and mentally kicked himself. He wasn’t going to guilt trip himself into thinking that any dead people might have been saved if he’d done things differently, but he knew he’d suffered a lapse of judgement.
He went back onto the balcony and lit another cigarette. It would be pointless trying to track down Anna Campbell again, everybody in the state would be looking for her and if she was anything like Esparza and Anderson she’d somehow vanish into thin air and manage to not be found.
The link between the three was nagging at him. All young women, clearly displaying a level of violence and power that should have been beyond their means. He knew exactly who he needed to talk to next, possibly the only person who could infuse any sort of sense into what was happening – his occult mentor Mrs Steadman. His chain of thought was interrupted by a call from Wainwright.
“Joshua,” he said. “I was about to –“
“Jack!” came Wainwright’s frantic voice from the other end of the phone. “I need you to drop everything and come to my house, right now. Do you hear me?”
Nightingale felt his stomach lurch. He’d never heard Wainwright sounding so desperate, so panicked. “Easy,” he said, “just take a moment and tell me what’s going on.”
“They’ve gone,” he said, almost a shout. “I need you to come and help find them!”
“Who’s gone?” asked Nightingale, momentarily confused. And then he knew, before Wainwright even answered.
“Monique, she’s gone. Vanished. And her daughter, Charlie. I’ve sent a car. Come quickly, please Jack. I feel like I’m going out of my mind.”
 
 

CHAPTER 28
 
Anna walked through the darkness, away from all the distant sirens and headed in a vaguely northern direction, walking block after block in silence. Everything else was more or less tuned out, a background blur of concrete and lights, a dim kaleidoscope of cityscape enveloping her. She had no idea how long it had been before she came to an end of the regimented buildings and entered a more open area of the city, narrow boulevards lined with trees. 
No-one seemed to notice her as she glided between pools of inky night, briefly lit by occasional lampposts or headlights. Only a dog was aware of her presence, quietly padding along a few hundred metres behind her, unseen. 
As Anna continued walking, her mind gradually seemed to clear, then finally emerge from a fog into a terrifying clarity.
She’d killed all those people. Trish. Layne. Dead, because of her. Because of that thing that kept coming for her, that wouldn’t leave her alone. She’d told it she wanted nothing to do with it and it had somehow managed to make her do what it wanted anyway.
She had no words, no thought to clearly express how mortified she was that people had died at her hands, and in such a violent manner. More than once, she dropped to her knees and threw up, vomiting out a cold, black torrent of stinking water onto the asphalt. She felt violated, filthy, unclean and wretched. She was a murderer now. She’d never be able to live with herself.
She didn’t know where she was going, exactly, but it was no mistake when she found she was approaching the Fred Hartman Bridge which spanned the Houston Ship Canal.
Anna still felt the residual power of her earlier carnage inside her body and calmly waved an arm at the mesh. With minimum fuss, a section of it ripped away and was left hanging over the waters, limp and ruined. Anna climbed up onto the fence that edged the bridge and sat looking down at the waters below. She had no doubt in her mind that she was imminently going to end her life, and the idea held no fear for her.
It was simply this – her time on the planet was over with. There was nothing here for her now. Her life was enough of a struggle without all of this more recent additional bullshit, and even though she was still so young she was just so tired of it all, the desperate swim for survival just to stay treading water. Anna had the kind of personality that was always going to see her in a position like the one she now found herself in. Nobody would ever have made any money placing a bet that she would one day reach forty, even factoring in an increasing reliability on small mountains of Zoloft and Xanax. She’d always known this about herself, deep down. Some people are just too sensitive to live with the rest of us.
And now these visits from the man made of flies, and the killings… that was just the final diarrhoea icing on the shit cake, a final sadistic twist of the knife from the hateful universe before it sent her on her merry way into oblivion. If everything that had just happened was actually real then she was fucked anyway. And if it wasn’t – if she’d imagined the whole thing, and the question of what had actually been happening the last few days was open to interpretation – then she was also fucked. Fucked and mentally ill, with a future staring at foam walls in a padded cell.
Forget that. It was time to go. There were no regrets. There was no list of things to do, and if she’d ever come up with a suicide bucket list of things to do before she took her own life then she had no doubt that she’d never have been able to afford half of the fucking things on it anyway. No, it was better this way. Just say ‘Fuck You’ to the universe that despised her so much, and go without any fuss and before anyone tried to stop her.
So, there was no agonised decision to wrestle with, no bouts of tears of hysteria. No looking around at the world one last time. She’d seen everything that she wanted to. With a quiet shift of position, she leaned forwards and quietly dropped from the bridge.
 
 

CHAPTER 29
 
Anna Campbell fell, not caring about what lay at the bottom of it. This was an end to her now, a finish to all of the trials her life had put her through. The world could carry on without her, cloaked in its own madness, inhabited by the maniacs.
Anna, her physical body dropping through the thin night air, the bridge receding above her. Her eyes were closed, and she had time to think over her life, how it had so very recently turned to shit. But the truth was it had always been shit, a constant struggle. In the few short years she’d been on the planet, she couldn’t ever remember a time when she’d been truly happy. She was out of regrets with no future and nothing to look forward to.
The air was cold around her body and it seemed to be taking forever to complete the plunge. She opened her eyes and realised, with utter horror, that she was frozen in mid-fall, the cold waters still thirty metres below her. Even more shocking, someone else was up there with her.
“Who are you?” said Anna, looking at the levitating figure of Proserpine.
“A friend. A friend in need. And you clearly are in need, aren't you?”
“What’s happening?”
“My name is Proserpine and I’m giving you a chance to start again, Anna.”
“I don’t want to live any more.” Anna, forlorn and suicidal, felt a glow of anger deep inside. She didn’t want to get into a conversation with this person, she just wanted to die. There was no way this goth woman could even be real, floating in the sky having a chat like it was the most normal thing in the world. Anna realised that she had gone completely mad, that the thought of her imminent death had flipped something in her brain.
This couldn’t be happening. But it clearly was. The water wasn’t getting any nearer.
“You don’t need to do this,” said Proserpine.
“What do you want?” she snapped, just wanting to be left alone, to complete her fall and die in peace.
“That’s not exactly grateful, is it? I’m saving your life here.”
“I don’t want you to. I never asked you to. I don’t even know who you are!”
“I told you who I am. But my name doesn’t matter. All that matters is what I can do for you.”
“Why don’t you just leave me alone?”
“Listen to me!” shouted Proserpine, her eyes flashing. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself for a moment and listen to me. You damned humans are experts at wallowing in your own misery. I know who torments you. I can help you.”
“You don’t know anything about me!”
“I do, Anna. I know the thing made from flies visits you and asks you to do terrible things.”
Anna looked at her, aghast. “How do you know that?” she asked. It was impossible, but then everything about this moment was impossible.
“I can help you,” repeated Proserpine. “You might even be able to help me.”
“Help you?” Anna couldn’t process the words, it was all so surreal. Maybe, she thought, I’m dead already and I’m in Hell for killing Trish and the others. All that stuff about brimstone and sulphur was just bull – true Hell was carrying on in the same shitty existence. Forever. And this thing before her, this woman who clearly wasn’t just an ordinary woman – who had the power to press the pause button on the world and fly – how on Earth did she think Anna could help her? Anna was nothing, a waste of space, a shit-stain on the world that served no function in the grand scheme of things. “There’s no way I could help you.”
“Yes, Anna, you can. And in return I can rid you of your demons and offer you a chance at salvation.”
“But I’ve killed people…”
“And you’ll have to live with whatever guilt that brings you, and maybe one day pay the price, but I’m offering you a chance to redress the balance a little.”
“What do I have to do?”
“Come with me now, to land and safety. And tell me everything you know about Baal.”
“Is that who he is? The man that visits me?”
“He isn’t a man, that’s just the form he chooses when he shows himself to you. But yes, him. Tell me how he found you, tell me what he asks of you.”
“And if I do? What then? What happens to me?”
“I will offer you a chance to find your true self. A time will come when you will be faced with a choice – you can make things infinitely worse or you can take action to help others, possibly at great personal cost. I can’t force you to choose either path but I can put you in a position where you can decide for yourself.”
“And if I say ‘no’?”
“Then our business here is done and you will continue the fall to your death.”
Anna wasn’t sure about what to do. Death had seemed so certain just a few short minutes ago, and now there was an element of doubt. If this woman was telling the truth then might there be a path to some sort of eventual recovery? Some sort of way to atone? She decided that she had literally nothing to lose by fully hearing this magic floating woman out and seeing what happened. If it was all bullshit, she could simply come back tomorrow and throw herself off the bridge again. Or choose any of a hundred other ways to die, it didn’t matter.
“Okay,” she said at last.
She immediately felt herself being lifted and within seconds she was standing back on the bridge, Proserpine standing next to her. And from the darkness, a dog came slowly padding over. It sat down at Proserpine’s feet and looked over Anna, its canine face expressing nothing.
 
 

CHAPTER 30
 
Wainwright’s mansion was in a gated community that went by the name of Hudson Forest, a collection of homes that were built in the Seventies and Eighties and which were now classed as vintage. The luxurious homes were dotted along tree-lined streets, with the Buffalo Bayou to the south.
Nightingale sat in the back of a black stretch limousine. He badly wanted a cigarette but didn’t want to put the chauffeur in an awkward position so he clamped down on the urge. The limo stopped at a guardhouse at the entrance to the community but the driver was almost immediately waved through.
Wainwright’s home was one of the biggest in the compound, stone built with a slate roof and a line of chimneys that gave it the look of an ocean going liner. There was parking for half a dozen cars but there was only one vehicle there, a gleaming white Bentley. The limo came to a halt next to it and the driver climbed out and hurried around to open the door for Nightingale. Nightingale could easily have opened the door himself, but the guy clearly took pride in his work. Nightingale stepped out of the limo, thanked the driver, and walked up to the double height front door.
It opened as he approached and Wainwright ushered him inside. Wainwright looked on edge, as though he’d not slept and had been surviving on coffee, though Nightingale could smell whisky on his breath.
Nightingale followed him through a massive hallway and into a wood panelled study with some very expensive oil paintings on the walls. The curtains were drawn and the lights were on. There was a half empty bottle of malt whisky on a table, and an empty glass next to it. They were silent for a few seconds as Wainwright gathered his thoughts. “Thanks for coming so quickly,” he said eventually.
“Not a problem. So, what do we know?”
“They’ve gone. Monique’s mobile is turned off and she hasn’t answered my emails. I’ve checked their socials, no updates for 2 days. I’ve had one of my contacts do a deeper search and there’s no activity of any kind anywhere – no internet posts, no bank transactions, no facial recognition hits in the North American continental landmass.”
“Your guy can do facial recognition spots?” asked Nightingale, genuinely impressed.
“Gait too,” said Wainwright in a flat voice. “He tells me that this is most unusual. They’ve just disappeared.” He poured whisky into the glass.
“We know that people don’t just disappear, Joshua,” said Nightingale and as soon as he said it he thought about the Esparza and Anderson girls. Because people actually do just vanish sometimes. He kept that particular thought to himself.
“Don’t you have a guy too?” asked Wainwright, a little hope in his voice. “Maybe he could spot something we missed?”
“I do, but it sounds like your contact is pretty thorough. I’ll message him and see if he can find anything but I don’t anticipate a different outcome.”
Wainwright looked momentarily crestfallen at Nightingale’s summary.
“So, when was the last time you saw them?”
“Day before yesterday.”
Nightingale lit a cigarette. “Can I ask a few personal questions, Joshua?”
Wainwright sipped at his whisky, then took a large cigar from his jacket pocket and lit it. “Sure.”
“You’re pretty into this woman, right?”
“Yes.”
“Like, dating?”
“Yep.”
“And she thought that too?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that you were both into each other the same. She didn’t just want some rich guy to fool around with for a little?”
“You have such a way with words.”
“I’m sorry. But these questions need to be asked.”
“Yes, we were both aware that we were dating each other. There was no sign that it was going to suddenly end.”
“You had future plans?”
“She had a couple of shifts to do at the club and then we were going to take off for a few days.”
“The club?”
“Where we met. The Golden Razor Clam, here in Houston.”
“That’s an unusual name. Why is it called that?”
“Is it relevant?”
“Just curious.”
“I don’t know, to be honest. But none of these kinds of club have a straightforward name. There’s usually a colour and a beast in there somewhere.”
“Right. And she hasn’t turned up for her shifts, obviously.”
“No, and the manager there is a little pissed about it. He pretty much shouted at me when I called up asking about her.”
“He knows you were seeing her?”
“We weren’t as indiscreet as I thought we were, perhaps. We spent a lot of time talking there.”
“What about the daughter? Who is her father?”
“Dead, it doesn’t matter.”
“Are you sure it’s unconnected?”
“Apparently he died just before Charlie was born.”
“And you’ve had that confirmed? Because I wasn’t aware of that.”
Wainwright looked at Nightingale with an unfathomable expression. He sighed. He shook his head, took a large gulp of whisky and followed it up with a succession of deep pulls at the cigar.
“I had you do the basic check, I didn’t do any additional digging on my own. Checks don’t usually extend to relations and family histories as well, you know that.”
“Maybe it should?”
“Are you serious?”
“Well, there’s a reason that they’ve gone missing. There’s usually a reason for everything that happens, it’s just that finding an explanation isn’t always easy or possible. Something caused them to suddenly up sticks and vanish.”
Wainwright frowned. “What did you say? Up some sticks?”
Nightingale smiled thinly. “British slang. It means to drop everything on a whim and go live somewhere else.”
“I see. Well, I can’t see that’s what’s happened here. They were both happy, had a great place to live. Charlie loved her school and Monique was happy in her job. And they both seemed happy that I was hanging around.”
“How is your relationship with Charlie?”
“Really good.”
“Would you say you’d become close?”
“I probably would, yeah.”
Nightingale paused, wondering how to phrase the next question without upsetting his friend. He paused just a moment too long and Wainwright sensed that something was amiss.
“What?” he asked.
“Just thinking…”
“Spit it out, Jack.”
“Look, Joshua. You barely know them. That’s why you asked me to go digging.”
“Some people fall in love at first sight, Jack. Time isn’t necessarily an indicator.”
“Would you say you were in love with Monique?”
“You’re starting to make me uncomfortable, Jack.”
“I know. We’re nearly done.”
Wainwright sighed. “I wouldn’t say I was in love with Monique. But I have strong feelings for her, and they grow stronger daily. And yes, I really like the daughter. She makes me laugh, she’s a lot of fun to hang out with. But the bottom line is, it doesn’t matter whether she’s a part of the deal or not, it’s Monique who I developed a close relationship with and Charlie comes along as part of the package.”
“So, no issues with the daughter?”
“None.”
“Because some guys give off a vibe and they might not even realise it. Like when a lion comes in and takes over a pride, he gets all the children out of the way, if you know what I mean.”
“Jack, this is taking a dark turn. Please stop.”
“I know, but I’m just trying to rule out the possibility that Monique hasn’t decided to skip town as a way of bailing on the relationship because she thinks that you might not be able to handle the daughter.”
“Charlie was coming with us on this little holiday we were planning. Monique knew that there were no issues.”
“Which leads me to think that they weren’t the agents behind the disappearance. Which means someone else wanted them to disappear. The question is who.”
“You mean we might be talking about a kidnapping here?” asked Wainwright.
“I’m not sure. You obviously haven’t received any kind of ransom demand, right?”
“But why would I? Only a very limited number of people even knew about us.”
“Are you sure they’ve not been in an accident? A car crash?”
“She doesn’t drive.”
“She could have been in a taxi. Or got run over crossing the road,”
“Oh, man. I’ll call Valerie in a second and ask her to start checking. What else?”
Nightingale shook his head and smiled grimly. “They’ve been missing long enough to be reported as missing persons. Have you called the cops?”
“Not yet. I wanted to talk to you first. You think it’s a wise idea to get the police involved?”
“At this point, yes. They’re just another set of resources to help find them. Can you go over the last time you saw them for me?”
“Sure. The three of us went to a restaurant for burgers. Little Matt’s, down on – wait a second – Edloe, I think.”
“How long were you there for?”
“We got there about five, stayed for two, maybe three hours. There was an arcade and Charlie had a play on the machines.”
“And everything was good between you all?”
“Couldn’t have been better. We talked about the little excursion we were planning. The food was great, we laughed a lot. There were no signs that Monique was planning on disappearing.”
“What happened after the restaurant?”
“I dropped them home.”
“And left? You didn’t spend the night with her?”
“She had an early shift.”
“And that was normal?”
“Why do you ask that?”
“Because if you met her at the club, I can’t imagine you going there for a morning or early afternoon visit. You’re more an evening guy, which means she would work the evening shifts.”
“It was normal. She had a shift pattern, mornings were a factor.”
“So, you dropped her off, things were great and then you left?”
“I had a quick coffee and said goodnight to Charlie but yeah, that’s about it.”
“Does anyone else live at the house with them?”
“There’s a cleaner. Why?”
“I thought I might go down and check it out. See if there are any signs of a disturbance. Have a bit of a nose around.”
“I’ve already been there. There’s no sign of them. But knock yourself out. Take the limo.”
Wainwright swilled the last dregs of his drink around the bottom of his glass and then swallowed it. He sighed and put the glass back onto the table. “What’s your gut feeling about all this, Jack?” he asked.
“Too early to say. Something’s not right, I know that much. Don’t ask me if I think they’re OK because I’ll have no way of knowing. All we can do is follow the leads we have. If you can get me the address I’ll head over there now. You need to get the hospitals checked and then file a missing person report if you draw a blank. I’ll ask my guy to double check about whether there been any online or banking activity and I’ll ask him to widen the search a little bit and dig up whatever family is out there.”
“That sounds like a plan,” said Wainwright. “Let’s do it. Where are you staying, by the way? Did we book you a hotel?”
“I’ll sort something out myself. I need somewhere a bit quiet and out of the way so I’ll book an Air BnB. I need to speak to Alice Steadman and I think I’ll need to summon Proserpine again.”
“Watch yourself with that one, Jack.”
Nightingale grinned. “Which one?”
“You know which one.” 
“She gave me the heads-up about the Campbell girl. She definitely knows more than she’s letting on.”
“You think she’ll know of any others?”
“I do, yeah. There’s definitely a pattern to what’s happening, an indication of something bigger going on.”
A big fat bluebottle lazily buzzed through the air and landed on the ceiling above Wainwright’s head. Neither man noticed it, nor would they have paid it much attention if they had. 
But it paid them some attention, studying them intently. 
When Nightingale stood and made to leave, the fly followed them through the hall. It kept to the edge of the room, out of their eyeline, and when Nightingale left and walked towards the front door it quietly descended and landed on the back of his shoulder. Wainwright showed Nightingale out. The limo driver already had the rear door open for him. As the limo took Nightingale to Monique’s address, the fly went with him.
 
 

CHAPTER 31
 
Nightingale called an Uber and had it drop him off a couple of streets from Monique’s house. He walked the rest of the way, smoking and enjoying the cool breeze that freshened up the otherwise still and humid evening. He reached the house and looked it over. The front lawn was well maintained but needed a good watering and the house itself looked in good repair. It was only a single storey place, and he knew the layout from Google Earth and some old realtor sales details that he’d found online. An unanswered knock on the front door let him know that there was no-one home and he glanced around at the street to check if anyone was watching. He was alone but noticed at least two other properties had external cameras. If anything serious had happened to Monique and her daughter then at some point those cameras might be checked. It might even be worth getting in first and approaching the homeowners to see if they would let him review the footage.
He walked around the back of the property, along a narrow alleyway that led to a wooden gate. It was unlocked, and he went through to find himself in an enclosed yard, mostly paved with a small wooden patio area and a brick barbecue on the far side. A quick look through the window showed him the kitchen area.
Although he could pick a lock if he needed to, Nightingale preferred to avoid that if there was an easier way. Despite what was usually shown in movies, lock picking could be a particularly fiddly exercise that nearly always tested his patience. Breaking in through a window was an option but would create noise and possibly alert neighbours. First route was always to check for wall safes or key dumps. Safes occasionally had the manufacturer combination still set, which was always a quick win. There was no visible safe so he scanned the yard for rocks or ornaments that might yield a result. Apart from a couple of large pots along the back fence, with healthy-looking prickly pear cacti growing in them, there was nothing obvious. No hidden keys. With a quiet sigh, he started working on the lock.
A full three minutes later – a long time when you’re doing something that you might be caught and called out for – the lock mechanism clicked and he opened the door and slipped inside. He closed it gently and stood listening for a few moments. The house felt empty. Sometimes, you can just tell by the way a place feels.
He looked around the kitchen, pausing briefly to look at the photos attached to the fridge door with small magnets. Wainwright had done well for himself. Monique was undoubtedly a stunner. There were pictures of her with Charlie, her daughter. They didn’t look the same, that was the first thing that struck him. The girl must have inherited her own good looks from her father. There were little notes stuck to the fridge, reminders for upcoming events. One note had Wainwright’s mobile number on it. He took it off the fridge door and pocketed it and then took out his mobile phone. He turned on the camera and spent a couple of minutes taking close ups of the pictures on the fridge, including a close up of Charlie smiling.
There wasn’t much to look at in the bathroom. A quick check of the cabinet showed no unusual medicines, nothing concerning. The room smelled faintly of coconut and vanilla, the source of the odours being a bunch of shampoos and shower gels lined up alongside one edge of the bathtub.
The first bedroom was obviously the girl’s. Smaller, a little bit messy, a few toys scattered on the bed. A little bookcase with children’s storybooks. Pyjamas folded neatly on a pillow. Nothing seemed out of place, there were no hints of anything untoward. It was the same with Monique’s room. There was nothing to indicate a panicked fleeing of the property, nothing out of place. He glanced in the two wardrobes, not really sure of what he was looking for until it suddenly dawned on him that both were full and no clothes were missing. It didn’t look like Monique had packed a bag for wherever she was going.
There was nothing much else in the room and he went back to the wardrobes to double check he wasn’t missing anything. He felt around on the top shelves and found a shoebox buried under some old jumpers. He carefully pulled it out and sat on the bed to go through the contents.
There were some medical papers relating to a couple he’d not heard of, possibly her parents. He took a picture of them on his mobile phone. There were half a dozen school reports for Charlie. Bank statements. An old leaflet advertising Arizona State University. But mostly there were photos. Photos of Monique, some as a young woman, a small number as a child. Lots of photos of Charlie – laughing, opening Christmas presents, paddling in the ocean somewhere. They looked happy together, a real tight family unit. It was only after he’d left and was sinking a Corona in his Air BnB later that evening that something obvious struck him.
All of the photos of Charlie were of her as a young girl. There were no pictures of her as a baby. He didn’t quite know why but this bothered him.
 
