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For mom, dad, my brother, Simon, and sister, Melissa. 
The best kind of family.





I have watched her sometimes away off in the open country, creeping as fast as a cloud shadow in a high wind.

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, 
The Yellow Wallpaper




PROLOGUE

DENVER. 3 MARCH 2011

And the woman could hear those old friends moving in the distant, and not so distant rooms of her home. Old friends she tried to forget for longer than she had the strength to remember. Until she understood her life had been one long wait for them to show up and commence with whatever business they were so eager to finish. Because the old friends never forgot. They arrived without invitation and appeared with little warning. They visited after dark and they never let go.

Of late, the old friends were bolder and stronger. More skilled at getting inside. At passing over. Tonight, their movements suggested the visit was conclusive; the endgame to an incremental reunion.

Closing her eyes, the woman sighed and supported her weight with one hand against the door frame. Then looked up, her body rigid with enough determination to take one step inside the house. Then another. And another after that.

Stood at the foot of the stairs in her unlit house, still wearing her coat and shoes, she looked up and into the darkness concealing the top of the stairs. And listened with all the straining concentration the ears of the frightened can
command. But she also listened with the resignation of the weary.

Only the thinnest peripheral glow from the closest street lamp provided any light, and that never penetrated far inside the hallway before the open front door. In the distance a car accelerated and she wished she were inside it. She turned her head and looked at the deserted street. And was gripped with a powerful urge to run for somewhere where the lights would still be on and where the faces of people would be engaged in their smiles or their talk, or just their silence. She wanted to be with them, and part of their unexceptional lives so much it hurt. She tensed in anticipation of her usual flight taking hold. Moved one foot towards the open door. But not the other. She stood still. Stood her ground.

Because she was as damned as a ghost on the last day of its occupation. A wraith with little to haunt besides the empty rooms of an unpeopled existence. A shade watching the world from another place, half in this world and half in another, listening to the sound of all the bright, clear voices, but never offering up her own. She’d fought harder than the rest. She had endured when others had gone under.

Into her came a sudden invasion of regret, and its attendant hopelessness. Living with the consequences of actions committed before reason and experience had much say in anything felt familiar enough to be tedious. No matter how many times she revisited the past and added presumptions, or extracted details, it remained unmovable and always promised to deliver her right to where she currently stood, alone. She reckoned she was about ready for that time. She swallowed and removed the cold weight of the .38 from her handbag. And to think she was one of the lucky ones.


This was the third house the woman had rented in the past five months under a false name, and she had lost her deposit on each property because of the walls and the signs the old friends had put upon them. Three days back, she came downstairs from her bedroom to a cold house without power. Scents of bad water and the ashes of a fire soaked by overnight rain had seeped up the basement stairs into the hallway. She’d found wires chewed through under the fuse box in the basement. And the wall behind the damaged cables was stained by unidentifiable matter, mostly dry, which she covered with black paint. Kept her eyes closed and cried at the same time as she lashed the wall with the brush.

With an unwelcome frequency they had also begun to leave things behind. To introduce inevitability to a daunting reacquaintance. Yesterday, before she wrote a long email to her son in Toronto, writing as if it were the last communication she would ever make, she found a little blackened shoe on the kitchen floor. Small enough for a child. Hard as wood, stitched like a buckskin moccasin, and old. So very old. Dropped from a foot she dare not even consider. A puff of soot had fallen from it when she scooped it up with a pizza menu to drop in the trash.

And here we are, girl.

Bump bump bump bump. Frantic now in at least one room upstairs. Probably her bedroom. The woman recalled a party above the thin ceiling of a motel room she’d once rented in LA, a long time ago, on the run even then. Those muffled thumps of feet and sudden shrieks and bursts of laughter from strangers that served no greater purpose than a reminder of her disengagement from life, while keeping her awake. But up there,
in this house, her final refuge, wasn’t any kind of party she wanted to attend.

They were in her room for sure. Because the determined bumps, swaddled by bedclothes, had become crashes as something on her bed started to cast about. A bedside table was swept of its contents.

The woman pulled her dry tongue from the roof of her mouth to swallow the lump in her throat. She knuckled a fist against the wall until the dizziness passed. Then turned around and closed the front door. Shut herself inside. With them.

Another of her uninvited visitors attempted to raise itself from the floor of the kitchen. She could hear it behind the closed door at the end of the hall. A disturbance she’d heard in the last two apartments she’d rented right before she fled them in the middle of the night. Sounds that brought to her mind the image of a wildebeest calf she had once seen on television, with a leg broken by the jaws of a crocodile, jerky in its attempt to pull itself away from the water.

When she wondered if they would come for her on all fours or upright, she raised the pistol and went and stood at the foot of the stairs. Supported her lead hand with the other like she’d learned on the gun range, but with the barrel pointed up. Ready.

The woman stilled her mind and let her final thoughts find a memory of her boy, on the night she carried him through the cold desert, pressed into her chest. So long ago, but she remembered his snuffles, his warmth, a little hand clasped in her raven hair like it was yesterday. Went all the way down to her waist in those days and covered her baby like a waterfall. That boy always knew who his mama was too. Didn’t
matter what they did to make it not so, make no mistake, he always knew. And she got her boy out.

She smiled through her tears. Sucked her breath inside. ‘Come on you bitch!’ she screamed at the thing that moved into partial visibility, in a murky articulation of painful movements, onto the top step.

Darkness folded about the stairs; they brought it with them from the lightless place between here and somewhere else. And within its protective veil, the intruder obeyed her request and came down to her, on all fours, the face upturned.

Before it covered the short distance between them, the woman shoved the cold barrel of the handgun inside her own mouth. When it felt like it was somewhere behind her eyes, she squeezed the trigger.




THE PROCESS

‘An epic story of inhuman savagery’

 


Irvine Levine, Last Days







ONE

BLOOMSBURY, LONDON. 30 MAY 2011

‘Have you ever heard of Sister Katherine and The Temple of the Last Days?’

The smile vanished from Maximillian Solomon’s eyes when he asked the question; a sign of self-seriousness, or a sudden scrutiny of Kyle’s fitness for disclosure; something Kyle noticed about mind, body and spirit types who spoke about their interests with strangers. Ufologists and mediums were the same.

But even though Solomon’s eyes hardened, the small tanned face of the CEO of Revelation Productions retained its default setting of being vaguely amused. With Kyle. Or maybe with everyone in the world except himself. The permanent half-smile was either convivial or mocking. It was hard to tell which with these people: the successful, the owners of things, the commissioners and controllers he’d dealt with as a film-maker.

‘Yes,’ Kyle said, and then his mind snatched at what he did know about Sister Katherine and The Temple of the Last Days. Fragments resembling instamatic polaroid photos: sun-bleached flashes of a scruffy, bearded man in handcuffs, walking from a police car and into a municipal building;
aerial footage of what might have been a ranch or a farm in … California? Snippets of imagery from something about the cult he’d seen on telly a long time ago. A documentary, or was it news footage?

He wasn’t sure of the source of the impressions, but they were glimpses of things that suggested a notoriety that had evolved into the noir and the cultish. He knew that much; the group was perceived these days as dangerous and cool. A US Indie band called itself Sister Katherine in the eighties; some industrial band called itself The Temple of the Last Days in the next decade. And of course, he’d recognize the iconic portrait of Sister Katherine anywhere without knowing much about her life; it had been Andy Warholed on to T-shirts in Camden Market, alongside images of Jim Jones and Charles Manson, Michael Myers and Jason Voorhees. A plump, heavily made-up face, its expression beatific, haloed by a purple nun’s habit as her eyes searched the heavens. Mother Mary meets Revlon. An evil female cult leader reduced to sick joke gimmickry, lurid nostalgia, and bespoke infamy for disaffected youth. A woman who was killed by … or did she commit suicide with her followers in America? He couldn’t remember, but he knew the Temple had murdered people. Or was it each other? A film star? No, that was Manson’s family. Same era because the Temple was a hippy death cult in the sixties. Or was it the seventies? ‘The cult,’ he said and tried not to look clueless. Too late, his eyes had gone vague and he’d frowned with confusion throughout his hazy recall.

Max seemed pleased with his ignorance. It would enable him to expound. ‘An organization that began right here in London, in 1967.’


‘London?’

‘Yes. In this city. Few are aware of that. But Sister Katherine was British. Her real name was Hermione Tirrill. She was born in Kent. Came from the remnants of a wealthy family. Her mother even had a title. She was a Baroness, and made sure little Katherine knew she was better than everyone. As did the boarding schools where she was educated until she was fourteen, when her father left his bankrupt family. And little Kathy and her mother were forced into the ignominy of poverty. She came down hard from a pile in the country to a council flat in Margate. Had to slum it in a second-hand school uniform. Down there with the rest of them. Must have been devastating for her, this plump little overachiever with funny teeth, while she watched her former peers become debutantes.’

Kyle shrugged. ‘I don’t know much—’

‘She was a runaway at fifteen and never spoke to her mother again. There was some time in borstal for theft and assault, then prison in her twenties. She was arrested for solicitation, and then again for running a brothel. Embezzlement, forgery too. A petty criminal. We can read what we choose into this. But what we do know from the few that have ever gone on record about her formative years, is that Katherine never liked a level playing field. That’s for sure. But she liked power. And status. Wanted back what had been taken from her.’

Kyle intuited a taint of bitterness in Max, but something else too: a grudging respect.

‘But the Temple’s origins are fascinating. It grew out of a cocktail of Scientology and apocalyptic millennial ideas, a mimicry of Christian sainthood, occult magic, Buddhism, a
belief in reincarnation … and various other things.’ Max seemed to detach himself from Kyle then, and from the conversation and even the room, like an old man reminiscing fondly. ‘It could have been so beautiful. Simple psych-therapy techniques, blended with medieval ideas of asceticism and piety. A life free of ego. These were the original values. All cloaked in mysticism for an aesthetic appeal.’

Breaking his reverie and now self-conscious about his digression, Max killed the half-smile. ‘A well-intentioned concept quickly usurped by a female sociopath and criminal elements. In London it was known as The Last Gathering. It became The Temple of the Last Days in France, during a schism in 1969. At a farm in Normandy where they nearly starved to death. The remnants migrated to America, under the same management. Where they self-destructed in Arizona. 1975. That you will surely be familiar with?’

Kyle swallowed. ‘I’m not that familiar with it.’ He cleared his throat too aggressively. ‘With them.’

‘So I see.’ Max said with a condescending inflection on the last two words.

Momentarily, Kyle felt dizzy with embarrassment, as if he were being asked a question at school that he had no answer for. An illogical reaction, because why would he know anything about them? Had he pretended to? They were hardly important. And Max Solomon had invited him by email to the production offices in Bloomsbury, for a meeting about a ‘prospective collaboration’ without stating anything specific about the proposal. He felt his face go hot. ‘No disrespect intended, but why would I be?’

‘From what I have enjoyed about your work, Kyle, I’d say you might want to be.’ Max smiled. And commenced issuing
the impression that he would ever be the unruffled and idly comfortable man, his success innate, entitled to prosperity and that all should know it. Signs recognizable to Kyle. And he instinctively disliked those who exhibited them. A class unto themselves; the money man, the film executive from the upper corporate tier, the self-important producer. Loved being close to the creative flame, stressed their own ‘creativity’ at every opportunity, and by doing so devalued the very word to house dust. But their aspiration to take ownership of another’s work, he’d learned the hard way, was always reinforced by an underhand cleverness that you underestimated at your peril in this racket. They were the reason he had reduced himself to self-financed film-making, and a personal debt so colossal just thinking about it made it hard to breathe.

Earlier, he’d been collected from an impressive reception so brightly lit he’d spent the entire wait squinting. When shown into the CEO’s office and Max had risen to greet him, his movements so light and graceful, the tiny man had reminded Kyle, uncomfortably and unkindly, of a small clever monkey with quick glittering eyes. A primate rising to its hind legs, dressed in Paul Smith.

The man was also tanned the colour of a sweet potato and his entire scalp was covered in a semi-transparent pelt of hair implants. He never understood why balding men paid so dearly for a procedure that only gave them thinning hair. The one time he’d been to Cannes, and the two visits he’d made to LA to talk to film agents, he’d found alien worlds full of men just like Max Solomon.

When the email arrived the night before to request the meeting, Kyle had broken an anxious evening of reading job
ads online and immediately checked out the Revelation Productions website. Instantly, his heart and its vain hope that the meeting might lead to an opportunity to work again, and that he would earn enough money to stave off his impending insolvency, cooled with dismay. His disappointment grew incrementally the more he saw of the website, until it was total.

Revelation had published a book called The Message, which had sold ‘Fifty Million Copies!’ A strapline that filled most of the company’s homepage. He’d seen the book around. It had changed the life of many female celebrities as well as being one of those books that every other woman had been reading on the London Underground for one summer. How long ago that summer was escaped him, but he’d never seen the book being read in public since.

As well as The Message, the company produced a massive backlist of books, DVDs, CDs and merchandise that had a contemporary, life-affirming, self-help USP attached. The company claimed their products were ‘groundbreaking’ and ‘definitive’ and ‘revelatory’. But the brand struck Kyle as being very Californian, a bit vulgar, and dated lo-tech, magic-bullet-chicanery, while also fortifying his aversion to bad science blended with spiritual horseshit. But it had come to this; with the exception of porn, he’d dropped to the bottom of the film industry.

His documentary about the American Metal Core scene, Shredding, had been shown dozens of times on cable television, been a hit at festivals in 2006, and was still referred to as a cult classic in the music press; his film about witchcraft at a Scottish University, Coven, had got him into trouble for defamation, but it was also a film once shown on BBC2
to considerable acclaim; thirty thousand people had bought the DVD of his film about the European Black Metal scene, Reigning in Hell; and two hundred thousand people had downloaded his documentary, Blood Frenzy, about three missing British hikers who vanished in the Arctic Circle: all of this success was real. Not bullshit. He’d walked the walk. He had a real and enviable filmography. But the distributors for the first three films claimed he owed them money: fifteen grand. And he still carried another ten grand’s worth of production debt from Coven like an anvil upon his increasingly rounded shoulders. In total, his last self-financed film and unpaid rent had left him thirty thousand pounds in debt on a variety of credit cards and loans. A day of fiscal reckoning was nigh. Its anticipation made him incapable of a single undisturbed moment of happiness. It had also stolen his ability to relax, which seemed more hideous than losing the ephemera of joy. Something, he noted, guaranteed by the likes of Revelation Productions. Happiness: they promised that in spades. So maybe he should hold out for a DVD on tantric sex.

‘What makes you think I’d be interested in a cult?’

‘I’ve seen your work. It has a refreshing openness. When dealing with the niche, the derided, the forgotten. And the unexplained. You’re not an exploiter, Kyle. I like that. Or a sensationalist. You have an open mind, my friend. So I began to wonder if we could work together. I have become very curious about your approach. Your vision.’

Kyle resisted any show of being flattered, though he was. ‘I make films with one agenda. To capture a subculture and to understand it. Or to tell a story honestly. As those who speak to me perceived the experience. I’ve only made films
about things that interest me. Stories that fascinate me, that either no one has told or told well enough. Stuff the mainstream media avoids or just misunderstands. And I won’t compromise what I think is the right approach to achieving this. If I can bypass the current Hollywood and film industry business model in the process, it’s a massive bonus. Artistic compromise, idea theft, getting turned over by suits. Enough already. I’m done with all that.’ He said this as a veiled warning. He’d been told it was unwise to show his bitterness in meetings with producers, that it was unprofessional. These days, he chose to ignore advice like that.

Max raised his trimmed eyebrows as high as he could, but the lower half of his face didn’t budge. He’d had a facelift as well. The half-smile was starting to convince him it was, in fact, mocking.

Kyle tried to smother his rising irritation. But it was like trying to get the wrong size lid on a tin of red paint. His voice came out all tight. ‘And my time is coming. For film-makers like me.’ He felt silly for saying it, but was also revelling in how the film industry quaked at what digital technology was doing to their age-old monopoly. The least he could do was remind its representatives of this fact. ‘Eventually I intend to be the media provider of my own work. For a specific audience. And it will never be any dumbed-down, censored crap put out by executive know-nothings, with their profit and loss sheets, their bottom lines, and their careers. I already finance, shoot and edit the films myself. Owning distribution is the next battle. That’s where I stand.’

‘I see.’ Max looked at his tiny feminine fingers, spread them on his desk, studied his nails for a few seconds, while
either frowning or fighting the half-smile; it was hard to tell with someone whose chin was probably once part of their forehead. ‘Your film Blood Frenzy struck me as unequivocal in its acceptance of, shall we say, a paranormal aspect to that tragic story. What I took from the film was a strong suggestion that something very old, something that defied natural law, had been responsible for the disappearance of a significant number of people … in a distant part of the world. Did you come to believe that?’

Here we go. ‘We all want the truth, Max. I just tried to understand what happened. There’s no way I will ever know what really happened up there. I don’t think anyone ever will. But I got an authentic sense of the place the story came out of. People suggested things, without much prompting. I never tried to steer the interviews, or to emboss a theory on anything. My mind and my lens were wide open. The viewer is the interpreter. These days everyone wants a say. The world is a hanging jury. I give the audience the known facts and the fallible testimony of the interviewees. And to be honest, I had no idea what that film was going to suggest to me as I made it.’

‘I see. Interesting.’

But did he see? While Kyle spoke, Max had been frowning as if he was not listening, but thinking instead of what he was going to say next. It annoyed him even more, if that were possible.

‘I don’t like polemic, Mr Solomon. Most audiences don’t either. My trick is to choose a story that is so interesting, the audience has to get involved on some level. It’s the most I can do as a director. I don’t use stars or shoot well-known events, which is why I’ve given up on the system.’ That word
almost came out of his mouth on fire. He took a deep breath. ‘So I find stories for the neglected mass of non-mainstream viewers. And there’s an awful lot of us. I’m totally pull-based from word of mouth online. That’s my constituency.’

‘You make a living from this couture approach?’

Kyle paused for longer than he wished. ‘Not yet. I was ripped off on the music films and Coven. So I made Blood Frenzy a non-product. I gave it away free from my website. Some indie record labels embedded ads on the page which covered some of my costs. I’m in arrears on the rest. But it’s never been about money.’

He wondered whether he should just get up and leave. He couldn’t even pretend he liked the man. And he’d be one of a dozen directors Max was currently feeling out for something tabloid. At least it wasn’t over a lunch he was paying for; this was an actual production office. But he could already intuit he and Max were terminally different; if he couldn’t trust his instincts after all he’d been through, then what else did he have to go on? Time to split.

But then Max had to go and say, ‘I believe I have such a story. An extraordinary story. So cards on the table, Kyle. I want you to make a film for me.’

 


He fought hard to contain an eruption of excitement. A silence thickened about them. ‘About the …’

The half-smile withdrew entirely from Max’s smooth face. ‘Let me bring you up to speed, and then you can tell me if this is to your taste.’ Max leaned back in the leather chair that dwarfed him. ‘On 10 July 1975, the Phoenix Police Department removed fifteen people from an abandoned mine in the Sonora desert of Arizona. A few hours after Sister
Katherine’s Night of Ascent had taken place. The mine had been occupied by The Temple of the Last Days since 1972.

‘Nine of these people were dead, including Sister Katherine. Six were found alive. Of the living, five were children. The infamous Manuel Gomez, aka Brother Belial, was the sixth. Katherine’s favourite and her executioner. And Brother Belial was the only adult survivor of that night. I’m sure you’ve heard of him? He was killed in the recreation room of the Florence penitentiary before he could stand trial. By inmates unknown.

‘Another five members of the cult, all present at the mine during the weeks preceding the Night of Ascent, were never traced. It is believed they were also murdered, but buried in the desert.

‘It is this aspect of the cult that has fascinated its biographers, its fans, its exploiters. The criminal case. The police believe the murders occurred as a result of infighting, and drug psychosis, or some manner of suicide pact. The newspapers at the time called it a satanic ritual involving human sacrifice, including the sacrifice of its leader. Who, by the way, was actually beheaded. And that version of events is the one that has endured, as you might say, in the “mainstream” public imagination. So what else does one need to explore as a film-maker or biographer? It’s a perfectly lurid story that has enough of everything.

‘But …’ Max pushed a pile of DVD cases across the desk to Kyle, an envelope file, and an old paperback book so used the writing on the spine was invisible. ‘The four documentaries about the cult, and the three feature films, are terrible. What you’d expect. Appalling. Truly awful. Of the many books, only one is worth reading. Last Days by Irvine Levine.
Dismissed as fictitious, and now long out of print. But the police officers from the Yuma and Phoenix police departments suggested that, at the very least, Levine’s reportage was fastidious with the details concerning the Night of Ascent when the murders took place.’

Kyle cleared his throat. ‘It all happened a long time ago. Unless any new evidence has come to light, why make another film? Are you saying it just needs to be done right? Is there some anniversary, or a nostalgia thing—’

Max held a small hand up and cut him off. ‘No. There is a story here that has never been told. Forget the murders. Forget the police investigation. The media exploitation. It is an oft-trampled path. But something else about The Temple of the Last Days has also endured, in folklore and in alternative histories of a Fortean nature. Which is where we come in. You see, there is a very real belief that the group’s mystical and occult interests bore dividends. A belief that Sister Katherine achieved something extraordinary. And that her willing death – because, make no mistake, she was slaughtered on her own orders as were her most loyal followers that night – is part of this mystery, the unexplained phenomenon that haunts their story from its very origins in London. Keeps it alive, you could say, for those of us with more open minds. A story no mainstream film-maker would do anything but attempt to disprove. That is, if they gave it any credence at all.

‘You see, there are other survivors, Kyle. Not of that night, but of the organization. People who fled many years before its end. And others who escaped mere months before its dissolution. People who, one could say, have never, not ever, been able to escape what they experienced in the service of
Sister Katherine. And what is unique now, is that a handful of these survivors are breaking silence for the first time since the police investigation in 1975. And when that happens, as you probably know, it’s because they have something to say. Something they need to say. But have been afraid to say. And so they have provided us with an exceptional opportunity for a groundbreaking work.

‘The effect Sister Katherine had on her followers was nothing short of monumental. Life-changing. And terrible. Her cruelty was exceptional. But then, so was her leap of imagination into the inexplicable. She did something to spellbind them.’

Max sipped at his glass of Evian. ‘It’s taken a great deal of persuasion even to assemble what is now a dwindling group of survivors.’ He smiled and raised his hands. ‘You could say, there is no one else available. I even tracked down the notorious Martha Lake and Bridgette Clover.’ He watched Kyle’s face for recognition; when he received none, he seemed disappointed. ‘The two chief witnesses for the prosecution had it ever gone to trial. They became celebrities once the story broke in seventy-five. Two young women who fled the mine in Arizona with their infants, three months before the Night of Ascent. Alas, poor Bridgette passed over earlier this year. But Martha, dear, dear Martha, is waiting to tell us her part of an incredible story.’

Kyle looked about the walls of the room, lit like a clinician’s laboratory or photographer’s studio. He saw framed book covers about glycaemic index diets and old posters advertising bestselling spiritual awakenings available on VHS. ‘Bit off the beaten track for you, isn’t it? Not very wholesome.’


Max beamed. ‘Now this is where I do believe this project will really appeal to you. Revelation Productions have developed a side project. Mysteris. A new imprint for the online delivery of content from a pay wall, twinned with DVD releases. We’re embracing the revolution here, Kyle. We want an avant garde element in our portfolio. The new brand will be a base for cutting-edge counterculture film-making, about alternative history and unsolved mysteries. And the Temple story will be the flagship film. You see, the Temple has a very large online following. And one hardly catered for in the manner I propose.

‘Using digital technology our costs are hardly prohibitive, as you have already alluded to. And once the production cost has been recouped, the profits will be shared on a cooperative basis with the artists.’

Max sat back in his chair and smiled, raised his hands. ‘Kyle. I can’t tell you how good it feels to roll one’s sleeves up again, and to get back into the mix, as they say.’ He smiled at his walls. ‘Do you think I started this company to rest on my laurels? Tesco sells vegan meals and Boots sells aromatic oils.’ He shook his head in despair. ‘But I was part of alternative approaches to health and spiritual wellbeing when it was original. A lifestyle revolution, Kyle. I was there. Back then. The sixties. And I want to get back in touch with my creative side.’

Kyle bit down on what wanted to come out screaming. ‘And you want me to make the first film?’

‘Precisely.’ Max tapped a manicured finger on the file between them on the desktop; he now seemed unable to disguise an urgency in his offer. ‘And I want you to start right away. There’s no time to lose. The trail I have followed so
fastidiously could go cold. All you need to know about the people you will be interviewing is in here. Their names, biographies, their connection to the Temple are enclosed. As are photographs and details of the locations that must be visited. ’

Kyle sat mute, stunned into disbelief, his head a chaos of excitement, fear, and caution. What had just happened never happened. What had just been offered, was never offered. Ever.

Max’s stiff face managed to loosen with excitement. ‘My role will be executive producer. All creative decisions are yours. I will not be on set, ever. You must be self-sufficient. Though I suspect you prefer such an approach. If there is anything you need in the course of the production, you merely call me and I will do my best to execute your requests. Distribution and licensing are already taken care of. My own company is the investor. We take it directly to market. The production money is in place and waiting. For you.’

Kyle picked up the folder. ‘I need to take this away. Look at it.’

‘The first day of principal photography is this Saturday.’

Kyle laughed, and failed to cull the derisory edge to his voice. ‘Come again?’ Did Max know anything about film-making? ‘Did you say Saturday?’

‘The schedule is done. Permission to film at each location has been arranged. Accommodation and flights can be booked today. As your employer, my liability insurance will cover you and your equipment.’