 

CHAPTER 32
 
Nightingale dimmed all of the lights in the Air B&B master bedroom and lay down on the bed. He’d rented a small house in Briargrove, an upmarket area to the west of the city. The homes in the area were mainly one-storey ranch homes built in the 1950s and 1960s. Some of the older homes had been pulled down and replaced with two-storey houses, but the one Nightingale had rented was one of the older ones, chosen because it was on a large lot guaranteeing him peace and quiet.
He’d spent the previous hour at a local bar drinking bottles of Corona with a couple of whisky chasers and was feeling mildly inebriated. He’d gone for the relaxed mood and had maybe overshot it by one drink. No matter, he felt ready.
He would ordinarily wait to be summoned to the Astral Plane, having previously experienced issues when he’d initiated the visit. Like anything with the occult, inexperience could quickly land a person in a lot of trouble very quickly, but he felt by now that he’d been in the game long enough to know what he was doing. He wasn’t an expert on any of this, but he wasn’t exactly a slouch either.
He kicked off his Hush Puppies and lay on the bed, fully clothed and on top of the covers He stared at the ceiling. It didn’t really matter whether his eyes were open or closed but he didn’t want to accidentally fall asleep because of the liquor, so he kept them open. Although he’d done it before, there was no guarantee that this would work but he had to try. He wanted to speak to Mrs Steadman and this was the only safe way of contacting her.
He willed himself to detach from his body, to float towards the ceiling. Instead, he found himself still lying there on the bed, a pearl of sweat forming on his brow. He shifted his weight slightly and relaxed, clearing all thoughts from his head. It was finding a balance in all of this, getting the head clear enough and being relaxed just enough for the process to begin. Feeling a little impatient, he refocused and let out a long breath. Almost immediately, he felt himself rising and looked back down at his prone form still beneath him on the bed. He gained height, came right up to the ceiling and then found himself passing through it.
He rose upwards through the roof and headed for the night sky. He thought of her as he rose, saying her name in his mind, hoping that this would be enough to summon her. Alice Steadman, Alice Steadman. Above, he passed through a cloud layer, gaining speed, and the night sky and everything in it were laid out before him. The stars, the galaxies, the splendours of the universe.
And then he was standing still, suddenly motionless, surrounded by a thin mist. He could feel damp grass beneath his feet and walked forward to escape the mist and found himself in a park he recognised. He had met her here before, in this place. A short distance away was an empty bench, further on from that a small lake where he knew there would be some swans and ducks. Were they real? He had no idea and didn’t know if the answer mattered one way or the other. All that mattered was the fact that she wasn’t here, and he wondered what to do.
He sat on the bench and waited, thinking about Mrs Steadman, repeating her name in his mind. He had no idea how much time had passed, but it was just enough to start feeling the familiar nicotine craving and the desire to return back to more Earthly planes.
“I thought we had agreed that it was safer if I were to summon you?” came a voice from behind.
He turned and saw her, could feel his face break into a warm grin.
“It’s good to see you again, Mrs Steadman,” he said, standing up and turning around. “And you’re right, but I needed to speak with you.”
Mrs Steadman nodded at him, a twinkle in her eye, and walked around to sit on the bench. She was a petite woman, thin but not frail, old but still poised and graceful. She was dressed in her usual black dress and ribbed leggings, the dark colour offsetting her long, silvery hair. 
“What could be so urgent that you felt the need to summon me?” she asked, her voice serious but containing an undercurrent of warmth towards him. “I was just about to make myself a nice cup of herbal tea. I take it you’re in some sort of trouble again?”
“Always,” he joked. Then his voice grew a little more serious. “I’m sorry, Mrs Steadman. I wouldn’t have called you if I didn’t think it was important.”
“I know, and I don’t mind really. The tea can wait. It really is good seeing you again. Now then, Mr Nightingale, let’s hear what you have to say for yourself.”
Nightingale had known Mrs Steadman for a very long time. They first met in London, when he was investigating the death of his biological father Ainsley Gosling. In order to keep afloat, Nightingale had been forced to sell some of the few remaining possessions of his father’s, a library of occult books hidden away in the basement of the inherited Gosling Manor. Mrs Steadman ran a shop called Wicca Woman, a magnet for all of the country’s local followers and also for an army of New Age types who didn’t follow the pagan religion and rituals but just liked the trinkets and associated trappings. It was around this time he first met Joshua Wainwright as well, another customer for the rare occult books. All a very long time ago now, seemingly more than a lifetime ago.
Nightingale sat next to Mrs Steadman on the bench and stared blankly ahead for a few seconds. He focused his thoughts and wondered where to begin.
“There have been some strange things happening,” he said.
“That’s not so unusual with you, my dear.”
“I know,” he said, smiling. “But that doesn’t make it any less scary.”
“You’re right about that. So, what kind of things do you mean?”
“I’ve seen a girl somehow holding people suspended in the air without touching them and killing them one by one. I was actually there when it happened and I’m not sure I’ve ever been more terrified of anything. She showed me the inside of her mind, showed me why she was killing them, and I can still feel her anger to this day. It was brutal. And there is another girl that somehow flooded a building without any equipment, fast enough to drown people before they could escape. And yet another that utterly destroyed the interior of a building, again killing everyone inside. Almost as though she made a tornado or something.”
“And these were all young women doing this?” asked Mrs Steadman.
“Yeah. I was thinking that they might be, you know, witches.”
“I see, there’s some logic in that assumption I suppose. I understand why you thought I might be able to help. Witches would be my area of expertise, so to say.”
“Exactly.”
“Well, the first thing I think I should say is that they are not witches.”
“They’re not?”
“Not like any I’ve had dealings with. Our art is usually more subtle. It’s not unheard of for Wiccans to display flashes of power, to some degree, and yes we can have an influence over things like the weather, but never such an immediate localised control.”
“But what they are doing is undoubtedly drawing power from the occult?”
“I’d agree with that. It seems a reasonable assumption.”
“And they are all young women…”
From the corner of his eye he saw her turn to face him. “It’s just not how we operate, Mr Nightingale. We do our best work from the shadows. And though witches have killed, such a vulgar and brazen display of power is practically unheard of. I mean, it would be possible but not from our power alone.”
“What do you mean? You think they have help?”
“To achieve the things you’ve described? I myself am a very powerful Wiccan but I doubt I could hold people in the air and kill them, even if I wanted to. Maybe I would have it in me, but even so that would be after a lifetime of learning the Art. Young women would be just starting out, the skills they learn would be much simpler. How many victims were there, did you say?”
“I think about a dozen the first time, but only a few remaining after I arrived. And let’s just say the killings were… creative.”
Mrs Steadman sighed gently. “Then yes, I would say that someone, or something very powerful was helping those girls,” she said. “Perhaps even using them.”
“Do you think the events are connected?” asked Nightingale. “I mean, I’m pretty certain that they are but it’s still possible that three random young women did just happen to acquire sudden power and an urge to start murdering people.”
“It sounds too much like a coincidence, doesn't it? Do the victims have anything in common?”
Now it was Nightingale’s turn to sigh. “I don’t know about all of them, but it seems like some of those that died were not very nice people.”
“So, these girls have been given terrible power to exact their revenge?”
“That’s what I’ve been thinking. The first girl was sexually abused, the second was bullied. The third I met as well, before all the trouble started… I thought I’d talked her out of it.”
“But she killed people anyway?”
“Yeah. I’m still wondering whether it’s my fault they died.”
“Whatever happened was out of your control.”
“I know, but…”
“But what? You want to let guilt consume you anyway? Come on, Mr Nightingale, I know you better than that. You’re a trier. I don’t doubt that you would have tried your best. Whatever happened afterward is not your fault.”
“Thank you for saying that. I appreciate it.”
Mrs Steadman reached over and placed her hand on top of his and gave it a brief squeeze before letting go again. 
“I’m at a dead end,” he told her. “The only thing I can think of involves something I really don’t want to do.”
“Which is?”
“I need to summon Proserpine and talk to her.”
Mrs Steadman was quiet for a few moments, then she shifted her position on the bench to turn inwards a little to face him. 
“Do you really think that’s wise?” she asked.
“It’s a terrible idea, but it’s all I can think of. I think she knows who is behind this, giving these girls their power. I think it would help to know that information, to figure out what happens next.”
She was silent again, longer this time. Finally, she spoke. “Forgive me for asking, but is this business any real concern of yours? I know some terrible things have happened, but terrible things happen all the time, and you don’t get involved in everything. Why don’t you just walk away this time?”
“I can’t. That’s not how my life works now. I’ve been given the job of looking into it and I can’t really turn it down. If I walked away, I’d be on my own and I’d probably be dead within a few months. I’ll never be safe on my own.”
“So, you’re still working for Joshua Wainwright?”
“I am. He’s been very good to me. Let’s say it would appear very ungrateful of me to back out of the deal now. I may have to do his bidding but he offers a certain level of protection I wouldn’t find elsewhere. Besides, it’s not all bad. Most of the time my life’s pretty good and I can pretend I answer to no-one.”
“No, you answer to one of the world’s most powerful Satanists.” She smiled, her face expressing warmth and sympathy at the same time. “I’m afraid there’s not much I can do to help. It does sound like you have your hands full and I wish I could be of more use.”
“You’ve been a great help already.”
“I have?”
“Just by listening and helping me to organise my thoughts.”
“I’m glad of that,” she said. “Goodbye, Mr Nightingale, and please take care of yourself.”
“Goodbye, Mrs Steadman.”
 
 

CHAPTER 33
 
Nightingale was in the garden of the Airbnb smoking a cigarette when his phone rang. It was gone midnight and it was unusual for Wainwright to call at this hour.
“What’s up?” said Nightingale.
“I’ve had a ransom note,” said Wainwright. “They’ve been kidnapped.”
“What does the note say?” asked Nightingale.
“I have the woman and the girl. Come to the Highstone Enclave if you want to see them alive again. No police.”
“That’s all it says? No mention of money?”
“That’s all. And there is a gold-plated pass for ‘The Annual High Jinks’. It starts 14th July, I presume that’s when they want me there.”
“Annual what?”
“Annual High Jinks. I know, it sounds ridiculous, but it is what it is.”
“And what is the Highstone Enclave?”
“It’s a place outside Houston, where the rich and powerful gather. They keep a very low profile and guards keep the riff-raff away. You know, I’ve been getting invites for this thing all year and I keep telling Valerie to put them in the bin. I think the only reason Monique and Charlie have been taken is to definitely make me go there.”
“Seriously? Somebody wanted you out there so badly that they kidnapped your new girlfriend and her child? I know it may seem like it but that’s a little extreme, don’t you think?”
“I can’t think of any other explanation. If there was a demand for money then this would be a lot simpler.”
Nightingale blew smoke and thought for a few seconds. “But why does this person want you there so badly?” he asked. “What happens there?”
“It’s basically a whole bunch of old bastards meeting up for a few days and getting pissed. Not your average old bastard, for sure, more like ex-presidents, tech CEOs that kind of thing. Important, rich people, that sort of crowd. And they all meet up under the watchful eye of a big wooden owl, and there are some bullshit rituals they perform.”
“A wooden owl? Literally, a wooden owl? An owl made of wood?”
“I know, it sounds weird. But there are some very important people there. Movers and shakers.”
“What sort of rituals take place?” asked Nightingale.
“It’s a long story. But I’ll try to keep it short. Originally there was just Highstone Club. The original founders were journalists, the artists and the musicians who wanted to live their lives according to more Bohemian principles, brothers who appreciated the arts and wanted to discuss them freely and obsessively, but those initial members all had something else in common too. They were all worshippers of Baphomet. He was their patron, a symbol of their life choices and a portal into the occult. They were introduced to one another by those who had known Baphomet for much longer. So first there was Baphomet, then the club, and the club gave birth to the Enclave.”
“And this Baphomet is a demon?”
“There are some who say so, yes. An old school demon, worshipped by The Knights Templar. In their prime, they were warriors who seemed to have almost supernatural protection and won a whole bunch of battles where they were outnumbered by better equipped foes. But there were many layers to The Knights Templar, and beneath the image of poor soldiers serving Christ, they built a formidable network of power and accumulated vast wealth. Their allegiance was pledged not to Christ but to Baphomet. That association with Baphomet brought about the fall of the Templars in the early 14th century, where the leaders were tortured into confessions before being murdered and their organisation disbanded. But the Templars were not wiped out, only diminished. A fragile network hung on through the centuries, slowly regaining momentum and power, using tools of the law to try and recover some of their lost wealth. Even though the Templars had survived into modern times, their power and influence was dying. To modern occultists, Baphomet was old hat, a representation of medieval ideas and not nearly as exciting as some of the newly discovered deities, not nearly as corrupting and powerful as the more demonic enticers of the unwary.”
“But the Highstone people still worship him?”
“I assume so. But over the years the rituals have become more important than the demon. I doubt that Baphomet has actually appeared to them in centuries. Now it’s just a group of very old rich men playing at Satanism. Demons come and go, in and out of fashion. Baphomet is on the decline.”
“So at the moment, the Enclave is nothing to worry about, occult-wise?”
“I’m not overly sure. There are some occult influences but I don’t think it’s anything too serious. Mainly I think it’s just an Old Boys club, a chance for some of these people to get networking while camping. Or glamping, more like. It’s like a geriatric scout camp. That’s why I’ve never wanted to get involved. I’ve always thought that they were playing at Black Magic while I always take it very, very seriously, as you know.”
“But why would they want you there? What have you got that they might want?”
“Money, I guess. Although half of them are probably billionaires anyway.”
“What about the occult connection?” asked Nightingale. “Is it possible they want you for your knowledge, for what you know? If they’re amateurs and you’re a professional, maybe they want to pick your brains.”
“I have no idea, Jack. I can’t see how anything I know could benefit them in any way. These people all pretty much run the world as it is – if you had to make a New World Order I’m sure you’d pick a lot of these people, so quite what they see in me is a mystery. But they obviously think I have some worth if they’ve gone to these lengths.”
“If as you say, Baphomet is on the decline, maybe his followers might be planning on bringing in new blood?”
“And use kidnapping to boost their membership? That seems a bit over the top.”
“Given a choice, would you ever consider becoming a follower of Baphomet?”
“No. Never.”
“Maybe that’s why they’re having to use persuasion. My advice would be to give them a wide berth.”
“Forget about Monique and Charlie, you mean?”
“I think you’re being played, Joshua. Time to fold your cards and walk away.”
“I can’t, Jack. I hear what you are saying, but if there is any chance at all that Monique and Charlie really are in danger, I have to help. We have to help.”
“Okay, it’s your call.”
“Can you carry on digging and see what you come up with?”
“Of course. Are we going to follow the advice about no police?”
“I don’t see what good it would do us at this point. Whatever happens, I don’t want any harm to come to Monique or Charlie. Let’s just keep this between ourselves, OK?”
“Yeah, I agree. What about the work I’m doing investigating the three girls?”
“Maybe drop that for now and focus on this instead?”
“You don’t think it’s all connected?” asked Nightingale.
“Connected how?”
“I have no idea. It’s a feeling that I can’t quite put my finger on. Something niggling the back of my brain.”
“I’m afraid I don’t see any connection. So yes, please make Monique and Charlie a priority.”
“Okay. Let me know if you have any more contact from the kidnapper.”
“Will do.”
Nightingale ended the call and blew smoke up at the sky. A hundred thoughts were milling around inside his head and he couldn’t make sense of any of them, couldn’t separate any from the maelstrom to focus on. He knew that when he got like this the best thing to do was sleep on it and wait for his subconscious to unjumble everything and get rid of the trash. It was a technique that had worked so often for him that he no longer questioned it.
If the timeline had been a bit stricter, maybe he would have worked a couple of hours first. But it looked like nothing was going to happen until Wainwright made his way to the Highstone Enclave and the kidnapper revealed what the point of the kidnapping was. For now, they had to assume that Monique and her daughter were safe, although that wouldn’t stop him from getting started first thing in the morning. Hopefully he’d be able to find them and get them safe long before Wainwright had to go anywhere near the Enclave.
He finished his cigarette and went back inside the house. The phone call and the visit with Mrs Steadman had tired him out so he flopped down on the bed and was asleep within a couple of minutes. For a few hours his sleep was deep and undisturbed. And then that changed. He began dreaming about eating a meal. The restaurant was generic, unfamiliar but like a montage of bits of the many hundreds of restaurants and diners he’d ever frequented. He began to choke. Something was stuck in his throat and he kept trying to cough and clear it.
A waiter came over and asked if he was OK but he was unable to respond. He coughed, tears now streaming from his eyes, and pointed to his throat in desperation. He was choking, and it felt like the food was lodging itself deeper into his throat. He stood, knocking over the table and the remains of his meal. A bottle shattered on the floor and the cutlery clattered in all directions. Nightingale fell to his knees, his head turned towards the waiter, imploring with his eyes to come over and smack him on the back, or give him the Heimlich, anything to clear his throat. But the waiter just stood there, doing nothing.
In his bed, Nightingale had twisted the sheets around himself and fought to clear them away whilst also raking at his neck. He switched between dreaming and wakefulness, alone in the dark and consumed by panic. He was choking to death and nobody could stop it happening. Eyes reaming with tears, he flung away the bedsheets and climbed out of the bed, choking and dying and unsure of what to do. He couldn’t think straight, such was the panic. He couldn’t cry out, could no longer even cough. He couldn’t breathe. He was seconds away from death. Of all the things he’d been through, he never thought for a second that this was the way it would end.
He had one shot at saving himself before it was too late. He staggered towards the kitchen diner. When he was close to the table he threw himself forward so that he landed with his full weight against it at chest level. It was the only roll of the dice he had, some vague thought amongst the panic that a hard blow to the chest might somehow work. 
The air – and the matter caught in his throat were knocked out of him. He went crashing to the ground, moaning and writhing in agony but able to draw in a lungful of air and breathe at last. He coughed and vomited, forcing himself to his hands and knees, taking stock as a long line of spit reached between his lips and the cold tiled floor.
His chest felt like he’d been kicked by a horse and he would be in considerable pain for days but the manoeuvre had literally saved his life. With a groan, he forced himself to stand and turned on the light. He went over to the mess on the floor that he had been choking on and examined it.
When he saw what it was, he vomited again. On the floor, fresh out of his throat, was a clotted bundle made up of enormous flies, ragged and drowning in bile. A clump of filth the size of a stone, somehow all together and inside his throat. He knew, at that moment, that this was no accident and that something was out there trying to kill him.
He gathered himself together and grabbed his phone. He sent Wainwright a text saying ‘I need some things urgently, can you please have them delivered to my Airbnb?’ along with a list of items. Then, after rinsing his mouth and painfully gargling with water, he went back to bed.
 
 

CHAPTER 34
 
Nightingale slept fitfully, his throat burning, his chest on fire, until about seven. Then, fed up with the pain and of trying to get back to sleep, he got out of bed and made a coffee and smoked a couple of cigarettes. On a whim, he checked the property for flies and found none, but checked again all the same. He couldn’t figure out who would have tried to kill him in such a grotesque way. The only thing he could think of was the Campbell girl. Maybe he’d completely misread her, and his attempt at talking her down had utterly failed beyond all measure. But he couldn’t force himself to believe it. He knew there was good in that girl, despite what she’d gone on to do.
Just after eight the doorbell rang and he checked through the spyhole before opening the door. A courier handed him a parcel and Nightingale thanked him, closed the door and took it inside. After another coffee he opened it up and spread the contents across the kitchen table. Wainwright wouldn’t have been in the least bit surprised at what Nightingale had requested. He had no doubt that Wainwright had performed the summoning ritual himself, many times. Much of the equipment was probably from Wainwright’s own personal stock. There was consecrated white chalk, a small birch branch, a bottle of consecrated salt water, coal tar soap, a plastic nail brush, a brand new tracksuit in a plastic bag, white church candles, a lead crucible and several bags of herbs. Once he was sure that he had everything he needed, he spent an hour closing the blinds, moving the furniture in the sitting room and cleaning the wooden floor until he was sure that it was spotless. Then he went to the bathroom to shower. He used the coal tar soap and the plastic nail brush to clean under his fingernails and toenails. He shampooed his hair twice and rinsed it for ten minutes, then dried himself on a new towel before changing into the tracksuit.
He went back into the sitting room, took a piece of white chalk and used it to draw a circle about six feet in diameter in the centre of the room. Then he used the birch branch to gently brush around the outline of the circle. The chalk and the birch branch were very much the belt and braces approach, but there was no point in taking short cuts with Proserpine.
He used a second piece of consecrated chalk to draw a pentagram inside the circle so that two of the five points faced north. Then he chalked a triangle around the circle with the apex pointing north and wrote the letters MI, CH and AEL at the three points of the triangle. MICHAEL. The Archangel. 
He pulled the glass stopper from the bottle of consecrated salt water and carefully sprinkled the contents around the circle. Then he placed five large white church candles at the points of the pentagram and lit them with his lighter, moving clockwise around the circle. 
Once all the candles were lit, he mixed the herbs in the crucible before moving clockwise around the circle sprinkling the herbs over the candle flames. The candles spluttered and crackled and the room was soon filled with acrid smoke.
He put the remainder of the herbs into the crucible, and placed it in the middle of the protective circle, then stood there for several seconds checking that everything was as it should be. Any mistake could be fatal. Satisfied, he moulded the rest of the herbs into a neat cone and ignited it with his lighter. The herbs burst into flames and a thick plume of eye-watering smoke rose up towards the ceiling.
Nightingale took a deep breath, then slowly and precisely spoke the words that summoned Proserpine. He raised his voice as he spoke and by the time he reached the final words, he was shouting at the top of his voice. “Bagahi laca bacabe!”
The fumes from the burning herbs whirled around him and the floor began to shake. Lightning flashed and he flinched as thunder cracked above his head. He could taste burned meat at the back of his throat.
“Bagahi laca bacabe!” he screamed again. There were two more flashes of lightning that were so bright that for a couple of seconds he was blinded. Then the room seemed to fold in on itself and Proserpine was there, standing in a space between the tip of the north-facing point of the triangle and the edge of the circle. 
She looked around the Airbnb and her eyes narrowed. She wore the familiar costume of black, a t-shirt and short skirt with fishnet tights.
“Why have you summoned me, Nightingale?” she asked. She bared her teeth a little, a sign of the animal inside hoping to devour his soul.
“I need to talk with you,” he said, sitting cross-legged on the floor.
She sneered at him. “Well, I don’t feel the need to talk to you. Close down the ritual and let me go. I have things I need to be doing.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Proserpine,” he said, fully aware of how much the statement would antagonise her. She looked at him, seething with anger, and paced around the chalk circle like a predatory feline, never once taking her eyes off him.
“Come on now,” he said. “Why don’t you calm down and hear what I have to say?”
“Why should I?” she snapped. “What could you possibly say to me that would be important enough to bring me here?”
“That’s what I want to work out. Together. I think you know the answer and you’re just not telling me.”
She took a couple of deep breaths. He could see the anger slowly dissipate from her body, as though she’d decided that it wasn’t worth the effort. She was pissed at being summoned but now curious enough to hear him out.
“I’m not used to being called in your daylight,” she said. “You people usually wait until dark.”
“I don’t have the luxury of waiting. Someone – or something – is trying to kill me. They tried last night and almost succeeded.”
She looked him up and down, a little contemptuously. “You look fine to me,” she said.
Nightingale opened his shirt to reveal the beginnings of an enormous, ugly bruise slashing its way across his chest. Over the next few days it would turn purple, then black. 
“Interesting,” she said, staring at it and briefly licking at her lips. “What would cause an injury like that?”
“A table. But the injury is a bit of a red herring. They actually tried to choke me in my sleep.”
“That’s nasty,” she said, grinning. “Kill them like that and you don’t really get to enjoy their fear. You want them awake.”
“Well, at least now I know it wasn’t you.”
“You didn’t really think it might be?”
“Not really. Not like that. But I think you might know who might be behind it.”
“What makes you think that?”
“Come on, Proserpine. Drop the act. You know something big is going on. When you put me onto the Campbell girl, you were trying to stop her as well.”
She laughed but there was little humour in it.
“Yes, Jack, you did a fantastic job with that one, didn’t you? As soon as you left her she tore up a building and killed everyone inside. Congratulations. Do they have a refresher course at your negotiator school, because I think you might need to sign up.”
Nightingale forced himself to take a deep breath. She just wanted to get a rise out of him. She probably wanted to rile him so he would be angry enough to step out of the circle and she could punish him for summoning her. But they both knew he was too level-headed to fall for that.
“I tried my best,” he said quietly, and not without an undercurrent of guilt. “Perhaps it wasn’t good enough.”
“Perhaps,” she replied, deep in thought. “If I tell you what I know, I fail to see how it could help. I don’t see any advantage in telling you.”
“That’s a rather clinical way of assessing the situation. Why don’t we flip that a second – do you see any advantage in not telling me?”
“Not really. I don’t suppose it matters either way.”
“Then just tell me. Who have I upset?”
“Once you know, and you start digging around like you always do, you’re only going to accelerate what’s coming.”
“And what is coming?”
“The end of the world as you know it, probably.”
“Great. I love it when the whole world	is at stake. It gets a bit boring saving it sometimes but, you know, if it’s gotta be done…”
Proserpine stared at him, frowning, wondering what sort of idiot she was dealing with. Sometimes the subtleties – or not so subtleties – of Nightingale’s humour failed to impact her. 
“Tell me,” he repeated.
“His name is Baal,” she said. “Do you know that name?”
“Yeah. I’ve heard it. Anyone with occult interest has. He’s one of the biggies, isn’t he?”
“Oh my, Jack, I would love to see his face if he heard you talking like that. He isn’t just one of the ‘biggies’ as you say. All of the demons and fiends of Hell you’ve ever dealt with are nothing compared to him. All are afraid of him. Even me, Nightingale, even me. How do you feel now that you know this information?”
“Much the same. You’re all the same to me. You can be stopped, it’s just finding the right way.” He frowned. “I was using a crystal to try to find Anna Campbell and it exploded. I’ve never had anything like that happen before. Could this Baal have done that?”
“It would be child’s play for him, Nightingale. You were lucky he didn’t make your head explode.”
Whilst Nightingale was distracted watching her, he didn’t notice a shadow creep into the room and circle behind him. When he suddenly sensed another presence and turned, he almost shat himself with fright when he saw Proserpine’s canine companion standing right up against the edge of the chalk circle, snarling at him. Its teeth were razor-sharp and terrifying, and drool dripped onto the wooden floor.
He remained calm. The dog couldn’t get to him, it was just showing it was pissed at him, that was all. He jerked his thumb at the dog and asked “What’s up with him?”
“Don’t you know by now that he just doesn’t like you?” she asked.
“Of course I do, but it’s not usually this aggressive.”
Behind him, the dog had stopped snarling and sat quietly just staring at the back of his head. Proserpine made the smallest gesture with her hand and it got up and padded around the circle to stand near to her.
“There’s no talking to Baal,” she told him, her expression grave. “There’s no reasoning. He’s going to do whatever he wants and you’re going to have to watch him.”
“Why don’t you help me?” he asked her.
“Why would I do that?”
“You already said you were afraid of him. What is it you think he’s up to? Something bad enough to destroy our world? Is that what you want?”
“It’s much the same to me,” she said, reflecting an earlier phrase back at him. “I couldn’t care less about your world.”
“What about your world? What is he doing there? Come on, Proserpine, talk to me. I know you care about your own world, and that you think something might happen, otherwise you wouldn’t have interfered with the Campbell girl.”
“I’m not talking about this anymore,” she said haughtily. “I’ve told you what you wanted to know, now let me go.”
“Will you at least think about helping me? For your own sake, if not for mine?”
She nodded, once. “I’ll take it under consideration. Now release me, my patience is exhausted.”
Nightingale raised his hands in the air and said the words that would allow her to leave. There was an ear-splitting crack, time and space folded in on itself, and Proserpine and the dog were gone.
Nightingale stayed sitting where he was for a couple of minutes, thinking over what had just happened. Baal. He needed to find out more about Baal and more about the Highstone Enclave. 
 