‘Script? I don’t know anything, or much about this, Mr Solomon. I need a script. I need to work out how to tell the story. It’s all about the storytelling, Mr Solomon—’


‘You have five days to familiarize yourself with the story.’ Max prodded the Levine book for emphasis. ‘The shooting schedule I have taken the liberty of producing in the chronology of the cult’s movements: London, France, Arizona. That will have to be your logline. In essence, it follows their founding to their self-destruction. Six locations in three countries in eleven days. Not one more. No reshoots, no pickups. I want the footage shot within that time frame. Screen lifts for the B-roll and stock footage have been sourced and copies are in that file.’ Max beamed. ‘What do you say?’

Disorientation came down fast. Either his seat, or the actual room, moved. Too many questions, instincts, and suspicions would not settle inside him or evolve into coherence, into language. ‘The locations. I need to at least see them first. I need to think about sound, lighting—’

‘There won’t be any crowds at any of the locations. They’re remote. Derelict properties. One of your specialities. Besides that, there are some home visits. There may be the odd flight path I don’t know about, but nothing too challenging for a man of your experience and adaptability. This is extreme guerrilla film-making. Your raison d’être, my dear boy.’

‘A shot list for each location.’ He was thinking out loud. ‘Vital. You can’t plan enough, Mr Solomon, or you’re racing against the clock to correct mistakes you never envisaged. My films are pretty simple. One, two cameras. But still, I have to think every scene through.’ As he was talking he thought about his debts. He should ask about the fee. Was there one? Had Max mentioned money?

‘The photographs will have to suffice. There cannot be any more delays. It’s why I’m offering you the work. We’re too far along now. It can only be done on this schedule by
someone … a director of your capability in such a situation. That going to be a deal-breaker?’

‘But … the people I’m interviewing. I have no sense of them. I need to talk to them first—’

‘No time! The first day of principal photography is this Saturday. I’m afraid I have been let down at the last minute by my team. For personal reasons they were unable to begin.’

‘Team? Who—’

‘And anyway, I’m familiar with each of the individuals who have agreed to be filmed. So you’ll have to trust my selections. I don’t think any of them will disappoint. We wouldn’t even be talking now if I wasn’t confident in your improvisation skills. Your ability to deliver on time and on budget. I know you’ve made films out of fresh air, through a network of favours, and deferred payments. The heavy lifting has been done here. And I have included questions I would like asked.’

‘Now this is where I might have a big problem with an agenda.’

Max stood up to close the meeting. He was impatient, fidgety. ‘It’s hardly prescriptive. More of a guide. And you will see my only agenda is a desire to explore the paranormal aspects of the organization. The very purpose of the film. So I’d guess if I have an agenda, then it should be yours too. How you shoot the scenes is up to you. Frame and compose them any way you like. I want your signature style. And I’ll need the dailies delivered promptly. How would that occur?’

‘Er, I used a parallel editing strategy on the last two films. Worked just fine. I rough cut the best footage on Final Cut Pro. Prior to a final edit with my editor, Finger Mouse—’

‘Good. Good.’

‘All the master files go to hard-disc space I rent from him.
Compression means it’ll take longer than real time to put across at the end of each day, but I can get rushes in a day or two.’

‘Let’s try for a day. And your production crew?’

‘My partner, Dan. Can’t work without him. And he does the cameras.’

‘So there will be three of you in total. Dan and this Mouse?’

‘That’s how I did the last two films.’

As Max came around the desk, hand outstretched, Kyle couldn’t tell if the executive producer was impressed by their minimalism or pleased at the low cost implications. ‘And they will agree to a confidentiality clause. I’m afraid this project must remain undercover until completion. The story remains contentious.’

‘Can’t see why not. Festivals? Theatrical release? It would be nice to at least try.’

‘Of course, of course. DVD, internet and TV is our target though. But we shall leave no opportunity unexplored.’

Kyle stood up, but wobbled. He was light in the head, had helium in his feet. ‘You’re ceding creative control to me?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘I’d need to see a contract.’

‘I have it here. You look unconvinced.’

‘I have been ill-used, Mr Solomon. Ill-used. Investors have one thing on their minds: profit at any cost.’

‘Indeed, I hope our collaboration will be profitable. The advance, I think, is generous.’

‘Advance?’ The shadow of his debt seemed to waver, even retract. Debt changed gravity and had made the world around him heavier for so long, he felt like he was on another
planet in the solar system. Just being within reach of a solution to his burden gave him a moment of unbearable bliss.

‘Yes. One third now, one on the shoot’s completion, one on final delivery of your masterpiece. How you split it with your comrades is entirely up to you. I believe it commensurate with your reputation. I am thinking one hundred thousand pounds, not including expenses, deductible from net receipts.’

One hundred grand. Kyle swallowed, felt faint.

‘Take this away and look at it. Show it to your agent, if you have one. And as you have your own equipment and people, Revelation will merely be the publisher – contractor for the finished article.’

‘I want to see your cash-flow projection.’

‘Of course. Anything else?’

Kyle paused for one beat more than he wished to. He couldn’t decide whether Solomon was the devil or his saviour.

Max beamed; his teeth were perfect. ‘Excellent! Then we have an agreement?’

Kyle cleared his throat of its constriction, its aridity. He picked up the contract. ‘I’ll read this first.’

‘I need to know today.’ Max looked at his Patek Philippe watch. ‘Let’s say by five p.m.’




TWO

WEST HAMPSTEAD, LONDON. 30 MAY 2011

‘Dan, do you believe in miracles?’ Phone clamped to his ear, Kyle quick-marched from the Tube station on the Finchley Road to his studio flat. He was breathless, dizzy with excitement, and slightly drunk.

‘No.’

‘Didn’t think so. But let me convince you they do exist. I’ve just been to a meeting with Revelation Productions.’

‘Who?’

‘Mind, body and spirit types who did The Message.’ Silence. ‘That book.’

‘Right.’ Dan hadn’t a clue.

‘They also make videos and stuff. But are starting a new series. Called Mysteris. They’ve asked me to make the first film.’

‘Cool. I think.’

‘Which means that we are back in business.’

‘What film?’

‘Get over here. I’ll explain it all.’

‘Kinda busy right now.’

‘Unless you’re getting a blow job, shift it. You’ll want to hear this.’


‘Mind, body and spirit. That tofu and crystals shit. This sounds kind of desperate, Kyle. I know things are getting tight, but—’

‘One hundred grand advance.’

Total silence, then, ‘No way.’

‘Mate, get over here. You have to see the budget. All Talent Release Forms are signed. Liability insurance is done. He’s even forking out for Errors and Omissions cover. Broadcast compatible, mate. He’s giving net points too. This is un-fucking-believable. You in?’

‘Whoa. Slow down—’

‘Mate, we don’t have to tout round distributors, send it to festivals. Acquisition is taken care of. We are already acquired! He’s going for pay wall, embedded content, the whole shmoo. Everything we wanted for the next film and more. For once we don’t have to do the legwork!’

‘So this guy just calls you and offers the gig. Is this a setup? Where’s the catch, mate?’

‘Doesn’t seem to be one. I’ve been looking at the contract in the pub. From all angles. I’ll get a second pair of eyes for sure, but someone pulled out. Last minute. Not sure why. But I get the feeling this Max is in a real bind here. That shit happens all the time. But he needs an answer today if we’re in. I can’t do it without you, mate. Nor would I want to.’

At the other end of the line, he heard the sound of Dan getting to his feet. A toilet flushed.

‘Now wipe your ass and wash your hands.’

‘Tell me more.’

‘I’ve gone through the schedule quickly. There’s an old mine. In Arizona, mate. Arizona! You believe this shit? Another couple of houses in the US. One in Seattle. Always
wanted to go there. A farm in France. None of them are going to present ball ache. All daylight shoots. Stationary interviews or long shots, medium shots of remote, disused places. No streets, no crowds. Undisturbed by the infernal rubbernecker! USB lead to a laptop as a monitor. Two cameras. All pretty straightforward. Only downside is the schedule is so tight there’s no pickups or reshoots at all. We cannot fuck it up.’

Haste and unpreparedness were counterproductive, always. Here he was already compromised, totally. He often spent days looking at each location before unlocking a camera case. And that was not going to be a possibility. Was Max suggesting he had four days to look at the photographs of the first location, before working out camera angles and a shot list? Before travelling through three countries in … how many days … he couldn’t remember, but not many. Was it possible?

‘Hang on. What’s it about? The film?’

‘The story, it’s radical.’ He’d added to his feeble knowledge by quickly leafing through the true-crime book, Last Days, in the pub. And the first thing he did with Last Days was exactly what everyone with a true-crime book in their hand does: he went to the plate section. And he saw seventies American faces in black and white, long hair and perfect teeth and freckles and centre partings. He saw aerial shots of desert, ramshackle wooden buildings, maps, and crime-scene photos that made him turn the book upside down and around to work out what was a hand and what was a foot. But above all else, he felt a frisson of genuine, authentic excitement. A long unfamiliar sensation that made him feel faint. ‘The Temple of the Last Days,’ he told Dan. ‘Hippy killers. I’ll read the files when I get in. Go to Amazon now
and get a copy of Irvine Levine’s Last Days. The third edition. It’s a true-crime book. Max has set up exclusive interviews with the surviving main players. All the pre-production is done. All of it. You believe that?’

‘It’s been done before. I’ve seen one of the movies.’

‘It’s been done seven times before. But they’re all about the cult murders and police procedure. No one has done the paranormal angle. That’s where we come in. Just like on Blood Frenzy. Three countries. Six locations. Eleven days. We go, we shoot.’

‘Eleven days! That’s tight, Kyle.’

‘It is, but not impossible. His schedule is pretty impressive. Very professional. If this was our next film, we’d be doing it on a grand in half that time. We’ll still need a month to sleep it off, but we’ll be able to afford to. Did I mention the one hundred grand yet?’

Refusing to film weddings, christenings, or any more corporate training films with Dan, he was making enough for food with tape library work in Soho, the odd freelance PA gig at live shoots, and periodic agency work. Most recently the packing of mobile phones into boxes in a warehouse in Wembley, peopled with genial Baptists from Ghana, illegal immigrants, and young Asian guys with expensive phones, on which they talked relentlessly about their DJ and record-producing ‘projects’. Everyone these days had a fucking project. One week of nights in the warehouse of broken dreams had filled him with a despair as tangible as the mumps. But this was a total revival of his fortunes as a guerrilla documentary film-maker.

There was a long silence between Kyle and Dan; nothing but the sound of one man who breathed heavily, and another
who held his breath. ‘You’re messing with me, Kyle. Don’t, please.’

‘I’m not that cruel. God I need this. Guardian angels, thank you.’ As well as debt from his films, he was three months in arrears on rent, and had paid the previous five months on a credit card; he was also due in magistrates court for unpaid council tax; and a third party agency was threatening the end of his gas and electricity supply after eighteen months of his bills going unpaid. These days, he was just amazed every morning when the lights came on. But one hundred grand! He’d never spent more than ten on a film. The last one cost him and Dan six to make, and they’d lived in a tent near the shoots. If they were able to make another film together, they’d need to bring it in for under two grand. But not now. One hundred Gs split three ways. He’d be even. Back in black.

Dan was infected too because his voice trembled. ‘Same deal as Coven and Blood Frenzy on crew?’

‘Absolutely. I’m the driver, production manager, PA, director, writer, associate producer, second camera when needed, and catering. You’re first assistant director, director of photography, lighting, make-up, and first choice of bed. We share the sound and the running. Mouse is the technical editor. I gotta call him now.’

Kyle had never seen Finger Mouse out of his chair, the computer mouse permanently under one hand, constantly being clicked as he spoke, if he spoke. It was said that Finger Mouse hadn’t left his Streatham basement flat in a decade, or owned more than two shirts; his great beard, reminiscent of a Confederate general from the American civil war and his milky-green complexion, attested to the rumour. Sunlight could take him out of the game. He never even went to premiers
of the films he’d edited. And for most of each day and night of every month spent on a final edit, Kyle only ever talked to the side of Finger Mouse’s head. Collectively, he’d spent an entire year of his life in the Mouse’s edit suite, but he struggled to visualize the editor’s face beyond his profile. Finger Mouse would die in his chair. But not before this film is done, eh.

The three of them rarely remarked on each other’s personality disorders because it was too uncomfortable to do so, but Dan anxiety ate and was technically anal about cameras and lights; Kyle planned and counted pennies to neurosis; Finger Mouse cut images in an existence measured entirely in twenty-four frames per second. It was why they were all still single in their early thirties without having produced a single child between them. This life: it had weeded them out. Finger Mouse had never been in a relationship; Dan had one at film school, but still refused to talk about it; Kyle had racked up five, but they had gone down in flames before any of them reached six calendar months. Even more debilitating than his romantic shortcomings and debts, the recent probability of not making films any more had left Kyle’s sense of the future unequivocally cold, empty and terrifying. But that unbreathable space, the anti-matter of fidgeting anxiety, vanished the moment Max made the offer, because without a film on the go, he had nothing. ‘Dan, you in or what?’

‘Wait. Wait. I’m thinking … how we shoot it.’

‘Lot of real time here.’

‘That’s what I was afraid of.’

‘We have total creative control though. And you know how I feel about fast cutting. Fuck that shit. Why does
everything have to be so fast? Sound bites that you forget in two seconds because the scene has already changed nine times. We can slow things down. Get the decent content. Not one or two sentences. It’s no action film. We’re freed of all that, like it’s our own project that someone else is paying for. We can shoot the interviews from two cameras and then cut between two viewpoints in the edit. Throw in some reversals and close-ups for Finger Mouse so he doesn’t get bored.’

‘So, no pitching, no scouting, no schedule to write, no meetings, no bullshit and no hassle. It’s just all there on a plate, like some gift? An inheritance? A lottery win? I won’t be happy with you at all if this is a joke, mate.’

‘It’s straight up.’

‘Too good to be true?’

‘I can smell a turd, mate. This smells legit.’

There was a long silence from Dan. ‘When do we start?’

‘Saturday.’

‘Saturday?’

‘This Saturday.’

‘This Saturday!’




THREE

From Maximillian Solomon’s production notes:



The original headquarters of The Last Gathering has become available for rental and is between tenants. I’ve secured permission to film inside. Exterior and interior footage is, I would say, essential to our project. One of the original members of The Last Gathering will meet you at the address below, and provide an interview about life in the very heart of where it all began in 1967. Her name is Susan White, aka Sister Isis [see biography section]. We have the 11th and 12th of June to record this segment.



CLARENDON ROAD, HOLLAND PARK,

LONDON. 11 JUNE 2011. NOON.

 


‘This was ours with the red door. It wasn’t red back then. They’ve painted it.’ Speaking as the first of her small feet touched the pavement, Susan White jabbed a thin hand at the three storeys of elegant Georgian stone. Her Hackney cab
shuddered away from the kerb, its black carapace gleamed in the dull aluminium light of the overcast sky.

Kyle returned his attention to the spectacle of mad white hair atop a hunched body that was Susan White. She hurled an immediate impression of absurdity at the onlooker. Clown. The word popped into Kyle’s head. His smile was determined to become laughter. He avoided Dan’s eyes, whose surprise also boiled towards laughter. Dan turned his broad back away and began a pretence of adjusting the camera. If they exchanged just one glance, they would lose it.

Green eyeshadow had been applied in an operatic fashion and an absence of lips enforced a painting-on of a red mouth. Under the wild snowy hair, a pale scalp was too visible. She’d clearly made an effort for her confession, with an outfit that hit that curious middle ground between high fashion and rag-market bad taste that only a trained eye could determine the difference between. Sunlight through the vast canopy of the trees made shadows dapple and piebald her amethyst dress. A turquoise shawl rustled about meagre shoulders to complete the ensemble.

But for a period of time that went beyond being awkward, Susan White never once removed her rheumy eyes from the tall flat facade of the house.

Kyle spoke to repress his urge to grin. ‘Hi Susan. Or do you prefer Sister Isis?’

Her small brittle body turned and lurched at him, the head extended in rebuke. Crystals on thongs drooped from her scrawny neck and chimed together, their sound accompanied by wooden bracelets rattling on her thin wrists. ‘Never call me that!’


Kyle flinched. The elderly woman cast a wary glance back at the house, as if this sufficed to explain her reaction to the name the cult had given her. ‘Not here. Please. Susan is fine.’

‘Susan it is.’ Kyle took her cold hand. The skin papering it was transparent; black veins networked under livered flesh, but the skin was as smooth as lambskin against his fingers. He looked into her intense blue eyes. ‘This is Dan. My partner in crime.’ He nodded at Dan, who turned towards them at the mention of his name. His face was red and his eyes filled with water from suppressing laughter.

‘Can you feel it?’ she said, her attention again reclaimed by the house.

Here we go. Trying too hard. He hoped she wouldn’t see his abject disappointment. It was a dull day on a West London street that recognized nothing but its own tranquil elegance in any season; a setting too incongruous for what Susan White already suggested. Her attempt to conjure an atmosphere of lingering presences and special psychic boundaries immediately wearied him. His estimation of Max’s ability to find suitable interviews also plummeted. Having a creature like Susan White in the film would undermine any credence of the surviving adepts’ mystical claims; the very sight of the woman encapsulated all that was ridiculous about the sixties.

Kyle nodded at Dan; a cue to switch from the exterior shots they’d been shooting of the street and building to set up for the first close-ups of Sister Isis. ‘Feel what?’ His question was more abrupt than he’d intended.

Silver earrings jingled against her pantomime cheeks when she shook her head. ‘I … I’ve not felt that way since 1969. Extraordinary.’ She closed her eyes and turned her head on
an angle, as if listening to distant music. Her face seemed more haggard in the skein of sunlight that found it, if that were possible. The harsh lines scoring her chin deepened as her mouth sagged. ‘This is the first time I’ve been back.’

Kyle rolled his eyes. Dan smiled, and occupied himself with the light meter closer to the house, where Kyle wanted an establishing shot of Susan beside the front door. ‘And you live in Brighton.’

‘Yes.’

‘Never fancied revisiting old times then?’

‘Could not bear to.’ Susan White now kept her eyes closed against the sight of the house. But tottered forward like a woman upon black ice. Quickly but carefully, Kyle put the boom and sound mixer down, and moved to her side. Susan clasped his forearm. ‘I’m not sure I can.’

Dan peered over to see what Kyle wanted of him. But Kyle didn’t know whether it was appropriate to film her discomfort and frailty before a proper introduction, or even a semblance of familiarity had been established; probably not, though he wanted to. This was good footage: forty-two years after The Last Gathering fled the building and an ex-member was collapsing at the mere sight of the place.

The light was fine, but they’d need to mic her up and do sound levels quickly if they were to get any of this. After catching Kyle’s eye, Dan hurriedly fitted the camera back on the tripod.

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. The powder on her face looked ready to fall away in floury platelets.

‘You want some water?’ He looked up at Dan and mouthed hurry.

‘Please.’ Susan sat down upon the first of seven steps that
led up to the stone porch. She seemed to have sunk inside her dress, which now looked uncannily like a set of robes sweeping about her little feet. Her spine curved like a sickle, as if it suffered from a deformity.

Kyle uncapped his bottle of water. She gulped at it with her withered mouth, then gasped and offered the bottle back to him. The rim was smeared with red lipstick and he knew he wouldn’t be drinking from it again. ‘You’re very kind. Thank you,’ Susan said, which snapped Kyle out of his unpleasant thoughts with a pang of guilt; she was old and frightened. ‘You have to understand … But how could you? How foolish of me.’

‘Just get your wind back. Get yourself settled. And then—’

She clutched the back of his hand. Looked up; her eyes so bright with genuine fear, he thought her seriously disturbed. ‘What happened here. What began here. It was terrible. There are so few of us … ’ She actually trembled inside her collapsed garments.

‘Are you all right? A doctor?’ Kyle felt his scalp tingle with panic at the suggestion of a medical emergency, though her insinuation about the ‘evil’ house left him totally unaffected. He tried to remember C.P.R. Nothing came to him besides something vague about tilting the head back, and forming a seal over the mouth. Now it was his turn to shudder.

‘I thought I’d be all right. I told Max I would be all right. I don’t want to let him down. He sent train tickets to me and everything.’

Kyle looked at Dan, who had raised two impossibly thick eyebrows.

‘If this upsets you too much,’ Kyle said, ‘we can talk somewhere else.’


Susan shook her head. ‘No. No. What’s the point of me being upset now!’ Then more quietly, she said, ‘Bit late for that.’

A woman in tight jeans and high heels paused beside Dan. Kyle heard Dan say, ‘OK, I think. Just a funny turn.’ The woman nodded, her smooth face creased by a frown. She carried on, the tips of her heels ringing out in the damp air.

‘Susan.’ Kyle held her hand. ‘You OK now?’

‘I feel foolish,’ she whispered.

‘Don’t. We’re really grateful you made the effort to come up. You sure you can do this?’

She nodded. ‘People need to know. They need to. Max is right.’ She screwed her face up and tried to stand. Kyle helped her back to her feet. ‘So much of me is still stuck inside there. And I wanted to see if I could get it back. By coming here.’

 


‘Flats now. But we had the whole place. Right to the roof.’ Susan White miraculously regained her strength on the inside. As they did the walk-through, she flapped about the ground-floor rooms like a flightless tropical bird trying to escape its captors.

All three of the luxury flats the building had been subdivided into were now vacant after a recent renovation. Steely light shone through the large sash windows and warmed the empty spaces, gilded laminate floors and silvered the bare walls in three unfurnished ground-floor rooms and the kitchen. A scent of fresh paint lingered about the white walls, the skirting boards, and the wainscoting around the high ceilings; all vast and spotless save for the decorative moulds framing the light sockets, from which bare bulbs hung on cables.


‘In here they printed the magazine, Gospel. We sold it all over London! In there was the office, where we brought the donations. Every day at six!’

Once she burned off the initial excitement, Kyle would need to step in and slow her down, then partition her narrative between the rooms to vary the footage; take it room by room as Susan imparted stories about the purpose of each space. He’d cut her narration with B-roll slides from the London period. They’d take light readings and line up the sound in each room as they moved through the building; do every segment from two cameras. In all of his films he edited mentally as they shot.

Downside: there was little variety to form backdrops to Susan’s dialogue. The rooms would have been better furnished, so they’d have to do something clever with the lighting. There was a front room with the glamorous street in view; a rear ground-floor room overlooking a painfully green garden; a second smaller bedroom; and the sombre stone steps before the front door. Two higher storeys had the same floor plan as the ground level, and there was a basement too according to Max’s notes. The entire second floor had been the penthouse for Sister Katherine, which he’d shoot last.

In the rear room the sun wasn’t so bright. Kyle asked Dan about the lights. ‘I’ll throw something soft against a wall. Use white paper. Bounce the light off. Maybe use a background light too. A rim. Get some ambience.’

They’d learned through experience to adapt the lights to each unique environment on location, at whatever time of day or night they shot. He knew what most of his peers would do here: they’d use a fill light and blanche Susan’s face because of all the white walls.


‘Key light can go on her face from the side. Get some depth, get all that character she has.’ Dan grinned.

‘Good man. Could even use the soft tubes,’ he dropped his voice to a whisper, ‘get some Lon Chaney action going on.’

Dan wandered off and left Kyle looking through the viewfinder of the second camera, the Panasonic HVX200, until Dan called for him from somewhere in the rear of the building.

 


In the room across the hall from the kitchen, Susan stood in silence in the middle of the bare floor. Painted claws clasped to her cheeks, her intense eyes gazed at the ceiling.

Here we go. Though her stance and expression eroded his immediate suspicion of more hamming.

‘In here. The renunciation began.’

Dan took up a position to the side of Susan, to check the light.

‘Maybe we should start here then, Susan?’ Kyle offered. ‘With the renunciation.’ He kneeled down and untangled the cables and unpacked the sound equipment.

Susan removed a tissue from her clutch bag, sniffed, dabbed under her nose on both sides. ‘I gave away so much in here. So much of myself. And have never stopped wondering whether it was the right thing to do.’

‘What was it, the renunciation?’

Susan held two hands in the air as if she hadn’t heard Kyle. He still wasn’t sure if she would play up like this for the camera, or whether she was so eccentric she was already oblivious to what a freak show she would be on screen. ‘She
presided over everything. Every session. Listening. Always listening. Assessing us. Gathering intelligence. Things she could use. Later. Use against us. I have never forgiven her. I knew it would end badly for her.’

Kyle looked up. ‘Why do you say that?’

Susan laughed to herself, as if he and Dan weren’t present. Sniffed, dabbed at the corner of her lurid eyes with the tissue. ‘We gave her everything. Everything to be a part of this. Our families, our jobs. You have to understand, some people left marriages. And their children. Their poor little children.’

‘So what went on in this room?’

‘Sessions. Sometimes they went on all night. Started in the evening and finished in the morning when you were empty. Endless, it was endless. She was a seer of our shames. We were here to be cleansed of our pasts, our woes … responsibilities, disappointments … our attachments to anything but her. Everything. Memories even. She wanted everything. All of it. Out of us. Everything that makes us people. Makes us unique. Anything that was a barrier between us and her.

‘You have to understand, back then, we were different. Buttoned up. Terrified of boredom. Of being trapped. Afraid of the world ending. We were young. We wanted adventure. Life! We had so much to say. To prove.’ Breathless with excitement and shaking with emotion, Susan turned to Kyle. He paused in his hurried attaching of the XLR cables to the second camera and DAT sound recorder. Her eyes flashed wide and bright. A pinkish hue grew beneath the heavy make-up. ‘Think of finding a mentor, a teacher, who could release you from yourself.’

‘This was Sister Katherine, yeah?’


She slapped a hand against her forehead. ‘Someone to unclench the fist here.’ Dan jumped behind the first camera tripod. She slapped her bony chest. ‘And here. Wouldn’t you take it? I was a bloody typist. I lived at home. With Mum and Dad. But I wanted music and love and friends. I wanted to do something, be someone, to live. And this was new. You could talk here. Say anything. I was so shy, but she freed me. She could be so kind. She was your best friend and your mother and your priest in the beginning. Oh, I cried here. Cried as it all came out. You’ve no idea how good it felt. For all of us. To be here, together, sharing this. Young and foolish and in love all of the time. Living a life without secrets, but seeking the greater mysteries of life. We thought we were so free.’ Susan stopped. She released a long, weary exhalation and said, ‘And before we knew it, she had us all.’

 


‘You stayed with The Last Gathering for two years. Why did it take you so long to leave?’

Kyle wore the cans, had the sound mixer slung over one shoulder, and held the mic boom with both hands. He stood behind the second camera, while Dan filmed a close-up of Susan with the first camera. She was wired up with two Sennheiser radio mics. All three mics went into a hard-drive field recorder beside Kyle’s right foot. It was already the second take because Susan’s scarf had been playing hell with the sound on the first one. They were rushing and hadn’t noticed the scarf when lining up the sound. Dan had set up both cameras to get parallel shots of Susan from different angles at the same time; they knew from experience to get as many cutaways as possible to give Finger Mouse a palette if the interview became long. Which was just as well, because
it was as if a dam had broken inside Susan White ever since she stepped inside.

‘Oh, no, you couldn’t leave Katherine. No, no, no.’ Susan stood beside the sash window of the room on the first floor, and stared at the garden. ‘And we were special. We’d beaten the system, you know. We were very pleased with ourselves for what we achieved by being a part of this.’

‘But you gave her all of your money to be included.’

‘We didn’t need anything! I sold whatever I owned. Some jewellery from my grandmother. Cashed in my little savings account at the post office. I gave it all to her. To the Gathering. The same thing, really. Katherine was the Gathering. A few poor girls gave up big inheritances, you know. Like Sister Urania and Sister Hannah. Trusts. Surrendering your worldly self was essential for entrance. One couldn’t be a part of the family otherwise.’

‘It must have impressed you.’

‘It was a movement. A future! A revolution, we thought. We were to be wandering missionaries. Reliant on our wits, you know. We had to “purge” ourselves “through poverty” she used to say. Start again. Rebirth.’ Susan paused and shook her head. ‘But I think the only thing that kept us going was the kindness and charity of strangers.’

‘What was this floor of the Temple used for?’

Susan looked about the floor. ‘We slept in here. And in those two rooms back there. The kitchen was used as a quiet room then, where we prepared for the sessions, or sat and thought about what we had learned from the previous night’s meeting. Sat and thought of how greedy and needy and selfish and jealous and childish we were.


‘About fifteen of us slept on the floors in here, in sleeping bags. On thin mats. There were people everywhere. At one point there were over fifty of us living in this building. You had no privacy. It was forbidden. For two years of my life I slept in this room.’

‘But you stayed.’

Susan threw her head back and shrieked with laughter. ‘We were celebrities, my dear man. Famous! People loved us. Barefoot in summer, or sandals. Tight leather boots in winter. Black capes and long dresses. We were witchy, darling. And the guys with their little shaped beards and long hair. Their intense eyes. The pentagrams in red silk thread. Or the Circle of Solomon, the ankh, the Celtic knot embroidered on our uniforms. What we believed in was irrelevant, but we had charisma, darling. We were dangerous. I mean, the stories the press used to write about us. Our orgies! Worshipping the devil, they said. Black masses! Nudity!’

‘Was it all exaggeration?’

‘Ridiculous. Every bit of it. We remained celibate as adepts for the entire first year. And later on, only after a promotion, could you go with a guy. But only the ones that she chose for you. Never the ones you wanted. Unless you were a favourite, of course.’

Susan narrowed her eyes, and gave the camera a knowing look that Kyle picked up on the laptop they were using as a monitor. ‘But men were intrigued by us Gathering girls. Katherine only allowed make-up and perfume when we were out collecting donations and selling the Gospel. Encouraged us to flirt, she did. Made us better collectors. She taught us how to look into their eyes and to smile sweetly, like innocent little nuns and country girls. Guileless. “Make them
dream of another life,” she used to say. “Our life. And you.” But we could be aloof too. She taught us how. So were we virgins or were we whores? Men never knew. Were we a cover for devil worship, and temptation? I think Katherine had a peculiar relationship with sex. With men and their desires. But she was happy to let us use it to get donations. Make no mistake about that.’

 


‘I’ve never been in here.’ Susan shook her head in disbelief in the rooms that had once formed Sister Katherine’s former penthouse, astounded by the discovery that so much light and space even existed on the top floor of the building. ‘No one beside The Seven were ever permitted up here. She had a front door with a big brass knocker put in at the top of the staircase to separate herself from us down below.’

The top storey of the building had been remodelled just like the flats downstairs: wood floors, white walls, fresh paint. What it had looked like in the Gathering’s London heyday Kyle could only imagine. No photographs had ever been found.

‘Who were The Seven?’

‘One of the reasons I left, dear. Her chosen. A lot of people were promoted and then demoted from The Seven in the first year. But her favourites for most of the last year in London were Serapis, Belus, Orcus, Ades and Azazel. And Sisters Gehenna and Bellona. They were bullies who kept control for her. They had this way of being aloof all of the time. They never smiled, but they would turn and stare, intensely, straight at you. Inside you. And when they did, you were terrified. Of displeasing Katherine. Who they reported to, of course. We were always so scared it would be our turn next
for an attack in the sessions for being weak, for letting the Gathering down.’

Kyle’s instincts told him they were getting good material. Not just Susan’s natural storytelling and the abundance of information she was supplying with few prompts, but the lighting looked fantastic on the monitor. Dan had created a claustrophobic feel around Susan as she spoke in each room. It helped dispel his earlier misgivings about her and the empty location. But what he had picked up in the building’s ambient sound, while he lined up the levels in each room as the shoot progressed, was an unexpected bonus.

Since Coven in Scotland, when he accidentally recorded some inexplicable subterranean noises in a tunnel beneath a ruined Bishop’s Palace, he’d made sure to record a lot of ambient outdoor sound and indoor tone in every location on their last film, Blood Frenzy. What he could pick up was often better than music for the soundtrack, and the ocean sounds of the Swedish forest alone had formed the entire soundtrack to the Blood Frenzy documentary; he’d never needed anything else to suggest such a sense of belittling vastness and age in a Boreal forest. But inside his cans, before they recorded Susan’s renunciation segment, deep inside the cult’s West London headquarters, he’d heard what sounded like a distant crowd. Before it faded, he’d then become certain it was wind. Far off. But like it had struck the top floor of the house. And come inside.

The boom mic must have picked up draughts and air currents in a riser, because all the windows were shut; they’d checked to reduce traffic noise. But the house had supplied its own naturally eerie sound effect, and one they’d be hard pressed to find in a sound library.


‘Susan, can you tell us about Katherine’s changing role?’ Susan was nervous again. Or anxious after her disclosure about The Seven, or by the very fact that she was actually inside the penthouse. ‘Susan? Susan?’

She looked up. He repeated the question.

‘Yes. Yes. Katherine. In the second year she rarely led a session. She withdrew up here.’ Susan peered about the walls, as uncomfortable as a kitten beneath a shadow. ‘That would have been in 1969. We saw less and less of her from the Christmas of the previous year. After April of 1969, I never saw her again.’

‘She completely withdrew?’

‘Totally. Stayed up here. When we were out during the day, she tutored The Seven. They ran the sessions through the night in her absence.’

‘So while you slept thirty to a room, she had this entire floor to herself?’

Susan rolled her eyes. ‘And her dogs. Her beloved “vargs”, who ate like kings. That’s when it became known as the penthouse by some of us who were fed up. She’d taken to wearing a purple gown too. Imperial purple with an ermine collar. And The Seven wore red. You know, to set them apart. As the leaders. Our spiritual guides. But I didn’t like it. This sudden exclusivity, when we were all supposed to be in it together.’

‘Is that why you left, because of the hierarchy she imposed?’

‘That was one of my reasons. She began electing favourites amongst us adepts too. Usually girls. The best earners and arse-lickers. The girls who indulged her without threatening her. The clever ones. The ones most like her. Manipulative. Who had their choice of the guys. And her favourites were
always the attractive girls. Because she used them as honey-traps, and they started giving personal meditation and therapy sessions to private clients. Rich marks. Most of us were forced into celibacy and she was running call girls, dear. These girls would do anything for her, for the Gathering. You know she’d been a madam in her former life?’

Kyle nodded as he watched the monitor.

‘Well, we never knew all that then. That all came out later, after what happened in America. But she set up rooms on Wimpole Street for her favourites. A couple of the pretty boys too. Gave them very expensive gifts as rewards for their services. They had their own room on the first floor, at the front. To motivate the rest of us and to make us jealous, to pine even harder for her attention. And we must have given ourselves away. How we felt. The long faces. Chatter. Gossip. The Seven had informers amongst us. Oh, yes.’

‘So what do you think she was doing up here?’

Susan screwed up her small face with frustration and anger. ‘We were told Katherine existed up here in a state of permanent repose, meditating. But that she was with us always. Her presence. That she knew everything about us, all of the time. What each of us thought, and felt. The Seven said she was protecting us. And assessing us for election. For ascent. But of course, we’d already confessed everything about ourselves in the early days of the Gathering, so she knew all of our secrets. She had a pretty good idea of what we were susceptible to. And on her instruction, The Seven used that information to accuse us of dissent. In the sessions. To weed people out. And they always seemed right about us. We couldn’t deny what we were accused of, so we just confessed to more and more.’


‘Why did you do that?’

‘We were desperate to be accepted. Terrified of exclusion. Of her disapproval if we did not confess something. Her retreat from us just added to the secrecy, the mystery of it all. Of her. Oh, she was clever. And lazy. Being up here only made her more powerful without lifting a finger. Everything she did was strategic.’

‘What did she do, Susan, to people who fell out of favour with her?’

‘There were terrible penalties for disobedience in my second year. Terrible.’

‘Can you tell us? Was this physical punishment?’

‘In a way. But at first you would just be excluded. Which was even worse than what came later. You were mocked by the others in the Gathering, who were told to say the most awful things about you in the sessions. In that room, where we’d renounced everything. In that place of openness and nurturing and togetherness. It was like a sacrilege. What it turned into.’

‘But is it true there was physical abuse here?’

Susan moved her face into a scowl. ‘Yes, but not like they said in the papers. You had to do it to yourself. With the ropes. You know, beat yourself. I never saw anyone thrashed by anyone else. I don’t think that ever happened here. But they got the idea for it here. For what they did in France and America. Physical humiliation. To degrade a person physically in front of the whole group. Use them as examples. I only saw it get physical about four times here, when they made some of the adepts beat themselves with the ropes. What’s it called? A flail.’

‘And all that time, she was up here. Leading a life of luxury.’


Susan nodded. ‘I began to feel like a slave. Out there all day, selling that wretched magazine. It was hopeless. Some days you wouldn’t sell a single copy while the best sellers were rewarded. I couldn’t bear it any more. I ended up just begging for money. I hated coming back here. Because they would punish me and the others who fell below their targets, by making us stay out all night until we reached the donations set us each morning. Is that what we had become, penniless slaves? Some girls even, you know, exchanged favours for money. On the street.’

‘Was this the catalyst for you? The final straw? Working so hard for no reward, while she enriched herself?’

‘I, I need to sit down. Do you have any more water?’

Kyle walked into shot and helped Susan to the floor, where she sat crumpled into herself. Outside, the sun had lowered; the sky fumed with orange and pink clouds, the sky in between the clouds purpled. He gave her the bottle stained by her lipstick and stared at the little collapsed figure on the floor. Once again, Susan White had been reduced in this place. No wonder she could barely face looking at it from outside.

When they restarted, she stared into the middle distance, as if forgetting the cameras were even in the same room. It was no longer clear who she spoke to. Three times, Dan asked her to look into the camera.

‘I suppose I made the decision to leave when I was out selling the Gospel in the second year. I remember a day when I was feverish and cold and wet. I had a terrible flu and I was somewhere behind the British Museum. I fainted. Then I came to and I was sick. So I went to rest on a bench. That day I was with Sister Hera, but I couldn’t find her. So I just sat on my own, on this bench, soaked to the skin. Without
a shred of dignity or self-respect left. I was broken. And as I sat alone in the rain on that bench feeling very sorry for myself, I picked up a copy of the Evening Standard. Someone had left it on the bench and I went to raise it and keep my head out of the wet, and I saw a headline. You know, like it was a sign. Everything was a sign back then. You have to understand, it’s how we saw the world. And the headline said something like, “London’s Top Spiritualists Revealed”. And I turned the pages and I looked at this article. And there she was. Katherine. In the society pages. Dressed like a film star, at some party. With jewellery and beautiful hair. Surrounded by glamorous people. And there I was, dying in the rain. Well I went straight to the seller and I bought twenty copies. Spent all of the money I’d earned that day. And I brought those papers back here and I gave them out. To show people who it was we were working for. What we were working for, out there in the rain and the cold, day in, day out. I asked them, is this what we have given up everything for?’

‘Did it begin a revolt here?’

Susan shook her tired head. ‘No. Not really. It just confirmed what those of us who were fed up believed about Katherine. People had started leaving around that time anyway. In droves. She’d had threatening letters from the parents of Sister Urania. A powerful, wealthy family. Her inheritance was being paid to Katherine every month from a trust fund. I heard that Sister Hannah’s lawyers were constantly writing to Katherine too. It was all starting to go wrong. Very wrong. Attracting the wrong kind of attention. Especially after what Charles Manson had done in California. But I’d say the majority of the people just accepted what I had found in the newspaper. They were too in love with her.
Devoted to her. Nothing could change that. Even I gave the Gathering another chance, despite what my intuition was telling me.’

‘What happened to you for bringing the papers here? Were you punished?’

‘No. Katherine sent me a gift instead. Pearl earrings. We were forbidden jewellery. I didn’t understand. How could I? But then … then something else came here that winter. We called it the holy dread. And that really was the final straw for me.’

Kyle’s gut tightened inside; this was what Max wanted. ‘Can you tell us how it began, Susan? What form it took?’

She nodded, visibly uncomfortable again, and tired. In fact, he wasn’t sure he’d seen anyone look so fucked before. ‘It wasn’t just the nature of the sessions that changed under The Seven. The atmosphere changed. Everything changed. The ideals of our group changed. Significantly. That’s what brought it about.’

‘How so?’

‘It wasn’t about self-discovery any more, like in the days of the renunciation. We weren’t exploring ourselves in the same way. It was no longer about equality in the group, or honesty with yourself. Instead, the emphasis was on being chosen. We’d always thought ourselves special. Different, you know. But now we were taught to feel superior to anyone not a part of our Gathering. We were encouraged to feel contempt. It was a contempt that was being cultivated. For the world outside of our walls. And for the first time, people started using the name “Crude” to describe anyone who wasn’t part of our little family here.

‘I remember being told that taking anything to support the
Gathering was now justified. In the service of Sister Katherine, we could be free of guilt. We were to be free of conscience and compassion. It was all about self-belief now. Our will was to be focused on the interests of the Gathering. “Empowerment through enrichment” was one of our new mottos. We were taught to use people, and encouraged to practise on each other.

‘And sex was used to control the men more and more. You would have to sleep with any man if The Seven ordered it. I can’t remember there being any favourable matches. But that was the point. We were paired off with people who we weren’t attracted to. If two people fell in love naturally, and people were falling in love all the time, The Seven would break the couple apart by making the woman go with another guy. Our only attachment could be to Katherine, and Katherine alone. It seemed to me that the worst part of ourselves was being groomed. And that the most cunning among us were better off in the new regime.’ Susan stopped speaking and looked at the floor, if he weren’t mistaken, in shame. Kyle exchanged glances with Dan, who raised his eyebrows questioningly. Kyle shook his head, mouthed keep rolling.

‘You never saw her once. You never heard her speak at all in the last year. But it seems the more removed she was from you, the worse her behaviour became.’

Susan raised her weary face. ‘Yes. Through The Seven, she was becoming more and more despotic. We were all given lockets filled with mana. Locks of her hair. We had to carry them around our necks. Like talismans. We were told they had power. And gifts from her were called holy relics. They were always expensive and seemed unworldly to us, because we had nothing. Just our uniforms. We were living like
beggars and she was buying expensive jewellery for her favourites. I don’t think anyone wanted to admit we had all been taken in. But we’d been fooled by some streetwise madam. Who’d learned Scientology techniques for mind control in a woman’s prison. Who’d been sent there for running a bloody brothel!’

Susan closed her eyes and let out another long sigh of frustration and fatigue. Kyle let her sit like that in silence for a minute. She was the real deal, authentic.

‘Susan, it’s been claimed she thought she was a saint. Did any of you really think she was actually holy?’

‘I never. It was another reason I left. I don’t know where it started exactly, but people began to say all kinds of things about her. I remember Brother Ethan calling her a “living saint”. And a terrible argument broke out because I laughed. You see, the Gathering was never about God in that way. The whole point was not to be like an organized religion, and here we were with high priests and a bloody living saint controlling us. It was so disappointing for a lot of us. But I had given so much to the Gathering, part of me just kept refusing to give up on it all. A lot of us felt the same way.

‘But in the sessions we were being told by The Seven that Katherine was so advanced in her rebirth that she was transforming back to the original holy spirit. Her lifelong search for the divine in herself had succeeded. So all of her actions were now divine and allowable. Whatever her nature suggested to her was justifiable. We were told that she was evolving beyond the mortal stage and by following her we were becoming an elect. The blessed. Because we were so innocent. Under her guidance we had unravelled ourselves
all the way back to original innocence. Like angels. And anyone could be exploited by the blessed elect in the pursuit of their goals, because of our purity. And because she had been through something she called the seven stages of the soul, she would be capable of achieving what we were told was called “complete divinity”. The Seven once told us that she could not be with us, because she was incarnating. She was ascending.

‘And her holiness had attracted the company of others. Presences. Who had imparted the power of prophecy to her. We were told that she had been in direct contact with these “presences”. That was when the atmosphere really changed.’

‘The holy dread?’

Susan nodded.

‘How did it change? Was it a physical change?’

‘Yes. Yes it was. In the early hours of the morning, the sessions would reach their peak. People would be exhausted. Weak. Worn out from crying, and from confessing, and from withstanding the terrible bullying. And it was at those times that we were told that “beings” or “presences” were amongst us.’

Kyle knew it was time to ask another of Max’s questions. ‘Did you see anything materialize? Or was this a sense of an atmospheric change?’

‘I think, the air was different. Maybe colder. Fuller. Like people had entered the room, and added themselves to it, but behind us. All in my imagination you think. I can tell by your face. And I don’t blame you. I did too. God knows what we were all susceptible to by then. We were exhausted and hungry and nervous, and frightened. But I do remember that there were strange smells too. Horrible smells. Like stagnant water. Like damp clothes that have not been aired. Around
us. Down there with us.’ Susan pointed at the floor. ‘In the sessions, always. And then in our rooms where we slept. I would say it was worse there.

‘We were told the “presences” were here to communicate their wishes to the chosen amongst us. And that we were to analyse the dreams and the visions and to recount them in the sessions.’

‘What did people claim these visions were like?’

‘Some people said they had sudden insights into each other. Could suddenly see themselves through the eyes of another person, or find themselves in another room. Others said they definitely heard voices beside them, behind them. Some said they travelled.’

‘Travelled?’

‘Out of their bodies while they slept. And they all acted like it was some kind of holy experience. But I couldn’t believe there was anything holy about it. Quite the opposite. To me, it felt like an infestation.’

‘Did you have one of these experiences?’

‘No. I never heard a thing, or travelled outside of myself or saw through anyone else’s eyes. Nothing like that. I didn’t believe any of it either. People were making it all up to please The Seven and to contribute to Katherine’s delusions, that she was deifying and had these special spirits as companions, as guides. People would believe anything, or pretend to believe anything she said, so that she would like them more. That’s how it was at the end.’ Susan paused to compose herself. ‘But the only thing I experienced that I still can’t account for was a participation in a shared vision.’

‘Will you share it with us?’ Kyle heard Dan snigger behind the viewfinder, and threw him a warning glance.


‘We all dreamed of the same place. The refuge. The new temple. That’s what we were told it was. Katherine had been seeing this place too. The Seven told us.’

‘What did it look like?’

Susan closed her eyes. ‘It was dark. But I remember seeing some stone buildings with wooden roofs in the rain, in fields of long grass. And the sky above them was strange. It was wavy. But wavy the wrong way. Like heat. But coming downwards. Or like the sky wasn’t properly formed. But what was extraordinary was that every person in that session saw the same thing. We couldn’t have suggested it to each other. Someone cried out that they could see buildings. Another person said yes, they could see them too, and counted them. And then people began calling out and describing details and features that we could all see inside our minds. Someone said that the place was empty. It was. You could tell. One building was long and white with four sets of long doors. Another was all made of brown wood, like a barn. Roof tiles were missing in the third building.

‘I never spoke up, but I could see every single thing in my head. Everything the people in that room were calling out and describing to each other, I’d had in my mind before anyone spoke.’

‘What was interpreted from this?’

‘That we had shared Katherine’s premonition. That the apocalypse was coming. And the place in the vision was our refuge.

‘We were told that everything had been leading to this. The long sessions of self-discovery, the removal of our egos. The tests of our faith, and of our devotion to Katherine, had succeeded. And those of us left in the Gathering were chosen.
We all now had a clear channel of communication with the “presences”. A time of ascent was coming.’

‘But you weren’t convinced?’

‘No. Not by any of it. But I still can’t explain the vision. Maybe it was suggested to us before, somehow. I don’t know. But the plans for the relocation to France began right after that night.’

‘And you decided not to go with them to France?’

Susan shook her head. ‘The Gathering was paranoid and too poisoned with anger and jealousy by then. I didn’t want to be a part of it any more. It didn’t make sense to me.’

‘Did anyone else leave the group before they moved to France?’

‘A few. About ten of us, I think. But the divisions and the rivalries settled down for a while. The arrival of the “presences” seemed to make things better again. Gave people hope that we were important after all. That it had all been worthwhile and that the Gathering would survive. And we were all shown a photo of the farm that Katherine had bought for us with the Gathering’s money. Our money. It was the very place we had seen in the vision. No doubt about it. And that was like a miracle in here. A lot of people forgave Katherine everything after that. But I couldn’t. Neither could Max. So we left on the same day. One week before the first diaspora.’

‘Sorry. Did you say Max? Our Max? Maximillian Solomon?’

Susan looked at Kyle and winced. ‘Please don’t tell him I told you. But, yes. He was here from the beginning.’

 


‘She was freaky,’ Dan said. He kneeled before the monitor where Kyle had left him to show Susan out and hail her a
cab. In the street-facing room of the penthouse, Dan had stayed with the gear to label the last SDHD 8GB memory cards; all of the card boxes were labelled the same as their camera tapes used to be, by title and date, and were then backed up in a notebook so they’d know what footage was on which card. He’d not done this on his first film and wasted weeks logging each tape after the final shoot. Never again.

And once he had laid his rough cut, he would wipe the rushes from his laptop to make space for the next shoot. Finger Mouse had the hard-disc space on the machines in his South London flat to take on all the rushes from a feature-length documentary. Finger Mouse would make two copies of the master reels as backup; Kyle would keep one, Dan another, Finger Mouse would keep the masters. The chance of all three flats burning down on the same night was unlikely. They all lived like seagulls at their respective domestic landfills, but their organization of the footage had become flawless during the documentaries they’d made together. Because, as Kyle often mused, nothing else mattered.

‘You don’t say. But not without good reason. An experience like that? She was great material.’ He wasn’t kidding himself either. But he still fidgeted with puzzlement and disappointment. Max not disclosing his involvement in the Gathering cast a shadow over the end of the interview. Kyle’s disenchantment was further augmented by Susan White’s eagerness to leave. ‘What’s the time? Seven! I never want to be here at night again. I’ll have to go. I’m tired.’

Recalling her life at the house in Clarendon Road had drained her. Watching her swing from elation to despair to grief to a final sad resignation had exhausted Kyle too. She’d
been a part of something extraordinary, no doubt, but the damage it had wreaked upon her was evidently permanent.

‘I thought we were going to have to blow this off,’ Dan said. ‘I mean, she shows up looking like Barbara Cartland fused with Mystic Meg, and then collapses outside. She was good though. Lot of colour in that woman. Literally.’

Kyle sat down and sniggered, looked around the chic shell of what would probably soon become a bedroom for an American financier and his impeccably courteous wife. ‘What did you make of it?’

Smiling, Dan shook his head. ‘Pretty incredible. This keeps up we might just get a good film out of it.’

‘You believe her?’

Dan shrugged. ‘Why wouldn’t you? That shit was going down all through the sixties. False messiahs, con-artist gurus, shaking their followers down for all of their money. While the great leaders cruised round in Limos with the Beatles, Rolexes on their wrists. She was a piece of work, that Sister Katherine. I mean, the adepts were like Big Issue sellers in Hammer Horror robes, and she was stepping out to Annabel’s.’

Kyle smiled. Lay down on the bare floorboards with a sigh and formed a star shape with his limbs to stretch his spine after holding the boom all day. ‘What about the presences? That’s what Max wanted me to concentrate on.’

‘Horseshit.’

Kyle laughed. ‘Still steaming?’

‘Oh yeah. Ripe.’

‘I liked it. It was weird. Real weird.’

‘Still horseshit. I bet they were smoking canons the size of Cuban cigars. Eating Quaaludes like Smarties back in the day, maaan.’


Not here. That came later. Irvine Levine claimed the cult never discovered drugs until California, after the second diaspora, when they changed their name to The Temple of the Last Days. But Levine had no time in his book for the mystical angle either, the presences; only the criminal activity interested him, in which Sister Katherine and her devout would come to wallow.