 

CHAPTER 35
 
The visiting party was shown down into the entrance of the church. They walked along the central aisle, dimly lit by flickering candlelight, looking around at the impressive structure and the backlit stained glass windows.
The High Priestess, dressed in a dark purple robe and wearing a ferocious-looking mask of an unrecognisable beast caught mid-snarl, and with antlers sprouting from her head, was waiting for them. Behind her was a group of figures wearing robes of red silk. They were large figures, clearly in the business of protecting their mistress. Spread out on the pews were perhaps two dozen people dressed in purple robes, watching silently.
“Welcome,” said the High Priestess, gesturing for her visitors to sit. The front pews had been left empty for them. Their leader, an old man with a mane of white hair and a small goatee beard, ushered his companions onto their seats but remained standing himself. When they were all seated, he walked towards the High Priestess and held out his hand.
The people in the red robes visibly tensed and fanned out either side of the High Priestess, but a quick hand signal from her put them at their ease again. She stepped forward and shook the old man’s hand. Her grip was cold and strong. His was warm and damp.
“Thank you for coming, Mr Gould,” she said. She gently removed the antlers from her head, passing them to one of the figures behind her, and then took off her mask. 
The old man’s eyes widened at the sight of her face.  It was the face of perhaps the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.  Her eyes were mesmerising. “You paid me enough to get my attention,” he said. “And I am always happy to fly in a private jet.”
“Sit, please,” she said, gesturing at an empty spot on the front pew. The way she said it, he felt like he had no choice but to comply. Her voice was authoritative, strong. Commanding. He sat and looked up at her.
“I’ve asked you here because we wish to partner up with your organisation,” she said, wasting no time on frivolities. “My people have been at your events for the last three years. I know that belief in your ways is slowly dying, and that you need an injection of… vigour.”
The old man looked unimpressed at her speech, looking at his companions with all humour now gone from his face. It was touch and go as to whether or not he would stand and order everyone to leave. The High Priestess could sense his uncomfortableness.
“I apologise if that has offended you,” she said, her voice now layered with a caramel warmth. “It is not my intention to bring you all this way just to insult you. Let me begin again.”
The old man relaxed a fraction and looked up at her, wondering what the hell she was going to say next.
“We respect your ways. We respect your organisation, and the way that your gatherings have continued for so long. But even you must have noticed how much harder it is to get a full attendance these days. The old ones are dying off, the young ones no longer believe.”
“Believe in what, exactly?” he asked, interrupting her.
“In the darkness which binds us,” she said, her eyes twinkling.
“I’m not sure I understand your meaning…”
“Let’s not kid each other, Mr Gould. Whatever the gatherings pretend to be, we know they are a celebration in honour of Baphomet, your true master.”
Some of the visitors immediately grumbled to each other but Gould raised a hand to quieten them.
“Go on,” he said in a quiet voice.
“We merely wish to join with you and bolster your numbers. There are so many ways in which we could help you.”
“But what about the master you serve?” he asked, looking around the church. “Tell me who it is, so we can talk it through.”
“We serve Baal,” she said simply.
At this, some of the visitors gasped. Gould swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down, and tugged at his goatee. His face had a new expression now, one of fear. Like a fawn that had wandered into a lion’s den, he suddenly seemed to realise that he might be out of his depth.
“There is no need to be afraid,” she said.
“We’re not,” he lied. He loosened his collar a little, feeling suddenly hot.
“There are many reasons why we should work together,” she said, smiling at him. “We’re looking to expand here in Texas. We have pockets of the faithful all over the country, but we need another focal point to bring them together. What you do, having the annual gatherings outside Houston – well, it seems like a very interesting opportunity for us. One we would like to capitalise on.”
Gould shifted in his seat. He opened his mouth to speak, stopped himself, took a breath and opened his mouth again. “Would you mind explaining to me what benefit it would be to our own organisation? Because even with the temporary dip in numbers, we have a pretty sweet deal going on. Some of the most powerful men in the world attend our gatherings. There’s more wealth floating around than a large number of countries would struggle to raise. I think we have all that we need, for now.”
“I don’t doubt that your position is still strong,” said the High Priestess, her smile unwavering, her eyes glittering. “And you’re right – the power and wealth at your disposal has potential. But you don’t use it as you should.”
“Meaning what?” he asked, irritation creeping into his voice.
“Meaning that not a great deal changes year in, year out. All that power, all that influence – and the world is as it always was. With our people, with our power, we could be running the world in a few short years. Can you imagine that?” she asked him, leaning forward so that even though she was ten feet away it felt like she was somehow invading his personal space.
“I’m not sure what you’re getting at but let me assure you our people are involved in world changing events. The Great Reset is coming. Where do you think the key players in that idea first met? That’s right,” he said without waiting for an answer. “At one of our gatherings.”
“And you have the manpower to implement that idea you speak so fondly of?” she asked him.
“Of course I do.”
“Respectfully, Mr Gould, I don’t think you do. Without our help, I don’t think the masses are yet ready to accept it. People of all nations will fight against your ideas.”
“And you would change that, how exactly?”
“The world is too ordered, Mr Gould. We need to shake things up a little, make people more pliable to accepting new ideas.”
“Like I said, how exactly?”
“By bringing in a little chaos.”
Gould looked unimpressed by her statement. He tugged at his goatee beard again and was clearly in some sort of fight with himself to stop talking, but he just couldn’t help himself. When irritated, Abner Gould was the kind of man who could start a fight in an empty room. He gave off vibes of a faded old hippy with his mane of hair and pointy goatee, but really he was just another angry little old man.
“But your master isn’t one for chaos, my dear,” said Gould, regaining enough confidence in himself to patronise her. “He is no Loki, no Balor, no Seth. Baal will make things a little wet, perhaps, or a little windy. I’m afraid your vision is flawed. Now, is that our conversation finished with, because we need to get home?”
He just wanted to end the conversation as quickly as his patience would allow him and get the hell out of there. The dry desert air was making his throat parched and bringing on a migraine.
The High Priestess stepped forward and Gould realised he’d made a terrible mistake. She looked angry, and he felt the way a vole does when the kestrel is coming in for the kill – helpless and beyond saving. But she walked past him and gestured around the interior of the church.
“You know nothing of my Master,” she said, her eyes glittering with controlled anger. “The idea you have is more than three thousand years old – many things change in that sort of timeframe, Mr Gould. He is quite a different proposition now, and you should be glad He had other things to do than be here and listen to your insulting words. He might have shown you Himself what He is now capable of.”
“I’m sorry,” said Gould, knowing he’d risked taking things too far. 
“So, back to your little project and resetting things,” she continued. “Telling people that they will own nothing and be happy about it, isn’t that one of your arguments?”
“It is,” said Gould, relieved that he was still in one piece. She’d really frightened him for a moment there, and with her goons in tow there’s no telling what might have unfolded because of his smart mouth. 
“And you think convincing millions – billions – that they should go without whilst a few keep everything for themselves, will be easy?” This time, she briefly held a finger up to stop him responding. “I will answer that for you,” she said. “It won’t be easy. You’ll need our assets too. You’re not the only group with ex-presidents and powerful businessmen in your pockets. In fact, the reason I invited you here was because we’re on an asset grab ourselves at the moment. This is the most immediate and pressing bit of business between us right now. We have a large number of guests that we need to accommodate somewhere, and we think that your Enclave would be the ideal place to host them.”
“I’m not sure I have that kind of authority-” began Gould, but a single raised finger from the woman stopped him again.
“It’s extremely important that we agree a deal of some sort today, Mr Gould. We have plans in motion that will shortly be coming to fruition. We need somewhere quiet and secure enough to complete a very important act. I want you to return to your people and tell them that we would be greatly offended if we were turned down on this request. And very generous if we are accommodated. We believe in sharing the wealth and power. If our groups unite, we can accomplish a great many things in the future, starting with your Great Reset. But that will only be the beginning. We could turn the world into a place our respective Masters would be proud of – isn’t that a wonderful thought?”
Gould stood and patted down his thighs with his damp hands, wiping the sweat onto his linen slacks. He looked around at his people, expecting them to stand, ready to follow him, but they remained seated. They had clearly picked up on the implied threats buried in the words of the High Priestess. Gould, sensing a closing window of opportunity to escape, tutted to himself. And ran his smart mouth again.
“My organisation is almost a thousand years old,” he said. “Men in my service have familial lines reaching back to before the Crusades. I cannot make decisions on their behalf. When I agreed to this meeting, I thought you might want to become members of our organisation, perhaps make a generous donation. I clearly had the wrong idea.”
“Yes, you did,” she said, observing him coldly.
“The most I can promise is that I’ll go back and talk to my people. I can’t make any guarantees, but I’ll give you a call in a couple of days. How does that sound?”
They both knew he was lying. They both knew that once he left the church he would tell his people that some lunatic woman was making crazy demands. They would probably laugh about it over drinks and shut down all communications, intending to forget this meeting ever happened.
The High Priestess looked at him for a long time. He cleared his throat and looked embarrassed at the obvious scrutiny. 
“There are a number of options before us, Mr Gould,” she said at last. “And before you leave I would like you to think about them very carefully. Are you willing to do that?”
“Go on,” he said.
“The first option is that I simply call an end to this meeting and have you all sacrificed to my Master.”
“Now hold on a minute!” shouted Gould.
“Ah-ah-ah, Mr Gould,” she warned him. “You said you would think about what I was about to say, so please hear me out.”
He sat back down on the pew, deflated. Now such a threat had been made open, he no longer fancied his chances of getting out of this place alive. He had totally misjudged the situation, right from the phone call a few weeks back where this woman’s once-velvet voice had gently coaxed him into agreeing to visit her.
“That is only one option,” she continued. “And although it would be easy, it benefits no-one in the long run. You are more use to me alive, Mr Gould. I hope that news pleases you. Now, I’m trying to do this nicely. I’ve already explained why I need your help with the use of your wonderful Highstone Enclave, and I’ve also told you how I think we can be an asset for you. So, I’m going to ask you one final time if you think we can work together for our mutual benefit, and please choose your next words very carefully.”
She waited as Gould dabbed at his sweaty forehead with a cotton handkerchief. He was trapped, there was no way out except the way she wanted. He had to do it. He had no choice.
“Yes,” he said in a quiet voice. “Yes, I think we can work together.”
 
 

CHAPTER 36
 
Nightingale spent the morning doing some research into the Highstone Enclave. Initially he went to everyone’s favourite resource, Wikipedia. For surface level stuff of an introductory nature, this was perfectly adequate, indeed even invaluable. Nightingale was old enough to remember the world without the internet, where finding out even the most rudimentary facts about certain things was nigh on impossible. You’d have to physically go to a bricks-and-mortar library, and for information on something like the Highstone Enclave, if it existed at all, it would likely be in one of the big city libraries only, like London, Birmingham, maybe Glasgow or Manchester. A librarian would have to trudge down into the basement, where most archive materials were kept, and would no doubt emerge with some microfiche cards to run through an optimal scanner machine yourself. Now pretty much all the information anyone needed could be found somewhere on the internet.
Within an hour, Nightingale learned that the Enclave was spread across two thousand acres of prime Texas land, restricted to regular people and owned by the intensely private Highstone Club. As Wainwright had already said, each year the club organised a week of activities where some of the most powerful men in the world got together to basically act like frat boys. Cartoonists had a field day picturing the rich and famous letting their hair down.
Although members attending the event are not supposed to discuss matters of business, it seems that the rule was sometimes ignored, most famously for a meeting of the Manhattan Project, which would eventually lead to the development of the nuclear weapons dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki to end the Second World War. The project was first discussed at a Highstone Enclave meeting in 1939.
It was easy to imagine the whole image projected to the public – the hi-jinks and the drunkenness - was all a front to hide the real nature of the gatherings. Conspiracy theorists claimed it was where the New World Order conducted their clandestine business, where discussions about global policies were thrashed out in secret. Devastating ideas about forcing digital currency and social credit scoring onto the world have to be discussed somewhere, after all.
The main encampment occupied a hundred acres scattered through with more than fifty different camps, some with names like ‘Silverado Squatters’, ‘Cave Man’ and ‘Mandalay’. The whole lot was protected by a dedicated security team, with a presence on site all year round. Nightingale felt it was inevitable that if Wainwright got in via his invitation then he would have to somehow find a way in as well. The local Sheriff’s Office and the Texas Highway Patrol might not be a problem but US Secret Service staff may be tricky to avoid, especially if he had to sneak in.
A quick Google Maps search showed him the area and likely access points to try and sneak in. Roads ran anti-clockwise from 3 to 6 o’clock, covering many kilometres, all of which couldn’t conceivably be covered full time. And trees – lots of trees. So many that it completely masked any real sense of a layout of the Enclave, but also meant that there would be lots of cover. 
Reassuringly, there had been infiltrations in the past, although that could conversely mean that security would now be tighter than ever. One guy even snuck in a video camera and filmed some of the shenanigans but the resultant video, available to view on YouTube, was of such poor quality that it was practically valueless to Nightingale. There were mentions of Satanic rituals, however, and that seemed to be the angle of the film-maker’s efforts. A big shadowy cult of powerful old men engaged in devil worshipping, which might be a little far-fetched for the average person but seemed normal enough to Nightingale. He had a good deal of experience dealing with cults who worshipped all manner of devils and demons, so one more wasn’t exactly shocking news.
He finished up doing preliminary research on the Enclave and moved onto Baal. He knew the name but not a great deal more. There were so many demons running around that learning all of their names wasn’t worth the bother. But he’d been right about this one, Baal was indeed a biggie. Mentions in the Old and New Testaments, a history going back as far as Phoenican culture and equivalent figures in various other regions - Zeus in Greek, Set in Egyptian and Hadad in Mesopotamian mythologies.
Like all the big ones, information becomes quickly muddied and hard to interpret with any real meaning. Various sources cite different roles and even different names for Baal and compiled together they left nothing but a mess of contradictions to try and disentangle.
Writers of the New Testament identified him as Beelzebub, or Ba’al Zebub the ‘Fly Lord’. They thought him ‘King of the Demons’ and there are references that name him as Satan. Which directly contradicts the Old Testament references as the figure who supplanted El as leader of the Gods, a position aligning with references to Yahweh, the god of the Israelites. You couldn’t get more of a polar opposite contradiction but that was often the way of demonology. When they say the greatest trick the Devil ever pulled was convincing people he didn’t exist, they were onto something. Misinformation and obfuscation were more the order of the day though, confusion and doubt.
At the height of his influence, Baal was worshipped across the Middle East, through the Mediterranean, some parts of Europe and down through into Africa. He wielded immense power, being blamed for catastrophic weather events including storms, floods and plagues. Millions worshipped him and then, as Christianity grew, followed by Islam, the devotees of Baal grew diminished. His influence waned and he became more of a cult figure.
But the devotees were still out there, obviously. And this mysterious figure still had enough clout to worry Proserpine, and enough power to somehow enable these young women to go on their sprees of slaughter. All Nightingale had to do now was find out why this Baal was causing such carnage and, if it was directly related to the kidnap of Wainwright’s new girlfriend and her daughter, to somehow put a stop to it.
Nightingale sighed and lit a cigarette. He had a bad feeling about this case. There was always a bad feeling whenever he had to deal with these entities, he knew that, but it felt different this time. There was a growing unease in his guts that wouldn’t go away, a growing dread that this might be the one that finishes him. Trouble was coming, one way or another, and Nightingale would have to try and survive it one more time and hope his luck held a little bit longer. He phoned Wainwright and he answered almost immediately. “What’s up, Jack?”
“I’m just putting together a plan, Joshua, and it looks as if I’m going to need a gun.”
“A gun?”
“One of those things that fires bullets when you pull the trigger,” said Nightingale. “The last time I checked there were five hundred million in the US, so it shouldn’t be too hard to get me one.”
“Jack, I’m not in the business of teaching anyone to suck eggs, especially you, but we both know that bullets have zero effect on devils and demons.”
“True, but if I do go into the Enclave, I’m fairly sure that I’ll be coming up against security guards with guns and I want to be prepared.”
“So what would you want, exactly?”
“Shock and awe, something large and powerful. Not too big because it’ll be concealed carry.”
“Revolver?”
“Too fiddly to reload.”
“I could get you a Desert Eagle.”
“Too big. But that sort of thing, yes. Do you deliver?”
Wainwright chuckled. “Yes, Jack, I deliver.” 
 
 

CHAPTER 37
 
Nightingale fired off a quick email to Cyberhound. He asked him to dig up anything he could on the Highstone Enclave, specifically a camp layout if he could get one. Any security details, numbers of patrols, even a history of arrests over trespass so he could get an idea of how many people tried to break in.
He pressed the send button and started making himself a hot drink when his phone buzzed. It was early for Wainwright to be calling. Maybe there was some development, some news about Monique or the girl. As usual, Nightingale answered the call and waited for the other person to speak.
When they didn’t, the hackles on his neck instantly rose. Neither Wainwright nor Valerie would keep him waiting like this. He could hear breathing on the other end of the line. Seconds passed, and he was about to hang up when a quiet voice asked “Hello?”
“Who is this?” asked Nightingale, his finger hovering ready to end the call.
“My name is Zachary. Zachary Anthony. But you don’t know that name, of course. You know me as Cyberhound.”
To his credit, he sounded genuinely embarrassed speaking the name aloud. Things like that were fine – maybe – for anonymous online dealings but just sounded so ridiculous and sad when uttered in the real world.
“How did you get this number?” asked Nightingale, his skin still crawling. This was a major security breach. If this kid could find his number then who else might be able to do the same thing? There were a lot of people out there, lurking in the shadows, who would give anything to locate him. Dangerous people, people from his past with a grievance strong enough to see him murdered.
“I’m sorry,” said the voice, “I really am. I never break protocol like this and contact a client in meatspace. I just… I just had to speak to you.”
“Okay. Let’s say that you are who you say you are. In fact, no, let’s just prove it first. What was the last thing you did for me?”
“A check on Monique Miller.”
“Okay, so let’s move on to how you got my number.”
“From your IP address and your mobile phone itself.”
“But it goes through a VPN. I don’t get it.”
“Whenever you email me, I always check the IP address. It’s just something I do. I get information about clients in case they decide not to pay, so I have some leverage. I always do a phone scan as well. My email reply will always contain a tiny virus that sweeps your tech and reports back. Even though you’re a trusted client, it’s just a good habit to keep up. So even though you contact me each time from a different IP address, the phone scan returns the same mobile information. Not your number, your unique device ID. Every piece of tech has one. When I have your unique mobile ID, the actual number is just a quick search away. Does that explain it for you?”
“Look, I’m not going to pretend I understood how that all works, but no matter how you did it, it’s an invasion of my privacy, don’t you think?”
“Considering what you ask me to do, that’s a little rich, if you don’t mind me saying.”
“I should have expected something like this,” said Nightingale. “It’s in your nature, isn’t it?”
“Look, I don’t do anything with the data,” stressed the voice on the other end of the line. “It’s not networked, I don’t keep it, it’s in no danger of being leaked. I’m telling you all my secrets here, I’ve never had to have this conversation before.”
“Which now brings me onto the most important question,” said Nightingale.
“Okay…?”
“What do you want?”
Zachary took a deep breath to calm himself. “The Highstone Enclave,” he said. “You’re planning on breaking in, aren’t you?”
“Whatever I plan on doing with the information I’m asking for, what does that have to do with you?”
“Just hear me out, please. I can get all of the intel you need. I already have some of it, but it might need updating. Look, this place is the Holy Grail for me. I’ve been wanting to get in there for a look around for years. But I don’t want to do it on my own. I’m hopeless in the real world, I need babysitting to some degree. That’s the bottom line here – I’d love to get in there and have a root around but I’ve never been in a position where it seemed even likely before. If you’re planning on breaking in, can you take me with you?”
“No way.”
“Please? Come on, I’ll do the job for free.”
“Not a chance.”
“Please, Mr Nightingale. At least meet up with me in the real world so I can give you the info and present a better case. If you don’t like what you see, or hear, then I’ll walk away. Honestly, no problem at all. Just hear me out, in person.”
“Why should I even consider something as stupid as that?”
“Because I might just be an asset. I mean, I already am – I can get you the info you’re looking for. But when you go, I might be some help to you.”
“Didn’t you just tell me that you’d need babysitting?”
“I did, yeah. Cards all on the table. I’m a bit of a nerd, with all that it entails. Shit, I’ll carry your coffee, I’ll do whatever you need. I won’t be a liability.”
“I’m sorry, Zachary. I just can’t. This isn’t some sort of jolly, there are lives at stake.”
“All I’m asking you to do is meet me. Collect what I’ve found and talk to me for five minutes.”
Nightingale sighed. He supposed five minutes couldn’t hurt and it would be interesting to see what this guy looked like in the flesh. If nothing else, he could get a better read of him and decide about whether or not to keep him for future jobs. In fact, it would now be impossible to consider him for any more work without meeting him.
“Okay. Where are you?”
“I’ll come to you. I can be there in about five hours.”
“How do you know where I am?”
“That’s what I do. I’ll phone when I’m close.”
Cyberhound ended the call and Nightingale stared at the mobile in his hand for a few seconds before shaking his head in disbelief. He jumped when the doorbell rang. Could that be Cyberhound, already? Was he playing games?
Nightingale rushed to the front door and opened it. Wainwright’s driver was standing there, suited and booted, holding a small wicker basket with a pink and gold bow. “Mr Wainwright sends his regards,” said the man, handing over the basket.
Nightingale thanked him and closed the door, chuckling to himself. He put the basket on the hall table and undid the bow. Inside the basket was a matte black Smith & Wesson M&P Shield semi-automatic with two spare magazines, each filled with six cartridges. That capacity would have increased to eight if the gun used the smaller 9mm rounds, but Nightingale preferred the .45. Shock and awe and definitely more bang for the buck. Nightingale could also have gone for a Glock, where some models held 17 rounds in their magazine, but he wasn’t planning on getting into a firefight. If he did, it would almost certainly be over before it started. 
 
 

CHAPTER 38
 
Wainwright had always found The Golden Razor Clam to be a safe space. He ordered a Michters on the rocks from an immaculately presentable young man behind the bar and retreated to a corner table to think about Monique and lament his recent woes. He was on his third whisky when an old friend swung into view. An elderly man, late sixties to early seventies, with sharply cut white hair and an extremely expensive charcoal grey suit walked into his field of vision and bent slightly to offer his hand. It was Lou Wendell III, an old friend and business contact. Not a Satanist, or if he was he’d kept it well hidden from Wainwright.
“Lou!” exclaimed Wainwright. They shook hands, Wainwright pumping the visitor’s hand with some vigour, and he gestured for his friend to sit down. “Are you still a bourbon man?” asked Wainwright.
“Nothing beats it,” replied Lou.
Wainwright ordered his friend a drink from the bar and brought it back over to the table. Lou nodded thanks, reached out and took himself a slow, delicious sip. He made an appreciative groan and smiled.
“You look great,” said Wainwright. “How have you been keeping? It’s been, what, six or seven years?”
“More like nine,” said Lou, his eyes twinkling. “Last time I saw you was in Hawaii for that arms conference.”
“Shit, that was nine years ago?”
“It was. Flies right by, doesn’t it? I swear when the time comes to hit my grave I’ll be doing a thousand miles an hour.”
Wainwright chuckled and took a sip of his drink. “So, what have you been doing with yourself?” he asked. “Still in the armaments business?”
“Not so much. I keep my hand in, you know. I have final say in a lot of the important stuff still, but my boy Christopher deals with most of the day-to-day now.”
“I’m not sure I’ve met him?”
“If you can’t remember then you definitely haven’t. He’s an uptight arsehole that everybody remembers after one meeting, but he’s damned good at getting new contracts and keeping the money rolling.”
The more he talked, the more Wainwright had an inkling that something wasn’t quite right. His friend’s eyes kept losing their focus, his speech was slightly the wrong side of normal, with odd words almost slurring. He studied Lou without appearing obvious. Something was definitely off, but just by a little. Whether Lou was struggling with some undisclosed disease, he couldn’t say. All the money in the world couldn’t prevent the terrible hands that age sometimes dealt out, and cognitive diseases were more prevalent with aging. Maybe that was why his son had taken over the business. Maybe his old friend Lou was not in the great shape he first appeared to be.
“So, you have more free time for yourself?” asked Wainwright, smiling. “Are you still into – what was it – fishing?”
“Great memory,” said Lou, raising his glass for a little toast. “And you still haven’t come along for a trip. I remember talking once and you were going to accompany me on a shark fishing trip on the old yacht. I haven’t forgotten, you know. I’d still like it to happen, one day.”
Wainwright raised his own glass in salute. Whatever was going on, there was nothing wrong with his memory. Wainwright himself had forgotten all about that invite but remembered it now it had been brought up. It seemed that Lou’s mind was still as sharp as ever.
“Get you one back?” asked Lou, finishing his drink and standing up to head for the bar. He swayed, ever so slightly, and reached out for the arm of the chair for support. And then Wainwright realised that his old friend was drunk. One rung further down the ladder than he was, both of them trying to remain in control and Lou was just about managing it.
“I’m fine for the moment,” said Wainwright, swilling the remaining half of his drink around his glass. He waited as Lou ordered a fresh drink and sat back down.
Wainwright leaned forward.
“Don’t bullshit me, Lou. Something’s wrong, I can tell.”
“Ain’t nothing wrong, my friend,” said Lou, waving a hand dismissively.
“I know you too well for that,” said Wainwright. “Maybe I can help?”
Lou stared at him with his poker face, eyes still twinkling and a smile tightly drawn. He stayed that way for a good few seconds and then the corners of his mouth dropped and the smile disappeared. His face changed and he sighed, slumping his shoulders as though a great weight had been lifted. Wainwright let him compose himself, staying quiet and not pressing. When Lou was ready, he spoke again.
“I’m not supposed to say anything,” he said at last. His voice was quiet and his eyes had welled up. In those few seconds, he’d aged ten years.
“What is it?”
“It’s my brother, Jim. You’ve never met him but he’s been my rock. All through my life, he’s always been there. He was there for me when Jean died. Without him, I’d have probably offed myself by now.”
“Has something happened to him?” asked Wainwright.
“It’s the damndest thing,” said Lou, scratching at the top of his head. “He’s been kidnapped. I had a ransom note and it says that there’s to be no police involvement.”
“Is that all it said?” asked Wainwright, all of the blood draining from his face. He suddenly felt like he’d been dunked in an ice bath. He knew what was coming.
“No, there was more,” said Lou. “I’m supposed to go to some party in the woods in two weeks if I ever want to see him again.”
 