Dan shut the monitor off. ‘So what now, chief?’

‘Pub. Food.’

‘Fucking A.’

‘There’s a place called The Prince of Wales two streets down. Googled it.’

‘I’m there, dude. Then back here to finish up?’

Kyle frowned, turned his head to Dan. ‘You sure? We have this place for another day.’

‘Do as much as we can today. I got that christening tomorrow. Might take all day. And a few days’ work for Reel Store next week so I gotta get my head down tomorrow night. Few other things to catch up on too before we go to France.’

‘I got the ferry tickets.’

Dan nodded. ‘This Brother Gabriel all set?’

‘Yep. Doesn’t have email. Or a mobile.’

‘This is my surprised face. The presences tell him everything he needs to know.’

‘But I called his landline and told him we’d pick him up on Thursday.’

‘Did you tell him I don’t want any presences in the van?’

Kyle laughed. ‘Forgot to mention it.’

 


Walking back to the red house on Clarendon Road, the sun was gone and the city was coming alive with Saturday-night
excitement. Well-groomed human traffic headed to dinner parties and restaurants in Notting Hill and Holland Park and transformed the slow grey afternoon into flashes of short skirts, explosions of feminine laughter, the powerful hum of performance cars and the throaty trundle of Hackney cabs.

‘Poshos,’ Dan said.

‘Ponces,’ Kyle said.

‘Not much sign of an economic downturn around here.’

‘The Big Society stopped at Shepherds Bush, mate.’

Clarendon Road deepened in shadow at the foot of Notting Hill. As they put distance between themselves and the pub, the noise became urban-ambient, far off: sirens, raised voices, an incongruous burst of Bollywood music as the hush and elegance of Clarendon Road’s expensive facades and ancient trees deflected the noise elsewhere.

Dan burped. ‘How much do you reckon these places go for?’

‘Saw one listed for five million in the estate agents by the Tube station.’

‘Must have sold a lot of Gospels to pay the rent.’

‘She thought big.’

The building was in darkness. Kyle fumbled with the keys. ‘Third pint was a mistake.’

Dan started to laugh. ‘My footage is going to make you seasick.’

Giggling, they stumbled into the building, their movements uncoordinated by drink and the absence of light. The lack of curtains allowed some pale street light into the front of the building, but it didn’t penetrate far.

Kyle reached for the reception hall light-switch. It clicked. No light. ‘Shit.’


‘Kidding me?’

Kyle shook his head. His feet boomed further down the hall. He tried the lights in one of the front rooms. No light. ‘Fuses for the lights must have gone. How many batteries you have?’

‘Three. It’ll be OK, if you want to get arty. Be a lot of shadows. Or …’

Kyle walked back into the hall where the large silhouette of Dan’s body blocked out most of the light that dropped from the window above the front door. ‘Or?’

‘Night shoot. Slow the shutter speed right down. And I can get all Blair Witch on your ass?’

Kyle rested against the hall wall, hands on top of the radiator, as if warming himself. ‘Not a bad idea. The stuff with Susan is in daylight. So my lines could go over some darker interiors. I was going to suggest we do some footage at night anyway, because it’s all a bit samey.’

‘Cool. Where you wanna start?’

‘Basement. We can use the stuff down there as props. You know, make it look vacant, but full of history. Bit spooky too with a couple of lamps, then a bit in night mode. One camera on the tripod. Maybe some Steadicam too.’

‘You got it. Help me with the gear.’

They left the ground-floor flat and made their way up to the penthouse to collect the gear. As they moved deeper and up into the building, the ambient street light lessened until they were forced to feel their way back into the room containing their bags.

Dan fitted a new battery into each camera and checked the spotlight on top of the first camera, the light from which Kyle found himself ashamedly grateful for. A small round
moon was thrown forward from above the camera lens, and beyond it an umbra of thin whitish light formed a wider, fainter circle. As the radiance neared objects, they glinted: brass door handles, gloss-finish paint on the long wooden door panels. Beyond this light there was either a vagueness to the walls and floor, or total darkness.

On their way back down the staircase to the ground-floor reception, Dan suddenly stopped. Kyle bumped his back and Dan slipped down two steps. ‘Dufus!’

‘Why’d you stop?’

‘Shush.’ Dan turned his head and looked to the bottom of the stairs. ‘You shut the front door when we came back in?’

‘Yes. Locked it.’

‘Listen.’ Dan held up one hand.

Kyle strained his ears. The deep spaces of the lightless building hummed quietly. ‘What?’ he whispered.

‘Thought I heard someone. Downstairs.’

Kyle grinned. ‘Don’t start with that shit.’

‘No, seriously. I heard footsteps.’

‘Next door?’

Dan lowered his hand. ‘Maybe. No, you’re right. Was just worried some bum had followed us in.’

‘Come on.’

Back on the ground, Kyle unlocked the basement door. ‘You go first,’ he said to Dan.

‘Why?’

‘’Coz you have the frigging light on the camera. I don’t want to go arse-over-tit down these stairs.’

‘Chicken shit.’

As he went down, gingerly, behind Dan’s bulk, Kyle wished
he hadn’t drunk so much Franziskaner Weissbier. But then it was his turn to pause on the bottom stair. ‘Dan?’

‘What?’

Kyle raised his face, sniffed at the air. ‘You smelling that?’

‘What?’

‘Move over.’ Kyle walked further into the basement. Dan wheezed under the weight of the camera and gear as he followed.

Dan sniffed. Shrugged.

The dusty light, which had fallen through the barred window of the basement during the day, was now gone. But the window still shone with vestiges of street light from outside. It barely distinguished the cardboard boxes, and oddments of discarded furniture from previous tenants, as anything but silhouettes. The spotlight on Dan’s camera contributed another layer of silvery luminance, which almost returned Kyle’s confidence to a normal level.

‘I don’t remember that before,’ Kyle said, and turned about, looking for the source of the smell. It reminded him of sewage: old-egg sulphurous, gassy-pungent. And damp. There was a harder smell of rank water clothed by something musty, like old wet carpet in a cold room. He thought of what Susan White had said. And then forcibly suppressed his uneasiness.

‘Yeah, I’m getting it now,’ Dan said. ‘Watch where you’re putting your feet.’

Kyle peered about the boxes, but it was too dark to see if anything leaked or dripped or decomposed amongst the shadows. Maybe there was an old bin bag from a former tenant, left down here and forgotten about.

‘Bingo,’ Dan said.


Kyle turned to look at where Dan shone the camera’s spotlight, on the wall behind a disorderly jumble of broom- and mop-handles, their shadows thin and insect-like against the old plaster. ‘What?’

‘The wall. Something’s leaked. See?’

Upon the murky plaster a dim cloud of damp, as wide and long as a door, was streaked with thicker brown veins of moisture that shone wetly. As Kyle looked at it, the miasma intensified about his face. ‘I better tell Max to call the estate agents. Pipe’s burst. That wasn’t here earlier. I’d have smelled it when I came down this afternoon.’

Dan removed the camera light from it. ‘Let’s get started.’

‘OK. But start over here. By the stairs. There’s an airbrick too. And my face is going to be clamped to it soon. Shoot from here to the window. Try and get it all in. We can use that creepy window with the nursery narration.’

‘Can do.’ As Dan manoeuvred himself and the camera tripod into position, set up the two small lights, and chalked up the clapperboard: Scene 6: London, indoors, basement, night, Kyle read through his script and refamiliarized himself with his narration about the first births of the Gathering.

‘Ready?’ Dan asked.

‘Let’s go.’ Kyle cleared his throat and spoke into his tie mic, out-of-shot.

Dan operated the clapperboard and then stepped back behind the camera.

‘It is no surprise that after a year of enforced celibacy, when Sister Katherine began pairing members of her Gathering into couples in 1969, and allowed limited, but often very public sexual relations between members of the group, these unions would begin to bear fruit. Although most of the
children born into the Gathering were begat at the farm in Normandy, and later still in the Sonoran desert, at least four children were born at the headquarters of the organization, shortly before the diaspora to France. The babies were kept down here. And their birth mothers’ access to them was limited. Katherine made it clear to her adepts that any child born into their elect was to be parented by the community. To be raised without the hang-ups of their natural parents. Looking after the infants was seen as a punishment—’

‘Shit,’ Dan said looking up at the ceiling.

‘I heard that,’ Kyle whispered.

And again, there it was; a bumping against a door, somewhere above them in the building. And what sounded like a faint scuffle of feet, unsteady steps, completed the ensemble of muffled noises above their heads.

‘Someone is definitely in here,’ Dan whispered fiercely. ‘You must have left the front door open.’

‘I didn’t. I locked it. I remember.’

Kyle was sure the sound had carried from the first-floor apartment, the door of which was still unlocked and open from the afternoon’s shoot.

‘Fuck’s sake,’ Dan whispered.

‘Better go look. Come on. Might be nothing.’

Dan didn’t reply, or lead the way, so Kyle climbed the stairs first. Guided himself upwards by the light that fell between his legs from the camera’s spotlight. ‘Keep it running,’ Kyle whispered. ‘Just in case.’

‘What am I, an amateur?’

‘Hello!’ Kyle shouted up the stairwell from the reception hall, as much to build his confidence as to make contact with an intruder. ‘This is private property!’


‘Maybe say the police are coming,’ Dan muttered.

But Kyle couldn’t bring himself to; it sounded foolish. He dialled 999 into his mobile and rested his thumb on the CALL button. ‘Come on,’ he whispered to Dan.

They checked the ground-floor flat. Nothing. Then went upstairs to the first floor and stood in the doorway of each of the four empty rooms. The camera spotlight revealed a stark emptiness. Nothing again.

The only nook they couldn’t see from the main hall that ran the length of the flat was the en-suite bathroom in the master bedroom. ‘Some crack-head weasel might be in there,’ Dan said, his voice tense beside Kyle. They stood together and looked at the doorway to the bathroom, until Kyle became tired of his own anxiety and, in a sudden burst of unexamined confidence, walked across the master bedroom and peered into the bathroom.

Porcelain, wood, chrome: empty.

They went and checked the penthouse: empty. Made their way back to the first floor. Kyle shook his head once the search was complete. ‘Nothing.’

‘Old place. Must be shifting on its foundations.’

‘Could be. No one in here but us.’

Dan peered at him from around the viewfinder. They exchanged glances and after a moment of realizing they were both frowning sternly at each other, they burst into laughter. And Kyle was reminded again, after so many years of being friends, just how much he enjoyed the sound of Dan’s wheezy chuckle.

‘I need a piss. I’m going in there. Shift,’ Dan said. ‘But let’s get this wrapped up quick when I’m done syphoning off this wheat beer,’ he said over his shoulder as he urinated.


Kyle nodded. ‘No problem. Let’s redo the nursery segment. Then do a piece in night mode up in Sister Katherine’s penthouse. Get some shots of the place in night mode on our way back up. We can do audio over them later and cut them into Susan’s piece.’

Dan nodded, zipped up, reclaimed the camera and headed for the stairs. He paused at the bottom and turned his head to Kyle. ‘You don’t think someone got in and hid?’

‘No chance. Come on, big man, shift your arse.’

 


‘For one year, Sister Katherine spent most of her time in these four rooms. Glimpsed infrequently, she would venture out dripping with jewellery, and clad in the designer clothes she became so fond of, to shop on Bond Street, or to visit the exclusive clubs of Mayfair and Knightsbridge and Chelsea, from which a few photos of her still exist. Palatial accommodation compared to the rest of the building, where the adepts slept crammed against each other, the cries of the infants in the basement nursery perhaps rising up to disturb sleep already hampered by snoring and a total lack of privacy. This separation had a powerful impact upon the minds of her followers. It was the clearest indication of Sister Katherine’s authority over them, and her elevation to the status of absolute spiritual leader. Which would become all too evident at the next two locations where she exiled her loyal, but dwindling band of adepts. Ending in what one writer called—’

‘Dude! We have definitely got company. Shit!’

Kyle jumped, caught his breath. He stared at the side of Dan’s head; his temples were wired with white hair. Dan’s getting old, he thought, stupidly.


And the sound was repeated; a pattern of footsteps outside the street-facing room on the penthouse floor. What appeared to be unsteady steps; the sounds suggested the feet were dry and bare, scuffing at the wooden floorboards in the central corridor. But the entire second storey had been devoid of life besides the two of them; they had even checked again to put Dan’s mind at rest.

‘What is it?’ Dan’s face was stiff with fright. He quickly removed his beloved Canon XHA from the tripod.

Kyle hurriedly untaped the tie mics from inside his shirt. ‘How the fuck do I know?’

Dan slowly lowered the camera to the floor, untangled himself. ‘This is not funny. Just not funny. I’m going to—’ A door, somewhere outside the room, was slammed with such force he never finished the sentence.

Kyle finished it for him. ‘Get the fuck out.’

Dan headed for the door. Kyle hurried after him; the camera’s spotlight lit the room to where they paused in the doorway, but not much further beyond the threshold. ‘Who’s there?’ Kyle shouted. His voice carried deep into the building.

Silence. They looked at each other. Then peered to their right, down the hallway and into the darkness that had taken possession of the remainder of the floor. Beyond the beat of his heart inside his ears, Kyle heard a faint whistle. A whistle? He couldn’t be sure. Must have come from outside. No, it was a dog. One of the neighbours’ dogs. Because he then heard a squeal like a paw had been stepped upon. But in the distance. Far away. But up above them. Impossible. ‘You hearing that? Outside?’

Dan’s eyes blinked rapidly. ‘Let’s take off.’ He turned his
body to head back inside the room to collect the camera, then paused. Kyle held his hand up for silence, and squinted, on account of the cold draught seeping through the hallway from the rear of the building. A subtle wind pregnant with the odour of decomposition. Which immediately brought to his mind the memory of a bird he found as a child: tar-gluey with its own black blood, jumping with white tics, dusty and dead-stinky. He placed a finger under his nose. ‘Ugh.’

Dan coughed. ‘I’m—’

But there it was again, a distant burst of whistles interspersed with a sound reminiscent of a gargle heard through a wall. Followed a few seconds later by a dog whining. They stood mute and immobile until the sudden thump of feet raced through the unlit hallway of the penthouse and broke them from paralysis.

For a moment, they became trapped against each other within the door frame. Dan’s elbow knocked against Kyle’s shoulder. He’s pushing me behind him! Panic surged to fill Kyle’s head with a jostle of thoughtless thoughts, and an image of Susan White’s lined and lipless mouth saying, ‘Presences’.

He followed Dan down the darkened stairs from the second floor to the first; the soles of his Converse landed on the smooth edges of the stairs and shot forward; the sound of his breath was smothered by the bang bang bang of Dan’s feet in front of him.

Kyle couldn’t swallow. He looked at Dan’s eyes as Dan rounded the stairwell and headed to the first floor, half running, half scrabbling, and wished he hadn’t; they were wide and bright with fear in a beam of street light that washed across his pale unshaven face. Hysteria electrified Kyle’s
gut, spread to his legs and arms, was barely contained and wanted to break out, and to force a thrashing acceleration over Dan and his cumbersome staircase-blocking body. He had no idea who, or what, he was running from, but his instincts screamed: get out!

Kyle’s feet dropped into the ambient street light that bounced off the laminate floors. The light squeezed into the building from the small square windows of the stairwell, but was never more than vague. Between these jump-cuts of half-darkness, he thrust his feet into nothingness and jarred his back as if he walked on legs that refused to bend.

Kyle looked behind him. Saw the front door to the penthouse floor. It gaped. Was black, smudgy and vibrated in his half-sight. Nothing moved within it. But if anything did, he knew he would freeze and wait on the stairs, incapable of movement.

Wait for what?

He kept running downwards behind Dan’s noisy lurches, then across the tiny first-floor landing to the next set of stairs. The world shook in Kyle’s wide-eyed grasp for luminance, for clarity, for the world to reform in light and to return to visibility and to safety. Dan’s breath panted ahead of him, adding an urgency to his own.

A door slammed shut, behind them, upstairs. Maybe in the penthouse. Through the maelstrom of their panting, their banging feet and beating hearts, Kyle also heard a skitter, like a dog’s frantic claws upon a wooden floor as it tried to get up. He became too afraid to look back again, in case something now moved behind them.

A sudden rush of air from above dropped through the middle of the stairwell they rounded like frightened children.
Fell like a long hiss and preceded what Kyle thought was the grunt of a pig.

‘Oh fuck. Oh fuck,’ Dan gasped, and slipped and thumped his broad shoulder off a stairwell wall. Kyle passed him on the inside and took the last flight of stairs three at a time, and didn’t break his stride until he was at the front door. Dan pressed himself into his friend’s back. He wheezed in a high-pitched nasal rhythm of terror. ‘Open it!’

‘I’m trying!’ In Kyle’s hands, the bunch of keys jumped and rattled and shone silvery like tiny fish in a fisherman’s net. He jabbed, stabbed and he scraped one, two, three of the wrong size keys at the lock, before dropping the entire bunch. He thought he might cry with rage and fear and frustration.

Behind them, the building returned to silence.

 


Hands on knees, they gulped at the night air. Hunched over, side by side, on the pavement, across the road from the dark, silent house, the red door closed behind their flight, Dan sounded like he was having a heart attack. Gotta lay off the kebabs, big man, Kyle thought in the idiotic ordinariness of flimsy thinking that wafted into a mind recently traumatized by abject terror.

He put a hand on Dan’s big ham of a shoulder, and pushed himself upright. Dan’s T-shirt was soaked with sweat. It smelled of beef crisps on a horse blanket. Kyle wiped his hand against the thighs of his Levis. ‘You believe this shit?’

Dan couldn’t speak.

‘Man. I mean, Jesus.’ He raised two hands in the air, beseeching the night to provide an answer.

Dan rose like an old man from a wheelchair. ‘See anything? ’


Kyle thought hard on the question; quickly ran through the jumble of his jumping vision that he could recall. ‘No. But did you hear that sound?’

‘Which one?’

Kyle heard himself giggle nervously before he realized he was doing it.

‘That was some freaky shit, right there.’ Dan’s face was ashen, his top lip moist with pebbles of sweat between the salt-and-pepper whiskers. ‘What was it?’

Kyle shook his head. Shrugged. ‘I heard feet. That … that … zooey sound.’

Dan’s anxious face broke into a feeble grin. ‘Zooey?’

‘Birds. Animals. You know, like in a zoo. In the distance. You get that?’

Dan’s wet brow creased in puzzlement. ‘I heard a voice.’

‘No.’

‘Like wailing. This kind of trying to sing. I think. No words in it. Then maybe a dog too. And, like a flute, or something.’

‘Flute? Like a whistle?’

‘Maybe. Dunno.’ He paused and clutched both hands to his mouth. ‘Oh shit.’

‘What? What?’ Kyle’s repetition went up an octave.

‘Cameras. Dude, the frickin’ cameras are still in there.’

Kyle laughed, more with relief than at the absurdity of the situation. ‘You think I’m going back in there without a priest, you’re kidding yourself.’

‘The christening. I gotta be there at nine in the morning. I promised Jared. Shit.’

During a silence that lasted for seconds, but one that felt like minutes, Kyle stared at the house. He shook his head. ‘I can’t believe it. A big part of me is now seriously wondering
if that was the first, the very first, I tell you, the first experience, the first encounter with … whatever … I’ve ever had.’

Dan tried to smile. ‘Could have been a rat, a pigeon stuck inside. A dog. Some kind of draught. We’re half-cut. Old buildings have weird acoustics. And we didn’t see anything. We just got spooked.’

Kyle turned his head to Dan. Held both of his hands out with the palms open. ‘Go and fetch your camera then.’
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By Sunday the whole episode felt imagined. They’d pulled off a successful dawn raid and got out of the building with all the equipment intact.

An animal had crept inside the Clarendon Road house. A dog. A fox. A bird. Pigeons. They were everywhere. And the smallest movements and sounds of an avian or animal intrusion were amplified enough to frighten them witless. Or maybe, like Dan said, a trespasser had followed them inside.

But then why hadn’t the gear been tampered with, or worse?

He’d ruled out a TV or radio because the house was detached and its windows were closed, but reminded himself that darkness attuned any imagination to suggestion. It was natural. And unsurprising after Susan White’s stories about visions and presences in a vast empty building. A couple of beers and the creak of a floorboard were the only requirements to set them off. Though the fewer people who knew about the incident the better. He was embarrassed now he felt more secure after a day at home in his desperate studio flat; in his joggers, at work on the script, cigarette smoke permanently
adrift from the gargoyle ashtray, another cafetière on his desk.

Inside his little scruffy sanctuary, he’d gradually let his senses feel about and settle on the fusty anchors of his life: the ancient leather sofa that gave him backache; wall-racks filled with hundreds of DVD spines; the stereo; the smoothie-maker that had been a present, but was a dog with fleas to clean; hundreds of books shelved as if by a monkey over three units; black-and-white movie stills; the framed poster of Herzog’s Aguirre: The Wrath of God; the desk from Ikea that had been in the flat when he moved in, now cluttered with folders, more books and DVDs.

Not much to cling to: a worn-out retreat with a perpetually empty fridge, a vague smell of cat piss near the front door, two sash windows that never closed fully, and storage heaters that didn’t work. He couldn’t even read his own gas and electricity meters because they were sealed in the basement flat two floors down, whose occupant he’d never seen.

The flat appeared even more ramshackle than he remembered after the space and grace of the Holland Park town house. Same deal after an overnight in a hotel when you lived like a bum. But it was home. Secure and real. And even if the previous night’s experience left him uneasy enough to suffer a late night, followed by dreams he couldn’t recall in the morning, as the new day’s light filled the world, the edge to his fear had dimmed.

Kyle removed the fourth flash drive from the back of his laptop; it was marked London, June 11, Clarendon Road, Penthouse Interview: Susan White aka Sister Isis. Some great footage was already visible in the first four drives. Susan White’s interview segments all ascended to critical points
when her agitation became visible; usually close to the end of each segment. Neat. Her scenes couldn’t have been better if they’d used a well-rehearsed actor. She was for real. It all looked good too. The natural light dimmed as the day progressed; faded from a white sterility and vacancy in which Susan looked withered and reduced, to evolve into an amber hue at dusk, full of shadows as the walls came in around her. It was a marvel to see a story find its own pace and tone so quickly. And the eerie sounds he’d picked up in the boom mic provided the London section with a soundtrack it was never meant to have.

He forced himself to wolf down a sandwich. He was getting lightheaded with euphoria. This could be something. Really something. He desperately wanted to discuss it with Dan. And the thought of the last of the raw footage, from the previous night’s shoot, appearing on the screen of his laptop, made him so nervous and excited he struggled to breathe normally as he fitted the fifth flash drive into the machine. He’d saved it until last. The money shoot.

The camera mic was never used for anything save a guide track, but it was recording on their way down through the building to the basement, and then inside the basement too when they were first spooked, as Dan had been using the camera as a torch.

And there they were, him and Dan, on the unlit penthouse floor. The camera was on Dan’s shoulder, set to a wide angle. On the laptop screen, the floor and walls of the house appeared in a narrow white beam of the camera’s spotlight. The light’s power decreased at its extremity, then vanished into the murk. The shadowy field of vision appeared as if deep underwater, like they were filming inside a sunken
wreck. Glimmers of fresh paint and the burnish of floorboards served as little reminders of the ordinary character of the flats during daylight hours, which was a fragile comfort at night.

The small sphere of light washed the back panels of Kyle’s leather jacket as he walked out front, and created a blue sheen on his jet hair. The world of the camera’s eye bounced and shuddered; it threw weak intrusive beams into the lightless vacancy of the stairwell. But never penetrated far.

Until the camera suddenly rushed forward and stared upwards at the ceiling. On the audio track, Kyle heard Dan shout, ‘Dufus!’

‘Why’d you stop?’

‘Shush. You shut the front door when we came back in?’

‘Yes. Locked it.’

‘Listen.’

Kyle paused the disc. He moved the footage back to the point before Dan slipped on the stairs. Shuffled closer to the speakers. Raised the volume. Something on the audio? Yes, just about. There was a faint clatter. A far-off sound. A series of knocks, or slaps, in the distance. Three times he played it back and listened. Ambient, far off, but it could be anything.

He hit PLAY.

Listening hard for anything unusual on the audio, Kyle detected their footsteps to and then into the basement, their breath, the rustle of garments, but nothing untoward. They discussed the smell, the camera raked left and right and nothing came into focus, until Dan zoomed onto the wall behind a jumble of broom- and mop-handles. ‘Bingo.’ The camera’s light hit a wall; the lens zoomed onto a yellowy-brown discolouration. Panned back to pick up the cloudy
marks. At a glance, it was a stain left by the evaporation of unclean water.

Kyle paused the disc, then jogged it back until he could see the widest-angle shot of the stain. The discolouration suggested a second layer of thick branches raised from the wall. Which shone like glassy striations as if the sand inside the plaster had fused. It was not a water stain.

He jogged the film forward, one frame at a time. The streaks blurred, but when they flickered into clarity he sucked in his breath. He rewound the footage right back to Dan’s discovery of the marks. He went through the clip again. And there it was, for two frames: what looked like a scrawny spine attenuated by ribs.

He rewound. Looked again. Paused the footage. Yes, it could actually be a glazed impression of a curved vertebral column at the centre of the stain, half concealed behind the glistening streaks, like a fossil of a skeletal spine. Which would suggest the lighter surround offered a hint of meagre flesh papered across the vertebrae, as if the bones were being glimpsed under grubby but mostly transparent skin. Above what looked like the shrivelled remains of a pair of shoulders, long threads seemed to waft, or sway like fine-spun wisps, out from what might have been a small skull. A head that dipped away from sight.