 

CHAPTER 39
 
There were three knocks on his Airbnb front door, and Nightingale opened it to see a tall, skinny man wearing a Hawaiian shirt and board shorts. He had a strange sort of bouffant haircut and 1970s porn star glasses with a slight orange tint. He carried a laptop under one arm and a carrier bag in the other and he had a red backpack slung over one shoulder. He looked at Nightingale and grinned nervously. “Hi. I’m Zachary. You can call me Zack.”
“I suppose you’d better come in,” said Nightingale, stepping aside.
Zachary walked past him and stood looking around the Airbnb.“Pretty expensive, for what you paid,” he said.
Nightingale didn’t even bother asking how he knew how much he’d paid. He gestured Zachary to keep moving and led him to the kitchen. He pulled out one of the seats and nodded at him to sit. Zachary placed his laptop on the table and reached into the carrier bag to produce a few sheets of paper.
“Show me what you have,” said Nightingale, sitting down opposite him.
“You’re not very hospitable, are you?” said Zachary.
“I opened the door, didn’t I?”
“I drove a long way, and I could do with a beverage. If it’s not too much trouble?”
“What sort of beverage do you want?”
“What do you have?”
Nightingale went over to the fridge and opened it. “Corona beer,” he said.
“I don’t drink alcohol.”
“Diet Coke?”
“Sweeteners are carcinogenic.”
“Orange juice?”
“A leading cause of colon cancer.”
“San Pellegrino.”
“What’s that?”
“Italian water.”
“Is it sparkling?”
“Yes?”
“I don’t like bubbles.”
“I could make you a cup of tea. Or coffee.”
“I can’t take caffeine.”
“I have decaffeinated tea,” said Nightingale. He didn’t, but he doubted that Zachary would be able to tell the difference.
“Earl Grey?”
“English breakfast.”
“That should be okay.”
Nightingale switched on the kettle. “Milk and sugar?”
“Hell, no.”
Nightingale took out two mugs and dropped a tea bag into each, before joining Zachary at the table.
Zachary checked each sheet and laid them out in a neat line. It was clear to Nightingale that the kid was somewhere on the autistic spectrum. He looked like he might be in his early twenties. From this closer proximity, he could see that Zachary was attempting to cultivate a moustache without much success.
“This one’s a map of the site,” said Zachary, spreading out an A3 sheet. It detailed a series of roads and paths that hadn’t been visible on Google Maps. He pointed to a sheet of A4. “That’s the security rota for the next couple of months. This one,” he said, pointing at a different sheet, “has all the information about who owns the site and finally that list there is the expected attendee list for the upcoming event, minus guests. Compared to previous years, this year looks like a big one. A lot more people coming this year. I did a cross-check against previous lists and found that there are a lot more people going this year for their first time than ever before.”
Nightingale picked up each bit of paperwork and scanned through it, growing ever more pleased at the amount of information he had managed to find. It was incredible. Even Wainwright’s name was on the guest list, as though they knew he would definitely come. There was no doubt that the kid knew what he was doing.
“How the hell did you get all of this and still get here so quickly?” he asked.
“I’m based in Austin. I couldn’t believe it when you pinged in Houston. Happen chance, I suppose. We were destined to meet.”
They regarded each other for a few seconds, until Zachary looked away. “Sorry,” he said, “I’m not great with eye contact.”
“Not a problem. So, why don’t you tell me why you want to get into the Highstone Enclave so badly?”
Zachary looked back immediately, a big grin on his face.
“I do this job – this kind of work – because it pays well. I’m pretty smart and I know what I’m doing. I use the money to go travelling, but not to the kind of places that most people go. I hate the sun and you’re never going to find me on a beach. And you’re never putting me in the ocean whilst there are things with teeth swimming in it. My kind of vacation is one where most people wouldn’t want to go, and probably don’t even know exists. Decommissioned bunkers and silos, ruined government buildings, that sort of thing. Earlier this year I visited one of the London Tube stations that they closed to the public.”
“So, you’re like an urban explorer?”
“Yeah, that’s more or less it. Although, specifically, it’s more that I like going to places where I’m not supposed to, it’s not really exploring for me in the truest sense. I often know everything about a place even before I’ve been there. I don’t know why I like it so much but I do. I’m very good at getting into places unseen and I know some stealth tactics. But I always go as part of a team, never on my own. I’m no good at doing things on my own. I lose motivation, I get too nervous.”
Nightingale glanced down at the paperwork again and returned his gaze to Zachary. This time, Zachary held his gaze but he was almost trembling with the effort.
“Like I said,” he continued, “The Highstone Enclave is the Holy Grail. So many people want to get in but fail. People are stupid – they post online in user groups about planned visits and get a knock on their door from men in black suits before they even set out. It’s like a Black Ops site or something, the security around the place works on many levels. Apart from the guards and patrols, they’ll have dogs, static CCTV, drones. There’s a lot to think about, a lot to avoid. Let me come with you and I can steer you around most of it.”
“Most?”
“I can’t be prepared for every eventuality. Nobody can. But we can prepare for what we know.”
Nightingale liked that the kid was being so honest. He wasn’t trying to lie to him by saying how easy it would be, that everything was under control. He was being realistic and that went a long way in his favour.
“What happens to people who get caught?” he asked.
“Anything from jailtime to public embarrassment on the socials. It all depends on what your perceived motivation is. If you’re armed then they might class it as domestic terrorism and put you away for the next fifty years. If you have a reasonable excuse – at a real stretch say you were drunk and thought it would be a laugh to break in – then they are sometimes more lenient.”
“And you know all this because…?”
“Because I’ve had this on my bucket list for a very long time. People I know want to do all sorts of things like breaking into old asylums or hitting the rooftops of industrial units, but the Highstone Enclave has them all too scared.”
The kettle finished boiling and Nightingale poured water into the mugs. He added a splash of milk to his mug and gave the other to Zachary. Zachary stared at the floating tea bag in horror. Nightingale realised what the problem was and used a teaspoon to fish out the bag. He dropped it into his own mug. “I like mine strong,” he said. “So what do we need to gain access?”
“I’ll draw up a shopping list,” said Zachary. “So I can go in with you?”
“That depends on how good you are at taking instruction and doing what I ask.”
“I’ll do whatever you want.”
“Your first test is right now,” said Nightingale in a quiet voice. “There are three flies in here with us. I’m going to close the doors to this room and as soon as I’ve done it I want you to get up and kill those flies with me. No questions, just do it. Ready?”
“I guess so.”
Nightingale went over to the door leading to the hallway and closed it. He returned and closed the door leading to a utility annexe. Then he grabbed a newspaper, quickly rolled it and went after the flies. Zachary quickly grabbed a spatula and batted a fly right out of the air as it took off from a wall. Once on the floor he smacked it again and killed it. Nightingale squashed another one and they worked together to kill the third. When they were done, Zachary looked at him and said:
“Do you want to tell me what that was about?”
“Not unless I have to. You won’t believe me anyway. But if you see any flies around us whilst we’re together I want you to discreetly let me know and we need to kill them. Understood?”
“Understood.”
“Good. Then you’re on the team. There’s a spare room upstairs, you can dump your stuff there. There’s a place an hour’s drive that stocks most of what we’ll need. I’ve had a look online.”
Nightingale waited until Zachary had taken his bag and mug of tea upstairs before phoning Wainwright. Wainwright didn’t give Nightingale the chance to speak. “I’m not the only one, Jack,” he said. “Two other people I know have had relatives kidnapped and received the same note that I did.”
“Do I need to know who the other people are?”
“I can’t see what good it will do. They’re both billionaires like myself.”
“Satanists?”
“One definitely, the other I don’t think so, but I could be wrong. But they want us there, at the Highstone Enclave, for a reason.”
“I’ll try and find out what that reason is before you get anywhere near the place,” said Nightingale. “Let’s see if we can nip this in the bud before it gets going. But if I can’t – and I’m proceeding along with that assumption – then it looks like you might have to go. Are you okay with that?”
“I just want Monique and Charlie back. So, yes I’ll go.”
“This will all work out fine, you’ll see.”
“I hope you’re right, Jack.”
“We’ve made it so far, haven’t we? All of the things we’ve dealt with and we’re still standing.”
“There have been casualties, don’t forget that.”
“I know. I know. But not us. Not yet. I’ll do what I can to keep it that way.”
 
 

CHAPTER 40
 
Zachary had parked his car outside the Airbnb and Nightingale’s jaw dropped when he saw it. “You have got to be kidding me,” he said. It was a red MGB Roadster.
“It’s vintage,” said Zachary.
“I know exactly what it is, mate,” said Nightingale, running his fingers along the bonnet. “I used to have one, in another life. But mine was green and a right hand drive. Where did you get this from?”
“I bought it as a wreck, pretty much,” said Zachary. “I rebuilt it. Took me two years.”
“You must have had help.”
Zachary shook his head. “YouTube videos told me what to do. And there are online places that can sell you any parts you need.”
“Zachary, you are amazing.”
Zachary blushed and averted his eyes. Nightingale walked slowly around the car. It was pristine. 
Zachary popped the boot and dropped in his red backpack. Nightingale opened the passenger door and slid in. It felt strange not having the steering wheel and pedals in front of him. He took a deep breath and the smell of leather immediately took him back ten years or more, when the world - his world, anyway - was a very different place.
Zachary got into the driver’s seat and started the engine. Nightingale felt a tingle down his spine as memories flooded back. “Do you want to drive?” asked Zachary.
“I’d love to, but it’s years since I drove a stock shift, and I’ve never got used to the whole left hand drive thing,” said Nightingale. “I’m happy just being a passenger.”
“Let me know if you change your mind,” said Zachary. He put the car in gear and slowly pulled away from the kerb.
The store that Zachary had earmarked was twenty miles north of Houston, a huge warehouse unit on a nondescript industrial estate. It was like a cross between the old Army and Navy Stores back in England and the best American hunting and sporting goods outlets, with some decent equipment that would more than respectably serve the armed forces. 
They parked the MGB and went inside. “So what’s the first item on your list?” asked Nightingale.
“Fence cutters,” said Zachary, pulling a list from his pocket and reading through it. Nightingale looked up at the signage hanging above the wide aisles, aisles that receded far into the distance any which way you looked.
“We’ll be here all day,” he sighed, unable to spot a section for fence cutters.
“Suits me,” said Zachary, failing to contain a huge grin. “I love places like thus. Why don’t we just walk the aisles and check off items as we come across them? That should be quicker than going after everything in order. We might see some things we haven’t thought of.”
“Okay. Go grab us a trolley and we’ll start here.”
Two and a half hours later they were queuing at the tills. The more they looked at things, the more Nightingale decided to buy, just in case. Half the guys walking the aisles had the prepper vibe, milling around in khaki shorts and baseball caps that concealed vintage grade mullets. Everyone’s biggest fear was walking out of there and forgetting something, just in case it was the last trip to a store before they were forced to shelter through a nuclear winter, or a plague outbreak.
Nightingale had loaded up on two lots of dark combat trousers and black waterproof jackets. Gloves, camo face paint, decent boots for rough terrain. Bolt cutters, a fence cutter. Night vision goggles for both of them. He bought four large canvas holdalls to carry all the gear and went through Zachary’s list to check that they hadn’t forgotten anything before heading to the tills.
Nightingale paid for their purchases with one of Wainwright’s credit cards and Zachary whistled when he saw the total. “That’s a lot of money,” he said.
“If it gets us in there, it’s money well spent,” said Nightingale.
 
 

CHAPTER 41
 
It was after ten o’clock at night when they turned off the main highway and on to the road leading to the Highstone Enclave. The already light traffic grew almost non-existent. The road was dark, unlit for the most part and had woods and scattered residential properties on either side. The gear they needed was in the boot. Nightingale had left the gun behind. This was a recce mission and being found with a loaded gun would cause more problems than it would solve.
Zachary drove in silence as they peered out into the darkness, looking for a good place to hide a car and penetrate the forest. They saw no security fencing but they knew it would be there at some point.
“So, this thing goes on for a week?” said Zachary. “How long are we going to be there for?”
“Just the one night, hopefully. We’ll need to find the woman and the child, contact my friend and then get out of there.”
“And what if we don’t find them?”
“We will. The searchable area where all the people are won’t be that big. Our main problem will be getting on site without being caught. Once we’re in, I think we should be able to just walk around.”
“Are you serious?”
“Extremely. Just act like we belong there and nobody will bother us.”
“You sound like you know what you’re talking about.”
“I do.”
“But it still sounds ridiculous.”
“Does it? Think about it. There are going to be hundreds of people there. There’s no way they’re all going to know each other. A lot of them will, sure, but everyone? And it will be dark. If we take some smart clothing and clean the camo off our faces, we’ll be fine. He pointed ahead. “Stop here.”
Zachary suddenly slowed the car and came to a halt. He peered in all directions then steered the car into a cutout between the trees. There was an old gate with a solid looking chain on it and even without getting out of the car Nightingale could see the whole thing was rusted up and hadn’t been used in years.
“We can leave the car here,” he said. “I don’t think anybody will see it, and if they do they’ll probably assume it’ll be somebody out shagging or dogging.”
“Shagging?” laughed Zachary, looking across at Nightingale. “Is that some British thing? And what about dogging? That’s a new one on me.”
“Shagging is having sex,” said Nightingale. “Dogging is when you have sex while a stranger watches.”
“Is that a thing?”
Nightingale smiled thinly. “I’m afraid it is,” he said.
Zachary laughed. “Two words that I can add to my lexicon.”
“Knock yourself out. Come on, let’s test some of this equipment.”
They got out of the car and opened the boot. It was almost pitch black but their eyes adjusted quickly and Nightingale risked a small flashlight in small bursts when necessary. They quickly changed into their new clothing and put on their night vision headsets. Nightingale heard a small whine as the device booted up and the world before him turned into a monochrome vista of greens. 
“All set?” he asked Zachary, who finished putting on a small rucksack and gave a thumbs-up in return.
They clambered over the gate and entered the woods. Nightingale opened the rucksack on Zachary’s back and used the GPS on his phone to set their current position as home. Wherever they went now, they wouldn’t get lost and would be able to find their way back to the car.
They walked slowly and in silence. The woods around them were mostly empty, although Nightingale saw the back end of a distant deer fleeing some way off before them, and at one point he could see an owl watching them. Zachary hadn’t noticed it and he jumped when it suddenly screeched. “What was that?” he hissed.
“Just an owl, pipe down.”
They continued for maybe three quarters of a mile until they came to a secure perimeter fence. It was about ten feet tall and covered in rolls of razor wire at the top.
“Here we go,” said Nightingale. “We’ll be cutting through this and heading in that direction,” he said, checking the GPS and pointing. 
Things were looking good. The gear was working and they seemed to be fully alone out there. There was no sign of any security guards or patrols, and he hadn’t noticed any cameras as yet, although he knew from what they were selling at the supplies store that modern cameras could be so small as to be practically undetectable.
Nightingale set their position in the GPS.
“Let’s head back,” he said. “Best not to push our luck.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to go any further?”
“No, this was just a recce. So that we feel comfortable when we do it for real. There’s no point in going further tonight, all we’d be doing is increasing our chances of getting caught.”
“Okay, boss,” said Zachary.
They walked back the way they came and reached the car within half an hour of slow, steady walking. They climbed the gate and Nightingale checked the vicinity around the car, looking at the road in both directions, but there wasn’t a soul in sight. They had found the perfect spot to hide the car and breach the perimeter of the Enclave.
“Let’s see if we can find somewhere to grab a beer on the way back, what do you say?” he asked.
“I’d prefer a Decaf Chai Latte,” said Zachary.
“Of course you would.”
 
 

CHAPTER 42
 
A gentle knock on his bedroom door woke Nightingale from a dreamless sleep. He opened his eyes, blinked, and tried to focus on his watch. It was half past seven. The knock was repeated, slightly louder this time. “Yes?” he said.
“It’s me,” said Zachary.
“I guessed as much,” said Nightingale, sitting up.
“Can I come in?”
“I’d rather you did,” said Nightingale. “I don’t want to carry out a complete conversation through the door.”
Zachary opened the door and stepped into the bedroom, studiously avoiding eye contact with him. “I’ve been doing a bit more digging.”
“Digging?”
“Into Monique and Charlie.”
“Okay.”
“Charlie isn’t Monique’s daughter.”
“Are you sure?”
“Certain. I’ve traced back Monique’s family tree and biologically there’s no sign of a daughter. So, I started looking into Charlie and couldn’t find anything at all, which is sort of unusual. People usually have some records, somewhere. But very little on her. She’s six, seven years old, right? No school records, nothing. Which again is unusual. Because she exists, right? And nobody exists without something to prove it, there’s always some sort of audit trail. I figured that somewhere along the line Monique might have adopted Charlie.”
“Okay…” said Nightingale. “That makes sense.”
“Well it’s taken some doing but I managed to find an adoption record relating to Monique and Charlie. The weird thing is, it’s less than six months old.”
“That is weird,” said Nightingale, already wondering how Wainwright was going to take the news. Something was definitely off with all of this. “Anything else?”
“Yeah. The adoption papers don’t list a father but they do list a corporate parent – the Baton Rouge Centre For Adoption. I tried but I couldn’t hack into their system, it doesn’t appear to be online at the moment.”
“And where is Baton Rouge, exactly?”
“Louisiana. The next state along.”
‘Is it driveable?”
“Four hours or so. You think we should go?”
“I don’t think we’ve got a choice,” said Nightingale.
“We could phone.”
Nightingale shook his head. “We need to do this in person. Something this important is too risky to do over the phone. Something is definitely fishy, otherwise they’d have more of an online trace and the records would be easier to find. And, with data protection laws and all that bullshit, they wouldn’t tell us anything anyway.”
“Actually, you’d be surprised. Texas has the the Texas Data Privacy and Security Act which protects the privacy and personal data rights of the state’s residents, but Louisiana doesn’t. Data protection is handled at the State level in the US.”
“I hear you, but in my experience these things work best face to face. Grab your gear and I’ll see you at the car in half an hour.”
 
 

CHAPTER 43
 
The Baton Rouge Centre For Adoption was a miserable looking place, an ugly red-brick building with small windows and cloaked in an overwhelming sense of despair. Maybe it was the grey sky above, pressing down on Louisiana and making the air thick and muggy, or maybe it was just knowing the purpose of the building, but as soon as he saw it Nightingale’s first instinct was to get away.
They parked the MGB in the main lot and walked over to the reception part of the building. Nightingale pressed the intercom buzzer and they listened to silence for thirty seconds before a harassed voice answered.
“Can I help you?”
“Hi. We’re here to see Mr Jeffords,” said Nightingale. That was the name they’d plucked from the centre’s website. Samuel Jeffords, Adoption Services Manager.
“Hang on a second…” There was another long pause, a muttered swearword that was picked up by the intercom, and the sound of pages turning. “There ain’t nothing in the diary. Who did you say was calling?”
“George and Jimmy Braithwaite. We’re from a firm of private investigators down in Florida.” Nightingale looked over at Zachary and flashed him a smile. Sometimes a lie was a lot more effective than the truth.
“That don’t sound like no Florida accent to me…”
“We haven’t been there long. We’re from the UK, originally.”
“Just hang on right there, I’ll check if he’s available.”
On the way there, they’d had plenty of time to discuss their strategy. There was no reason to be even remotely truthful. All they wanted was to get some information and then disappear as though they’d never even existed. Nightingale knew that as soon as they started asking questions then alarm bells would start ringing, somewhere. And there would undoubtedly be cameras, and then people would start trying to find out who they really were.
But all of that was in the future. They could deal with any fallout later, hopefully when Monique and the girl were safe and reunited with Wainwright.
Nightingale lit a cigarette. He was halfway through it when the intercom buzzed back into life.
“Can I ask you what this is about?” said the voice. “We ain’t got no appointment for you.”
“Can you please tell Mr Jeffords we’re here about a young girl we believe was a resident here. Charlie Miller. Though she wouldn’t have been Miller when she was in your care.”
“I been here twenty-five years, Mister, and I ain’t never heard of no Charlie Miller.”
“That’s what I’m saying. She’s Charlie Miller now but she wouldn’t be when she was with you. She’s about seven years old now.”
“Then you’re talking about a needle in a haystack of needles,” said the voice. “Can’t track anyone with just a first name.”
“Does this thing have a camera in it?” asked Nightingale.
“It do, yeah.”
“Then hold on…”
Nightingale fished out his mobile phone, flicked through the menus and found a picture of Charlie he’d taken from a photo on the fridge door at Monique’s house. He filled the screen display with a close up of her face and held it up to the intercom. “Do you recognise her?”
There was a long silence on the other end and then it went dead. Zachary started to talk and Nightingale subtly shook his head to stop him. By the time the intercom came back on, he’d finished his smoke and had crushed the butt underfoot.
“This is Sam Jeffords,” said a different voice. “What is it that you want, exactly?”
“I’d rather do this in your office than in the car park,” said Nightingale. “How about letting us in?”
“Usually we make appointments for this sort of thing. I’m very busy.”
“We won’t take up more than ten minutes of your time, Mr Jeffords.”
“Even so, there are protocols.”
“And we have come a very long way to see you. I can assure you, we won’t be leaving until we’ve had this conversation, whether that is today or another day. I think it’s best to get it out of the way so we can move along and leave you in peace again, what do you say? We just need some details about the girl you placed for adoption.”
“Is there a problem?”
“We really need to discuss this face to face,” said Nightingale.
There was a long pause, a muffled sigh and then the door buzzed. Nightingale pushed it open and held it for Zachary. There was another similar door inside and when they went through that they walked along a narrow grey corridor that opened up into a reception area. A glum looking black man, stared at them balefully. His shirt sleeves were rolled up and his trousers were baggy at the knees. He had a belt with a metal bull’s head on it, and it was doing a half decent job of keeping his trousers up over his expanding waistline. Next to him, a middle-aged white man looked them over and then came out into the corridor. He didn’t offer to shake their hands and simply told them to follow him. Nightingale assumed he was Jeffords.
Jeffords led them through another couple of corridors, painted grey with strip lights in the ceiling, and opened his office door for them to step inside. He closed the door behind them, dragged two chairs out for his visitors and then sat down on the other side of his large desk. The black guy stood by the door, his arms folded. 
Jeffords was wearing a grey suit, a white shirt that was frayed around the collar and a blue and green tie. His hair was receding and swept back, making his forehead look huge.
Nightingale wasted no time on pleasantries. “This girl,” he said, holding up the phone again. “Charlie Miller.”
“She wasn’t Charlie Miller when she was here,” said Jeffords. “She was Charlotte Smith, but we gave her the Smith as no one knew her real name. She was dumped on our doorstep when she was just a few months old. So what is it that you would like to know about her? But, before you answer that, can you first answer why you’ve come all the way from Florida to see me?”
“We have someone claiming to be her real mother as a client. We’re doing some work on establishing if that is the case.”
“This girl’s parents are dead,” said Jeffords in a cold voice. “Your client is mistaken.”
“How do you know that for sure if she was dumped on your doorstep as a baby?”
“There was a note, explaining that the child was an orphan. Whoever left the child didn’t give us any information, so we assigned her the family name Smith.”
“And how long was Charlie here?”
“She was adopted six months ago. So a little over six years.”
Nightingale frowned. “Does it normally take that long to find a home for a baby?”
“Not for a pretty white girl, no,” said Jeffords. “They’re usually snapped up. Families will always tell you that they’ll happily take a Chinese baby or a baby with difficulties, but that’s just not true. What they want, the white families anyway, is a good-looking, healthy white baby.”
“So why did it take so long to find a home for Charlie?”
Jeffords looked over at the man by the door. “Max, please, can you…?” He shrugged and looked plaintively at the man.
The man sighed. “I didn’t really have anything to do with the adoption,” he said.
“This is Dr Max Massingham,” said Jeffords, by way of an introduction. “He heads up our Psych Department.”
Dr Massingham snorted. “I am the Psych Department,” he said.
“So Charlie had problems?”
“Most of our charges have problems. Or issues, we should say. That’s to be expected. Any child has to have gone through a crisis of some sort to end up here. Charlie’s issues were more deep rooted in that she was too young to have any memory of any life before this facility. Most of the children here have at least spent some time with one or both parents but Charlie had nothing. She was institutionalised from the very start.”
“And that made it hard to find her a home?”
Dr Massingham frowned. “Remind me who you are again and why you are so interested in her?”
“We’re from Florida. We believe that the child you knew as Charlotte Smith is now known as Charlie Miller, and we believe that she has been kidnapped.”
“Who are you exactly?” said the doctor. “And what is your interest in the little girl?”
“As I told Mr Jeffords, I’m George Braithwaite and this is my brother. We’re from a firm of private investigators down in Florida.”
“But you’ve got an Australian accent,’ said the doctor.
“British,” said Nightingale.
“My brother was born in the UK but I’m American born and bred,” said Zachary.
“If you were law enforcement, I could probably talk to you, but you’re not, so I can’t,” said the doctor. He looked over at Jeffords, obviously looking for his support.
“I’m afraid we can’t divulge that information due to data protection laws,” Jeffords said.
Nightingale smiled and leaned back in his chair. He looked around the office, which was actually quite shabby once you looked a bit closer, and then back at Jeffords. “On the paperwork we have seen, your organisation is listed as a corporate parent, so that should allow you some leeway in being able to talk about this, data protection or not. The thing is, Charlie Miller, and her new mother, have both gone missing. It’s a possible kidnapping situation. We need to find out as much as we can about Charlie to see if any information can help me to find them.”
“I still don’t see what any of this has to do with us,” said Jeffords. “Our responsibility for the girl ended the moment she was adopted.”
“I understand,” said Nightingale, nodding. “But if anything serious has happened to them both, if we don’t recover them ourselves, then other agencies are going to get involved and start asking a lot of questions. Questions like the complete lack of paperwork for Charlie Miller before she came here, and anything about her early years. You, Mr Jeffords, appear to be the main source of knowledge about the girl. Now, I don’t know how well you run this facility, or how good you and your staff are at your jobs, but what I do know is that the people who come here after me will be taking a thorough look at all aspects of your business and will go to town on you for your shitty record keeping. As a facility looking after minors you are obliged to keep detailed records of all young people you care for and your information about Charlie Miller is severely lacking.”
Jeffords had turned pale and pearls of sweat had broken out on his forehead. He shifted in his seat. “How would you know about our records?” he asked in a quiet voice.
“Because I’ve searched through your servers,” chipped in Zachary, projecting a rather more commanding presence than his usual nervy, nerdy self. “Your administration services alone demand a detailed and thorough investigation.”
“That’s private data,” said Jeffords. “It’s illegal for you to even try to look at it.”
“Well, I did, and I’ll accept responsibility for that. But when they see what I’ve seen, they’ll forget about me pretty quickly. They’ll probably shut you down.”
Jeffords was breathing heavily now and his brow was glistening. He took out a large red handkerchief and patted his forehead. “I wasn’t even here when she was adopted,” he said. He gestured at Dr Massingham. “Max wasn’t here either. We both had food poisoning.”
“That’s a coincidence,” said Nightingale. “Or is it?”
“Neither of us ate the same thing that day and nobody else who ate in the canteen got sick,” said the doctor. “So, yes, it must have been a coincidence.”
“Then who handled the adoption?” asked Nightingale.
“My number two,” said Jeffords. “A woman by the name of Sandra Hopkirk. She came very highly recommended but she didn’t stay with us for long.”
“Why not?”
Jeffords shrugged. “There was a death in her family and she had to go back to Baltimore. We said we’d keep her job open, but we haven’t heard from her since.”
“And how long did she work here?”
“Only about six months,” said Jeffords. “She was planning to stay longer, five years she said, but as I said her mother died so she had to go back to take care of her father.”
“And she handled the adoption herself?”
“Yes, pretty much. It seemed quite straightforward. Apparently a woman came forward who was a distant relative of Charlie’s, a step-aunt, I think it was. Sandra said all the paperwork was in order so she fast-tracked it. By the time Max and I were back in the office it had all been taken care of. The woman - Monique Miller - was the adoptive mother, all done and dusted.”
“So when I said her name was Charlie Miller, why didn’t you tell us straight away that you knew who we were talking about.”
Jeffords grimaced. “Because, as you say, the paperwork leaves a lot to be desired.”
“I don’t understand why you allowed the adoption to be rushed through the way it was.”
Dr Massingham stepped forward. “I’ll be honest with you, Mr Braithwaite. We didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth.”
“In what way?”
The doctor looked pained and he folded his hands defensively. “Charlotte Smith was always going to be a difficult child to place,” he said. “She had issues. Which is why she was with us so long.”
“What sort of issues?”
“When she was part of the system here she was quiet, obedient and wouldn’t say boo to a goose. She had personal health issues, which we were trying to get to grips with, but whenever someone came to see her who might be interested in adopting her, she would go….” He shrugged. “Well, crazy is the only way to describe it. She would shout and scream and curse and would get so excited that she would soil herself.”
“She scared people away?”
“Scared the living daylights out of them, is what she did.”
“But she didn’t react that way to Monique Miller?”
“Apparently not.”
“She just went with her, with no problems?”
“That’s what Sandra said. Sam and I were in our sick beds.”
“Do you have camera footage of Monique?” asked Nightingale.
Jeffords looked at him and unexpectedly broke into the strangest smile. He looked seriously disturbed, like a lunatic ready to pounce. He snorted with laughter, a little mad-eyed. “I have CCTV, yes,” he said. “But it ain’t worth shit.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you won’t believe me when I say this but it’s true – all the time she was here, a bunch of flies landed on the camera lenses and obscured everything. Can you believe that? I mean, what in the hell even is that? It’s like they were trained or something. Do you think you can train a bunch of flies to do something like that, Mr Braithwaite?”
Nightingale and Zachary looked at each other, Zachary’s brow crinkling a little.
“I don’t,” said Nightingale. “But I believe you.”
“You do?”
“I’m afraid so.” He looked over at the doctor, who was back standing at the door again, shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot. “Dr Massingham, you said that Charlie had some health issues?”
The doctor nodded. “She couldn’t seem to keep herself clean. She was a bed wetter, and worse, and the cleaning staff were always complaining about her body odour. There were always flies buzzing around her. Big ones. Blue bottles. We would spray her room every day but they would keep coming back. So when we discovered that Sandra had fast-tracked Charlie’s adoption, well, frankly, we didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardise it.” He looked over at Jeffords. “Am I right?”
Jeffords nodded enthusiastically. “Damn right.”
“Do you have a photograph of this Sandra Hopkirk?” asked Nightingale.
Jeffords frowned. “A photograph?”
“Presumably one would have been taken for her security pass?”
Jeffords pushed himself to his feet and waddled over to a set of metal filing cabinets. He pulled a drawer open and rifled through the contents, then took out a pale green file. He opened it and sucked his teeth as he read it, then retrieved a glossy photograph which he passed to Nightingale.
“That’s a good likeness,” said Jeffords. “She photographed well.”
Nightingale took the picture from him. He looked at it and fought to keep his face impassive. He recognised her immediately. It was Monique Miller.
 