Kyle made a note of the timecode. Then sat back and stared, mystified, bewildered, but also frightened. He swallowed, looked about his flat as if he expected to find someone stood beside him. He lit a cigarette. Watched himself on-screen talk about the children of the Gathering, until he was interrupted by Dan’s tense whisper: ‘Shit’.


Faint, but still audible. A dull bang had been picked up by the microphone. As if someone had fallen against a door on the floor above.

From behind the camera, Dan’s voice went tight and urgent with fear. ‘Someone is definitely in here. You must have left the front door open.’

Intently enough to make his eyes smart, Kyle watched his recorded image leave the basement and search the building with the camera running. Until Dan lowered it to urinate on the first floor. The camera mic had picked up nothing besides the sound of their voices and movements. And he felt a mild shame at how tight with fright his face had appeared, how jumpy his eyes were. Finger Mouse would have a belly laugh at their expense.

The screen went black when Dan turned the camera off before they moved up to Sister Katherine’s former penthouse, at the top of the building.

Smoking vigorously, Kyle waited for the next scene to start. And recalled that they hadn’t set the lights up in the penthouse because they had been rushing through a rehearsal to see how it looked in night mode when they were interrupted. But they did line up the sound for the final penthouse segment, using two tie mics and the boom mic. So the playback of the audio as they fled the penthouse would be crystal clear. This was the moment of truth: how much of the disturbance had they caught?

The next scene began. On-screen, Kyle was filmed by Dan; he spoke to camera about Sister Katherine’s separation from the adepts of the Gathering, until the camera shook and skewed and left only half of Kyle’s face in shot, as Dan said, ‘Dude! We have definitely got company.’


Kyle’s scalp shrank under his hair at the faint sound of something that scraped about a hard floor, out of shot. The sound progressed from the far reach of the hallway inside the penthouse. No mistake, the sound may have been faint, but that was a clear shuffle of unsteady and unseen steps.

The next image was of Kyle’s pallid face on the screen. He could see his throat’s struggle to swallow the tightness in his trachea.

‘What is it?’ Dan said, as he unfastened the camera from the tripod and lowered it to the floor. The walls of the bare room shook in the spotlight, until the camera settled to face the dark hollow of the doorway. Out of shot, the hurried exchange between him and Dan, their voices tight and breathless, was all too audible:

‘How the fuck do I know?’

‘This is not funny. Just not funny.’

‘I’m going to—’

In the murky enclosure of the on-screen world that only revealed the faint white flood of the camera spotlight across the floorboards, a door slammed in the distance. And with so much force the image flickered.

‘Get the fuck out …’

Inert upon the floor, the camera vibrated as it captured the stampede of their feet and legs towards the door of the room. Where they paused. Kyle’s scuffed Converse looked grey at the farthest reach of the spotlight; Dan’s black trainers clashed with the greenish tinge of his big pale legs; he’d been wearing shorts and the spotlight depilated the black hair from his skin. Their images stood together in the doorway, rigid with fear. The camera angle recorded them to the waist, but no further up.


In the safety of his studio flat, Kyle listened hard for whatever it was they had heard in the supposedly vacant property.

His own strained voice called out from the laptop speakers: ‘Who’s there?’ There was no answer, only a cessation of the noise. He remembered looking to his right at that point; had peered into the unlit hallway from which another three unseen doorways were closed on three lightless rooms.

But there it was. A distant shriek.

Kyle paused the footage. Jogged it back. Played it again.

A cry. Like a bird. Or a whistle. Sharp, abrupt.

‘You hearing that?’

On the recording he asked Dan if the sound had come from outside.

‘Let’s take off,’ Dan said, with difficulty, his voice wheezy with fright.

The mics recorded Kyle’s groan and Dan’s cough. The smell; there was the stench then. Billowing from the unlit confines of the top storey. And again, on the audio track, came a distant burst of whistles from the distance, like birds panicked from a hedgerow. And then …

Kyle jogged the film back. Listened again to what was it? Bestial. Sudden. Throat-deep, a wet rumble, with the beginning of a snarl inside it. And something else in response to the growl; what he had thought was a dog. Yes, it sounded like a frightened dog whistling through its muzzle.

He played the footage back three times. Listened again. Could a man make such a sound?

Kyle hit PLAY. And lurched away from the laptop. Pushed himself back from the speakers that vibrated with the thump of feet; the footsteps of someone who staggered through the dark passage towards where he and Dan cowered.


On-screen, their legs jumped and then fled. They bumped into each other and fought in the doorway, then lurched for the staircase two abreast and went out of shot. The microphones caught the chaos of their rout on the unlit staircase: hands squealed on banister rails, feet thudded wooden stairs, breath was panted out as if by overheating machines. And then he and Dan were distant thuds on the audio track. But the camera continued to record the void of the unlit hallway, beyond the doorway of the room they had evacuated.

A new series of sounds dispersed from the speakers. They reminded Kyle of a frantic slap of hands against a wall. As someone unsteady on their feet attempted to move quickly through the hallway after them.

A second door slammed on the same floor, as if yanked shut by the frantic hands. There were two intruders? Impossible.

‘Jesus. Jesus.’ Hunched over on the floor of his flat, he stared at the laptop screen and didn’t blink in case he missed what he really did not want to see. The picture on the screen remained unchanged for a few seconds: the camera stationary and shooting from ground level, the image in the viewfinder static. Until a thin figure raced across the open doorway.

On ungainly legs, uncoordinated but quick, it flitted for a moment before it too descended the staircase. In pursuit. And as it appeared, the darkness of the doorway and the void beyond was filled with the scratch of the figure’s feet; reminiscent of a dog’s claws that skid and scratch upon a varnished surface.

Kyle hit PAUSE. Someone, almost certainly unclothed, had been in there with them the whole time. But how? They checked every room of the top storey before they began the
last scene. And closed all the doors behind them. This just wasn’t possible. For a while, he believed himself too unnerved to watch the clip again. But found himself slowly jogging the shuttle back until the smear of the pale shape reappeared on-screen to rush across the doorway.

He sat back and stared at the frozen image of an upright figure, mid-stride in the dark. He moved the footage forward two frames. The figure was still vague, almost superimposed, but the camera focus marginally improved. Yes, there was a little more detail now. A pair of haggard legs beneath a shrivelled groin. And the insinuation, more than the actuality, of wasted buttocks. Flesh bleached like a fish’s belly. The knee bones were pinched, the calves stringy, the ankle and heels more bone than tissue. And the second foot, the one raised from the floor, was a blur. But there was a trace, an indication, that the second foot was long and pointed, if not spiky at its extremity. Fleshless.

Kyle remembered to breathe out. Nudged the JOG forward and watched the emaciated silhouette blur, stoop, and then drop out of sight, which implied the figure had fallen to all fours at what would have been the top of the staircase, out of shot.

He returned again to the last three frames; the only ones with the intimation of a face in profile. But the hallway was dim and the figure was blurred because of its haste. Little was clear besides a trace of sharp features on the front of a hairless head.

His legs cramped, but Kyle couldn’t move as the footage played out. The figure had gone from the screen, but the sounds of its descent, a scrape and grate at the wooden steps, suggested that four sets of long nails scrabbled for purchase.
The microphones picked them up for a few unbearable seconds. Until the noises of the figure’s descent were obscured by a rush of wind through the building, the periphery of which even made the camera shudder. In the tail of the gust, that must have been generated from the summit of the property, came a final sound: the excited shriek of swine.




FIVE

WEST HAMPSTEAD, LONDON. 12 JUNE 2011. 4 P.M.

Kyle called Dan. Got his voicemail. Tried to tell him about the Clarendon Road footage, but was cut off. He needed hours to recount what he had just seen, not seconds!

Dan called back an hour later; he’d finished the christening but had some last-minute work for Channel Four News that evening about terrorism, and was at Heathrow. Couldn’t talk. Would call him when he woke the following afternoon.

Kyle called Finger Mouse to tell him the first flash drives were coming across by courier, and that he wanted a separate DAT recording of the audio tracks in Clarendon Road. You’ll hear why, mate!

He paced the cluttered floor space of his flat; it didn’t take him long to do a dozen circuits. Smoked Lucky Strikes until his mouth burned and what felt like his last remaining taste buds died. Was queasy with nerves and tiredness, hadn’t eaten properly. He checked the fridge again, but nothing besides an open packet of pasta parcels, three limp spring onions and a pot of yoghurt did anything but turn his stomach over.

Books were picked up and put down. A Woody Allen film
was started and stopped. Dishes were washed, and even dried and put away. The cat was fed again, but didn’t mind. The main window of his flat, overlooking Goldhurst Terrace, was peered through, repeatedly. A bottle of Wild Turkey was uncapped; it made his stomach burn, but he felt better after two glasses. Outside, people came home from evenings out. The sexy girl with the haircut like Trinity from The Matrix announced herself on the pavement outside with the usual que que que sound of her high-heeled boots. He went to the window and briefly and hotly lusted for her. But even she couldn’t take his mind off the footage.

Had that been a drug addict on the film? Wasted and lanky, hunting through the dark, all dignity gone, the voice shrill and cracked from emaciation and the privations of chronic addiction? Maybe it, he, they had gained access to the building, had concealed themselves among the city’s wealthiest residents. In an empty building. Must have done. The sound of his and Dan’s voices had roused it from where it had been hiding in some near-fatal narcotic slumber. He’d once seen two skeletal female drug addicts in Camden, before they cleaned the place up; two girls rummaging through bin bags outside one of the markets at four in the morning; they were upright bones inside clothes they had once worn to nightclubs; their faces had been lumpy with purple boils.

Or perhaps a former member of the cult had been drawn back to the house, harrowed and unable to break their attachment to The Last Gathering after forty years?

Kyle put a Volbeat album on the stereo to stop his head-chatter. Fell onto the sofa. Stared at the ceiling. Rewound his memory again through the dim horrors of the Clarendon
Road footage. Thought of the terrible stain in the cellar. Fear coiled inside confusion. The flat was warm, but he shivered as if stationed before a persistent draught. Felt like he was about to accelerate vertically into a bad trip, one chilled by paranoia and tense with perceived danger.

The cat joined him on the sofa, kneaded his chest and stomach with its front paws for a few minutes, but couldn’t make Kyle’s chest comfortable enough for sleep. The cat left him. Tail high, it went into the tiny kitchen, and he heard it find the last of the weak sunlight on the window sill.

Kyle picked up the eight pieces of uncollected mail he’d taken from the hallway of the Clarendon Road house on his way out that morning. And then began to google the names of the former tenants.

 


‘Mrs Phillips. Rachel Phillips?’

‘Speaking. Who am I talking to?’

‘Kyle Freeman. You’re at work on Sunday? Tough.’

‘I’m at work every day. Who are you?’

‘Oh. We don’t know each other—’

‘You’re not selling anything are you? I’m in the middle of something.’

‘No, no. I was just, well, I have an interest in a property you rented at Clarendon Road.’

‘Oh, I see.’

‘Well, I understand you were the previous tenant of the ground-floor flat and—’

‘How did you get this number?’

‘Oh, I googled you.’

‘Googled me?’

‘Yes, I’m sorry. It must seem intrusive. And ordinarily I
wouldn’t have bothered you, but, well, I was at the property on Saturday and … I’m not quite sure how to put this …’

‘I have a feeling you’re going to ask me why I left the flat halfway through my lease.’

‘Er, you did?’

‘Don’t rent it. Don’t go near it.’

‘I don’t intend to. Wouldn’t now, anyway.’

‘So the estate agent gave you my name so you could google me?’

‘Umm, no.’

‘Glad to hear it. So how did you get my name then?’

‘Mail. But I didn’t open it. I saw some mail this morning, when we went back for the … and I decided to call one of the previous tenants. You were the only one I could find a number for. At your chambers. You’re the only QC online called Rachel Phillips. I was going to leave a message.’

‘My, my, you are tenacious.’

‘Well, it’s quite important to me. And it’s just that, well, I wondered—’

‘If I noticed anything unusual about the property when I lived there?’

‘Exactly. Like, did you come across any funny smells?’

‘Smells? Ha! And the plumbers told me there was nothing wrong with the pipes. I say plumbers because I had three of them look. And the drainage is fine too. But the smells were the least of my worries, Mr?’

‘Freeman. Kyle Freeman.’

‘Mr Freeman,’ she lowered her voice as if someone might have been listening at her end. ‘Do you believe in ghosts?’

‘You know, I get asked that a lot. Perhaps I better come
clean; I make films, ma’am. I’ve made films and documentaries about unexplained phenomena—’

‘Sorry, I thought you were a prospective tenant. You should have said. I have no intention of going on the record about any of this—’

‘No, no, you don’t have to. We had permission to go inside the house to shoot a documentary about its history—’

‘History? What history?’

‘It does have a bit of one. Look, I’m not a journalist, and I would never use your name for anything at all. I’m an independent documentary film-maker, and I don’t even want to film you, unless you wanted—’

‘Good God, no!’

‘Sure. Not a problem. But … Do you have time to talk now? About the house?’

‘Not really.’

‘Could we meet then? I’m happy to spring for lunch.’

There was a pause.

‘Ma’am?’

‘Yes. Hang on. Just looking at my diary. Look, maybe it’ll help to talk about this to someone other than my friends, who think I’m mad whenever I mention it. Are you free Monday?’

‘I can be.’

‘At one? It’ll have to be tomorrow. I’m unavailable for the next three weeks.’

‘Sure, sure. I can do that.’

‘And you’ll have to come to me. I work off The Strand.’

‘Right. Great.’

‘Good. Meet me at the Star Inn. One sharp. I can give you twenty minutes. See you then. And bring my mail with you.’


‘Of course,’ he said to a dialling tone.

Kyle exhaled, then gulped at the pint of tap water on his coffee table. He turned to his laptop and googled the name of the pub Rachel Phillips had mentioned. Opened another window on his screen and pasted the postcode into Google Maps. Looked for the nearest Tube station. Chancery Lane. Maybe he could black-cab it and charge it to Max, who’d be pleased with this lead. Maybe he could try to persuade Rachel to let him record her testimony anonymously, then get an actress to do her narration in a voice-over if it was good enough. Rachel Phillips QC was abrupt and time-precious, but as a barrister she didn’t fit the profile of a kook who was willing to jump to woo-woo conclusions about odd sounds and smells in a rented flat. Didn’t barristers have to be accurate?

He was suddenly tempted to call Dan again and tell him the news about the interview; this unexpected confirmation of what they had actually experienced inside the building. He swept his phone off the table, but remembered Dan would be working and put the phone back down. Kyle slumped into the sofa. Looked at the shroud of the chestnut tree beyond his living-room windows, through which the dying sun came in, filtered as if through diamonds.

This was really turning into something. He could feel it. That tingling, precious moment when the usual slog of the research, the hunt for interviews, the endless phone calls to set up a shoot, the standing around between takes, the fretting, the let-downs, the revisions and compromises, just seemed to elevate into a coming together; a serendipity, when one lead opened into another and he was transported, dizzy with excitement, by a project coming to life and taking a
unique shape as it told its own story; a narrative he never expected to take form in the script. The best stories told themselves and turned the original premise into fossils; he knew that from experience with Blood Frenzy and Coven. They burned out because they were just waiting to be told if you found the right people and asked the right questions.

‘Yowser!’ he said to the cat that sat on the arm of the sofa. It blinked and turned on to its back.

Still no word from Max; he’d left a garbled message on Max’s mobile phone that morning. Two more in the early afternoon when he’d been too antsy to sit still after watching the footage on the final flash drive. Hadn’t Max asked him to call right away, straight after the interview with Susan White?

He opened his email, and began typing:



Hey Max,

 


Sorry for the excess of enthusiasm, but we had an extraordinary experience Saturday night at Clarendon Road. My head is still reeling. Anyway, will tell you more in detail when we next speak. Panic over: we retrieved the cameras early this morning, with some trepidation, I might add, so Dan could meet his next engagement. Place was a different proposition in daylight. No evidence of anyone having been in there besides us at all. Just like it was when we were there with Susan White: empty, bare, ordinary, totally innocuous. Electric lights were still out though, and we didn’t have the bottle/time to check the stain in the basement, but
you need to tell the landlord about it. It stinks down there. And if it’s a stain, then the Vatican should know about it! Anyway, I’ve done some sleuthing after last night’s fright, and now have an unexpected lead that I’ll be pursuing tomorrow.



Speak soon,

Kyle




SIX

LINCOLN’S INN FIELDS, LONDON. 13 JUNE 2011, 1 P.M.

Rachel peered at Kyle as he retrieved his screeching phone from the side pocket of his leather jacket. ‘Do you need to get that?’

Kyle shook his head. ‘Nah. It can wait.’ It was the third call from Max since he’d sat down with Rachel Phillips on a bench in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. One look through the window of the pub and she’d quickly eschewed her own choice of eatery. ‘Don’t worry,’ she’d said. ‘It’s not that I don’t want to be seen with you. But I don’t want anyone overhearing our conversation. I know too many people in there. I only have twenty minutes. I can eat later. You don’t mind?’

Quickly, concisely, breathlessly, as they’d walked to Lincoln’s Inn Fields, her eyes rarely left the screen of her BlackBerry and Kyle understood this interview was going to be brief. ‘Hope you’re not going to bill me for your time. I’m guessing you’re expensive.’

She’d laughed. ‘Can be.’ Crisp white blouse, a single strand of pearls, designer glasses with black frames, charcoal pinstriped suit, glossy white tights, sling-backs, perfumed maturely. She was plump, but sexy, in that handsome way
middle-aged blondes with pale skin can be. When she moved her hands, her red nails glinted like the shells of large ladybirds and a thin golden chain glittered on a smooth freckled wrist.

Kyle gave her DVD copies of his last two documentaries, hoping she would get past the lurid covers and watch them; see that he was serious and not crazy or exploitative and could be trusted if she ever changed her mind about speaking to camera, or at least letting him use her dialogue. ‘Oh. My God. Coven. Whatever next?’ she said, then gave him a conciliatory look and said, ‘Thank you,’ while quickly pushing the discs inside her bag.

‘Not my choice of title. Distributor,’ he offered by way of explanation.

Kyle’s phone cheeped as Max left another message.

‘And I thought I was busy,’ she said.

‘It’s the executive producer of the film. He can wait. I know your time is precious.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, demurely, and stared out across the grass towards the cupolas and ramparts of St Mary’s University. ‘The smell came first. That was the first thing I noticed.’

‘How would you describe it?’

‘Ghastly. A faint residue of sewage in the beginning. But then I became convinced there was a dead rat under the floorboards. Like carrion. Unmistakable. I spent some time with the UN, in Bosnia, investigating war crimes. So I know what death smells like.’ She blinked her carefully shadowed eyes three times. ‘But it would come and go. At night. It was never there when the letting agency sent a tradesman around during the day. They couldn’t find anything. The plumbing was fine.’


‘Did they check the basement?’

‘Of course.’

‘Because that’s where we found a leak, I think.’

‘A leak?’

Kyle nodded. ‘Behind the boxes and the furniture. On the wall. The lights weren’t working.’

‘The lights.’ Rachel bit the side of her bottom lip; her manicured hands fidgeted for a moment around her BlackBerry.

‘Yes. When we went back at around ten to finish up a couple of segments, we found the lights were out. So we were using the camera spotlight when Dan saw the stain on the basement wall.’

‘It wasn’t a leak,’ she said, her voice almost a whisper. She looked about to make sure no one was eavesdropping.

‘No?’

Rachel shook her head. ‘Am I right in saying that you saw a discolouration in the storage room?’ she said tersely, her blue eyes narrowed in tandem with the interrogatory tone of her question.

‘Yes – ’ He stopped himself from finishing with ‘your honour’.

‘And what did you see exactly on that wall?’

Kyle shrugged, still unsettled by the sudden directness of her inquiry. ‘Er, a stain, I think. Or scorch mark. On the plaster. When I played it back, I saw … I don’t know. Bones or something.’

Rachel smiled in secret triumph. ‘The stains on the plaster occurred in two of the rooms I rented. Three months after the property had an extensive renovation. Which included new plumbing, wiring throughout, and a complete redecoration in all three flats. I know because I made the letting agent
show me the invoices. And there was no damp. There were no leaks. No rising moisture. Nothing to have caused those marks.’

‘Well it’s just been done again. That place is show-home perfect inside.’

‘Doesn’t surprise me. But what should surprise you is that parts of the property were also renovated twice when I lived there, in just over twelve months. Were the other two flats still empty?’

‘Yes, they were.’

Rachel smiled again. ‘The other tenants moved out before I did. For the same reasons.’

‘The odours, stains?’

‘That was only part of it. But on the subject of the lights, two electricians assured me there was nothing wrong with the wiring, even though the lights going out throughout the entire building was not uncommon. I became quite adept at flicking the switch for the lights in the fuse box. That’s all it usually took to start with, and about a hundred spare bulbs. What was tripping the circuit, no one could tell me. But then the wiring under the fuse box was found damaged.’

‘Damaged?’

‘Rachel nodded. ‘Vandalized. But by whom? And the lights going out always preceded an appearance of the odd smells and the stains. You see, Kyle, I will wager that if you go back to the property today, the mark on the wall of the storage room will already be well on its way to disappearing. And it won’t be near a pipe, so it’s no leak. Any tradesmen will confirm there is no damp. And an impression will be left behind. You can see things in them. But that still isn’t the worst thing. It was … It was always the sense that we had an intruder
that unsettled me. I was there on my own most of the time, so it was the last thing a woman alone wants to feel. Unsafe. But I did.’

‘We heard something weird.’ Kyle tensed when Rachel turned to him abruptly.

‘There was a fund manager and his wife on the top floor. And the owner of an airline on the first floor, who used the apartment when he was in town. We all heard things.’

‘Can you describe it, the sounds?’

‘I can try. But they were very hard to define. I thought, well, it’s ridiculous, but I sometimes thought I heard children. Crying. In distress. And wind. Children in a wind. The man upstairs used to complain of dogs. “The dogs were crying again,” he would tell me in the morning. He was Iranian. But his English was good. There were animal sounds. Or at least I hoped they were. But I’m not sure what kind of animals were making them. And always outside the flat, on the communal stairs. But the couple at the top were sure they were broken into. They had the police round three times in the middle of the night. Always sounded to me like someone was in the hall, though, or on the stairs. Footsteps. Like they were drunk, or something.’

Kyle stared at his feet. ‘Music?’

‘Music? No. But something like whistling, I used to think.’

‘So it wasn’t my imagination. We had quite a fright in there. Respect to you for sticking it out for so long. But we ran like a couple of kids. There was like this wind—’

‘That blew down the middle of the stairwell?’

Kyle nodded.

‘So what do you think it is? You’re the expert.’

‘I wouldn’t say expert. It’s not like anything I’ve heard of.
Kind of like a poltergeist haunting, maybe …’ Kyle swallowed. ‘You never saw anything?’

Rachel shook her head. ‘God, no. But I can dine out on the story for the rest of my life as it is.’ She looked at him sharply. ‘Amongst friends. So I don’t want to find that you’ve used my name in your film. Because I will be looking.’

‘No, no. Don’t worry. Wouldn’t dream of it. The neighbour kind of corroborated some of what you said anyway. Dan spoke to him on Sunday, when we went back for the gear, and he said people were coming and going all the time. No one lived there for very long. Never had done. Place was always being gutted and fixed up again. Drove him nuts. He kept going on about the rubbish skips, the hammering and scaffolding, shit like that. I’d just like to use a little of the detail about what the residents experienced at the property, but I won’t ever mention your name.’

‘Good. So tell me, the history. You said there was a history. Of course, the letting agent never mentioned it, but I’ve a hunch I’m not going to like what you are going to tell me. Was it … haunted?’

‘We were there to begin shooting a documentary about The Temple of the Last Days.’

Rachel Phillips looked as if she was about to suffer a stroke. ‘The cult? In America?’

Kyle nodded. ‘They started life in that house, Rachel. When they were called The Last Gathering. They were there in 1968 and 1969.’




SEVEN

WEST HAMPSTEAD, LONDON. 13 JUNE 2011. 2.45 P.M.

‘Max, relax for chrissakes.’

‘I never told you to go and interview some bloody lawyer, or the bloody neighbours! You’ve enough to get through without digressing. I hope I’ve not misplaced my confidence and my trust in you, Kyle.’ At the other end of the phone, Max’s voice shook and not just from anger; he sounded close to tears.

‘Whoa. Whoa. Hold on. Your brief directly specifies that we are to research and film the evidence of paranormal phenomena arising from the belief system of The Temple of the Last Days. That’s straight from your pitch, Max. Interviewing an ex-tenant of their original headquarters, who was directly affected by said uncanniness is directly relevant to this film. And this “bloody lawyer” is a damn sight more credible than Sister Isis, by the way, who looks like a freak show.’

‘Don’t be so unkind! That lady is as honest as this day is long. She was there. There, Kyle! The lawyer and her neighbours were not. Susan White would never embellish her story. Whatever she told you, you can take it to the bank.’

This was unfamiliar ground. He’d not encountered Max
as anything but genial and unruffled, if not self-superior and covertly sly. But now he sensed instability. Someone irascible and emotional, if not controlling. And he really did not care for it. ‘Look. My work speaks for itself. I am thorough, Max. I follow leads. I do not overlook important testimony. Credible, believable testimony from reliable witnesses. Rachel Phillips is a barrister, Max. A barrister! How do you think this film is going to look with a load of old hippies in their seventies talking about “presences”, and “The Seven”? Eh? And playing to the gallery. Think about it. It’ll look like a load of Dungeons and Dragons, mate.’

‘Please. Do not raise your voice. You must try and understand—’

‘No, Max. I cannot. I cannot understand why you are bawling me out for taking some initiative here. This is not a good way to start a working relationship. I do not expect my decision to seek a corroborating story to be questioned. I told you that when we first met. You gave me creative autonomy. I will not be steered, Max, by an agenda. It’s not how I work. I don’t have an axe to grind here, Max, and I am not going to grind one of yours either. Particularly as you were a member, eh?’