 

CHAPTER 44
 
It was a difficult conversation for Nightingale to have, but he needed to do it sooner rather than later so he left Zachary in the MGB and walked away and called Wainwright. Wainwright picked up after a couple of rings. “Hi Jack, what’s new?” he asked. He sounded tired, and maybe a little drunk.
“We found some stuff out,” said Nightingale. “And I’m not going to dress it up for you – you need to hear it as it comes.”
“I’m not sure I like the sound of that, Jack.”
“It’s not good news, I’m afraid. Have you got a drink?”
“It’s already in my hand. Hit me with whatever you have,”
Nightingale took a deep breath and then told Wainwright everything he knew. Wainwright listened in silence to all of it. He didn’t make a sound as his world slowly collapsed around him, learning that Monique was not who she said she was, and nor was Charlie. At the end of it, Nightingale waited for Wainwright to speak. For a long time, he could hear Wainwright breathing steadily, and once sipping at his drink.
“She really had me, Jack,” he said at last. “I never once doubted her.”
“I’m sorry that we didn’t pick anything up on the initial check.”
“Not your fault. It sounds like she’s covered her previous history with little room for error.”
“The whole thing stinks, frankly. The main guy at the adoption centre and the centre’s shrink were both off sick the day Monique took Charlie. That can’t have been a coincidence. And I wouldn’t be surprised if she was using supernatural powers to get what she wanted. She was able to work at the centre under an assumed name, and left once she had supposedly placed the child. Baal might even have helped her. They said they had a problem with flies. But the burning question is what do we do now?”
“That depends. Do you think you’ll be able to find them before I’m supposed to be at the Highstone Enclave? That’s tomorrow.”
“Honestly? No, I don’t. We could only find the one lead, which led us to Louisiana. It’s a sign of Zachary’s competency that we even managed to get that. But there is nothing else. We have the advantage of knowing the truth, without her knowing that we’ve discovered it, but I don’t see what advantage that gives us yet. Maybe none.”
“And you think the trail is cold?”
“Like a stone. We have no idea where Monique and Charlie are, but I think we can assume that Monique at least will be at the Enclave. I think the only choice we have is to go there. It’s not like we haven’t expected it. We just have to figure out what they’re going to want from you when you get there.”
“What are your thoughts on that?” asked Wainwright.
“Probably they’re coming for your money. I mean, Monique and Charlie worked their way into your life and made you care about them, but they had an alternative motive right from the start. It’s odd that they haven’t just come out with a ransom demand, and I still can’t work out why they haven’t. Or why the elaborate plan to get you to go to the Enclave. But you said that some others are in the same position, that they have also had loved ones kidnapped, and that’s maybe why they want all of you together, in one place. It might be neater to reveal the blackmail terms when they have a group of similar victims all in one place. That way they don’t have to keep track of however many different scams, they just get all the money at once, in one go.”
“That does make sense,” said Wainwright.
“But there’s something you’ll need to prepare yourself for,” said Nightingale.
“Go on.”
“Having that many victims together in one place means they can afford collateral damage. If they were blackmailing you all separately, they haven’t really got any leverage other than the people you individually care about. But if they have a large number of people together, they can kill one or two of you to prove a point. If getting back your loved ones for payment wasn’t enough motivation, they could show you how serious they were by killing people who won’t pay until it convinces the group there’s no other option.”
“Again, it’s hard to argue with your logic. So it might not be kidnapping, just straight extortion?”
“That’s a possibility, yes.”
“So, the plan is still that we go to the Enclave?”
“Yes. It’s all I have. In the meantime, it might be worthwhile to separate off some assets into a readily available ransom package.”
“You think I should pay them?”
“If it comes to it, and it’s going to save your life then yes. Work out what you can afford and have it ready. If they have a choice of taking whatever you offer or taking nothing and killing you then they’d be stupid to go ahead and kill you. The fact that there are so many that will pay might work in your favour and you can get away with a lower amount.”
“But what if I don’t want to pay them at all? What if I felt that they should just go and screw themselves?”
“Is that how you feel?”
“I don’t know. I really, really liked them both. I suppose some part of me is still thinking that they haven’t much choice in what they’re doing and that we could still save them. That they’ve only done this to me because they had no alternative.”
“I’m sorry, but you need to let those kind of thoughts go. I personally don’t think the relationship is salvageable. I hate saying that, I really do, and I’m sorry that I’ve had to. But this woman is dangerous and she is part of a plan to extort and possibly even kill you. Shore up the mental defences and prepare some loss money. I’ll prepare a plan for our side, so we have some contingency for getting you out alive if things go sour.”
“Thank you, Jack,” said Wainwright.
“No bother. I’ll check in with you again when I get back to Houston.”
 
 

CHAPTER 45
 
Zachary drove the MGB back to Houston. It was on the Interstate most of the way and Nightingale agreed to share the driving. He took his turn behind the wheel for the 88 miles between Crowley Louisiana and Orange Texas. It was I-10 West all the way and the traffic wasn’t heavy so it was an easy enough drive.
The irony of starting at Crowley wasn’t lost on Nightingale, though Zachary didn’t seem to pick up on the significance. Aleister Crowley founded the religion of Thelema, practised sex magic and was at one point labelled as the wickedest man in the world. Whilst in Egypt he wrote The Book of The Law, a sacred text which he claimed to have been dictated to him by a demon called Aiwass, though Crowley always claimed that Aiwass was his Guardian Angel. Crowley also wrote Magick in Theory and Practice, a comprehensive guide to the theory and practice of magic. Nightingale had never been a fan of the “k” at the end of the word. Crowley always argued that magic was a science and an art, and that it relied heavily on willpower. In Crowley’s world, magic was neither good nor evil, it was just a system to bring about change. Nightingale had first editions of both books and had read them from cover to cover. It always felt to Nightingale that Crowley had been unfairly labelled as a Satanist, but who knew? Satanists, true Satanists like Joshua Wainwright, rarely admitted to it in public.
Zachary was much more interested in the significance of the flies, but Nightingale wouldn’t allow himself to be drawn on the details of Baal and what he was capable of. Zachary was used to a world of databases and hard drives, where logic rules, and Nightingale wasn’t sure if he would be able to cope with the knowledge that devils and demons operated by their own rules, in a world where bluebottles could be used to block a CCTV camera.
Darkness was falling when they arrived back at the Airbnb. Zachary had driven the final 110 miles from Orange, the easternmost city in Texas, located on the Sabine River at the border with Louisiana. They were both tired, the MGB wasn’t an easy drive, not compared with cars like Tesla which could almost drive themselves.
They climbed out and stretched. “We should shower, and I need a few mugs of strong coffee,” said Nightingale. “We can drive to the Enclave at midnight or so, so you’ve got time to catch some sleep.”
Zachary shook his head. “I’m going to see what else I can find out about Charlie and Monique,” he said.
“You need to rest, Zack,” said Nightingale, patting him on the shoulder.
“Plenty of time to rest when I’m dead,” said Zachary.
Nightingale wrinkled his nose as he pulled out his pack of Marlboro. “Yeah, I’m not sure how true that is,” he said. He lit the cigarette and blew smoke up at the night sky as Zachary headed inside the house.
He ended up smoking three cigarettes one after the other, then went inside and made himself a strong cup of coffee before heading up to the shower. Once he’d changed into clean clothes he realised that it had been hours since he’d eaten so he made himself a bacon sandwich, smeared with Heinz ketchup. He made one for Zachary too, but when he knocked on the boy’s door and offered it to him, he shook his head. “I’m vegan,” he said.
“I’ll make you a fried egg sandwich then,” said Nightingale.
Zachary shook his head. “Eggs aren’t vegan,” he said.
“How are eggs not vegan? Chickens lay eggs no matter what, right?”
“It’s unethical to consume or commodify the bodies or products of other animals,” said Zachary. “I don’t eat honey, even though bees produce it naturally, because it commodifies the work of a living organism.”
“Cheese sandwich?”
“Cheese isn’t vegan. Nothing dairy is.”
“Bloody hell, Zack. What do you eat? Fresh air?”
“I’ve brought some nuts with me, and some veggies. I’ll be fine.”
“Do you want a cup of tea?” 
“Tea would be great, thank you?”
Zachary carried out the whole conversation with his eyes glued to his laptop screen and he didn’t look up as Nightingale closed the door. He went downstairs and made Zachary a cup of tea, feeling a twinge of guilt that he was giving him caffeine, but that was counterbalanced by the fact that Zachary would need his wits about him as they penetrated the Enclave later that night.
 
 

CHAPTER 46
 
They left the Airbnb at just after midnight. Zachary drove. They used the GPS on Nightingale’s phone to take them to the spot they had visited before. The road was virtually deserted, the only sign of life being a small deer that hopped onto the road a hundred metres distant and briefly stopped to watch their approach before darting back into the darkened undergrowth. Apart from that, and the occasional startled moth splatting against the windscreen, signs of life were poor. Residential properties, sparsely lining the road, were mostly unlit.
They got out of the car and gently closed the doors before opening the boot and silently taking out their kit. They had a rucksack and two holdalls each, and a two-man tent for Zachary to carry. They would have to find a suitable spot to bed down for a few hours, hopefully undiscovered. That way they would be inside the compound, fresh and alert for the morning. This time, Nightingale had the gun, nestling in its underarm holster, with the two spare magazines tucked away in his pockets.
They put on their night-vision goggles, gave each other the thumbs-up and started walking into the undergrowth, clambering over the old gate before heading into the woods. It was cold, dark and silent. The world through the headsets was clinical, sterile almost. Occasional pairs of gleaming dots showed animals up in the trees, watching them. They both jumped when some unknown beast suddenly shrieked and scattered leaves as it fled their approach. Nightingale heard Zachary quietly hiss and catch his breath. He smiled.
After about twenty minutes of cautious walking, they reached the perimeter fence. Nightingale placed the holdall on the ground and took out the fence-cutter. Zachary watched, looking around in all directions as Nightingale snipped at the fence piece by piece. After a couple of minutes, the fence was cut enough to pull to one side and crawl through. Nightingale used cable ties to fold the fence back and secure it. He clambered through, pushing the holdall ahead of himself. On the other side, he put the cutters back in the bag and quietly zipped it closed again. Before setting off he checked the GPS on his phone and ensured this location was locked in. If they needed to get out in a hurry there could be no errors, they would have to come straight back to this part of the fence.
“All good?” whispered Zachary, his voice tense.
Nightingale gave him the thumbs-up.
From this point on, they were in unchartered territory. They had pored over the layouts that Zachary had managed to get, so they had a rough idea of the layout for the large area ahead of them, but knowing it on paper and navigating it in reality were two quite different things. They weren’t in the Airbnb looking at paperwork any more, they were stealthily creeping through darkness, trying to avoid tripping over roots or becoming entangled in bramble, all the time worrying about coming across a patrol or wild animals.
They walked deeper into the Enclave. The landscape undulated beneath their feet, and they traversed a couple of small valleys and had to find a way to cross a small stream using some rocky stepping stones. The trees around them were starting to get truly enormous, as high as small skyscrapers and wide enough to drive a truck through. They must have been hundreds of years old, possibly even over a thousand for some of them.
He waited as Zachary checked the phone again, looking around to see if he could spot any signs of people. As dumb luck would have it, he briefly saw a patrol cross over a fire track some fifty yards ahead and signalled for Zachary to get down. The kid was engrossed in his phone screen so Nightingale walked over and placed a hand on his shoulder.
“Down,” he whispered, and Zachary immediately complied. They stayed on the ground, Zachary lying down and Nightingale crouching, until he could no longer see any sign of the patrol. Then, he made them wait another full five minutes until he was sure the area was clear. Cautiously, they got to their feet and looked around.
“Clear?” whispered Zachary.
“I think so. Let’s go.”
Nightingale led the way and they walked in single file for the next half hour. He knew that they were now less likely to see another patrol, but the thought didn’t make him any less anxious. Even avoiding people and dogs, he knew there would be cameras set up and they had no real way of avoiding them, although Zachary was convinced that an occasional scan of the area with his phone would pick up the reflective glint of any camera lenses. That might have been true, but it was too long a shot to be reliable.
He had no real idea of how far they had walked before he felt a light tap on the shoulder and stopped. It felt like they had been out there for hours. He watched as Zachary took off his goggles and checked his phone again. Nightingale looked at his watch. It was ten minutes after three. “Are we close?” he whispered.
Zachary nodded. “Yeah.” 
“I think we should camp here,” said Nightingale. “Then we’ll just have a couple of miles to go in the morning. Let’s set up in darkness, we can’t risk a torch, however dim.”
“No worries. But we call them flashlights.”
“A rose by any other name,” said Nightingale. “Just don’t overreact when I say that I have to go out and smoke a fag.”
They worked quickly and efficiently. The tent was a pop up and the click it made as it popped into position seemed horrendously loud, and they both held their breath for a full thirty seconds afterwards. But there was no cacophony of shouting security men or barking dogs, no flapping of startled bird wings. They headed inside and lay down. 
Nightingale must have been more tired than he thought. He was collecting his thoughts, wondering if he should volunteer to keep first watch, and the next thing he knew he was waking up to the accompaniment of birdsong and a neck so stiff he couldn’t turn his head properly.
He sat up, rubbing at his neck, and saw Zachary flat out fast asleep. He grimaced as he realised that neither of them had kept watch. 
He reached out and gently shook Zachary’s leg. Zachary opened his eyes and he looked up and stared at Nightingale in confusion for a few seconds. Slowly, he reached out for his glasses and put them on. His hair, usually looking like it was having its own party at the best of times, now looked quite ludicrous and Nightingale had to stifle a laugh. “I could murder a strong coffee,” said Nightingale wistfully.
“I have some chai latte in my flask,” said Zachary. “You’re welcome to some if it.”
“Thanks, but no. You’re never going to convince me on that score. So, here’s the plan. We get changed into our smart clothes and leave the kit here. We can mark the waypoint and cover up what we can with some branches and stuff. We just head over to the main camp and try to blend in.”
“And you still think that will work?”
“I don’t see why not. Nobody is going to know who everyone else is. All we have to do is look confident. Look like we belong.”
Nightingale clambered out of the tent. He checked his watch. It was just after eight. In the grey daylight, he saw that there wasn’t much undergrowth, just acres of mighty trunks and the canopy far above. He was surprised as much light as this reached the forest floor.
They quickly changed out of their stealth clothing and into some more respectable attire. Nightingale wore a grey suit with a shirt and tie, with the gun tucked away under his left armpit. Zachary had put on a green corduroy jacket and brown cargo pants, giving him the look of a philosophy graduate student. Nightingale flattened the tent, put the holdall on top and covered it with whatever scant loose vegetation he could find. If someone didn’t walk right on top of it, it could be missed easily enough. The likelihood of someone finding it was probably quite small.
“You ready?” he asked Zachary.
“Yep.”
“Then let’s go,” he said, walking off to lead the way.
 
 

CHAPTER 47
 
It felt different in daylight. Calmer, far less tense, even though it must have been easier for anyone to spot them than at night. Maybe it was the fear of a confrontation in the darkness, where panic and common sense might be lost. In daylight, there was less chance of being shot accidentally, less chance of any dogs being set upon them. At least that’s what Nightingale hoped.
“This is nice,” said Zachary in a quiet voice.
“The scenery?”
“Yeah. It almost feels like a pleasant ramble in the woods now.”
“It’s a shame we’re here under these circumstances.”
“Have you seen much of this country?” asked Zachary. “I mean, I know you live here and all, but do you do much touristy stuff?”
“Not really. I’ve seen plenty of bits where my work has taken me but there’s usually other things on my mind when I’m there.”
“Such as?”
“Not dying,” said Nightingale coldly.
In his peripheral vision, he saw Zachary turn and stare at him for a few seconds before he turned back to look at the route ahead. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
“I’m afraid I am.”
“Can you tell me what you do, exactly? Is it all kidnappings and investigations, things like that? I did try and look you up but there was practically nothing out there on you. Apart from…”
“Apart from what?”
“You know. The English stuff. But I guess you don’t want to talk about that?”
“Hmmmn.” Nightingale kept walking, not missing a beat. So, the kid knew about his past. It didn’t surprise him, not really – if anybody could have found out about his past, Zachary was the one most qualified for the job. When he had left England and sought the protection of Wainwright, the billionaire had paid for all record of Nightingale and his activities to be removed from the internet. That had been the plan, but clearly Zachary had found something.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. It was on the Dark Web, mainly. Not for public consumption.”
“It’s not a problem. Just don’t ever tell anyone.”
“I won’t.”
“I mean it. Some people are hunting me. I’m dead if they ever find me.”
“I won’t say anything, I promise. Can you tell me what you do though? Just to ease my curiosity?”
“If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me. And my employer doesn’t like me talking about this kind of thing.”
Zachary stopped dead in his tracks. “Shit. You’re not a hit man or anything… are you?”
“If anything, I’m the opposite. I try and stop people from getting killed.”
After a few more steps he realised that Zachary wasn’t following him anymore. He stopped and turned around.
“Are you coming?” he asked, spreading his arms.
“Am I in danger?” asked Zachary, his face pale.
“From me?” laughed Nightingale.
Zachary didn’t get the joke and answered in all seriousness. “No. From what’s about to happen.”
“I honestly can’t answer that question. But, if I had to put money on it, I’d say that you are, yes.”
“What sort of danger?”
“Well, to start with, we’re breaking into a heavily guarded top-secret compound most likely populated with some of the most powerful men on the planet and a load of bodyguard types. So, we might get shot. We might get beaten up, just for the hell of it, as a punishment for breaking in. On top of that, we’re also dealing with people who have kidnapped some other people, and they are, by rationale, likely to be very dangerous. We’re here on a rescue mission, so we are probably going to be legitimately targeted. But you knew that coming in. We’re not messing about here, Zack. I thought you knew the risks.”
Zachary stared down at the ground. He suddenly looked about twelve years old, a frightened little boy out of his depth. Nightingale walked over and clapped him on the shoulder. “We’ll be fine,” he said, smiling. “I’ve been in worse scrapes than this. I’ll look after you.”
If Nightingale had told the truth at that moment, that they were soon going to be dealing with at least one of the most powerful demons from Hell and his acolytes, he genuinely wondered if Zachary would turn and run back to the car. He felt guilty, for the briefest of moments, for saying nothing. But Wainwright would never allow him to tell the real story, it was always his intention to keep as much of the occult dealings out of the public eye. If the kid saw anything for himself, so be it, but at this point there was still the slim hope that the situation could be resolved without any demonic interference.
Maybe.
“Come on,” he said to Zachary, setting off again. “Just enjoy the scenery for now.”
They walked another couple of miles and then, suddenly, they saw a figure in the distance. They crouched down and watched as an old man in a suit walked slowly to one of the trees, stood facing it and undid his flies. He was there for ages.
“Prostate trouble,” whispered Nightingale. “Happens when you get older.”
“I look forward to it.”
Eventually, the old duffer finished and walked off.
“He’s done,” said Nightingale. “Come on.”
They walked towards where the old man had been. Nightingale told Zachary to put his shoulders back a bit, and reminded him to look like he belonged. “People can tell a lot from the way you walk,” he said. “Imagine you have a pole sticking up through your neck and head and keep it pointing directly up.” As they drew closer they could see a woodchip path and more people.
“Which way do you want to go?” asked Zachary.
“To the right, first. Let’s just get a feel for the place, get used to mingling. But try not to engage anyone. Just stroll and keep talking to me, like we’re discussing the stock market or something.”
“What if they talk to me first?”
“Just be polite. Be unmemorable, as much as it’s possible to be.”
They walked, occasionally nodding at men walking in both directions in small groups, sometimes alone. Everyone looked friendly and relaxed. And rich – everyone there was immaculately tailored, even those wearing leisure suits. Their hair was perfect - for those that still had it - and they all oozed cleanliness and expensive scents, including a lot of sandalwood. Nightingale felt himself relaxing a little, correctly sensing that none of these people could harm him.
“Don’t let your guard down, okay? Stay observant.”
“What are we looking for?”
“I don’t know. Just keep your eyes open.”
They walked a little further down the path, as far as a divergence and a pole with small signs showing the directions to various camps: Owl’s Nest, Semper Virens, Druids.
Nightingale took a packet of Marlboro from his jacket pocket and lit one. He’d been gasping for a smoke but wanted to ensure others were also smoking and it was acceptable. They were and so he assumed it was. “So, tell me what do you think happens here?” asked Nightingale. “You’ve done the research.”
“New World Order shit. All these old bastards walking around, they’re probably CEO’s of places like Black Rock, Microsoft, Pfizer. They’ll be, like, ex-presidents and really important people who you’ve never heard of. The ones that work in the shadows and shape the world for the rest of us. Always to our detriment, I might add. Poor people, I mean.”
“Who do you class as poor in this example?”
“Ninety-nine point nine per cent of the planet, basically. Anyone who isn’t in the club for the Elites.”
“Do you believe all that stuff?”
“I do. Don’t you?”
“I don’t know what I believe. I’ve seen that much crazy stuff, I have no idea who’s really in charge. No doubt someone is, but whether it’s the same people you think it is I just don’t know.” He took a last long drag of his cigarette and carefully crushed the butt underfoot. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s head back the other way. There are fewer people here.”
“Isn’t that a good thing?”
“No, we need to get into the thick of it a bit more. I need to hook up with my boss.”
 
 

CHAPTER 48
 
As instructed in a phone call the previous day, Wainwright had made his way to the Four Seasons Hotel in Lamar Street. So far as he could understand, no visitors were allowed to drive themselves to the Enclave. They were to gather at five star hotels around the city before being bussed in on luxury coaches. 
When his limousine dropped him at the Four Seasons, he was whisked up to the penthouse in a private elevator where he was offered snacks and drinks in the company of some of the city’s most powerful movers and shakers. Wainwright knew most of the people there and spent half an hour shaking hands and slapping backs. Most of the attendees were men in their sixties and older, but there were several younger tech entrepreneurs and some women dotted around. Wainwright recognised two leading Satanists and he acknowledged their presence with a nod and a smile.
Wainwright’s main concern was heading into the unknown. Nightingale had speculated that this was going to be a blackmail or extortion exercise of some sort, and more than once he’d questioned his own sanity by agreeing to go. He could easily have battened down the hatches and called their bluff. But, despite everything, he wanted to see Monique again. And Charlie.
He spotted Lou Wendell III across the room. He waved and wandered over. They shook hands. Lou looked uncomfortable and apprehensive. His skin was pale and sweat was beading on his forehead.
“Any more news on what these bastards want?” he whispered to Wainwright as he looked around anxiously.
“Not yet. Just the instruction to come here and wait.”
“I wonder how many of these people are here under duress?” muttered Lou. There were perhaps eighty people in the room, nibbling on canapes and sipping drinks as they looked out over the Houston skyline. Wainwright was constantly recognising people now, politicians, civil servants, Federal agency employees, and a sprinkling of people from the entertainment industry including a Hollywood director and three movie stars.
After half an hour a stunning blonde in a backless silver dress tapped a wine glass with a fork to get everybody’s attention before explaining that they should make their way downstairs where transport was waiting to take them to the Enclave. 
The transport consisted of a fleet of luxury coaches, black with gold trim and heavily tinted windows.
Wainwright and Lou sat together at the back of one of the coaches.
“Do you think these pricks will give us coffee when we get there?” asked Lou.
Wainwright looked at him and shrugged, uncertain.
“They’d better. Dragging us all the way out here. The least they could do is give us some goddamned coffee.”
 