There was a long silence from Max. But at the other end of the phone, Kyle could hear the old man’s tremulous breathing. ‘No. Kyle, you are right. I apologize. I am under a lot of pressure right now. Bear with me.’ His tone had softened to conciliation, to penitence, as if he were now surprised by, or unsure of, where his own outburst had originated. It seemed to have taken them both by surprise.

Kyle remained cautious; instinctively wary of any meddling authority in film-making. God knew he’d had enough
of that. ‘Why did you not tell me that you were part of The Last Gathering? That’s a major omission. You were balls-deep from the beginning, mate, but you chose not to tell me. So what’s that all about?’

‘Susan should not have mentioned that. I told her not to.’

‘Why? You left the group in the same week as her! You could have told us the same things as Susan. Maybe we should interview you—’

‘No!’

Kyle flinched, as if he’d been electrocuted by the handset of his phone.

‘Sorry. I am sorry. It’s a difficult time for us right now.’

‘Us? Who is us?’

Max let out a long, tired sigh. ‘Another one of us went in the night.’

‘I don’t follow, Max. What are you telling me?’

‘We can’t waste any more time. It’s paramount we get Gabriel’s testimony this week. And I need the London footage right away. Uploaded to the ftp site. You have the address?’

‘Yes. But wait. Hang on. What do you mean, “another one of us went”?’

‘We’re old. There’s not many of us left. Some of us are unwell. And a dear old friend of mine recently left us.’

‘You mean he died? Who?’

‘Doesn’t matter. He was unwilling to break silence for the film. Would never have been involved. But I’m very upset about it.’

‘Sorry. I’m sorry, Max.’

‘I heard yesterday. It’s all very sad. We’ve all been through
so much together.’ Max cleared his throat. ‘Call me when you’re in France. We can talk more then. We’ll meet when you get back.’

‘Wait.’ But Max had already hung up.



HELTER SKELTER

‘Whatever you have read about the murders, this book will still shock you.’

 


Irvine Levine, Last Days







EIGHT

OUTSIDE MORTAIN, LOWER NORMANDY, FRANCE. 15 JUNE 2011

Another text message chimed its arrival on Kyle’s phone. From Max: Film every building. I want Brother Gabriel in every room. It was the ninth message from Max since they’d arrived in France with Brother Gabriel sat like a little doll on the back seat of the minivan.

‘Enough already, Max!’ The revival of his suspicions about Max’s disingenuous nature, twinned with a previously undisclosed habit of micro-managing a shoot, was now augmented by lumbering them with a genuine nutjob from the old cult. Irritation hardened to resentment. And it was hard to shift.

There had been eight hours on the ferry to Normandy from Portsmouth; the night crossing entirely sleepless because of Brother Gabriel’s relentless monologues, directed at them while they sat upon chairs bolted to a listing floor. The ferry journey was immediately followed by Kyle’s confusion and unspoken terror when driving from Le Havre to Mortain, on what would always feel like the wrong side of the road to an English motorist.

‘What’s up?’ Dan said, as much to break from Brother
Gabriel’s latest spell of autodidactism issuing from the rear as to learn the contents of Kyle’s text message.

Kyle dropped the phone back into the cup holder. ‘Max! Again. Fuck’s sake. We know what we’re doing! He just keeps going on, and on.’ Glancing into the rear-view mirror he caught Gabriel’s little smiling eyes behind his spectacles, the lenses coated in a mosaic of crushed dandruff and finger prints. How can he see through those bins? Gabriel seemed delighted in Kyle’s irritation with Max.

‘Lot of it about, mate,’ Dan said, and looked out the passenger window; more to escape Gabriel’s sulphurous breath, whenever his shrunken head appeared between the headrests, than through any interest in the countryside. A landscape that seemed entirely composed of three colours: green, chalk-white and stone-grey. Around the car the fields and little farms were inoffensively monotonous; had Kyle not been driving on the wrong side of the road, he might have found the silty light from the low sky soothing.

He bit down upon a laugh that would have been hysterical had it escaped his mouth. And refused to believe there was another man alive who had more to say, that no one wanted to hear, than Brother Gabriel. He was also the thinnest man Kyle had ever seen. Next to the bulk of Dan, he looked like a puppet with a head crowned by a mane of long greasy grey curls, that bounced childishly about his shoulders. His face was at least two inches narrower than the oblong tortoiseshell spectacle frames that hung from ears the size of dried apricots.

They’d picked Gabriel up from Wood Green, where he existed on incapacity benefits inside a ground-floor council flat, that both he and Dan were eager to escape the moment
they entered its fusty confines. It was immediately obvious that Brother Gabriel lacked the opportunity to converse with others unless they were trapped in a limited space with him. The very moment he appeared at his front door, his small mouth opened inside the unruly white beard and hadn’t closed since. His pea coat was at least three sizes too big for his scrawny frame, even though the coat was probably intended for a boy. White animal hairs festooned its fuzzy black surface, but they had seen no dog or cat in the dim and cluttered one-bedroom flat. In which, impossibly, there was also an elderly parent in her nineties that Gabriel mentioned looking after. It had made Kyle shudder.

‘Your mum going to be all right, Gabriel?’ Dan had asked the small figure as it fussed over the closing of an aged suitcase, made from cardboard and reinforced with brass corners. ‘You’ll be back in two days, mate. Might not need all that,’ Dan had added. The case was full of clothes. Between the hirsute lapels of Brother Gabriel’s pea coat, a green tracksuit jacket was visible, covering two other shirts, both stained around the neckline, suggesting to Kyle that once the layers were peeled off, nothing would be found besides a grubby infant skeleton. For a moment, he even worried that Gabriel was leaving home and that he and Dan were now responsible for him.

On the drive to Portsmouth they were regaled with long and detailed lectures about the history of the estate Gabriel lived on, its importance to psychic geographers, the building of the M25, secret allied bunkers buried in Hampshire, the possibility of Atlantis off the south coast, how psychic energy moved through ley lines and was affecting the radio that Kyle had switched on to drown out the seminar. It went on and
it went on and it went on; the end of each sentence rising in a knowing ironic tone, until Dan discreetly pressed tiny headphones into his ears and Kyle asked for ‘a bit of quiet’ so that ‘he could concentrate on driving an unfamiliar vehicle on a fast motorway’.

In a queue of cars at the ferry port, Kyle received a text message from Dan: Guy looks like an Egyptian mummy wearing a Harpo Marx wig. Another freak show. Going to throw him over the side.

Kyle replied: I’ll take his legs, you take his arms. The idea of being trapped with the tatty little figure for the entire day, as well as the journey back, was stupefying. But during the journey, what Gabriel barely mentioned was The Last Gathering.

Past Le Havre, the nearest location the satnav recognized to the cult’s farm was the town of Mortain. The farm had no listed address. To cartographers and satnav programmers it didn’t appear to exist as anything but an empty field. From Mortain, Kyle employed a road atlas and the pen-marked photocopies of a map included in the shooting schedule. He must have overshot it again. Must have done. This wasn’t right; he’d gone too far south from Mortain.

You can’t see it from the road, Max had instructed in one of his messages. Two miles from the village you will see a great white oak at the bottom of an incline. Opposite the oak is the gate. You will not be able to drive to the farm. You must climb the gate or go through the hedge. Or is it a wall? Ask Gabriel. But you will see a distinctive copse of trees in the field directly north of the gate. Find the oak tree and you will find the path.

So was the last miserable collection of buildings the village?
It was slouched about a road so narrow there was barely room for one car, let alone the potential for oncoming agricultural traffic, which Kyle dreaded enough to chew his lip bloody. And the ‘village’ had looked deserted, even derelict; every window was shuttered.

How many buildings constituted a village? He didn’t know. Didn’t know anything. Couldn’t speak French. Had never driven in Europe before. His entire back was a swamp and he visualized a moist Rorschach imprint upon the seat covers of the hire car, which was repeatedly grazed by the bushes and tree branches intruding upon the shadowy lane, while he tried to read the map and watch the road and listen to the satnav over Brother Gabriel’s most recent oration about a Templar sect within the French government.

When the road widened sufficiently to allow a manoeuvre, he performed an ungainly ten-point turn, then retraced his tracks. ‘Any of this look familiar, Gabriel?’ He shouted over the headrest.

‘How many times are you going to ask me? I don’t remember it.’

‘You used to live here!’

For once Gabriel lacked an answer.

‘I mean, can you tell us something useful? Forget the conspiracy behind the EU, yeah? No use to us out here, mate.’

Dan smiled, but turned to Kyle and nudged his shoulder. ‘Chill.’

There were so many trees along the hedgerow, Kyle began to doubt he knew what an oak tree looked like. When he was a child there had been one in his parents’ garden. He remembered sliding down the outside of the trunk on a scorching summer’s day, wearing only his swimming costume,
his thin arms and immature legs gripping the unforgiving bark like a bear. For a few seconds after the accident his mother thought he’d castrated himself. He remembered her bathing his ‘tail’ in the bathroom with antiseptic, while he held cotton wool against his cut face with one hand and a wet flannel pressed against his bloodied nipple with the other. His nose and forehead had been a constellation of scabs for the rest of the summer.

He punched the steering wheel. Stomped the brakes. The jolt threw them all forward in their seats.

‘What’s up?’ Dan asked.

‘Would it not have been better to study the map before we left the cafe?’ Gabriel droned.

First gear: he paused beside every substantial tree for a mile, retraced his tracks to see if it jogged his memory of what oak trees look like, until the road sloped. The incline?

‘Getting anything here, Gabriel?’

‘Not sure.’

‘Because if it’s not here, then I don’t know where the fuck it could be. If it even exists!’

‘Oh it does. The stones they used to build—’

‘Not now, Gabriel,’ Dan said. ‘There’ll be plenty of time to hold forth when the camera’s rolling, yeah?’

Kyle inched the bonnet forward to the next substantial tree. Maybe this big bastard is the oak. Yes, unmistakable once he was under it: a wide, short trunk that looked climbable and a great flowering of branches and leaves that covered the lane and put the car into darkness. He killed the satnav. Lowered the passenger-side window and peered past Dan. There was an inlet in the foliage opposite the oak, but no gate. The hedge was thick and overgrown.


Kyle unbelted and climbed out of the van on rubbery legs. Peered over the hedge on tiptoes. About one hundred metres inside the empty field the hedge protected, he saw an island of trees. The copse?

Under his feet, he found a break in the ditch beside the narrow stony road: a flat mound of earth, covered in grass that dampened his jeans to the knee. He stood on it and pulled branches from the thick hedge aside. Spotted a gatepost two feet in. ‘Found it!’

 


The sun would be going down in under four hours. Better to be done by night. Don’t arouse suspicion: instructed Max’s final text, before the signal on their phones vanished.

Why? And from whom? he’d texted back. Max never answered.

Kyle thrashed himself through the bracken and hedge. Held it aside for Dan to come through backwards with the cameras and the first of the equipment bags. Gabriel followed, gingerly, on his little feet.

They stumbled into a meadow; an ocean of weeds and nettles and rough grasses that were damp and reached Kyle’s waist. Somewhere underneath the scrub was the path Sister Katherine’s adepts had taken on journeys to and from the village, from where they sold eggs, shipped out their handmade crafts, the manuscript of Katherine’s book, and the editorial to their publisher in Dorset to be transformed into the increasingly surreal magazine, Gospel. Max had included a surviving copy of the book and two of the rare magazines in his file. The book was almost unreadable; a beatific, Old Testament-styled manifesto of self-publicizing gibberish, espousing Katherine’s belief in her own divinity, her role as
saviour to her flock, and her self-pitying rants about persecution and exodus from a fallen world. One she had turned her back upon in pursuit of veiled suggestions of the Godlike immortality she and her flock would attain through faith in isolation. The magazine reiterated much the same, as well as the promise of salvation from the horrors of family, society and government, but only through devotion to her, of course, and her revelatory insights. Neither seemed much of a testament to anything but an imaginative mania and monumental ego.

The ground had not been tended in years, perhaps since the farm was abandoned in March 1972, after the Gathering endured its second excruciating winter. According to Max, the place had never been sold and was still owned by the estate of The Temple of the Last Days, which made Max’s fears about arousing suspicion puzzling. Max had been unable to find out anything else about the probate of the organization, but its holdings were kept by a front company in Nassau. If the abandoned farm was still owned by an organization that ceased to exist forty years before, then why worry about trespassing?

Stay on the path, Max had also instructed, most significantly, and only once they were on the French side of the channel. Katherine claimed she put down traps to deter the crude and to punish fleeing apostates. I heard they were the kind of traps once used to catch badgers and wild dogs. They are spring-loaded and can smash a man’s leg. The teeth are steel and will go down to the bone. I always thought it was a lie, and they would (surely?) have been removed by now; I mean, it’s been forty years. But just in case, stay on the path. Please.


When Kyle shared the information, it had not gone down well in the minivan. And Brother Gabriel could not confirm or deny the story about the traps. He had left the farm late in the first year.

‘What bloody path?’ Kyle stared at the acres of overgrown farmland, bordered on two sides by distant wire fences and dark foliage. The copse of trees was the only distinguishing feature inside the visible meadow. Beyond the ragged trees, he guessed the wild paddock continued. ‘Hippy bullshit.’

Looking down, he could see no further than his belt and his mind supplied an image of something rusty and skeletal against the soil. Jaws open and serrated. A little pressure-activated plate covered in pale weeds. Waiting four decades to finally close faster than a blink. His rectum squeezed itself into an even tighter ring.

No one would hear their cries; the village was two miles distant and appeared deserted. Neither Dan nor Gabriel could drive. Kyle imagined his fingers slippery with hot blood, pulling uselessly at rusty steel in the dark. He pushed the image from his thoughts. He had to assume it was a rumour – another one. What would Max know anyway? He’d bottled it long before it all went bad out here.

‘You have got to be kidding me,’ Dan said, as he surveyed the meadow.

‘Over to you, Gabriel,’ Kyle said.

‘You’re the minesweeper, mate,’ Dan said, with a chuckle.

But Gabriel didn’t find it funny; he barely stood upright, and remained shrunken into the hedgerow, as if ready to bolt for the van. His thin face was ashen, and his tiny dark eyes shuttered up and down rapidly.


‘You all right, mate?’ Dan asked. Then looked at Kyle. ‘Must be flashbacks.’

The ground they stood on had been the only thing to mute Gabriel, which didn’t reassure Kyle. ‘Let’s get some footage as we go through the meadow. Could be cool. It’ll suggest just how remote this place is.’

‘I don’t know,’ Gabriel’s voice was almost a whisper.

‘The overgrown path, I reckon, would logically follow a straight route up to those trees. The farm must be somewhere behind them. That right, Gabe?’ Dan said.

Gabriel nodded.

‘We’ll need you out front, mate. For the shot.’ There was a tinge of sadistic delight in Dan’s tone; payback for the hours of Gabriel’s unfilmed narration in the van that wouldn’t make the extras on any DVD.

Kyle couldn’t resist the temptation to tease Gabriel either. ‘Yes, talk us through your feelings about being the first member to return here after forty years.’

‘I need to speak to Max,’ Gabriel said.

‘No signal,’ Dan said, as he prepared the camera tripod.

‘We’ve come too far to go back now,’ Kyle said to Gabriel. ‘We just need to get up there, shoot what’s left of the buildings, get your pieces done to camera, and then follow our tracks back to the gate. A hot meal and a hotel bed, a few cold beers. All on expenses. Easy.’

Gabriel didn’t look convinced.

Kyle softened his voice; he was under an open sky and the stress of the drive had begun to work itself out of his body. ‘Now is not the time to be having second thoughts. I understand you went through a lot out here—’


‘No you don’t.’

‘OK, I imagine that it was hard, but revisiting a place like this can be cathartic. It was for Susan White. You know, Sister Isis, when we took her to Clarendon Road? And you did agree to this.’

‘I know. I know. But now I’m here, I can …’

‘What?’

Gabriel beseeched Kyle’s face with his small watery eyes. ‘I can feel them. It’s like they never left.’

 


Kyle tried to divide the grasses with his hands to see where his engineer boots sank, but it was no more effective than parting dirty water. For the first ten steps, he winced, tiptoed, stumbled twice. Then went back to the hedge and found a dead branch. He used it to prod the ground before him, and to guide each boot down to the earth.

Carrying the bag of lights and all of the sound equipment, he kept the technique up until he reached the copse of trees; by then, he sweated hard, his shoulders ached, and his neck was one column of stiffness and pain. Slow going. Thirty-five minutes to cross a field. The sun was still out, but not so strong now, and they’d need the last of the afternoon light; no way was he going through this again the day after.

Gabriel had refused to go first, so there was no opening shot of an old survivor walking back to the ruin of so many dreams and hopes. Instead, Gabriel kept close to Dan’s giant footsteps, and peered around nervously the further they moved inside the meadow. His fear didn’t look like an act, but Kyle barely kept the lid on his irritation.

As an alternative, Dan had filmed the empty meadow from the hedgerow. Then filmed Kyle as he prodded the ground
for traps and recorded some narration. At least the myth about the hidden traps would make a nice suggestion of Katherine’s maniacal control over the cult in France.

‘The Last Gathering were swept out here on a great tide of faith, after Sister Katherine’s first prophecy. That they all apparently shared. And by now in their strange story, The Last Gathering were vegetarian. They had no farming skills, no field craft, only some basic carpentry, and they nearly starved out here in their first year. They just literally showed up in the uniforms they stood up in, and set about the construction of ‘paradise’. But with us today is Brother Gabriel, who fled the organization at the end of its first gruelling year out here …’

Dan had turned the tripod about and filmed the little furtive figure who never broke his intense stare from the earth.

At the copse of trees, Kyle withdrew three bottles of water from his rucksack and handed them out. He drank two-thirds of his own. Lit a cigarette. Smoking, he moved carefully between the trees, their roots choked with nettles and blackberry vines. Every dead brown branch amongst the fallen leaves resembled corroded metal.

When he passed through the copse, he saw the farm.

 


Small trees partially concealed grey stone walls and slate roof tiles. Four buildings slouched against each other in grass that reached gaping ground-floor windows. The doors and windows were long gone in the biggest structure; the large white farmhouse the adepts had lived in communally.

According to Irvine Levine, the two buildings adjacent to the farmhouse had been used as an artisan’s workshop and
a temple respectively. There was another agricultural building with a lean-to barn against it, but Kyle couldn’t remember its purpose. Sister Katherine had lived alone in a small fermette on its own plot of land somewhere nearby; the only building in the settlement with plumbing and electricity. He couldn’t see the fermette, but apparently it wasn’t far.

The reddy-brown building he couldn’t remember the function of was the only structure with timber walls. A few of the vertical planks had fallen into the grass. Tilting inwards from the centre, the roof was concave. The main doors were gone too, but between the upright timbers the inner space was impenetrably dark. As were the interiors of the three stone buildings.

‘Gonna get the whole thing on that new two hundred millimetre lens,’ Dan said. He didn’t like using a zoom, he liked changing lenses.

‘If you must. Thirty-five mil’ will be fine.’

‘This is my David Lean moment, so step down.’

They colour-balanced both cameras and Kyle broke out the Sennheiser mic they used for exteriors. He hadn’t thought to bring a torch, but they had the collection of lights until the portable batteries ran down. ‘Gabriel. See that wooden building, with the lean-to.’

‘Barn. It was a barn.’

‘What did you use it for?’

‘The children.’

‘You put kids in that?’

Gabriel stayed quiet. Kyle let the silence play without further enquiry.

They entered the farm and stood in what must have once been a courtyard before the largest building. The remnants
of an old plough and collapsed cart peeked from out of the long grass like mottled elephant bones.

It was here Kyle became aware of the silence, as he concentrated on framing shots for the best possible composition now he had more to look at than a black and white photograph in Levine’s book. And he found the quiet unnerving, as if it were accompanied by scrutiny. Though it was more than merely the absence of sound and the ominous aura that issues from dilapidation that affected him; there was a profound stillness too.

The air was thick and cool and undisturbed by even a hint of the breeze blowing across the meadow; not a single insect fluttered or buzzed near them, though they had been active in the meadow they came through. But the atmosphere about the farm was not what he would have called peaceful. It was an atmosphere more akin to anticipation.

Gabriel sat in the grass at the edge of the courtyard and peered at the buildings. He looked like a child with an old man’s head.

In between instructions to Dan, who needed little direction on shoots, Kyle began to take exterior shots with his stills camera. Then he set the second camera up near the barn; they always cut between two cameras. One day, he’d love to cut between four. Dream on.

They began with the establishing shots. His choice of opening shot in any scene always demonstrated a statement of intent as a director. And it would all be about dilapidation in this case: emptiness, the atmosphere of age, a mood of neglect. A place more dramatically marked than the London house; in his imagination it even began to appear tainted as if by some invisible presence that had once passed
through, or even resided. He cut the musings dead because it looked like Gabriel was experiencing a similar reverie.

‘You sure you got all the shots you need?’ he asked Dan after an hour.

Dan nodded from behind the first camera. ‘Master shots look good. I got cutaways and will get some decent close-ups now.’

The location didn’t look as if it was going to present any technical problems. Lights would be needed for some of the interiors. The rest of the footage would be composed of stationary interviews, long shots, medium shots and close-ups. ‘I’ll give Max one thing, he knows how to pick a badass location. ’

Dan nodded, his face one big grin.

Retrieving his copy of Irvine’s Last Days and the script from his rucksack, Kyle opened the book at the plate section and found the scale diagram of the farm. Imagined the place from the air. Opposite the map of the farm, one of the sixteen photos included in the ‘Sensational True Crime Classic’ distracted him. In it, the photographer had captured the farmhouse from where he crouched. In the black and white photograph there were panes of glass in the window frames, and pale wooden doors over the stone thresholds. Before the farmhouse, twelve of the adepts were pictured. A dozen of the twenty-three men and women who remained in the Gathering at that point.

In the photo, the men wore their hair long, and were heavily bearded. Most were smiling. The picture was taken in 1970, but looked as if it had been taken in 1870. They were a strange combination of Dominican monk, Old Testament prophet, and hippy. In the picture, the adepts all wore
the hooded robes that had made them famous on the streets of London, and later in Los Angeles and Yuma.

‘Gabriel.’ Kyle beckoned him over with his head. Taking gentle and light-footed steps, Gabriel moved and stood beside Kyle, who showed him the photograph. Dan looked away from the viewfinder and listened to Kyle; it was all Dan would usually need to get the best shot. ‘I want you to stand over by the main building, where this lot are in the photo. You don’t have to say a thing. OK. You see this photo?’ Gabriel nodded. ‘We’ll drop in a B-roll slide of this photo, and then you in colour right after. We’ll fade from one into the other, yeah? Then-and-now sort of thing.’

‘How long is this going to take?’

‘That’ll be up to you, I’m afraid.’

The way Gabriel looked at the buildings informed Kyle they would struggle to get the old man inside any of them, unless he suddenly warmed up like Susan White. When Gabriel dragged his feet down to the long white dormitory, Dan whispered, ‘Bottle’s gone.’

Kyle returned his attention to the photo. According to the index, none of The Seven were present. This was the only picture of the farm Max knew of. Irvine Levine had bought it from an ecstatic called Sandy Wallace, aka Sister Juno, now long dead from septicaemia. She had escaped not long before the schism.

Beneath the hems of the ecstatic’s robes, Kyle could see sandaled feet; a symbol of their ascetic lifestyle. Irvine Levine claimed that in France the more attractive female adepts were permanently hooded and veiled around Sister Katherine. She wasn’t keen on competition. But in the photo, the five women in shot were all visible; young and pretty, freckled by the sun,
their slender shoulders enshrouded by long straight hair. The girls held the leashes of the visible dogs. Sister Katherine’s beloved ‘vargs’; the huskies she adored and brought over from England, and who had always eaten better than the adepts.

Kyle checked the index next to the scale diagram of the farm and saw that the dilapidated wooden building, which he had been unable to remember the purpose of, had ‘Kennel/School’ indicated as its function. ‘Gabriel, when you were here, were the dogs kept in that barn with the children?’

Gabriel nodded. ‘The children born at the farm were put into communal care immediately after birth. The infants were kept in little handmade cribs, though. The older children slept on mattresses,’ Gabriel offered, as if as an excuse.

‘In that terrible building. With the dogs. Jesus,’ Dan said to himself.

Kyle walked into shot and positioned the tie mics on Gabriel.

 


Kyle had never been interested in art directors; didn’t want places made interesting. He’d found by experience, if he looked hard enough in the right way, a location was already perfect for his purposes. They were what they were. As scruffy, downbeat, disused as the places he filmed usually were, those very qualities made them interesting. At least to him, and were often an essential part of the story he was trying to tell. Same with the burned-out cottage he’d filmed in Scotland for Coven, and the dreadful graffiti-strewn Oslo tenement he’d shot in Blood Frenzy, as if the terrible things that occurred in certain places left them abandoned and
irretrievably dilapidated as a kind of reckoning. And this farm issued more than any dressed-up set ever could.

Kyle peered through a corroded window frame in the long white farmhouse; the old living quarters of the Gathering’s penultimate retreat from the world. Sunlight fell through broken windows and two large door frames in the wall that faced the courtyard, and created a weak brown haze inside. Broken glass crunched under Dan’s boots when he’d set up the camera for close-ups of the exterior. The windows had been smashed out from the inside.

From his sources, Irvine Levine claimed a terrible storm destroyed the roofs, windows and crops of the settlement at the time of the schism. But then Irvine had never actually been to the farm.

Kyle stepped through the doorway. The unmistakable tang of animal urine made him sniff and wince; it was compounded by the fungal scent from the black spores blotching the stone walls. An additional odour of damp wood and perhaps a whiff of stale carrion filled his sinuses.