 

CHAPTER 49
 
The coach pulled up close to the entrance to the Highstone Enclave. The door opened with a loud hiss and a pretty girl in a tight-fitting yellow dress appeared. She flashed them a professional smile. “Gentlemen…” she said. “And ladies,” nodding at the two middle-aged women wearing Chanel suits at the front of the coach. “Welcome to the Highstone Enclave. Before we go any further, I must ask you to surrender your phones. As has been explained to you, for reasons of privacy phones are not allowed in the enclave. I am sure no one would want a video or photographs of what transpires appearing on social media, so your cooperation is much appreciated. Your phones will be labelled and placed in a secure bag until you leave.”
She flashed them another professional smile before backing off the coach. Her place was taken by two uniformed security guards. The first moved down the coach handing out Ziploc bags, small cards and cheap pens.
“This is stupid,” snarled Lou.
“They don’t want us calling for help,” said Wainwright. “It’s not about privacy.” 
The security guard handed Wainwright a plastic bag. He shook his head. “I don’t have a phone,” he said.
“You don’t have a phone?’ The security guard repeated, as if the concept was totally alien to him.
“I have a phone. I just didn’t bring it with me.”
Lou wrote his name on a card and put it and his phone into the Ziploc bag. A second security guard moved down the coach holding a black plastic bag. Lou put his phone in the bag. The guard waved the black bag at Wainwright.
“He doesn’t have a phone,” said the first security guard.
“Did you search him?”
The second guard frowned. Another alien concept. “No.”
“You need to pat him down.”
Wainwright sighed and raised his arms to the side. The first guard went through all his pockets and then patted his legs and arms. “He’s clean,” he said.
“Spotless,” said Wainwright.
Once all the phones had been collected, the two security guards left the coach and the woman in the yellow dress reappeared. She flashed them another gleaming smile. ‘Thank you so much for your cooperation,” she said. “And now if you’ll follow me, it’s time to enter the Enclave and for the fun to begin.”
She backed off the coach and stood looking up expectantly. One by one the passengers stood up and moved out,
“Follow me, please,” said the woman once they were all off the coach. She turned and walked through the entrance and the group walked behind her, more or less in a double-file formation. Wainwright took one last look at the world behind him and then followed. Whatever was about to happen, he was committed to seeing it through. A second coach arrived at the entrance. Followed by another.
Wainwright felt exposed without his mobile phone. He liked to think of himself as a free spirit, unbeholden to anybody, but he knew deep down that this just wasn’t true. What irked him the most was the realisation that the small device he carried around held such power over him. It was a tiny tyrant, or rather a parasite – demanding his attention numerous times every day, with him being unable to resist it. It was his own fault, he’d fallen into the same trap as every other person that had one of these things – unquestioning slavery to its demands. And now, without it, a part of him felt lost. But Nightingale’s advice had been solid – he’d said not to take it because it would undoubtedly have been taken off him and then he would have been handing these people all of his personal information, his contacts and App interactions. From that, they’d be able to clone his identity and take whatever they wanted without needing his approval or involvement.
“Best to leave that sort of information out of their hands,” Nightingale had said, understating the obvious.
They had agreed that Nightingale would find him once he was inside the Enclave. According to their last conversation, Nightingale and his new assistant would have already made their way into the compound and bedded down in a tent for a few hours. As long as nothing went wrong their end – like getting caught, or something even worse like getting shot – then they were still on for any kind of meet.
Once through the main gate, he could see car parks on either side. There were Mercs and BMWs, more than a half dozen Teslas, Acuras, Lincolns and a lone Rolls Royce Wraith amongst the piles of expensive metal.
They walked under a redwood structure, one huge, stripped tree balanced across two supporting trunks to form a crude arch. To his left, buildings had signage saying ‘Fire House’ and ‘Hospital’. All around, men in suits walked by in small groups chatting between themselves, some smoking large cigars and all holding a glass of some sort. Occasionally, the visitors were looked at and discussed but were mostly ignored.
They walked through the Enclave for almost five minutes, led by the woman in yellow. They made an abrupt turn east, down a tarmac road that quickly turned to woodchip and then loose gravel. The camps and buildings died away and the trees closed in. It felt like a fire road. They were being led away from people, back into more of a wilderness.
They turned a tight curve and a clearing opened up, with a large barn in the centre, windowless with a green painted roof. The woman in yellow stopped and pointed for everyone to enter. “This way please, ladies and gentlemen,” she said. “We’ll get our orientation started.”
“I don’t much like the look of this,” muttered Lou. “It’s starting to feel like lambs to the slaughter.”
As they walked into the barn, Wainwright could see a number of figures dressed in red robes, with more in purple lining the edges of the interior walls. Waiting for them in the centre of the barn, was a figure in an animal mask with horns sprouting from its head, draped in a purple cloak dotted with gold and silver sigils.
They filed inside, quietly and quickly. Behind them, the barn doors were closed and they were bathed in gloom, blinking as they waited for their eyes to adjust. The figure in the animal mask watched them all in silence, studying them. When its gaze reached Wainwright he felt it linger as if he was being scrutinised.
When he heard the figure speak, he knew why.
“Welcome, everyone. I hope you had a comfortable journey.”
“Comfortable, my ass,” muttered Lou under his breath.
Wainwright felt like he’d been drenched with freezing water. He recognised the voice and couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing and hearing. The figure in the animal mask was Monique Miller.
 
 

CHAPTER 50
 
Wainwright struggled to keep his breathing steady and under control. He should have expected something like this – Nightingale had tried to prepare him, had warned him that Monique was involved in this whole plot rather than just being an innocent victim, but he’d simply refused to believe it. But now he was faced with undeniable proof. He realised just how deep the deception went. She had gone so far as to get a job at the Golden Razor Clam just to be in a position to meet him with his guard down. He felt angry with himself, foolish – she’d only had to bat her eyelashes at him and he’d fallen for it. What an idiot he’d been. 
“Why are we here?” shouted one of the group. Wainwright looked across to see a short bald man making his way to the front, jabbing a finger at Monique. Wainwright recognised him, Billy Robinson, he was a leading union official with the Teamsters in Texas. The crowd separated for him, glad of some sort of spokesperson. “You’ve dragged us halfway across the country and for what? What the fuck is it that you people actually want?” He jabbed his finger at her in time with his words.
“I was just getting to that, Mr Robinson…”
“Just tell me what you want and give me my fucking dog back. And take off that stupid mask. You think that shit scares me?”
His dog? thought Wainwright. That little speech opened up a whole slew of questions.
“This is a time for calm,” said Monique, removing the antlers and taking off her mask. She turned and handed them to a figure in red, who receded back into the shadows, leaving her alone in front of the group.
The fact that she’d unmasked herself seemed to unnerve Robinson more than the grotesque avatar she’d originally presented to them all. It had the same effect on Wainwright too, and he could feel a nervous fluttering in his stomach. She obviously knew he was there, in the group, and yet she did not look in his direction. He thought she owed him that at least. Acknowledgement. But then he felt foolish once again for overestimating his own importance. He was just one of many here, all of them in the same boat.
“Thank you,” she said, her piercing gaze causing Robinson to finally look down at his feet. She’d broken him with a look. “And whilst we are all calm, I won’t waste your time any further. You are all here because we have taken something important from you and you want to get it back.”
At this her eyes did flick briefly to catch Wainwright’s gaze, and the effect on him was unexpectedly powerful. He felt his knees buckle, ever so slightly. He was even more of a fool than he’d given himself credit for – he realised that despite all of this he still had feelings for her. He had the mad thought that maybe they could work all of this out and somehow go back to how things were before. But it was becoming clear that everyone in the barn had been blackmailed or threatened to get them there.
She smiled, her lips moving a fraction, as though she had somehow read his thoughts. “And I want nothing more than to expedite that process and send you on your way. You would, however, be most welcome to stay and join us for the celebrations over the next few days, should you want to.”
“That all sounds very cosy,” said Wainwright, moving to the front of the group. He couldn’t stop himself. In some weird process of biology and alchemy, his internal foolishness was turning to anger. He couldn’t stand around and just be a passenger. “But you still haven’t told us what you actually want.”
“Mr Wainwright,” she said in a quiet voice.
“You know her?!” asked Lou, who was somehow still right beside him.
Wainwright didn’t acknowledge the fact that she’d used his name. He made no outward sign of recognition towards her. They were strangers, more so than if they’d only just met, because they had once been intimate and it was all a lie. He had no idea who this woman really was.
“Please,” he said. “Enough of the bullshit. Just tell us why we’re here.”
“I will,” she said, looking around at the crowd. “Though I doubt it will come as any real surprise. You are all extremely wealthy individuals and we would like you to give us your money.”
“That’s it?” scoffed Wainwright. “All of this, just money? There are much easier ways to extort money.”
“But this is so much more fun to do it this way,” she said. “And once you have listened to what I have to say, some of you may even decide to join my church.”
“And if we don’t want to give you our money?” asked Robinson, finding his voice once more. “Because I don’t want to give you any of my money, not even a single fucking cent. You took my dog, you bastards. You should be paying me for all the inconvenience you’ve put me through.”
“There is one other thing,” said Monique. “One other reason why we would like you to do as we ask.”
“Oh yeah?” said the man. “And what the fuck is that?”
Monique lifted up her arm from beneath the folds of her robe and they could see that she was holding a gun. Before they even had time to gasp in surprise, she pulled the trigger and the back of the man’s head exploded. Wainwright flinched, and some people even fell over as they scrambled to get clear, and the ones who were covered in blood and brains screamed in terror before the gun was pointed at them and Monique made an expression that told them they would be next if they didn’t shut up.
“Monique,” said Wainwright, holding up a hand in front of himself, as if that would somehow shield a bullet. “Please don’t do this. This isn’t you.”
“It’s too late now, Joshua,” she said coldly. “Things are in motion. You don’t know me, you saw only a side which I let you see.”
“It was still you.”
“This isn’t a movie. You can’t save these people. They can only save themselves. All I can say, if you want to survive, is that you all do what I ask and try not to complain. And besides, it isn’t just about the money in itself. You all have other things that we want, and that is where the real negotiations begin.”
“And what might those other things be?” he asked her.
“Your knowledge. Your power. You all have influence that would be most helpful to our cause. And, in your particular case, all manner of artefacts that would come in useful.”
“And what is your cause, Monique? Spell it out for me. Let’s hear what you think is so important.”
“That’s a very simple question to answer. To prepare the world for Baal, and to make him Master of us all. The world is fractured, Joshua, almost beyond repair. Our only hope now is to usher in a new age. The age of Baal, the all powerful.”
“What are you talking about?” said Wainwright. “Baal doesn’t bring hope. If the world is in turmoil, Baal will only make things a hundred times worse. Surely even you can see that?”
“I don’t see that, not at all. There will be a period of… recalibration, but after that we will all align and the world thereafter will belong to us, his servants.”
“I’m afraid I don’t share your vision,” said Wainwright, shaking his head. “And I can’t let you have what you’re asking for.”
“Usually, that would be enough of a response to get you killed, but because we have a little history, I’ll let that slide and offer you a second chance. Take some time to think it over. That goes for all of you. Remain here and think about what is more important to you – being wealthy and dead or giving up your assets and staying alive. And if you stay alive, remember, you will get what you all came here for. You want power, don’t you? That’s what you all crave, more than money, more than sex, more than fame. You want power and Baal can grant you that power. More than you could ever desire.”
She walked past the group and out of the barn. After she had gone, the group was left in the gloom with about a dozen robed figures standing watch over them. A few openly wore semi-automatic guns strapped over their shoulders.
“I don’t like her much,” said Lou.
Wainwright couldn’t help but smile at that remark. It quickly faded once he thought about the predicament they now found themselves in. And he thought of Nightingale, and wondered if he already knew how trigger-happy these bastards were.
“What does she want from us, Joshua? Our money and our allegiance, is that what’s going on?”
“It could be more than that, Lou.”
“What do you mean?”
Wainwright grimaced but didn’t reply. He doubted that Monique had gone to all this trouble over money and power. If she was working with Baal, there would be more at stake. And When demons from Hell came calling, more often than not it was human souls they were after.
 
 

CHAPTER 51
 
Nightingale and Zachary headed down the track. The air briefly smelled of lavender and then wild garlic. Sunlight filtered through the canopy, high above, in patchy bursts of golden light but mostly they were surrounded by a primeval green tint. Huge redwood trees stood silently around them, aged sentinels that felt almost prehistoric.
The track opened out into a clearing and four or five outbuildings surrounded a windowless wooden structure, reinforced at the corners with strips of aluminium. They crouched by the side of a tree and waited for a good five minutes, observing everything around them, looking for any signs of activity. There was none, but the air felt different here somehow. Nightingale could feel the hairs on the back of his neck tingling, as though they knew something he yet didn’t.
“Can you hear that?” asked Zachary in a quiet voice.
Nightingale strained to listen.
“Hear what?”
“It’s like… breathing. I think it’s coming from that building.”
Nightingale nodded. “I think you’re right.” 
He started to move but Zachary grabbed him by the shoulder. “What are you doing, Jack?”
“Checking it out.”
“Whatever is in there has to be huge. We can hear it breathing. From here.” He sniffed the air. “And I can smell sulphur.”
“We need to know what it is, Zack. We need to know what’s going on. That’s why we’re here, remember.”
“But Jack…”
‘No buts, Zack.”
Nightingale stood and led the way, walking slowly and purposefully around to the side of the building. The main doors were closed, and he was conscious that whilst they crept closer they were exposed if anyone happened to emerge. As they drew near, Nightingale could hear for himself the strange noise coming from inside. Heavy, laboured breathing, louder than any regular person. And a deep thrum that he could feel in his chest.
He glanced at Zachary to see him looking back, his eyes wide and uncertain. Zachary flicked his head, indicating they should get out of there, but Nightingale drew closer to the building and tried to find a crack in the woodwork he could peer through. Halfway along he found one and drew his eye level to look inside.
It was much darker in there but his vision adjusted fairly quickly. A number of people dressed in purple robes were standing in a circle around some massive, shadowy object in the centre. They were chanting in low, almost inaudible voices. He couldn’t make out the words but they were definitely ritualistic. He shifted position, trying to see what the enormous shadowy thing was they were surrounding. 
With a jolt, he realised that whatever it was, it was alive, its broad back rising and falling with each laboured breath. It wasn’t just the source of the breathing sounds, but of the buzzing too – it was like the noise of millions of angry flies, all buzzing at the same time. And he started to get a whiff of the stench from inside the barn, a thickening of the air laced with animal sweat, the dreadful odour of some large beast. And Zachary was right, there was the stench of sulphur AKA brimstone. The smell of Hell.
He backed away from the crack and looked at Zachary, who shrugged as if to ask “Well?”
Nightingale put his finger to his lips and pointed in the direction they had come from. Zachary didn’t need telling twice. They quietly made their way back to the track, constantly checking behind themselves to see if they’d been spotted. When they were almost back at the main path, Zachary stopped Nightingale by placing a hand on his shoulder.
“What did you see?” he whispered.
“Nothing good. We need to get my employer and get out of here.”
“I’m up for that. I think I’ve seen enough.”
 
 

CHAPTER 52
 
Wainwright looked over at the door to the barn as Monique entered, followed by more than a dozen figures in purple robes, some carrying flaming torches. There were anchor points on the walls and the torches were placed into them, leaning away from the dry wood at a forty-five degree angle. Half of the red figures who had already been in the barn, filed out.
“I hope you’ve all had a nice long think about what I said earlier,” said Monique. The fearsome mask was back in place now, adding to her authority. Her voice was loud and crisp and held everyone’s attention. “Because now is the time for your decisions. The ceremony begins in less than an hour and I want some of you – whoever is left – to accompany us down to see it for yourself. It is going to be a beautiful thing. You will truly see the power we have.”
She nodded at some of the unarmed robed figures, and they started handing out sheets of paper and pens. Wainwright took his and quickly read through it. It was basically a legal document declaring the signing over of all assets to The Church of the Golden Dawn. A single sheet of paper, a simple scribble of a pen and they would have everything. A lifetime of building wealth and accumulating assets, of hard work and devotion, all gone.
Wainwright felt nothing but disgust for them. They were little more than muggers, crudely using the threat of violence to grab things which they had no right to. He looked around at the people stuck there with him, sympathising with their plight. He wasn’t worried about himself – there was no way he was going to sign that sheet of paper, not even as a subterfuge as a way of buying more time. 
Surely their threat of killing people who didn’t sign was just empty – they wouldn’t go through with it, how could they? All right, so they had killed one person but that was just a show of violence to intimidate the rest of them into co-operating. If they all stood together and held their ground, these people would never be mad enough to kill them all.
“And just so we are clear, ladies and gentlemen. This is not a matter of choice. You sign or you do not leave this place. Once you have signed, I will be giving you the opportunity of signing another contract, this one to be signed in blood, offering your immortal soul to Baal in exchange for all the power he can bestow. But that will be a choice, a choice you will each make. But that is for another time and another place. For the moment, I need you to sign the contracts you are being given. Quickly.”
Wainwright was starting to wonder if Monique and her people could actually be stopped. The Enclave was separate from the real world. The kind of people that frequented these camps every year – they were probably the very same people that made up the higher echelons of the police forces, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the counter-terrorism departments. If Monique had been allowed to bring this desperate group of people here and freely attempt to extort them, it could only mean that the rest of the people at the Enclave – the ex-Presidents, the movers and shakers – were all in cahoots. Surely they must be aware of what was going on?
It was at that moment that Wainwright decided he would try to escape. Somehow get out from under their gaze and find Nightingale and get themselves out of there. He could fight these people better from the sanctuary of one of his properties, even if he had to lay low and hide his whereabouts for an indefinite period of time. He glanced at Lou and immediately felt guilty. He’d have to take him as well, or he’d never be able to live with himself.
“What are you thinking?” asked Lou.
“About getting out of here.”
“You ain’t signing?”
“Nope. Listen, we need some sort of a distraction, and whilst everyone’s looking at that we can slip out of here. What do you say?”
“You make it sound so easy. I’m seventy six, Joshua, I’m not going anywhere fast.”
“We don’t have to be fast. Just quiet. Wait for my signal.”
There was a lot of murmuring once people had read through the documents and they were getting angry. One man tore his sheet in half and contemptuously threw it towards one of the guards, who looked up to Monique for instruction.
Monique pointed to the ground in front of her and the man was dragged, kicking and protesting vigorously, and dumped in front of her. He looked up at her, his expression defiant. Wainwright recognised the man from a photograph he’d seen in the Wall Street Journal, he was CEO of a Houston-based electronics company that was about to go public, though his name escaped him.
“You do anything to me and people will come looking, do you hear me?” he said.
“Nobody will come looking,” said Monique calmly. “You came here of your own free will, and if some accident should happen to befall you during your journey then so be it.”
“An accident? Are you joking?” he laughed, defiant and angry but clearly terribly afraid of her.
“I’m entirely serious, I thought that much was obvious by now.”
“I have sons. They know I’m here. They’ll take you down, you evil bitch.”
“We asked you not to tell anyone. You have just signed your sons’ death warrants, Mr… Mr Higgins, I believe?”
In a rage, he yelled something unintelligible, scrambled to his feet and lunged towards her. But she was faster. Monique raised her handgun and shot him in the head. No fuss, no hesitation. He crumpled and fell to the floor in a heap.
“Would anyone else care to argue the point?” she asked.
People were crying openly, asking God for help, asking for a miracle of any sort. Several men fell to their knees in despair. There was no doubt now that this was a life changing moment for them, one way or another.
Wainwright felt his anger building. He changed his mind about wanting to escape – even if he got away, he would have the fate of these other people on his mind, very probably until the day he too died. He couldn’t leave them. But he didn’t know how to save them, either. He was paralysed for a few moments as he tried to figure out what to do. Next to him, a man signed his sheet of paper and held it up ready for collection.
Wainwright walked over to the fresh corpse and stood looking at Monique.
“Mr Wainwright,” she said. “Have you signed your document?”
“I won’t be signing anything,” he said.
“Then it will be a very short night for you. You shall miss the ceremony, and everything else. Which would be such a shame. You know, if you just do this for us, and help us through the next few hours, there might be a spot for you in our new world. There might even be a spot in my bed, Joshua.”
“No thanks,” he said. “I think we’re officially split up right now.”
“I’m very sorry to hear that. I liked you a lot, you know. So did Charlie.”
The mention of the girl brought him out of his anger a little. In all this madness he’d forgotten about her. “Where is she?” he asked.
“Getting ready.”
“Ready for what.”
“You’ll see, if you live through the next few minutes. She has a very special part to play in all of this.”
“What part? She’s just a little girl, Monique. Don’t put her through this bullshit.”
“That girl has been through far worse things than you could ever imagine, Joshua. You have no idea. The place where she was kept, it wasn’t a nice place. The men there had another agenda. That’s why Charlie was kept there so long. She was their toy. Their plaything. They had their favourites, and their favourites were never adopted. They were used and abused and eventually disposed of. I rescued Charlie. If I hadn’t taken her, she be buried with the rest of their victims. It’s what makes her so strong. She’s perfect for what we need, Joshua.”
“A  sacrifice?”
Monique grinned. “So yes, you do understand, A sacrifice. To usher in a new age we need an offering for our master. The purity and power of the girl is a nexus to open this world up for the taking.”
“Monique, that is Charlie you’re talking about. You’re supposed to be her mother.”
“I was never her mother. Only her guardian.”
“She loves you,” said Wainwright. “You’re betraying her.”
“On the contrary, the love I feel for that girl is outweighed only by the love I feel for my Master. She will give her life willingly to create a new Dawn.”
“You’re mad. You hid it so well, until tonight. But you’re utterly insane, do you know that?”
Monique now held up her own hand to silence him. She looked sad at the way the conversation had gone. Disappointed. On some level, it was possible that she had really believed that Wainwright might join in with the madness and see her point of view. Now she could see that was never going to happen.
“Please just sign the contract, Joshua.”
“No.”
“I don’t want to have to kill you. There is still a way through this for you.”
“And I’m telling you, I’m not going to sign.”
“Me neither!” shouted Lou, stepping forward and ripping up his sheet.
Wainwright felt his stomach sink. “Lou, get back!” he hissed, trying to get him out of the spotlight.
“Fuck her,” said Lou. “She can’t kill all of us, right?” Lou looked back at the crowd for support and found none. “Come on, ya bastards!” he shouted at them. “They ain’t going to kill us all! We’re sitting ducks doing nothing, get some goddamned oomph inside ya! There must be a hundred of us, let’s rush this bitch and get out of here!”
Monique laughed out loud, stunning Lou into silence. Of all the ways she could have reacted, Wainwright found this the most disturbing. Behind her, some of the figures in red robes had levelled semi-automatic weapons at the crowd. They looked like they might start shooting at any moment.
“A spirited little speech,” said Monique, grinning at Lou. “But one that is going to cause a great deal of upset.”
“Wait!” said Wainwright, spreading his arms in an unconscious attempt to shield as much of the crowd behind him as possible. “Please. My friend was a little rash there for a moment. Just talk to me, surely we can work something out?”
“The time for bargaining is over,” snapped Monique.
“Screw you!” shouted an anonymous voice from the crowd. The dynamic in the barn appeared to be changing, and the crowd seemed to be regaining a small amount of power. 
Monique glanced over at one of the robed figures. “Ilia?” she said, Ilia stepped forward and looked up at her, waiting for instruction. “Please give Mr Wainwright here a beating. But don’t kill him.”
Ilia nodded and stepped forward.
“Now wait a minute…” said Wainwright, leaving his sentence unfinished as he dodged out of the way of a wild punch. Behind him, the crowd moved back as one, their nerve gone. They watched in fear and silence as Wainwright weaved and dodged through the initial onslaught but quickly grew tired and started getting hit. Ilia was clearly a younger man, and stronger. Although Wainwright showed some initial close combat skills, he was quickly overwhelmed. A one-two combination got through and bloodied his lip, followed by a low-kick to his thigh that cracked like a baseball bat on dead meat.
“Monique!” he called, trying to back away from the blows, but Ilia continued coming forward, relentless. Wainwright was in the middle of an adrenaline dump, unused to being caught in such close quarter violence, any skills he once had long since perished from lack of use. Another kick buckled his lead leg, a punch landed squarely on his nose and then an elbow cracked him on the temple and he collapsed to his knees. He put one hand on the ground, trying to keep his bearings, struggling for breath.
In front of him, Ilia bounced lightly on his feet for a second or two and then stood over Wainwright, not even close to breaking a sweat.
At this moment, Monique walked towards the crowd, grabbed Lou by his collar and physically threw him to the ground in front of the crowd. Without a pause, she raised her gun and shot Lou point blank in the head.
The crowd screamed, on the verge of panic. Wainwright couldn’t even catch his breath to protest the murder of his friend.
“Everybody sign,” said Monique in a clear voice. “Now. Or Mr Wainwright here gets another beating and another one of you gets shot.”
The barn fell silent, deadly quiet except for the sound of Wainwright’s ragged breathing and the furious scribbling of pens on paper.
 