‘Dan!’

Dan came through the door after him. ‘Creepy.’

‘I want you to get all of this for cutaways. See how it looks with no lights too.’

‘Can do.’

‘This is going to look bitchin’, my friend.’

‘You want to do some lines?’

‘Not yet. Just shoot it and make it look all Texas Chainsaw Massacre. And let’s line up the mics. I want to hear this place’s voice.’

‘Will do my best.’


‘You always do, mate. Which is why I’d kiss you if you’d bothered to shave this morning.’

Dan snorted. ‘Gabriel won’t come in. I think we’ll have to do his lines outside.’

Kyle rolled his eyes. ‘He could have told us at Wood Green.’

Wheezing with laughter Dan set up for the interior. The ground floor was constructed as a single long room, with a giant fireplace and hearth at one end. The floor was cement, uneven and strewn with detritus, so they were immediately ankle deep in leaf mulch. Scattered firewood, loose bricks, clots of soil and wet plaster appeared within the drifts of dead leaves. The Gathering had eaten every meagre meal inside the room in shifts. Three long wooden beams ran the length of the high ceiling; wooden planks formed the floor of the next storey and were visible between the beams.

‘Dan. Get some close-ups of the hearth.’

About which Dan found two discoloured and dented cooking pots, the remnants of a broom and a bale of books rotted to pulp.

‘Still here?’ Kyle said, staring in surprise at the dull metal amongst the black leaves. ‘Gabriel!’

 


Pale and fretful, Gabriel stood beside the hearth, where he once ate a thin gruel concocted from animal feed. Not even this moment of his immortalizing seemed to offer him any comfort; which he must have relished when he accepted Max’s offer and, they had learned from Gabriel on the ferry, a large fee to take part in the film.

‘Battery will be flat by the time he’s done,’ Dan said with a smile.


Kyle whispered to Dan. ‘A platform. At last, a pulpit from which to preach. But not the one you would have chosen, eh Gabriel?’ Kyle nodded at Gabriel and then slapped the clapperboard shut in front of the lens. ‘Action.’

Brother Gabriel cleared his throat. He swallowed the last of the water inside his bottle when he couldn’t possibly have still been thirsty. The little mouth inside the beard opened. ‘There was no electricity here. We used kerosene lamps. Even our water had to be purchased from the village. We brought it back here in buckets and plastic containers … it was tortuous.’ The dry, ironic know-it-all eloquence had gone. Gabriel’s delivery was staccato, interrupted. The man’s face glistened with sweat.

If that’s how he feels, that’s how I will take it. The harder his story was to tell, the better the film would be. An intensity Kyle always longed for in interviews was apparent from the man’s first line. Not something he’d anticipated with Gabriel, who he worried would appear too knowing and self-consciously clever on camera. Kyle also now identified sympathy for the old figure.

‘At one time the only thing to eat was eggs from the hens. Dog food. Oh, and the corn seed we bought in sacks to feed the hens.’

‘You ate dog food and chicken feed?’

Gabriel nodded. ‘Tried to make bread from the seeds. In here. Never worked. Sister Katherine forbade outside food.’

‘What did she eat, Brother Gabriel?’

‘I never saw her eat. She never came in here.’ Gabriel glanced over his shoulder at the wall, as if a door was about to open. Then collected himself.


‘Allegedly, she ate a rich and varied diet,’ Kyle prompted. ‘Imported treats, down in her cosy, well-lit fermette.’

Gabriel nodded. ‘That’s what people were saying at the time. Eventually we grew some small crops of root vegetable and there was orchard fruit, to supplement our diet. Which was rationed. It was pretty miserable.’

‘You mentioned crops. How did you plant them? How did you even farm?’

‘We, the adepts, farmed with our hands. With pieces of rock and wood. The plough and cart came with the place, but they were already broken when we arrived. They were useless to us.’

Kyle nodded, smiling. Good. All good. Bearded and beatific, they had come here looking for salvation. He’d jot that line down for his voice-over.

‘Gabriel, the adepts who abandoned the farm before the schism, Levine claimed they were, and I quote, “bone-thin and dressed in rags”. Is this true?’

Gabriel nodded. ‘We all had malnutrition. I had scurvy. I remember a doctor in England was amazed. He’d never seen scurvy before.’

‘Brother Gabriel, did you know that at the time you were here, The Last Gathering’s assets were close to two million pounds?’

‘No. I did not.’

 


Three work benches were still in place inside the artisan’s workshop. Fitted around the old stalls that once housed cattle, maybe horses, when it was a real working farm. Heaps of dead leaves mingled with plaster and rubble on the dirt
floor. Again, the windows had been smashed out from the inside.

Gabriel wouldn’t enter. He completed another quick segment to the camera outdoors, while fidgeting, and told them that as well as producing ‘some basic jewellery, and furniture’ the workshop was used to keep busy the parents separated from their children with a variety of ‘senseless tasks’. They lit up bare black wooden beams and stained planks in the high ceiling with a selection of small lights. Much of the illumination soaked into the mould and was crushed to black.

Inside the Kennel/School building there was more light, provided by the gaps in the walls and where the roof slates had fallen into the weeds and grass outside. Dan filmed the interior with both cameras, once in natural light and once with a small rig of lights placed about the floor.

Levine claimed that some of the favoured children were eventually schooled directly by the leaders, by The Seven and Katherine herself. Levine also claimed Sister Katherine was childless and resented other women not being so. When it was put to him, Gabriel confirmed Katherine’s attitude to other women’s fertility as ‘quite likely’, but declined to elaborate.

When he refused to cross the threshold, they filmed Gabriel stood in the doorway of the Kennel/School. Kyle asked Dan to offset the frame in a close-up and a medium shot to get Gabriel and the barn in the same scene. A good call, because the position framed a powerful view of the silhouette of a shabby old man in the doorway, lit by thin light. And again, Kyle saw Gabriel suppress the urge to look over his shoulder, into a building he had being eyeing nervously since they
turned their attention and the cameras upon it. Kyle watched him through the viewfinder of the second camera and briefly suffered the uneasy notion that someone else was about to appear inside the black doorway behind Gabriel. But he liked that too. It built a bit of unscheduled suspense.

Kyle read the questions from the script he’d written the day before; a script he revised after reading Levine’s book a second time in less than a week. ‘Gabriel, it is claimed that at least three infants and six adults became sick and died at this farm. This is according to a source Irvine Levine interviewed. A woman who refused to be named, and who died of an overdose while Levine’s book was still a room full of interview tapes. Do you know who that woman was?’

‘I … I can’t be sure. But I always suspected it was Sister Athena who spoke to Levine. She was here for most of the second year. And he was offering money to people who had nothing left.’

‘Levine said that “prayer had not been enough to heal them”. There was no proof of the deaths, they were never properly investigated, and the issue was hotly contested at the defamation trial in 1974. But what do you make of these allegations? Levine claims it’s why the Gathering fled to America to avoid any scrutiny from the deceased’s families back in England.’

Gabriel sighed, impatient, anxious. ‘What you have to remember is that there was also no proof of the infant births either. None of the original children of the Gathering had birth certificates. We didn’t even have a midwife, but three of the girls gave birth in the first year here. They had been conceived in London, but the mothers weren’t sure who the
fathers were. Another two girls were pregnant when I left.’ Gabriel pointed at the black doorway. ‘But three babies were born inside there while I was here. None of them died in my time here. Nor any of the adults.’

‘Gabriel, of the five children taken into care in Arizona in July 1975, only two were born at this farm. The other three were born in the States. So what happened to the other three children born in France?’

Gabriel swallowed. ‘I don’t know. How could I? I wasn’t here in the second year. People were coming and going and dropping out all the time. No one was killed here in 1970. It was a hard time. People got sick. I mean, we were starving. But no one died.’

‘You know that the parents of the children found at the mine have never been traced. According to runaways, some people were said to have “simply vanished” in the desert. From what you experienced here, could that have been true?’

‘After I left, I had no contact at all with The Temple of the Last Days! How many times do I have to repeat this? We were still The Last Gathering in 1970.’ Gabriel suddenly looked away, to the copse of trees and softened his voice. ‘I don’t know … about this.’

‘But if someone had died here, after you left the farm, or out in the desert later, do you think Sister Katherine would have notified the authorities?’

‘I doubt it.’

‘You doubt it?’

‘I don’t know! There is no point asking me if I don’t know! Can we stop now?’

 


 



Dan followed Gabriel back into the field to try and calm him down. Gabriel had scuttled away directly after the interview outside the school and now refused to speak to Kyle. Who had insisted on making amends, but to no avail. When Gabriel sat down in the grass above the farm, halfway back towards the copse of trees, and began to cry, Kyle withdrew.

Dan stayed with Gabriel, the first camera discreetly rolling on his Steadicam shoulder rig. ‘Get this,’ Kyle had whispered to Dan, as they passed each other. He would worry later about Gabriel retracting permission to be filmed.

Kyle entered the last building, the temple, alone. Walked carefully into the place where, according to Levine, Sister Katherine’s ego and paranoia and hateful envy poisoned her following into its first schism, when five members of her praetorian guard, The Seven, rebelled. The Gathering’s final days in Normandy became, as Levine put it “a testament to rage, jealousy, and division. From that dreadful maelstrom of one woman’s pathological self-interest and sadistic cruelty, The Temple of the Last Days was born: the most notorious of the cult’s two incarnations.”

Inside the temple, where they’d been told Sister Katherine held her Confessions, sometimes all night long, black paint still covered the majority of the wall space. Only in a few patches did mildew-green stone peek through the paintwork. The high wooden ceiling of the temple still retained the black paint used to promote sensory deprivation. Which accounted for the darkness, because even with four broken windows allowing in some of the pale light, Kyle could barely see his feet where they scuffed among the leaves. The shards of broken glass he found outside were painted black on one side
too, so the temple had once been completely sealed from natural light.

Deeper inside, the terrible reek of decomposition startled him. Something had come inside here to die and maybe brought all of its friends too. Small deaths, old feathers, bad meat. Though he could see little of the floor and could not identify the source of the corruption.

‘Stinks,’ Dan appeared in the doorway, the camera on his shoulder.

‘Tell me about it. Let’s get started. Film the interior. I’ll get the mics and do some narration.’

‘Might be too dark, mate.’

‘Film it in what light there is first. Try that.’

Dan stared hard at the camera. ‘This has amazing receptivity to low light, but not this low. Let me fit an ND filter. See what we get then.’

‘OK. Go get Gabriel.’

‘No chance. He says he wants to go back now. To the van. He’s already halfway across the field.’

‘You are fucking with me, Dan!’ This was the scene into which he’d scripted Max’s questions about the presences.

‘I’m not, mate. He’s really frightened. Kind of freaking me out too.’

‘Jesus! This is going to shit.’ Kyle seized his head with both hands and closed his eyes for a while. ‘Tell you what, set the camera up for a shot of the doorway, with a filter, and I’ll do the rest of my lines. We won’t have time to come back tomorrow and do this again. You go and look after Brother Waste-of-Space, then get back and help me light this up for the second take.’


Dan set up the camera on the tripod and began the recording, then lumbered off to find Gabriel.

Kyle crouched with his cans on, the laptop and DAT recorder before his knees. He cleared his throat, operated the clapperboard, and unconsciously lowered his voice, as if in reverence. ‘This was the very heart of the cult, as the house in Holland Park had been its womb before the exodus to Normandy. A spiritual centre until Sister Katherine realized that celebrity in America would make more money and win more adoration than religious seclusion or her complicated theology ever could out here. Either that, or she was leaving bodies behind. A lot of bodies.

‘And when The Last Gathering wasn’t scratching out a terrible existence in the rain and soil of Normandy, the adepts spent most of their time in this building: the temple.

‘As soon as they arrived in France, this was also the place where Sister Katherine reintroduced the presences into the Gathering. Or the holy spirits as they were also called in France. Where she first announced: “What I am I wished to be, and what I wished to be I am.” And where she put the finishing touches to her creed of what Irvine Levine called her “malignant narcissism”; something that was to serve her well until the bloody end of it all in 1975.

‘So imagine the sallow, gaunt, and bearded faces gathered in supplication about the porcine Sister Katherine, on the throne it was said she used, raised on a little dais. Leading them through one tawdry confession after another, Maoist style. In here. Tearful outpourings of every weakness, flaw and shameful secret were chanted out in desperate voices. It must have soared to the rafters. Hungry people dehumanized.
Driven through the most tedious and repetitive sessions of self-analysis to remove their individuality, their very identity, to induce the trance, which eventually produced a state of religious exultation, and a clear channel of communication with the presences. The Holy Spirits.

‘Or was it only madness they found in here? Merely the euphoria that comes with exhaustion? And were the presences another scam, a mere tool for Sister Katherine’s desire for control? Irvine Levine thought so.’

Swearing under his breath at Gabriel, whom he desperately needed now to elaborate on the stories about the presences, as well as being the entire reason they had come here, Kyle paused to check the sound on his two tie mics. Cleared his throat. ‘It is said that Sister Katherine cut her sharpest teeth in here, the temple. Cultivating a master class in using sexual abstinence and sexual humiliation as a force for social control. This was the space in which adultery was enforced amongst the three married couples, to create “emancipation”. A place where bonds were severed, and divisions created between friends, where the mystical erotic flourished. Though always within the strict boundaries overseen by Katherine, whose followers again had no say in who they slept with, or procreated with.

‘In an atmosphere allegedly saturated with flagellation, and even rape, five children were born in this dark and grimy barn. In a place built for livestock. But a place used by people as a place of worship, and where the congregation was bred like cattle. Exactly why she allowed her adepts to bear children, though, remains a mystery. Sister Katherine, the former prostitute and madam, eschewed a love life herself and never took a lover. As far as anyone could tell, she remained celibate,
and despised pregnant women. So why would a woman who could effectively command celibacy from her followers conduct these strange mating rituals that were almost certainly going to produce children?’

Kyle finished his piece and removed the mics. He went inside the temple to assess where they should set up the lights. The ground oozed, then moved under his feet. He adjusted his footing, ventured further into the barn and took more photos with his stills camera: the blackened roof and the patchy walls from a distance.

The camera flash lit up the vaulted air in bursts. Moved shadows. Made intangible shapes dart back and forth in the damp miasma of neglect, as if they sought the darkness through an aversion to his light. He checked the shots on the viewfinder screen as he retreated, eager to be out of the stink and away from the source of his unpleasant thoughts that suggested a responsive character in his surroundings. Dan could get better lit footage when he came back, with or without Gabriel.

Beside the door he had come in through, he paused. And looked more closely at a section of wall four feet down from the edge of the door frame he had passed as he entered, but was now facing on exit; a place where the scent of decomposition was at its worst. The black paint had chipped away, or had been chipped away, and left behind what looked like the hem of a complicated stain on the pale stone. He thought of the Clarendon Road basement, of what the barrister Rachel Phillips had said. Took his mobile phone out and lit the wall up with the screen.

‘No way.’

This was no smear, but an outline of an upright figure.
Kyle took out his Zippo and sparked it up for more light. The blue-gold flame batted about, steadied. He peered closer.

Could a watermark, or the vestiges of old paint, or a formation of mildew and fungus, create such a shape? He stood back. It would have been about five feet tall, were it not crouching to shield an indistinct face he was glad he could not see in the same level of detail that shaped the bony legs and thin fingers, the latter raised as if to protect its eyes from something hateful or painful.

No, this was definitely no stain. Individual metatarsals had been fashioned to depict the figure’s sharp feet. And here was a rib cage and a concave stomach, the colour of a tea stain between the darker streaks that represented bones and limbs. He took more photos. Zoomed in on the appalling mouth and its long teeth. Horse teeth with receding gums.

He reached out, touched it. Cold against his fingertips, some kind of matter was not so much raised from the wall, but seared onto it. Fused into the stone like a fossil. He took his hand away. Tried to convince himself it was an accidental formation. Please let it be. A kind of Turin Shroud, but on stone. No, it couldn’t be. This was a man-made image, but made ghastly through physical deterioration surely.

‘Dan!’ he called out through the door. ‘Dan!’ There was no answer. ‘Dan!’

Kyle shivered as if in response to the sun having lowered further behind the farm. Looked about the other walls. It was too dark to see them by the door. Why had he not thought to bring a torch? He dithered. Looked more longingly at the dying light outside than he wanted to admit to himself. Checked his watch: another hour before dusk. And they still had to shoot Sister Katherine’s fermette and get back to the
van. If Max saw a photo of this figure, he would start wheedling about them going back to finish the job properly. What had started with such promise was slipping away fast. ‘Shit.’

Kyle walked close to the inside front wall, eager to reach the next narrow pillar of light that fell through the second empty window frame. He traced his lit Zippo down the wall at chest height, a few inches from the stone. In several places the paint had fallen from the wall, but he detected nothing uncanny about the discolourations left behind.

Until he reached the head of the temple. Towards the middle of the wall, he came across what looked like feet, unclothed by raiment or flesh. They hovered a yard from the ground, as if the owner of the feet were levitating. He immediately snapped the Zippo shut. Then realized the darkness beneath those fleshless toes was worse than the sight of them and he fumbled to get the lighter ignited. And saw not just the feet again, but the entire silhouette and in more detail within the surge and retraction of the small flame.

The rest of the figure had flung its arms above a threadbare head. The chin was raised. And pale eyes were rolled back in an ecstasy that was horrible to behold. A malnourished groin exposed its sex as that of a female. As did an impression of dark shrunken paps beneath pronounced collar bones. Strands adrift from the patchy skull could have been lengths of unhealthy hair or some sort of headdress.

It was striding. There was no other word for it. Striding as if through the wall, and downwards from above. The image suggested the idea, and one that was deeply unpleasant for Kyle to entertain, that the figure had been passing through the stone in a moment of wild exultation when its negative,
or a trace of its physical remains, had somehow been scorched into the hard, inflammable stone. It must have been etched on somehow. Painted? Carved? Rachel Phillips said they faded. This one hadn’t.

Again, as if Kyle stood upon something not yet desiccated, the scent of carrion was apparent near it. Accompanied by another odour he identified as stagnant water. Carrion and sewage. And … and … he thought of sneezes … dusty feathers around his face. Old greasy pillows. Yes, old feathers, pillowcases stained yellow. Aged clothes, maybe. Damp, unwashed, rotted fabric. The very same odour from Clarendon Road.

His scattering thoughts snatched at an explanation: the cult had dug a septic tank and made primitive latrines; their vintage silage had seeped into the floor of the temple. And these figures had been put upon the walls because the cult had gone mad out here. Madder, gone crazier.

Kyle took photos of the second figure from three angles at close range; the flash lit the thing up horribly in the dank enormity of the barn. When he zoomed onto its face and tried to get the entire murky head framed within the viewfinder, a tremendous crash outside obliterated the silence of the farm. It sounded like a heavy door slammed shut. With force, with anger. What door? The buildings had no doors, were empty. Old and empty so maybe some timber had fallen. A roof slate. The place is unsafe. Is dangerous. Condemned. Damned.

‘Hey!’ he called out from where he crouched in the darkness and stared at the distant doorway: a square of grey light in a black surround. And was only motivated to straighten his legs and stand up when he realized he had cowered again, in what now felt like a fearful sublimation beneath the clawed
toes of the thing upon the wall; at the head of the temple where a crucifix would hang in a chapel.

He should leave. Go.

‘Dan! Dan!’ The others were here, just outside; there was nothing to worry about. But he suddenly cramped inside at the unwelcome recollection of the hasty exit he and Dan had made from the house on Clarendon Road. They’d heard a door slam there too. Shit.

Kyle relit his lighter. Tried to move quietly through the dead leaves, the broken wood, the unseen objects that bumped against his toes and broke beneath his heels. His jerky movement across the uneven floor put the lighter out. All he could hear was his own desperate breath, the thump of hot blood inside his ears. But he dare not take his eyes from the doorway. And it was so dark in the middle of the temple; the light from the two windows and gaping entrance remained within the rotten frames and came little further.

Just ahead of him, he heard quick feet flit through the dross. ‘Dan?’ He thrust out both hands to fend off an unseen form racing through the darkness. At him. If anything were to touch him, his heart would stop: he knew it at once.

Nothing came. There was just him in the silence. The terrible stillness. The waiting. The darkness. It had been a figment of his own witless confusion and near total blindness.

All in your mind. An animal. Rat or fox.

Zippo open and flaring; the shadows retreated across the murky floor. Back to the walls. The black walls. He followed the ragged hem of one shape that threw itself upwards to the ceiling, in flight from the flame. The shadow vanished into the blackened timbers of the roof’s underside where they met
the wall opposite the door he’d come in through. And just beneath the place where timber met stone, high up, at the very edge of his lighter’s pale luminance, he glimpsed another patch of haphazardly flaking stone.

He moved closer to the wall opposite the door and held the stills camera aloft. Gripped by a thoughtless curiosity, he lingered in that terrible place long enough to shoot another wide-angle shot of the wall where he thought he’d seen the ragged silhouette of a third figure. He must have missed it earlier as he took most of the other pictures at eye level.

He checked the viewfinder of the digital camera: too dark. He’d need a light stronger than the camera’s flash.

Kyle left the barn and brought in the camera and its tripod; it still had the ND filter attached. And he wanted his own breathless shock on tape, so attached a tie mic to the neck of his shirt and ran out a longer cable from the mixer. Checked the sound levels on the DAT. With jerky, fumbling hands he placed a little portable LEDPAD light in the doorway. Dan could light up the etchings properly, or whatever they were, when he came back.

On the far wall, the little LEDPAD cast a vague phosphorescence upon the blackened stone, a horrible glow that spread to the ceiling of the temple. He stepped back inside and confirmed the depiction of a third figure in the thin light. ‘Christ almighty.’

It too was composed of stains or scorches. But it differed from the other two figures, because this one was partially clothed. Remnants of a dark cloth twisted about its emaciated length. The visible limbs were more bone than flesh, and the sharp face was gripped with an excitement that inspired nothing but revulsion. There was a suggestion of a jaw wide
and loose, if not hanging open. Like its companions, the eyes were wide, pale, and lost in some private joy. About its head there might have been a cowl loose about the thin head. And one long hand held a staff or sceptre.

‘Not sure what I am seeing here,’ he said into his tie mic. ‘But it’s inside the Gathering’s temple. On the wall. What looks like a figure. And there’s another above the doorway. A third at the far end.’ Kyle carefully retraced his steps across the soft floor of the barn. He should get something with the ND filter, so he shot the first figure by the door and the second one opposite the entrance quickly, but spent time looking about himself, into the half-lit barn while he did so, because of his earlier suspicion that something other than him had moved inside.

And there it was again: a rapid skitter through dead leaves at the far end of the building, where the LEDPAD light barely touched the walls. ‘Jesus!’ Before he managed to turn towards the sound, something brushed against him.

Kyle lost his balance. Lurched towards his right, fell to one knee. His right hand plunged through a surface cold and wet. Moisture instantly pooled about the knee sunken into the floor. Frantic, he raked a hand about. It met thin air. He stood up too quickly in the gloom, staggered about, disoriented by the dark and the stench. That’s all it is. Keep cool.

In the half-light, he saw nothing near him, nor against any of the three walls the little LEDPAD light tried to illuminate. But a thin and brittle touch lingered on the side of his neck, like the delicate impression of leafless sticks brushed while passing through an autumnal wood.

Holding his breath and then whispering to prevent himself tearing outside, he moved the camera about on the tripod
and shot the peeling walls, the charcoal timbers and murky stains. But nothing moved in the viewfinder. He swallowed. ‘It’s uncanny, but inside here, you get the feeling that you’re not alone. I’m really not liking this.’

Under the unwieldy bulk of the camera and tripod, Kyle retreated through the barn and burst back through the doorway, peering over his shoulder as he stumbled forward, fearing a second set of footsteps in swift pursuit to the threshold.

‘An auditory and visual hallucination. That is what it was.’ Surely, because he could see by the dusky light in the doorway that nothing was behind him. Aiming the camera back at the interior from outside, he picked up the distant glow of the far wall on the viewfinder, but no motion. He could study the audio tracks and footage later. He didn’t want to play back those awful figures here, when so near the derelict temple.

He sucked at the air and hurriedly packed the second camera and tripod into their bags. Glancing about the courtyard, he now imagined faces just out of sight, peering down at him from the empty windows and from between the gaps in the nursery walls. Those faces would be smaller. He shook himself, hating the direction of his thoughts. ‘Stop it.’ Then, ‘Dan!’

No answer. So who had made the noise? And touched you inside the temple? Even louder: ‘Dan!’

No answer.

The sky had purpled from the Atlantic blue-grey he remembered before entering the last building, but he suspected some kind of permanent stain had been smeared
across his eyes inside the temple barn. He looked to the sun behind the low cloud and tried to cleanse his vision.

What to do?

Sister Katherine’s fermette still had to be found. He’d have to shoot the remainder of the footage alone. At least until Dan chose to reappear to do his bloody job. Which meant none of his footage would be properly composed or lit in the fading light, and they wouldn’t have variety from two cameras. He’d also have to do the sound on one microphone. But this was too good to miss, let alone ruin. Coming back the following day was a bridge too far; the farm was too far away from the hotel and they had the ferry to catch. They were flying to the States in two days; as it was they hardly had time to prepare for that. ‘Christ.’

Kyle packed the sound equipment he’d need to go solo. Shouldered the first camera with the low-light filter still attached, but left the rest of their stuff near the temple. He took big strides across the overgrown courtyard, his eyes everywhere, looking for Dan, for Gabriel. He paused to peer at the copse of trees. No sign of them. He thought very hard about splitting. The other two must have returned to the van. Why? What was Dan thinking? He didn’t want to go back across the field in the dark, alone. It could be difficult to find the gate. And there were the traps that he believed to be utterly plausible now. ‘Fuck this.’