 

CHAPTER 53
 
The clearing was bathed in a soft orange glow from lights hidden amongst the surrounding foliage, and from flaming torches placed at the perimeter. There was an unlit stage, with shadowy figures making final preparations, and behind it a huge shrine of an owl, although it was now so covered in moss that it was hard to tell what it was anymore. The shrine looked as if it were made of stone that had weathered over the centuries.
There was seating for perhaps two hundred people, with standing room at the sloping edges. Nightingale and Zachary took their seats next to an elderly gay couple who had got talking to them on the way there. Although Nightingale’s initial instinct was to politely disengage from conversing with them as quickly as possible, so they remained completely anonymous, he quickly changed his mind upon realising that these two men were completely narcissistic but friendly and so drunk they’d barely remember them anyway.
The thin one with the obvious black-haired wig had introduced himself as Aubrey Wingate the Second, and his companion as Edram Frederickson the Third. As it turned out, Aubrey and Edram had been coming to this place for many years, and between bitching about pretty much everyone they saw were a useful source of information as to what was going on.
“We’re waiting for the Cremation of Care ceremony to begin,” said Aubrey, sounding unenthusiastic about the prospect.
“What is that, exactly?” asked Nightingale.
“It’s a sort of mini-play, and they burn some shit at the end of it. People say it’s a child but it’s not, although I know a few in my apartment block I’d like to set alight. Noisy little shits. It’s fantastically boring but we all have to show our faces and make willing.”
“What is the owl thing?” asked Zachary.
“Ah, that represents Baphomet,” said Aubrey. 
“Baphomet?” repeated Nightingale, though he knew exactly who - and what - Baphomet was.
“He was worshipped by the Knights Templar, back in the day,” said Aubrey. “And back then they say he actually appeared. These days it’s just a bit of theatre, really. I’ve been coming for nigh on twenty years and I’ve never seen anything but the stone owl. But it’s fun enough, a team-building exercise in a way.” Aubrey finished his drink and held the empty glass up in front of Edram, who took a few moments to notice it and then animatedly reached inside his jacket pocket and produced a large hip flask. Aubrey took it, seemed confused for a second about how to unscrew the top with no other hand free, and asked Nightingale to hold his glass. Aubrey then poured in a generous portion of dark liquid.
“Want some?” he asked Nightingale, and then leaned forward to smile past Nightingale at Zachary.
“We’re all good but thank you anyway,” said Nightingale.
“Suit yourself. It’s good stuff.”
He replaced the screw-top on the hip flask, gave it back to Edram and reached for his glass.
“How many people usually come to this thing?” asked Nightingale.
“There’s a lot more here this year than I’ve ever seen before,” remarked Aubrey, squinting across to the edge of the seating area, where a crowd was slowly forming. It was the same on the other side too, where dozens more were standing and waiting for something to happen.
“Two hundred and fifty, three hundred maybe, give or take. I know quite a few of them too, if you can believe that. Some of them, I even like. But this lot?” he gestured dismissively at the people without seats, “I’ve not a clue who they are. They all seem to be bloody newcomers. No offence.”
“None taken,” said Nightingale. “Why do you think there are more this year?”
“Some deal about bringing a new bunch of outsiders, something like that. I’m not sure. We’ve heard rumours but the big announcement is tonight, apparently. I don’t see why we need more people, there are too many already. I guess the greedy bastards running this thing want even more money coming in. Isn’t that what everything is about in the end? Money?”
“And who is running this thing?” asked Nightingale.
“How should I know?” shrugged Aubrey. “Them. The Elites.”
“I thought you were the Elites? Isn’t that what this whole Enclave thing is for?”
“Oh, you’re funny!” laughed Aubrey. “Edram, did you hear that? This man’s a hoot, I tell you!”
Edram chuckled and said something unintelligible before taking another sip from his glass. He looked about ready to fall asleep.
“If you’re not, then who is?” asked Nightingale.
“Probably half of them here,” said Aubrey, dismissively gesturing with his hand. “The real old money, the ones with real power. Not like us – we’ve always been frowned upon. Interlopers. They look down on us, we’ve never really been welcome. Our sort. Not homosexuals, of course, half of them here prefer the same team. Poor, I mean.”
“Are you saying you’re poor?” asked Nightingale, bemused. The pair of them were clearly wealthy, as evidenced by their tailored suits, expensive wristwatches, perfect grooming and general manner.
“In this club, my boy, you need billions not millions. We’re basically one step up from the service staff but we have a lot of theatre connections and that must have swung the vote when they let us in.”
“Why do you come here if you don’t like it?” he asked Aubrey.
“What makes you say I don’t like it?”
“Well, you don’t seem to like anybody here, and you’ve just spent the last ten minutes slagging everything off. Call it an intuitive guess.”
“Oh, my boy – I love it! I’m never happier than when I’m – what did you call it? Slagging?”
“Yeah,” said Nightingale.
“I love a good slagging,” said Aubrey, raising his glass and taking a large slug of liquor.
Nightingale looked around, hoping to spot Wainwright. It was now almost dark, and there were so many people flooding into this one area, that he realised it might not be possible to pick him out. Depending upon what happened in the next few hours, they might have to return to the tent and spend another night out in the woods. The thought wasn’t unexpected, it had always been part of the plan if they didn’t find Wainwright on the first day. The whole gathering usually lasted a week, so it wasn’t essential that contact was made immediately but Nightingale had made provision for two nights camping at most. Anything over that and he thought their chances of being discovered grew to a dangerous level. With dog patrols criss-crossing the woods and surrounding valleys it was only a matter of time before they sniffed out the tent.
Over the next few minutes, the general murmuring grew to an almost deafening level, as the seated hundreds were joined by perhaps another fifty standing on either side, and everyone seemed to be talking at once.
A single spotlight lit up a small area of the stage and a small figure wearing a pale green hooded robe walked out from the shadows to stand in the light.
Zachary leaned towards Nightingale. “That’s Brian Gould,” he whispered. “Chairman of the Highstone Club and organiser of the Enclave.”
“Friends!” said Gould. He squinted out at the crowds before him. “Another year has passed and we find ourselves here again. Faster and faster it goes, as we drown deeper in woes. Alas, our time is short, our legacy sometimes aught.”
Aubrey leaned into Nightingale and hissed “This old windbag does the same speech every year. He comes out with grade school poetry and thinks he’s a genius! What does that shit even mean? My hamster could do better.”
Gould held out his arms in a welcoming gesture and then gave a pronounced moment of applause to the crowd, which had mostly fallen silent. Now darkness was imminent, the cicadas were really noticeable, reminding Nightingale that they were out in the middle of nowhere and far away from the comforts and relative safety of the cities.
“In a few minutes, we shall begin with our opening Cremation of Care ceremony. Everyone involved has worked really hard again this year, but you don’t need me to tell you that. But I want you to appreciate it, and appreciate the traditions we’re keeping alive here. We all take it for granted, these few precious weeks in the Enclave, and some of you think of it as nothing more than one big frat party.”
“Hear hear!” shouted Edram, springing into sudden life, and was roundly hushed by irritated people around him. He looked at Aubrey and grinned in the gloom.
“And that’s partly the point of coming here,” continued Gould, pacing the stage and tugging at his goatee. “Tradition. History. We’ve come a long way since our founders first gathered. And all through the years, we’ve welcomed everyone we thought would benefit our little club. It may have started with the artists, the writers – the original bohemians – but look at us now! I see before me – and I say that figuratively of course, this spotlight is practically blinding me – I see men of great influence, leaders in their respective fields. We represent perhaps the most enlightened and talented group of humans the world has ever seen. But sometimes even this is not enough. Before we begin, I’d like to say that we will be welcoming some new…”
Gould paused, startled by another figure joining him on the stage. Another spotlight was turned on and they could see a masked woman in a purple robe strolling determinedly across to stand next to Gould. Although her face was hidden behind a horned mask, Nightingale knew immediately that it was Monique Miller.
“What do you think you are doing?” asked Gould, confronting the new arrival.
Nightingale sat bolt upright in his seat and tapped Zachary on the leg to draw his full attention.
“That’s her,” he said to Zachary.
“Monique?”
“Yeah. What the hell is she doing?”
Aubrey had perked up a little as well, sensing some kind of commotion brewing on the stage. He glanced at Nightingale and said, in a low voice so that Edram wouldn’t hear “If I were fifty years younger, I believe that woman might be the one to turn me hetero.”
The crowd began displaying signs of confusion, of mild agitation. Nightingale guessed that Gould had never been interrupted like this before in all his years of addressing the group.
“Good evening, everyone,” said Monique. “My apologies for interrupting Mr Gould here. I thought he was taking too long to get to the point.”
“Now you listen here…!” snapped Gould, moving towards her. “This isn’t what we agreed. This isn’t…” His words were cut short again, but this time he reached up for his throat as though something had become caught in it. He began clawing at his neck, stumbling backwards, and the crowd became restless, wondering what was happening.
Nightingale watched in silence as a third figure entered the stage area, emerging from the shadows into the spotlight. His stomach dropped. He knew, at that moment, that things were about to turn extremely ugly.
It was Evangelista Esparza, who he had last seen at the mansion in Houston, surrounded by the carnage she had caused. She walked towards Gould, her arm held in front of her, her hand turned into a claw. Everyone could hear Gould struggling to breathe, his microphone picking up every last wheeze and gargle as he desperately tried to drag air down his throat. 
Another figure was led out onto the stage and if Nightingale had been in any doubt about the seriousness of their situation, this cemented the knowledge that they were neck deep in a considerably large pile of shit. The broken, bloodied figure of Wainwright was bundled over next to Monique by a large figure in a red robe. Wainwright fell to his knees. Nightingale could see that he was badly beaten, his face and suit glistening with fresh blood.
“Come on!” he hissed to Zachary.
“Where are we going?”
“Down there.”
Zachary put a hand on Nightingale’s arm to momentarily stop him “Wait a second, Jack. Just think about this. I’m guessing from your reaction that this guy is your boss?”
“Yes. And I need to help him.”
“Rushing down there isn’t going to help him, or us. Let’s get out of this crowd and talk through our options.”
Aubrey leaned over and asked Nightingale if he was leaving already.
“I think so,” he replied.
“That’s a shame. It looks like things might just be getting interesting.”
Nightingale stood and started making his way to the edge of the seating area, forcing other people to either stand or awkwardly turn sideways to give him enough room to pass. Zachary followed, and they both kept their eyes on the stage as much as they could.
The crowd were talking loudly amongst themselves now, clearly seeing that something wasn’t quite right. The battered figure of Wainwright was still on his knees, breathing heavily. Gould, however, now appeared to be levitating above the stage, held there by some unseen power coming from the young woman standing in front of him. He was still clutching at his throat, the choking sounds growing ever more desperate.
“Let him down!” shouted a voice, soon joined by others. The crowd was growing more restless by the second and Monique snapped at them for calm. She was ignored. With a nod to Esparza, Gould was dropped onto the stage, screaming as he landed badly and something in his knee popped. Monique held up both arms and said the words ‘Be quiet’ in such a commanding voice that everyone present was shocked into silence.
An old man right down the front stood up and started walking away.
“Where are you going?” asked Monique.
The figure stopped and turned, uncomfortable with the idea of being singled out and addressed directly. The spotlight caught his terrified expression for those at the right angle to see his face. He said something that none of the microphones on stage could pick up. Monique pointed back at his empty seat.
“No-one leaves,” she said.
He started to protest and turned to walk even more quickly towards the edge of the crowd, towards the safety of the surrounding darkness. All of a sudden, he stopped. He appeared to be frozen stiff. Ahead of him, the crowds parted, afraid of something as yet unseen. They recoiled in fear as the figure of another young woman walked towards the man. She was tall, and slim with blonde hair. Even from his compromised vantage point, Nightingale could see that this was Madeleine Anderson, another of the young women that had caused so much death and carnage already.
Like a magnet repelling another magnet, the old man moved backwards as the girl approached, keeping a good ten feet of distance between them. Anderson looked up at Monique for guidance. Monique looked up at the sky and back down at the ground.
A second later, the old man followed that same path, flung into the sky before being slammed back down into the ground again at a horrifying speed. He practically exploded upon impact, showering the crowd with small chunks of unrecognisable body parts and more blood than one would ever have thought could be packed into a willowy old man.
Some of the crowd screamed. Some shouted. All panicked but most remained for the moment in their places. Esparza and Anderson walked in front of the stage and faced the crowd. Prison guards. Daring them to move. 
Nightingale and Zachary had made their way closer to the stage and Zachary stopped him again with a hand on the shoulder.
“What now?” hissed Nightingale.
“Jack, it’s too dangerous. Didn’t you just see that?”
“I did, yeah. And I don’t want it happening to my boss.”
“How are we going to stop it?”
“I don’t know yet.”
On the stage, Monique took a few seconds to look out across the crowd and wait for their fearful submission. When she was satisfied that there was compliance, that there would be no more interruptions, she continued talking. She removed her horned masked and handed it to a man in a red robe who spirited it away.
“I want you all to look at my friend here,” she said, looking down at Wainwright. “And listen carefully to what I am about to say. It is not my intention to hurt any of you, and I’m already disappointed that things have just played out the way they have. I come in peace and with great news.”
The crowd listened, their voices of dissent now muted. Even the cicadas seemed to be holding their breath.
“In a few short moments, you will all meet my master. It is my hope that he will become your master too, and that we can all serve him together. Nothing much will change for you with this switching of allegiance from your old, decrepit owl god. The world will still turn, the way it always has. The sun will still rise every morning from the east. But we have great plans – fantastic plans – and in order to fulfil them we will need to carry out a cleansing. The old shall be cast away, in order to herald the new.”
“Don’t listen to her!” came a cry. Gould was sitting upright on the stage now, his face enraged. He pointed at Monique. “She is a liar, and her kind will destroy us all!” he shouted.
Monique tutted, irritated a little by the shouting but more by the fact that she’d let Gould live so long. “I’m not going to debate you, Mr Gould. Let this be your final warning to remain quiet.”
“I will not!” he screamed at her. They were the last words he would ever speak. His head literally exploded on his shoulders, as if it had been taken out by a high calibre sniper rifle. The crowd gasped. Evangelista Esparza smiled at Monique, pleased with her work, and then they both turned back to face the crowd.
“A most unfortunate end for Mr Gould there,” said Monique, patting bits of brain and skull away from her robe. “But a little lesson in how to remain quiet for the rest of you. Now, where was I?”
She smiled at the crowd, not expecting a reply, and somehow the benign expression on her face was even more unsettling than if she’d been displaying an angry face. It revealed either madness or a total devotion to her cause, which may have been the same thing.
“I can feel His approach. Whilst we wait, let me just recap the situation with my friend for you. Mr Wainwright here is a very powerful man, believe it or not. His display of submission has been made possible only because my master is infinitely more powerful. Mr Wainwright is so very rich and his knowledge of the arcane is deep and wide. In the coming days, months and years he would have been a much valued member of our church. But he has chosen not to ride that wave with us. He doesn’t want to see great changes in the world, changes that would put us at the top of the food chain, where global policies are made or broken by us. I am asking all of you not to make that same mistake. Very soon Mr Wainwright will be dead, and all of his earthly resources will be ours anyway. This pathetic resistance will have no meaning, this gesture of defiance will be nothing but a candle flame, snuffed out in a storm. You may disagree with my approach here tonight, but I am not one for subtlety, and nor is my Master. When the dear and recently departed Mr Gould accepted our request to join you all for this year’s encampment, he was no doubt expecting a more reasonable plan for our unity. But I say that it does not matter – the end result is the same.”
She stepped forwards, momentarily tilting her head as though listening for something. By this time, the crowd had been shocked into complete silence and they too listened. In the near distance, a dull, rhythmic rumbling could be heard. Slow and insistent, a back and forth bellowing layered with a deep thrumming. The breathing of a massive creature surrounded by a billion flies.
“Our Master comes,” she said, her eyes glistening under the spotlights. “You will join me in praising Him when He gets here. Do not displease Him, He will not be as patient and understanding as I have been.”
Wainwright lifted his head and looked around at the crowd, searching for Nightingale.
At the edge of the crowd now, Nightingale and Zachary stood looking down at the stage. Nightingale was still completely undecided about what he should do next. Doing the wrong thing would get Wainwright killed, themselves killed, and who only knew how many of the crowd around them killed.
His brain felt frozen, stuck between gears.
And as he looked down towards the stage again, he saw two things. First was a young girl, the one he recognised as Charlie from the photos at Monique’s house, and she was being led to the side of the stage that was previously in darkness. Her hands were bound with rope and a figure in a red robe was holding onto the other end. A spotlight lit the ground in front of them and Nightingale sighed out loud when he saw what was there. A set of small steps led to a platform in the middle of a funeral pyre. They were going to burn Charlie alive, he realised.
And, to make things even more dire, coming in from the opposite side he saw the lumbering, enormous shadowy figure of Baal making its way into the light, the crowds reeling back in terror from it.
“This isn’t good,” said Zachary, his voice grim.
That’s got to be the understatement of the year, thought Nightingale.
 
 

CHAPTER 54
 
The dark figure was mostly human in form, but bigger than any man that had ever lived. It was at least twelve feet tall, with enormous shoulders and the horned head of a bull on top of its thick, muscular neck. It had skin that looked almost fluid, made up of millions of buzzing flies, their iridescent scales flashing in the spotlights and surrounding torches. All around it, pulsing and constantly growing and shrinking, a cloud of flies wreathed like coils of smoke.
It breathed heavily, surveying the crowd before it. When it looked over and saw the young girl being led up onto the steps of the pyre, it threw back its head and bellowed.
Monique stepped to the front of the stage.
“Bow!” she cried. “Bow down before your new Master! Or before the day has ended he will know the taste of your blood.”
Nightingale suddenly found his courage and forced his way down towards the stage area. Zachary followed.
“Monique!” shouted Nightingale, looking up at her.
Monique peered down at him, holding up a hand to temporarily stop the eager Esparza girl from exploding his head. “Do I know you?” she asked.
“No. But that man you have there is my friend. I’m asking for you to let him go. And the girl, Charlie. Your daughter. She needs to come with me.”
Monique laughed and kept her hand in place to stay Nightingale’s imminent execution. Baal shuffled on his huge feet, impatient with the interruption. “You seem to know a lot more about me than I do about you,” said Monique. “That is indeed my daughter, and I couldn’t be more proud of her. What she is about to do – willingly, I might add – will herald the dawning of a new age. One that you, and all these people will bear witness to.”
“I like the old age,” said Nightingale. “I think we all do. Whatever you’re thinking of doing here tonight, it needs to stop.”
Everyone there – literally everyone – looked at him as though he were mad. As if he hadn’t witnessed with his own eyes the terrible murders of Gould and the old man, or couldn’t see the bulky presence of an enormous, powerful being breathing heavily in front of them.
Monique nodded at Evangeline Esparza. 
Esparza focused her gaze onto Nightingale.
Nightingale felt an immediate and unbearable pressure quickly building inside his skull.
“Stop!”
A figure emerged from the front of the crowd, holding an arm in front of herself. She seemed to wield a level of power and control over the Esparza girl, stopping her from completing her gruesome task. Nightingale turned to see a young goth woman walk in front of him and recognised his saviour for who she was. Her long black coat brushed the ground and her black high heeled boots made a metallic clicking sound as she walked. Trotting behind her was her dog, its tongue lolling out of the side of its mouth.
Proserpine.
For a few moments, as the pressure levelled out inside his skull, Nightingale wondered if Proserpine was powerful enough to stop him from being killed. The pressure wasn’t relenting, he could feel the growing urge to scream and quickly gave into it. He fell to his knees, hands clutching his head as he screamed into the night sky. Suddenly, the pressure was gone, and he fell onto the ground. Zachary bent down and shook his shoulder, not knowing what else to do. He was relieved when Nightingale looked up at him and grimaced.
“And who the hell are you?” Monique asked the new arrival.
“He knows who I am,” said Proserpine, nodding at the figure of Baal. 
“What do you want?”
“You can’t take this one,” she said, pointing down at Nightingale.
“Is that so?”
“Yes.”
“May I enquire why?”
“He’s mine.”
“And if I say ‘no’? Are you prepared to fight for him?”
“I am.”
Monique looked at Proserpine, then down at Nightingale, and briefly at Zachary.
Nightingale looked around frantically, searching for a way out. While the confrontation between Monique and Proserpine was going on, the man in the red robe finished securing Charlie to the pyre and splashed gasoline all around the base. All that was now required was the signal from Monique and the fire would be lit. 
“Are you okay?” asked Zachary, fussing over Nightingale and helping him back to his feet. He felt like he’d been hit by a freight train but grumbled that he was fine. He looked at Proserpine, who smiled and mouthed the words “You’re welcome!” She may have saved his life but Nightingale found it hard to dredge up any gratitude towards her. She wouldn’t have done it out of a good-natured willingness to help, that much was certain.
“Do you know her?” asked Zachary, his voice full of awe.
“We have a history,” said Nightingale.
“Is she an ex or something?”
Despite the pain and the imminent danger, Nightingale couldn’t help but smile a little at this.
“No, nothing like that.” Nightingale walked over to the edge of the stage and hoisted himself up. Crouching, he made his way over to Wainwright.
“Hey,” he said, placing a hand on Wainwright’s arm. Wainwright looked up at him. He seemed old, and tired, and thoroughly beaten. “We’ll get you out of here as soon as this shit-show is done,” he said. “Just hang in there a bit longer, all right?”
“Charlie,” muttered Wainwright. “Save the girl, Jack.”
“I’m working on it. Whatever is about to happen next, you need to use it as cover to get off this stage and get into the crowd. Can you do that for me?”
“Yes.”
“Okay then. I have a feeling lots of people are going to die tonight. I had the feeling before we even came here, and everything I’m seeing is just making those fears come true. We have to prioritise ourselves, Joshua – do you understand me?”
“I understand.”
“Get into the crowd and then find a way out into the woods. It doesn’t matter where, just away from here. I’ll try and save the girl, if I can, but honestly it might not be possible. And whether or not I can, it makes no difference to making sure we get ourselves out of here. Now tell me you’ve got that.”
“I understand, Jack.”
 
 

CHAPTER 55
 
They carried swords and wore ceremonial robes of white with red detailing. A few carried flaming torches, which lit up their ancient, weathered faces. These were old men, shuffling along in a procession that seemed potent enough to do nothing but signal the end of their time here. 
Normally, they were the ones who held the trays and served the drinks, old gaunt figures who made sure the guests were comfortable and provided services more akin to butlers than anything else. They would fetch things, carry messages, tidy up any spillages. For the most part they were invisible, gliding like ghosts amongst their privileged guests, practically ignored by all. And this was just the way they liked it, hiding in plain sight. After centuries of persecution, they were the Forgotten Men, but they had never really gone away.
The old men marched to the edge of the stage and formed a line in front of the crowd. They were literally their protectors, just like the olden days in the Crusades. The enemy was different, those in danger were different, but the sentiment was the same. They were ready to give up their lives in service of their beliefs.
And behind them, emerging from the darkness and causing more gasps from the crowds, came their master. Baphomet. Nightingale stood staring at its approach, and even though he was looking directly at it, it was hard to say, exactly, what he was seeing. It seemed to shift in front of his eyes, constantly changing shape.
The shambling figure, a dark and liquid shadow that at once resembled a man, and then a great owl, and then a combination of both of these things,, and then immediately after none of these things, moved forward and approached the stage. It poured itself onto the stage, shape-shifting its way across between Wainwright and the retreating figures of Monique and Esparza, and slithered from the back of the stage and up onto the enormous stone owl. It wrapped itself around the statue, and oozed into the stone until nothing was left. And then, just when it looked like it had disappeared completely, there was a cracking sound and two bits of stone fell away from the great head and luminous, bright yellow eyes peered out.
Everyone was silent. Nobody dared to breathe. The tension was unbearable. 
“Leave this place,” said one of the old men, stepping forwards. He was addressing Baal directly, who loomed over him and snorted angrily. A cloud of flies reared up behind him, and through them calmly walked Monique.
“We will not leave,” she said in a quiet voice. “This is our time. You will all witness the coming of the new age, and you will all die tonight. We that will rule will bathe in your blood. Your time is at an end.”
The old man and Monique stared at each other, poised to erupt.
The yellow eyes of Baphomet stared at Baal from within the stone owl, on which cracks were appearing as it struggled to contain the growing power within.
As Wainwright moved slowly closer to the edge of the stage, Evangeline Esparza and Madeleine Anderson started walking towards Proserpine. They had ugly looks in their eyes and cold smiles on their faces.
Nightingale began moving towards Charlie in what felt like slow motion.
The air felt like it might catch alight at any moment, like one wrong move could spark a catastrophic chain of events that would destroy them all.
And then the figure in the red robe lit the pyre and all hell broke loose.
 
 

CHAPTER 56
 
There was nothing Nightingale could do to stop the pyre burning. Time slowed to a crawl, and his scream seemed to be frozen in his throat. In his racing mind, he felt like he could have run to the pyre a hundred times over by the time he’d even placed one foot forward in front of the other on his tortuous journey there. He watched as the figure in the red robe leaned down with his flaming torch and touched it to the base of the pyre. He saw flames take hold and begin greedily licking at Charlie’s white dress and bare legs. He saw her face, serene and calm as though fully committed to her fate, change as the flames touched her skin. He saw her expression switch to confusion, as though she had awakened from some bad dream to find herself in one that was even worse, and then change to terror as she started to feel the pain and realised that her life was quickly coming to an end.
Nightingale watched all of this as he ran towards her, fighting his way through air as thick as treacle, as though every molecule were determined to be a barrier and stop him reaching her. He raced towards Charlie. He shouldered the robed man aside, causing him to fall face down onto the dirt, and reached out towards the pyre for the girl. He felt hands grab his shoulders, then wrap around his neck, whilst unintelligible screams deafened him. 
He almost touched Charlie, oblivious to the heat and pain of the fire, reaching for the bindings that secured the doomed girl to the flaming structure of the pyre.
“NO!” screamed Zachary, desperately trying to drag him backwards from the fury of the raging flames, using all of his strength to pull Nightingale back and stop him from seriously injuring himself. He managed to get Nightingale off balance, and all but threw him to the ground before standing in front of him and blocking his way. “It’s too late!” screamed Zachary.
From his position sprawled out on the ground, through the gap between Zachary’s legs, Nightingale could see the face of Charlie as it distorted in pain, heard her dying scream like fingernails dragging down the length of his soul. It was animalistic, the fear and pain and certainty of death all entwined in one terrifying blast of despair. He watched her skin blacken and wither, saw her slump forward as the flames won. The last thing he saw was her eyes, and he knew that as she was dying he was the last thing she saw.
Nightingale’s body shook, and he sobbed.
Zachary crouched down and placed a hand on Nightingale’s shoulder, not knowing what else to do.
Around the perimeter, dozens of figures in red and purple robes had quietly positioned themselves as a barricade, cutting down anyone that tried to flee. The visitors were penned in, trapped like animals in a slaughterhouse waiting for the brutal death that was coming for them.
Some of the old Knights had raised their swords against the guards and were fighting as best they could, but ineffectively. Although they had survived into the modern age, they were relics from the past. Their weapons were useless and even more so with a lack of sustained training. The old men had spent too much time ferrying drinks trays around rather than maintaining their fighting prowess. But even then, even if they had kept up some sort of training, swords were a terrible weapon of choice for practical fighting. This wasn’t some twelfth century battlefield, where the enemy indulged in the rites of battle in the appropriate manner. This was an even more dangerous time – the enemy was younger, fitter, faster and their weapons of choice were easily more manoeuvrable.
As the old men were finding, by the time they were halfway through a swing of their swords, a robed figure had stepped in close and had brought a long dagger into their chests. They felt the blow as the hilt hit their chest, felt the unreal, savage hit of steel on bone as the blades fractured ribs or punctured through bone plate. They were no match for this enemy and died without causing any injuries of note on their opponents.
Esparza and Anderson had been given free rein to kill as they pleased, and were busying themselves in the creative processes of dismembering and exploding members of the crowd. Various old men were singled out one by one and crushed, smashed, ripped to pieces, sent heavenwards before quickly hurtling back into the ground at literally breakneck speed.
Aubrey Wingate II was briefly held aloft in the air, too shocked and frightened to even scream as all four limbs were ripped from his body and sent careening into the crowd. He hung in midair, eyes almost impossibly wide open and his mouth moving but saying nothing. There was a short, sharp ripping noise and his head was torn from his shoulders and whatever was left dropped back down to the chair beneath him.
Next to him, all of the security and comfort of drunkenness now obliterated by sheer terror, Edram Fredericks III didn’t even have time to rouse what surely would have been an expletive-laden verbal tirade against his executioner before his frail old body imploded in on itself and nothing remained but the stains and slime of his internal organs on his fellow audience members.
On the stage, Monique found herself circled by a group of the old men, swords raised as they advanced. It looked for a moment as though they would impale her but they were too slow. Other figures in robes of red and purple were already moving in for the kill, and all it took was one man with a semi-automatic rifle to cut them down in an instant, with much collateral damage as numerous people in the panicked crowd behind were also cut down by bullets that missed their intended targets.
Behind the stage, a series of loud cracks rang out as Baphomet stretched within the concrete statue of the great owl, creating joints loose enough to be able to start walking forwards. It stretched a wing, flicking out with its coating of concrete and caving in the skulls of half a dozen robed figures, who spilled backwards at the feet of Monique. Her face flashed in anger. She looked around at all the different pockets of carnage that were in full flow and stepped aside as her Master roared and started making His way over to meet Baphomet.
She looked around and realised that Wainwright had disappeared from the stage. She pulsed with rage and went looking for him. All around, people were screaming, pleading for their lives as they were torn to pieces. Monique almost slipped more than once on fresh blood and unrecognisable body parts that were carpeting the area in front of the stage. She scanned the melee, searching for a familiar figure, and climbed across the backs of the dying and the injured to get to him.
Wainwright reached Nightingale and Zachary at the same time as Monique caught up with him. She lashed out with her foot and sent Wainwright sprawling. “What have you done?” he cried, turning back to face Monique.
“You know,” she told him. “Now it’s your turn.”
Nightingale scrambled to his knees and leant across Wainwright, blocking him from Monique. He held up an outstretched hand as if to keep her at bay.
“How very touching,” she scoffed. “But it will make no difference. I’ll just kill the both of you.”
“And I thought I’d been very clear on that subject,” said another voice, one that Nightingale recognised immediately. Standing there, framed by a panorama of complete and utter violence, Proserpine casually looked Monique up and down and smiled. She seemed oblivious to the blood and flames, to the bullets and blades. 
Monique closed her eyes and looked as though she might be meditating, taking some time out from the carnage. But when she opened her eyes again, there was a hard, almost triumphant glint in them. As she stood there glaring defiantly at Proserpine, the witch girls Anderson and Esparza came up behind Monique and the three of them stood shoulder to shoulder.
“Him first,” said Monique, pointing at Wainwright.
They turned their gaze towards Wainwright and Nightingale could tell that there was no time left, that this was Wainwright’s end. Right there, right then.
“No!” cried Nightingale. “Proserpine! Help him! I’m begging you!”
That is the moment the world briefly stopped turning. Suddenly, everyone around him had frozen in place. All of the colours seemed hyperreal, overwhelming his senses. Behind Proserpine, the most grotesque tableau was captured in all of its bloody glory. Headless corpses, limbs flying through the air. Steel plunging into bodies, bullets stopped mid-flight, frozen in the air, their deadly trajectories temporarily halted. An unknown reprieve for the poor victims destined for the little metal projectiles in their hearts, their brains.
“What is this?” asked Nightingale, turning to Proserpine. “What’s happening?” His voice felt like someone else was talking, deep and slow and heavy. His limbs felt leaden. Proserpine seemed perfectly normal, walking closer to him and bending down.
“You’re begging me to save your friend?” she asked him.
“I am,” he said, already knowing the outcome of this conversation. All of his negotiation skills were not going to win this battle.
“Then you know the price,” she said simply.
“Not again. I can’t. You had your chance. It’s too much to ask.”
“Is it, though?” She smiled, and casually checked her fingernails. He knew she couldn’t give a shit either way about saving Wainwright. He wasn’t important to her, only Nightingale himself meant anything. He knew he was the real prize in all of this. She had owned his soul once, and the fact that he managed to get it back from her had tormented her ever since.
“It’s too much to ask,” he repeated, despondent.
“Then we have nothing more to discuss. Last chance, Jack. It’s now or never. You know what I want. Your soul. Pledge it to me and I’ll save your friend.”
“Is that what this has all been about? You want my soul back?”
Proserpine chuckled. “Everything isn’t about you, Nightingale. You’re not the centre of my universe. You’re not the centre of anyone’s universe. You’re just a very small cog in a very large machine.”
“So why is my soul so important to you?”
“It isn’t. I just want it. Pledge me your soul and I’ll save your friend. Or we can just let him die.”
Nightingale reached inside his jacket and took out his gun. Proserpine laughed. “Seriously? You want to shoot me?”
Nightingale shook his head. “I know that bullets will have zero effect on you.” He swung the barrel up and pressed it under his chin. “But they’ll blow my skull apart without any trouble.” He slid his finger on the trigger.
“There’s no way you’d kill yourself, Nightingale. And if you did, you’d still go to Hell.”
“But at least my soul would be my own.”
“And your friend would be dead.”
“A lot of people will die today. One or two more won’t make much difference. Why are you here?”
“I knew it would be an opportunity to take your God-given soul.”
“No. You wanted me to track down Anna. You needed her, but for what? To find out what Baal was up to?”
“Don’t overthink it, Nightingale.”
“Why do you care what Baal is up to?” Realisation dawned. “You’re scared that he’ll become too powerful. That if he takes over from Baphomet his power will rival your own, and I know how you hate competition.”
Proserpine grinned at him. “You know you’re not going to pull the trigger, Nightingale. You’re not the suicide type.”
Nightingale nodded. “You’re probably right,” he said. “I guess it’s Plan B.”
Proserpine frowned. “Plan B?”
Nightingale took the gun away from his chin and time sped up again.
 
 

CHAPTER 57
 
Talking to Proserpine had given Nightingale time to work through his options. With only six cartridges in his gun, he had no room for error. Shooting Proserpine had never been an option. And, truth be told, neither was killing himself.
He turned and brought the gun to bear on Madeline Anderson. He pulled the trigger and kept a tight grip on the gun as it kicked in his hands. The round smacked into her face and blew out the back of her skull. He took no pleasure in killing the girl, but she had to be stopped.
Evangeline Esparza turned to face him, pointing at him with an outstretched arm. She opened her mouth to scream but before she could utter a sound, Nightingale had squeezed the trigger a second time. The round thudded into Esparza’s chest and she fell back, her arms flailing. He fired a third shot that hit her in the face. A double tap. Three rounds left.
He looked over at Proserpine. She was glaring at him with undisguised hostility and he knew that he had been right about her being jealous of Baal’s growing popularity in the occult world.
Proserpine’s hand moved in the air, leaving behind a shower of sparks, then a glowing hole appeared in reality and Anna Campbell walked through it. “You missed one,” said Proserpine.
Nightingale raised his gun and aimed at Anna’s chest but she made no threatening gesture and her eyes had a blankness to them so he made the split second decision not to fire.
He looked over at Baal and Baphomet, who were locked in a fierce battle of their own. In his physical form, the horned Baal was headbutting at the stone armour now encasing Baphomet, the protection of which allowed him to lash out with his wings and send his opponent staggering backwards. Baal then somehow scrambled his way onto Baphomet’s back and began tearing at the stone, ripping away chunks of it to expose the deity beneath. 
Baphomet pounded his way across to the nearby lake, Baal still on his back, a dozen poor unfortunates crushed as they couldn’t get out of the way in time. The ground was inch deep in gore, and people were finding it hard to stand up. Nobody left was clean, everyone fighting for their lives was drenched in the blood, fat and innards of their former companions. Here and there were dismembered heads, legs, arms. One old man, a Walter Harris from Virginia who was a wealthy descendant of Old Money tobacco farmers, picked up a severed hand and threw it defiantly at the approaching forms but the ineffective action failed to stop him from being knocked down and then crushed underfoot.
Baphomet entered the lake, partially turning to grab Baal and enclose him in his wings before walking backwards into the deep water and submerging them both. For a little while nothing else seemed to happen, until a trickle of bubbles broke the surface, followed by a rush and then an explosion. Water spouted fifty feet into the air and Baal emerged, roaring. He was grabbed again, yanked back underwater, and the whole lake began to boil and froth in tumult.
Baal emerged again, and broke down to a different form, exploding into a billion flies that flew upwards and out of the grasp of Baphomet. He, in turn, clambered out of the lake and shed his stone armour, turning himself into smoke.
Their earthly, physical forms were useless for the battle ahead. Both were too cumbersome and neither had the physical tools to overwhelm the other. They turned the battle into a more spiritual affair and above the Enclave the sky madly churned through displays of pulsing colour as smoke and flies entwined and formed a tornado of violence. The clouds boiled and electricity began to charge up within them, at first causing bolts of static lightning to leap about the sky, and then sending them downwards accompanied by the most terrifying claps of thunder.
These loud noises, these strange lights only added to the overwhelming sense of unreality. This part of the Enclave was now like a vivid depiction of Hell by one of the old painter maniacs like Goya, or Bosch or Giotto. Lit by the churning red and purple skies, savagely highlighted by the flashes of lightning and swept by the intense lines of flame coming from Charlie’s eyes, two old gods battled each other in the heavens as the people below writhed in a lake of blood.
The flies merged and formed a huge, shadowy figure of a bull and the smoke formed an enormous owl, and they fought in this form, and many others. They changed shape, each trying to get some advantage, and all the while the skies raged with violence. 
Thunder. 
Screaming.
Burning.
Nightingale looked over at Proserpine. “Aren’t you going to stop this?” he shouted.
She smiled but said nothing.
Nightingale heard the rat-tat-tat of automatic fire and rounds whizzed above his head. He fired at a man in a red robe who was wielding what looked like an M-15 rifle and he staggered back and then fell to the ground.
Monique screamed at Proserpine, then pointed both hands at her, fingers splayed. Bolts of pure energy flew from her palms and hit Proserpine in the centre of her chest. Monique clutched at the air in front of her and lifted her right arm, taking Proserpine up from the ground and levitating her. With her left hand, Monique made another clutching motion and Proserpine’s left arm was brought up against her will and quickly bent the wrong way until it broke with a sickeningly loud bang. 
Proserpine didn’t scream, although she couldn’t stop herself from letting out a pained grunt. She stared at Monique, eyes narrowed and teeth bared in primal rage.
Proserpine’s dog growled, and started running towards Monique. It grew larger with each step, and sprouted two more heads. The three heads morphed into snarling monsters with fang-filled maws, and each time its paws hit the ground they grew larger. Within two bounds the dog was the size of a small truck. Monique moved her left arm and sent a beam of pure energy at the dog, or whatever it was that it had become,  hitting it in the chest and sending it spinning back through the air.
“You thought this would be easy?” Monique screamed at Proserpine. “You think you would have dominion over me?” She laughed, and made a quick motion with her hand which made Proserpine’s other arm involuntarily rise up and violently break itself in the same way. She hung in mid-air, at Monique’s mercy, her ruined arms hanging uselessly by her side.
Still she did not scream. In fact, her teeth were bared once more, this time in a smile. “You hurt my dog.”
“Yes, I did.”
“You will live to regret that,” said Proserpine. “Now have your fun. Whilst you still can.”
“Oh, I intend to. I think my baby girl is almost ready now.”
Her eyes darted to the pyre and Nightingale turned to follow her gaze.
In the pyre, the blackened figure of a child began to move. Slowly at first, as if emerging from a deep slumber. The flames had done their worst, and much of the wooden pyre had burnt or collapsed away. Charlie, dead but somehow impossibly alive, turned her head.
Nightingale instinctively knew what was going to happen and he just had time to throw himself down across Wainwright before Charlie turned her blackened head and opened her eyes. Those eyes were as bright as the sun, and poured out two lines of flaming death that ripped through the air above his head. Charlie clambered from the pyre and looked down at Zachary.
He didn’t stand a chance. On his hands and knees, without his glasses he looked directly into the gaze of Charlie and he didn’t even have time to scream before his face melted and collapsed down his own throat. He slumped forwards, landing across the prone figures of Nightingale and Wainwright.
Nightingale gritted his teeth, cursing under his breath. He felt the weight of Zachary across his back and knew that Zachary was dead, even without looking. The poor bastard had practically his whole life ahead of him. He was a good kid. This demon, whatever it was, would have to pay for killing him.
Charlie shifted her gaze, surveying the scene before her. Wherever they went, the flaming lasers from her eyes scorched and burned whatever or whoever was in their way. 
Of the two hundred people who had been gathered for the Cremation of Care ceremony just a very short while ago, more than half were already dead. Blown up, crushed, stabbed or shot, torn apart, squashed or, in the case of at least two people present, suffered heart attacks brought on by the shock of what they were seeing. And as Nightingale looked around in horror, he could see no signs of it ending.
 
 

CHAPTER 58
 
Anna walked through the blood, the gore, the guts. This was a party she didn’t want to come to, the one that The Man Made of Flies wanted her to come to all along, that she’d almost destroyed herself resisting. And yet here she was anyway.
In the sky above, she saw the Man himself, in forms of shadow and flies, fighting with another. There was no way to tell who was winning, but she wanted the other thing to win however terrible it was. Because she knew that all of the carnage laid out before her was a result of her tormentor, that without him none of this would be happening.
She trod over corpses and those still living. Shell-shocked people, staring at her with bulging eyes and broken minds. She saw a girl blackened by fire walk amongst the survivors and cut them down with flaming lasers from her eyes. She saw her rescuer, the goth woman, smashed and broken and at the mercy of another.
And she saw Nightingale, the one who had tried to save her before all of the madness caught up with her again. He was lying on the ground, caught in his own scramble for survival. That one, she felt something for. She didn’t know what it was but it was a fragile warmth, a flickering candle flame in a frozen wilderness. He was the only one that had tried to help her without asking for anything in return.
He was a decent man.
He was worth saving.
She walked up to Monique and thought about how she would like to crumple her up to nothing. She pictured it in her mind, played it over like a vibrant little movie inside her head. It should have been enough to bend reality to mimic the movie, but all that happened was Monique turned to her and grinned. “Well,” said Monique, looking her over. “What have we here?”
Sensing danger, the burnt remains of Charlie looked their way. Her gaze quickly swept across Nightingale and Wainwright, who both cried out in pain and would be nursing second degree burns in the coming days, should they survive.
Charlie’s gaze focused on Anna, who grimaced with the sudden pain and then held a hand out to shield the burning glare. The air around her hand sizzled and started to glow, not yet damaging flesh but getting uncomfortably hot. She held it in place whilst focusing her gaze on Monique.
“You sweet little thing,” said Monique, her eyes cruel and mocking. “You weren’t expecting something like us, were you? Why weren’t you here with the others earlier, as you were supposed to be?”
“I wanted no part of this,” said Anna, gritting her teeth with the effort of keeping Charlie’s fiery gaze from getting past her hand. “You should have left me alone.”
“We gave you the very gift you have turned against us,” said Monique. “I can feel what you are trying to do to me. You’re an ungrateful little bitch, aren’t you?”
“Why don’t you go fuck yourself?” asked Anna, focusing intently.
“I wish I had longer to play with you, my dear, but I’m right in the middle of something important, so I’m just going to finish this and kill you, if you don’t mind.”
“You obviously didn’t hear me the first time,” said Anna.
“Oh, I heard you. Go and fuck myself, I think it was. Well, I won’t be doing that because once that one up there has finished with His main course, He’ll be turning his attention to me for the next few days and I’m really quite looking forward to it.”
“You bitch!” shouted a voice, and they turned to see the forlorn, battered figure of Wainwright as he clambered to his feet. Next to him, Nightingale had turned over the corpse of Zachary to look at the damage for himself.
“Oh, Joshua!” cried Monique. “Get over yourself, will you?”
Wainwright looked around for some sort of weapon. Amidst all the chaos, he could see nothing. Nightingale stood up and looked at Proserpine, still hanging in the air, her arms broken, bolts of energy pouring from Monique’s hands into her chest.
Charlie was moving closer. Her gaze had turned Anna’s hand the glowing orange colour of molten metal, and as she drew nearer the glow spread along Anna’s arm. Anna cried out with the pain and the pressure of holding Charlie at bay. And that’s when Monique fully turned her attention to Anna.
Anna cried out, her eyes wide with fright. Things weren’t going the way she would have preferred, and she was quickly becoming overwhelmed. She turned and looked at Nightingale, her eyes imploring.
“Help me!” she mouthed. Anna began to levitate and her back arched. 
Nightingale brought his gun up and aimed at the centre of Charlie’s burned chest. He fired twice and what was left of Charlie jerked and took a step back. The magazine was empty now so Nightingale ejected it and pulled a fresh one from his pocket. 
Charlie roared in pain or anger and brought her hands up. Nightingale slapped in the magazine and pulled back the receiver to push the first cartridge into the breech. Charlie’s eyes blazed and a blast of energy shot towards Nightingale. He ducked, fell to the ground, rolled and shot twice. Both shots hit Charlie in the chest and she roared in pain.
“No!” screamed Monique.
Nightingale fired again and a chunk of Charlie’s skull flew into the air. Charlie screamed in terror, sensing that her end was near.
“No!” screamed Monique at the top of her voice, as she turned away from Proserpine. Proserpine fell to the ground, but she spun in the air like a cat and landed on her feet, the impact sending a thudding vibration that shook the ground all around. She stood up and flexed her arms, snapping them into place with the sound of splintering wood.
Monique pointed her palms at Nightingale, her face contorted with hatred. Nightingale aimed his gun at her chest and fired twice. Both shots hit their target and Monique staggered back. She was still standing and Nightingale fired the last round in the magazine, hitting her in the chest again.
Proserpine laughed out loud as she carved a pattern in the air with her right hand. A jagged crack appeared in the ground beneath Monique’s feet, throwing her off balance.
Nightingale ejected the empty magazine and slapped in his third. He pulled back the receiver and fired three quick shots. His aim was good, two in the chest and one in the head, and Monique fell back towards the crevice that Proserpine had created.
As she fell, the three headed monster that had once been a dog reappeared, bounding towards Monique in giant leaps. It reached her and the middle head savaged her upper body, ripping it apart before sending what was left of it flying through the air like a broken doll.
“Mom!” screamed the being that had once been Charlie. Nightingale brought his gun up and emptied the rest of his rounds into its chest. The upper body disintegrated and a plume of black smoke spiralled up into the air.
Nightingale realised he had been holding his breath and he filled his lungs with air that tasted of smoke and blood and sulphur.
“You took your time,” said Proserpine.
“Can’t you put a stop to this?” 
“I can now.” Her dog came running up, its tail wagging furiously. Gone was the three-headed monster, now it was the black and white collie again. Proserpine reached down and patted it on the head. “Good boy,” she said.
Baphomet and Baal were still struggling in the sky overhead, two black clouds sparked with flashes of lightning that crashed together, reformed and attacked again, with the sounds of mountains colliding.
Proserpine raised her hands above her head. ‘Enough!” she screamed, her voice so loud and deep that Nightingale fell to his knees, clasping his hands to his ears. She pointed at the two thunderclouds that were Baphomet and Baal and screamed again. “Go to Hell!”
The sky folded in on itself and there was a blinding flash of light and an ear-splitting crack and the storm clouds were gone.
 
 

CHAPTER 59
 
Nightingale went over to Anna, who was struggling to stand. “Can you walk?” She groaned something and said that she would try, and he repeated the question to Wainwright, who grunted that he too would try. It was about all he could have asked for and he would have to work with it.
He looked over at Proserpine. “We’re going,” he said.
“So am I.”
“Did this go the way you thought it would?”
Proserpine smiled. “Better than I expected.”
“A lot of people died.”
“Swings and roundabouts, Nightingale,” she said. “Swings and roundabouts.”
There was a loud crack and a blinding flash of light and she and the dog were gone.
As they headed back to the car, Nightingale provided support to the battered, exhausted Wainwright and Anna helped as much as she could. It was slow progress, and even though they cleared the main stage area and pushed through into an empty walkway, Nightingale expected something terrible to happen before they made it.
Maybe it would be something large and god-like to fall from the sky and crush them, or some maniac in a robe would stop them with a hail of bullets or a sword. After what they’d just witnessed, anything was possible.
But they reached the darkness of the unlit forest safely and took a quick breather. “Is everyone all right?” he asked them.
Wainwright nodded, bent over with his hands on his knees, panting heavily. Despite her recent ordeal, Anna didn’t look too bad and used the pause to do some stretches. Nightingale grimaced when he heard her back click and hoped that she knew a decent chiropractor. If she didn’t, he could help her with that. One of the things he would take from this night would be a determination to see this girl get back on her feet, and he’d make sure Wainwright footed the bill without complaint.
“Come on, let’s keep moving,” he said.
As they moved through the darkness, Nightingale retrieved his phone from his pocket, using his phone to check his GPS trail. “This way,” he said, slightly adjusting their path. They moved slowly but purposefully.
They walked in silence, focused on reaching the edge of the Enclave’s property line. They found the hole in the fence and slowly clambered through it.
“Not long now,” said Nightingale. “We have a car stashed up ahead.”
As soon as he said the word ‘we’ he felt like he’d been hit in the guts, such was the emotional punch of thinking about Zachary. Goddamn it, he was such a great kid. Any way of dying was bad but that one had been particularly so. He had his whole life ahead of him. Then again, so did Charlie, but he felt less sympathy for her. Maybe she had once been a normal kid but that burned thing walking around shooting blazing death from its eyes – that had no place in the world.
He would raise a glass to Zachary at the first possible opportunity.
They kept walking through the darkness until they reached the off-road parking area.
“What is that?” asked Wainwright as he spotted the car.
“An MGB Roadster,” said Nightingale.
“That’s your car?”
“It’s Zachary’s,” said Nightingale.
“It’s a two-seater,” said Wainwright.
“I don’t think he had many friends.”
“There are three of us, Jack.”
‘Anna can sit on your lap.”
The keys were with Zachary but Nightingale knew enough to jump start it and within minutes they were heading back to Houston, the horrors of the Highstone Enclave far behind.
 
 

CHAPTER 60
 
Wainwright passed a tumbler to Nightingale and decanted some whisky into it. Nightingale gave it a cursory sniff and then swallowed it down in one gulp.
“You’re supposed to sip it, you Philistine.”
“Better give me another one then, so I can appreciate it slowly,” he said, grinning.
Wainwright tutted and refilled the tumbler. Nightingale nodded his thanks and reached into his jacket for his cigarettes. He lit one and took a long drag, savouring the taste of the tobacco against the residual taste of the whisky. At that moment, he doubted anything on the planet could have tasted so good.
Wainwright slumped into a chair with a groan. Nightingale winced.
“Still sore?”
“They kicked… what is it you say? Bells?”
“Seven bells of shit, yeah.”
“And they say we speak the same language. What does that even mean?”
Nightingale laughed and sat down opposite him. “Something to do with old sailors, I believe. Bells mark out the shift and to get to seven is to get near the end. The eighth bell is death, so it basically means they beat you so bad that you almost heard the eighth bell.”
“I heard more than that. My head’s still ringing. We’re lucky to have gotten away.”
“Maybe.” He looked across at Wainwright, who was busying himself lighting a cigar. 
“Have you been watching the news?”asked Wainwright.
“Yeah. They’re covering it up well, aren’t they?”
“I’ll say. Sudden wildfire and a massive landslide – anyone with Google Earth could see that isn’t the case.”
“Actually, you’re wrong, Joshua. Google Earth satellite imagery isn’t live data, it can be up to three years old. Depending on the refresh rate.” He smiled, thinking that Zachary would have been proud of him for knowing that. “The truth won’t be discovered for a long while yet, and that’s if anyone can be bothered to look in a few years. News moves fast, this will all be forgotten about.”
“But hundreds of people died, Jack.”
“I know. We thought there might have been as many as three hundred people on site when it all kicked off. And how many do you think got away, like us?”
“Not many. I think we saw most of them get killed right in front of us.”
“All because of Monique. I wish I’d never met her.”
“If she hadn’t chosen you, it would have been someone else,” said Nightingale. ‘Everything she did was geared to increasing Baal’s power in the world, and she obviously figured she would ride on his coat tails.”
Wainwright nodded slowly. “And what about you?”
“Me?”
“Anytime you cross paths with Proserpine, your soul is usually on the line.”
“It was an option at one point, yes.”
“So did she get it? Your soul?”
Nightingale grinned. “Nah, I had a Plan B.”
“So you and her are good?”
“I think we have an understanding. She needed my help to stop Baal, and I delivered. I think she knew that getting my soul was never going to happen. Not this time.”
“Everything that happened back then is hazy, but I keep getting flashbacks. I seem to remember something about you threatening to kill yourself?”
“I was playing for time. Literally. Once she started negotiating what she thought was a deal, time stopped. Everything was frozen. And that gave me time to work out what I needed to do.”
“And that’s when your armed cop skills kicked in?”
“It had been a while, but I guess it’s like riding a bike.”
“It’s nothing like riding a bike, but I know what you mean.” 
“She was using me,” said Nightingale. “The same way that Monique wanted to use you. She wanted me to kill those girls, or whatever those girls had become. And she wanted me to kill Monique and Charlie. Only then did she banish Baphomet and Baal. Maybe there are rules that they have to follow, rules that you and I aren’t privy to. Proserpine could have killed Monique any time she wanted, she has the power. She could have destroyed the demon that Charlie had become. But she left it to me. Maybe the rules prevent her from attacking the minions of other devils. Like made men in the Mafia, once you have the protection of a devil no other devil can harm them. Have you ever heard of anything like that?”
Wainwright shook his head. “I haven’t.”
“Is it possible?”
“That devils have to follow rules? Of course. Without rules there’d be anarchy, even in Hell.”
“So maybe she needed me to do what she couldn’t?” He smiled thinly and shook his head. “I wish I’d known that at the time, I could have used it to my advantage.”
“Always the negotiator,” said Wainwright.
“It’s the only advantage I have,” he said.
“You can raise it with her next time you see her,” said Wainwright. “Because it’s clear she’s never going to leave you alone.” Wainwright raised his glass. “Anyway, thank you, Jack. Thank you for saving my life. If you hadn’t been there…” He shrugged. “Anna and I both owe you our lives.”
“How is she?
“On the mend. And she says ‘thank you’. I’ll do what I can to make sure she stays on the straight and narrow.”
“She killed people, Joshua.”
“Baal was working through her. She’s not a bad person and she doesn’t deserve to be punished. I’ll get her a new name, a new start, a new life.”
‘She’s lucky to have you in her corner.”
“I hope so.”
“Just one thing. Proserpine had her claws in her, and it was Proserpine who brought her to the Enclave. You’re going to have to watch Anna, like a hawk. Proserpine has a habit of playing the long game.”
“And you speak from experience.”
‘Zack asked me if Proserpine and I had dated.”
Wainwright laughed. “He didn’t realise that she was a demon from Hell?”
“I think he was bewildered by the whole thing.” He grimaced. “I’m responsible for his death.”
“You can’t say that, Jack. This was all Baal’s doing. Baal and Monique. Zack was just collateral damage.”
Nightingale shook his head, “It was my idea to take him into the Enclave. And because of that he died. His death is down to me. I’m going to have to live with that.”
“You can’t take responsibility for everything bad that happens, Jack. You saved a lot of lives on that day. Mine among them.”
Nightingale forced a smile and nodded, but Wainwright’s words didn’t make him feel any better.
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