Then he became conscious again of the stillness of the air about him, between the buildings. Not a breath of wind stirred the grass. And not a single bird opened its yellow beak for miles around. So what had caused a timber or tile to abruptly dislodge in one of the ruins? He swallowed. Wet his
lips. Tried to slow his heavy breathing under the weight of the equipment he carried. Bit down on his panic and staggered past the former artisan’s workshop in the direction of where the meadow continued below the farm.

Once clear of the main farm buildings, he spotted the chimney of what had to be Sister Katherine’s little house, about half a mile away, almost entirely concealed by a line of willow trees.

His focus returned. Nervous excitement bustled anew. A long shot on the tripod, then a medium shot, would be ideal to catch more of the curious atmosphere contained in the landscape he no longer doubted was imagined. But the time for varying the camera work was long gone, as was a delay of the inevitable. Now or never.

Cursing Max, Dan and Gabriel, Kyle broke through the long grass and headed towards Sister Katherine’s abandoned fermette, alone.

 


Forty years after Sister Katherine packed her bags, the fermette remained fifteen square metres of squat stone of uneven sizes, beneath a mostly absent layer of earthen stucco. One end of the house was concealed by ivy that clambered up to the chimney. Many roof tiles had dislodged, but the lines and angles of the roof appeared straight and firm. A sea of grass, white at the tips, reached the sill of the ground-floor windows. The panes of glass were intact and the front door in place.

Kyle set the camera up on the tripod and shot close-ups of the fermette from the front: one door; three small windows, two of them on the ground floor. He lined up the sound on the mixer and fitted his mic. Took a breath and looked about the darkening landscape. Satisfied he was still alone,
he turned to the door and hoped it was locked. It wasn’t. He pushed it open.

In the grainy light prior to dusk, three thick beams crossed with smaller ribs of the same dark timber appeared on the ceiling. Dirty plaster filled the spaces between the beams and covered the walls too. On the cement floor, before the great blackened fireplace, he was confronted by an ancient-looking bathtub, mounted on clawed feet. It supplied a sudden notion of domesticity he found unwelcome amongst such neglect. A cramped staircase made of dark wood turned once then disappeared into the first floor.

Kyle crept inside and set up the camera to resume his commentary from behind the tripod by reading from his script. If this wasn’t extreme guerrilla film-making, then nothing was. Battery level on the camera wasn’t great. There was a spare in the bag, but he wanted to be quick; though he refused to dwell on the reasons why.

‘This is Sister Katherine’s fermette. In London, the trend was set. And the same physical separation between herself and the rest of The Last Gathering continued here. This building had electricity and basic plumbing, but it was still more primitive than she could stand, and she would never sink to this level again. In the Arizona desert, she bought the fabulous art deco palace for herself, miles from the abandoned copper mine that her followers in The Temple of the Last Days occupied. Perhaps the mansion was a reaction to the privations she endured in France.

‘There are no photos in existence of the interior of this building during Sister Katherine’s occupation, so we can only rely upon the hearsay of the apostates that Irvine Levine interviewed, to imagine what it was once like. But out here in
those cold Norman winters, it was claimed that Sister Katherine acquired a fondness for antique furniture and thick rugs, for velvet drapes. She was sensitive to the cold and impatient with the heat.

‘The luxurious furnishings, the queenly fittings, are long gone. The floor, as you can see, is now bare cement, stained in places by what looks like oil and some water damage.’

In the gloom, he quickly recorded the solitary artefact of her occupation in a close-up, and ad-libbed some narration. ‘I mean, it’s amazing, to find this. Sister Katherine’s bathtub is still here after forty years. Makes you wonder why no one has taken it.’

None of the terrible figures he had seen in the barn were present on the grimy plaster of the fermette’s walls, which made him giddy with relief. But again there was an acute and incongruous stillness.

‘It’s really strange, but in here, there is an atmosphere. Again, just like in the temple. Pregnant. An anticipation almost. It’s like the very moment before the arrival of someone, or something. An event perhaps suspended in a fixed state within the space in which I am standing. When we first arrived here, Brother Gabriel reported feeling something similar. He has since decided to leave the shoot. He’s very upset with coming back here. Dan the cameraman is with him. So I am continuing solo from this point.’

Kyle found the right page of his script and dropped his voice to a softer tone as he read into the mic; he was becoming breathless with excitement at the find. ‘This is a significant place in the history of the cult. In this building, perhaps even inside this very room, Sister Katherine transcribed The Book of One Hundred Chapters: the theological
text recited to her by what she called the presences, and Holy Spirits. It’s a thin, almost unreadable book, but it was mandatory for the adepts to quote from it upon command. And this is the very space in which she administered the highest and most personal theological instruction to the brothers of the cross, The Seven. Five of whom tried to wrest control from her at this farm. During the resulting schism that followed the failed coup of 1972, this is also the very building where The Temple of the Last Days was born: the version of the cult that destroyed itself in Arizona. Also, and perhaps most importantly, it was the actual place where Sister Katherine was completely accepted by her last few loyal followers as ‘a living divinity’.

‘She and the two remaining members of The Seven, Sister Gehenna and Sister Bellona, were the nucleus from which the diaspora to the new American Temple was launched in 1972, when Sister Katherine declared to what remained of her blessed elect: “Take up the cross and follow me”. Words that were to become notorious in the Sonora desert.’

He would have to come back down for the sound equipment, but took the camera off the tripod and put it on his shoulder, and gingerly tested each stair before rising to the next one. The old steps creaked, even made snapping sounds, but instinct assured him they were firm enough for a careful footfall and an average weight near the sides. He filmed as he moved upstairs. It would look horrible without the Steadicam rig on the second camera that was with Dan, but at least he’d capture something before coming back down for the tripod and sound equipment to get better footage.

Like the ground floor, the second storey was one great room with a ceiling supported by stout timber beams. Little
light made it through the one grimy windowpane, but enough to show him the water that had seeped down from the roof and left the plaster and paint in a terrible condition. But even in the gloom, Kyle still gaped in disbelief at what he saw, because Sister Katherine’s bed remained in the upstairs room. How was it that the locals did not disassemble and cart away such a colossal bed, let alone the bath? Great purple curtains, now rotting and sodden with damp, swept from the canopy and suggested the original magnificence of the four-poster.

He’d have to go and find Dan. Where the hell was he? He wanted the fermette shot in its own light, and then again with one of their ensembles of lights. He wasn’t half the cameraman Dan was and this was far too good to mess up. Kyle went back down for the sound equipment and tripod. Quickly checked the levels and then set up as best he could with the boom pole lodged between two soft floorboards for the sound.

‘It’s as if this great bed, still remaining in the middle of her boudoir, attests wholly to the grandeur of an Empress. The Empress she probably always believed herself to be, before she became a Goddess.’

Kyle shot the great fireplace, its brickwork black. ‘She must have been quite comfortable in here. The fireplace would have roared at the foot of her bed on those cold winter nights, while the children shivered with the dogs up in that wooden agricultural structure built for livestock.’

When he came around the foot of the bedframe, his boots scuffed through rotten tendrils of a once luxurious rug, to film the other half of the room. Below the small window, set deep in its stone casement, something caught his eye. The answer to his earlier query as to why the locals had not made
off with the bed. Because no one sane would have lingered long in a room with that charred upon the wall.

The very moment he glimpsed it, he quickly backed away. The thick mattress, still wrapped in the wretched bedding, indented the back of his knees and made him sit down upon the wet bedclothes and whatever it was that oozed outwards on either side of his sodden buttocks.

He leaped to his feet. Swatted the back of his jeans. Turned and noticed the head of the bed in greater detail; saw the remnants of one long dark pillow, with vestiges of pale tassels at either end. If he wasn’t mistaken, the middle of the roll was indented, as if with the recent memory of a head at rest upon it. And when the bedclothes moved around the hollow his backside had made in the mattress, his breath sealed itself inside his chest and his teeth clamped down on the shriek that gathered in his throat.

He gripped the sodden bedspread, perhaps once satin or velvet, but mostly just matter now. And tore it upwards to see what writhed beneath.

There was nothing in Levine’s true-crime classic, nor in Susan White’s fretful eulogies or Gabriel’s nervous testimony to prepare him for the sight beneath the rotten eiderdown. As the ancient bedding rose in his fist, then came apart as lumps of mulch, he looked into the hole he had made and saw a murk of black and yellow flesh, twisting wetly in its own brine.

‘Oh God.’

Kyle aimed the camera at it. ‘This is incredible. I can’t believe I am seeing this. There’s … snakes … I think … a terrible smell too.’ But before he could embellish his narration, the light in the room faded like his sight dimmed, or
a great curtain had fallen over the solitary window. In a panic, he looked to where the light had been, but only received a strong impression of the thin scorched figure beneath the stone casement.

A sudden stench of decay filled the room in one tremendous gust. And into his mind grew an image, so clear, so crisp, of a flock of lifeless birds, their dusty wings at rest on dry bodies, before a lake of fetid water, greened with flotsam. Upon the shore an indistinct figure wrapped in tatty cloth raised its face to see him.

Kyle mewled like a lost and frightened child. Crouched down, dropped the camera onto the bed. Clutched at his eyes to rub away the vision of the figure and the terrible water: superimposed by that bony upright shape burned into the wall.

Huddled into himself, he turned his body away from the window. Needed to escape the hallucination, the things in the bed, everything … couldn’t bring himself to even look over his shoulder again. Closed his eyes to see if the vision had gone. It had. He was dizzy, disoriented by the smell, the bed …

A door slammed shut. Downstairs. The one he came through.

‘Christ almighty. Dan! That you?’

There was no answer. He thought of the thin figure, running through the dark of the Clarendon Road house.

‘Dan!’ Then quieter, his tone pleading, ‘Dan? Mate?’

And Kyle remained bent over, a man reduced to a thing all shaky with moist unblinking eyes that peered across the stinking bed, at the doorway. That opened to the stairs. That descended to the ground floor. A space now indistinct at dusk;
its door shut against the dying light. Shut behind someone that had come inside.

Below him in the building, he heard a sound not dissimilar to the one outside the rooms of Sister Katherine’s empty penthouse in London: the noise of ungainly feet. A thud and shuffle amongst the detritus, in the pattern unsteady legs make as a search commences through the dark. A search for something, or someone.

 


When Kyle came out of Sister Katherine’s fermette, his mouth was a tight crease in a wide-eyed and bloodless face. He could barely feel his legs, let alone the camera and equipment he clutched with shaking hands.

Paralysed with fear, he had waited for twenty minutes after the noises of intrusion had abruptly stopped downstairs. But the sudden silence left an image in his mind, of a small thin figure stood at the foot of the staircase, that looked up and waited for him to come down.

Heartbeat paused, he eventually emerged from the room and began his descent from the bed chamber, deciding that one more moment in the horrid room beside the reeking bed, that still twitched with the movements of its small burrowing occupants, was still less preferable to a confrontation with a visitor in the shadows below.

But he was alone in the fermette. Inexplicably, it seemed he had been the only occupant all along. Though he was certain someone had come in. He’d heard footsteps, hadn’t he? The mic might have picked them up too, in between his whimpers. He would check later. Maybe the front door had been closed by a wind of which there was now no trace.

He stumbled back through the long grass to the farm
buildings. There was still no sign of Dan or Gabriel. He called out for them, albeit weakly. When he received no reply, he located the remainder of their equipment bags outside the temple’s empty doorway, that he could not even bear to glance inside now, before dragging the bags to the edge of the courtyard. Talking to himself in a hurried whisper, with the first tranche of their gear, he set off across the meadow towards the copse of trees.

Only once he was back amongst the bracken and spindly boughs of the copse with the second load of equipment did he see a tall distant figure, beneath a darkening sky, stood upright with its head down. It approached from the direction of the road they had parked upon.

And, for a while, too frightened to move or breathe, Kyle remained rigid. Could do nothing but stare, trapped between the horrid farm and the barely moving figure. He thought he might scream. Until he realized the figure in the meadow was Dan. But something wasn’t right. Because Dan was walking so slowly he was hardly moving. His face never rose from his feet as if he were studying the ground intently.

‘Dan! Dan!’

The distant shape of his friend looked up. Stopped moving. And what he shouted to Kyle slowed the blood cold and thick inside his veins. ‘Don’t move! Stay there! Traps!’ It sounded like Dan was crying, or trying not to. ‘Gabriel stepped in a fucking trap!’
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When Kyle came out of the bathroom with a towel tied around his waist, one half of the rum in the Sailor Jerry bottle was gone. Wrapped in the other bath sheet, Dan sat cross-legged on the floor, a coffee cup by his huge knee. He was playing back Kyle’s footage in the temple barn. Kyle heard his own tiny voice rise from the laptop speakers: ‘Not sure what I am seeing here. But it’s inside the Gathering’s temple. On the wall, here. What looks like a figure …’

In one corner of the room a plastic supermarket bag bulged with bloodstained clothes. Like the bag was a revenant nothing dared go near, it sagged alone on the only bit of floor space not littered with equipment and the dross that spilled from their rucksacks.

Kyle sat on the foot of the bed, cupped his cheeks in his hands. ‘Jesus.’

‘Bit shaky, mate. Dark too.’

‘You surprised?’

‘We can use some of it.’

Kyle knew Dan only inspected the footage to keep his mind preoccupied with technical matters, to evade scrutiny of what ranked as the worst day of their lives. Since the return to the
hotel in Caen, they had not been able to speak to each other, let alone discuss what they’d endured for the previous five hours.

‘I’m sorry, mate,’ Kyle said. ‘I didn’t hear you. Back there. At the farm. If I had, I would have come straight away. You must have been with him for ages.’

‘Over an hour. Trying to get it off his leg. Shouted myself hoarse. He could have bled to death.’

When Kyle reached Dan in the meadow, the first thing he noticed about his friend were his arms; they were wet to the elbow. It looked like he had been pressing grapes.

Dan sat back from the camera, rubbed his eyes. ‘Couldn’t get it apart. Off his leg. I still feel sick, mate. It was the sound more than anything. The sound of the trap closing on his leg made me feel sick. Right to the tips of my fingers. I can’t get the sound out of my head.’

Kyle nodded. The events of the night were held in a series of haphazardly edited images that jolted him, then turned his stomach, each time his recalcitrant memory replayed fragments. The rum, half of a pizza, the hot shower, the basic comfort of their hotel room, had all been unable to penetrate through his shock for more than a few minutes.

Kyle stared between his bare feet. Saw again his ungainly movements through the field towards Dan; the prod of the stick at the hidden meadow floor; the clench of terror in his stomach at the certainty of more traps still hidden in the long grass; Dan’s wild white face in the silent twilight; his friend’s eyes tearing up as he drew closer, and he’d never seen Dan cry before; Dan’s dark hands; the horizon a thin line of fire; the distant bray of a goat they never saw.

And then the small huddled figure of Gabriel, buried in
the long grass; the terrible wetness of the black trousers about his thin leg; the horrible rattle of the iron trap in the grass; raising the frail body from the earth, the face so white, the tiny mouth flecked with spittle, the keening sound that came out of him like he was a dying animal. They never found his glasses. All followed by the uprooting of the iron stake and chain attached to the trap, and the lifting of that broken-doll body over the gate, where Gabriel was sick onto the arm Kyle had fixed under the little man’s hot armpit. Then Gabriel fainted, and they believed he had died. There was the throwing of the bags that Kyle had dragged to the point of total exhaustion through the meadow, into the boot of the minivan; Dan being sick too, over the passenger-side door; them getting lost in the lanes around the farm; Gabriel waking and his cries of pain on the back seat at every bump in the road they traversed; the trap and the smashed shin bone covered in Dan’s coat. There was the not knowing about hospitals, or doctors; the crushing, confounding ignorance of first aid, of what to do or where to go; the banging on the doors of the grey village buildings; the failure to communicate with the man who came to the only door that opened in that desolate cluster of miserable houses, while Dan sat in the road, silent; the whispers in French between the bald man and Gabriel, who had begun to shiver on the back seat, and whose face went the grey of the landscape’s chalky stone. Then came the fetching of tools, and the unshackling of those rusted iron scythes from the little leg; the flopping of the small foot in the tatty sports shoe, black with old blood.

‘Ambulance?’

‘Non.’


‘Why?’

‘Non.’

The hopeless asking for directions, the cries of Gabriel drowning them out; their following of the rusted Citroën to the hospital, driven by the bald Frenchman who spoke no English; the eternity of the drive under a dark sky, and then just more of it, on and on, under a black sky. Was the journey ever going to end? Where was he taking them?

But then there was the hospital with its green and yellow lights and he and Dan began the chant of panic-talk and gibberish, fired at little Gabriel. ‘Hospital. Hold on, mate. Hospital, mate. Nearly there. You’re gonna be fine. Here we go.’

Kyle sighed, cradled his ribs. Poured himself a generous measure of Sailor Jerry and gulped at it like it was water. Gasped at the after-burn as the taste of Christmas and the Caribbean filled his body with warmth. ‘Finish the pizza, Dan.’

‘Can’t face it.’ Dan closed his eyes, groaned. ‘I couldn’t do anything. Didn’t know whether to move him to the car. But you had the keys. And … I thought … I was convinced there were traps, everywhere, all around us. I couldn’t move. Just kept calling for you, mate.’

‘I never heard a word. How was that possible? I should have heard you.’

At the hospital there had been a long heated exchange between the doctor and the Frenchman from the village. Kyle and Dan had no French. They had nothing but a minivan full of film equipment and blood.

He remembered his relief at hearing that Gabriel would live: the news delivered in nonchalant broken English from a black nurse at the hospital.


‘But ze leg. Gone. From …’ A doctor had then indicated a cutting motion at his own knee. ‘Amputation.’

What will happen to that tiny foot in the white running shoe, Kyle had thought in his shock, his horror, his cold stupefaction at the news. And then he and Dan had waited in the hospital for another three hours, still bloodied, faint with hunger and shock.

Pacing the tarmac, insensible, drifting through rage and shock and exhaustion, Kyle had then called Max from the car park. And Max had been unable to react for a long while to the information Kyle spat into the phone about ‘the bloody traps you had us walk through!’

Eventually, in a faint tired voice, Max had said, ‘The path. I told you to stay on the path.’

‘There was no path, you fuckwit!’

‘Now look, I’ve never been there. How would I know?’

‘Why? Why have you never been there?’

‘Will he live?’

‘Yes, but he’s lost that leg. Lost it! Fucking amputated from the knee.’

‘Oh, dear God, no.’

‘Dear God, yes.’

‘Insurance. You are all insured.’

‘Tell that to Gabriel! And his ninety-year-old mum he’s looking after. What were you bloody thinking, Max?’ There had been a long silence. ‘Max! Max!’ Kyle had cried into the phone.

‘Even now. Even now. She can.’

‘What? Can’t hear—’

‘Did you … see anything?’

‘See anything? What do you mean?’


‘Unusual.’

‘Yes, mate, as a matter of fact I did. Her bloody bed is still in that fermette. And it was full of … of … toads. Worms. Snakes. Fuck knows. And there are … things on the walls. The walls, Max! The temple, the bedroom. What are they? Those figures? And the place … the farm is not right. It’s just not right.’

‘What do you mean?’

Kyle had sat down on the tarmac. By that time he did not care about what people thought of him; the weary paramedics who walked by, the people going in and out of the Accident and Emergency entrance. ‘Gabriel freaked out. Said something about them still being there. Right around the time we arrived. Then he wouldn’t go inside the buildings. And it was like something was there. Inside the temple. I heard someone in there when I was filming. And in Katherine’s cottage. Downstairs. Someone came in. But they weren’t there when I went down. I’m confused, Max. It’s freaking me out. What is wrong with this place? What is it?’

‘We’ll talk when you come home.’

‘Home! What do we do, Max? With Gabriel? What?’

‘I’ll take care of it. Just come home as planned tomorrow. We’ll meet when you are rested. You’ve done enough for one day. I thank you for that. Text me the name of the hospital. The phone number. I need to go now. I have something else to attend to.’

‘Attend to! What’s more important than this? I want answers, mate.’

‘Kyle. Please. You’re emotional.’

‘Wouldn’t you be, after what we’ve been through?’


‘I understand. I do. But … there has been some more unfortunate news. Today. Affecting our film.’

‘What?’

‘Sister Isis. Susan White. She went in the night.’

‘Went? Went where? What?’

‘She died, Kyle.’

 


‘I don’t know about this any more, mate.’

Kyle turned his head from the laptop screen, on which he was immersed in his rough cut. He looked at Dan, who finally swallowed the mouthful of pizza he chewed.

‘The film.’ Dan looked at Kyle, deep into his friend’s bloodshot eyes. ‘Feels wrong.’

‘No shit. And Max isn’t telling us everything. He’s holding out on us. Has been from the start.’

‘What about?’

‘Beats me, mate. I don’t know. He freaked out when I spoke to that barrister. Said I was digressing. But she lived there, in the building that was the Gathering’s first temple. How is that not relevant? And what she said about the walls. The stains. Whatever they are. How they just appeared. With things in them. There were no leaks. No faulty wires. Never were. We never got it in detail, but I’m going to take a running guess that what we saw in the Clarendon Road basement is not dissimilar to the walls in that bloody barn.’ Kyle pointed at the laptop screen to emphasize his point. ‘Rachel Phillips heard sounds too. What we heard. That figure … outside the penthouse … So it’s all connected to the Gathering. Gotta be. The myths might not be myths. You believe I am even saying this?’


‘Which is what the whole film is supposed to be about. What Max wanted. Bit too bloody convenient if you ask me. And then, out here? I mean, God’s sake … those things on the walls. No way they’re watermarks. No way. They’re drawn on. Who’d want to draw that though? They must have been bat-shit crazy.’

‘They’re not drawn on.’

‘Come again?’

Kyle shook his head, swallowed. ‘They’re in the stone. I touched one. It’s like they’re burned into … through the actual stone. There is no paint. It’s like a scorch. That stinks. Like something’s died in the wall.’

Dan blew out a long stream of air. ‘This room no smoking?’

Kyle nodded. ‘Fuck it. Light up.’

Dan clambered to his feet and made his way to Kyle’s packet of Lucky Strikes on the bedside table. ‘You want one?’

Kyle nodded, then caught the cigarette Dan tossed at him.

Dan paced about. In silence, Kyle watched his friend’s hairy feet in order to avoid the sight of his hairy belly. Dan’s speech was slurred, his cheeks flushed. ‘This shit is too freaky. I mean Gabriel nearly died. If I hadn’t plugged the bleeding with my shirt, he’d have bled out. Doctor said so. Or mimed as much. Susan Isis, or whatever she’s called, is dead. Dead. As well as some other old hippy mate of Max’s involved in this shit. This feels … dangerous. I know you have debts. And a hundred grand is a lot of cash, but we should walk. Just bloody walk, mate.’

Kyle bit down on his irritation and his disappointment that Dan would even suggest such a thing as abandoning the film. And what a film. Dan was upset. That was natural. But
he had just suggested the unspeakable. ‘Dude. We’re in no place to be making major decisions here. Today—’

‘Today was the worst day of my life. Today was all fucked up.’

He’d never seen Dan like this before. Kyle chose his words carefully, softened his voice. ‘Agreed. It was. But, mate, you have to admit, despite all the shit we’ve been through today, this is dynamite. I mean, we’ve been on two shoots, and on both of them we’ve picked something up on camera. How often does that happen? Never, that’s how often. It’s never happened as far as I know. Ever. To anyone with a camera rolling. A horror film from a big studio might get similar effects. But these aren’t effects.’

Dan closed his eyes and looked like he wanted to put his fingers in his ears too. ‘Kyle.’

‘And the interviews have been freaky, but it’s fantastic material. You could not make this up. It’s like we’ve been waiting our whole lives to get a piece of this. Coven and Blood Frenzy, we never got so much as a sniff of the paranormal. Some good interviews. Some nice shots of murder sites. Two cracking films. But this … this is on another level, mate. This is the making of us. This is the big time. From here on out, we will have officially made it.’

‘Agreed. But, Kyle, of the two former members of The Last Gathering we’ve filmed, one is dead, and the other lost his fucking leg this afternoon!’ Dan beseeched Kyle’s face for an explanation. It wasn’t forthcoming.

‘Dan. Dan. Dan. When we shoot a scene, we hope to achieve something. We have a goal. We want a disclosure that creates a story. The story. Agreed? Well we’re getting that every time. This is telling us more than we asked for. Gabriel
may have shot his bolt, but the farm told us things without him saying much of any use. We’re shooting one long take almost every time. This is too good to let go, mate. There is something about this story. This experience they all shared. No one is dicking around or trying to make themselves look good. It’s like they are compelled to confess. How often have we seen that? Precisely. And you want to can it? You have got to be kidding me, big man.’

Dan stared at the floor. ‘Shit! I don’t know. I need to put some space between myself and this place, and then I need to have a good think.’

‘Your call. But I can’t do it without you. There’s no time … no way I could replace you. We gotta be in America in two days.’ Kyle topped up Dan’s mug with rum. ‘And like you said, I have no choice. I’m thirty grand in the shit. I need this film.’

‘I know. I know, mate. It’s just … I don’t think I can.’

‘Sleep on it. Please. Don’t fucking do this to me. Dan? Mate.’

‘There’s more.’

‘What?’

‘In the hospital, when you were outside talking to Max, I was wondering what the French guy who helped us was saying to the doctor. They were talking for ages. The guy was really getting worked up. So I asked the doctor about what the farmer had been saying. I was getting a hunch it might have been something about the farm.’

Kyle swallowed. ‘And?’

‘Doctor’s English wasn’t great, but the French guy from the village had been telling him that the birds never came back. Something like that. The birds never came back. To the
farm I’m guessing. And he said the dogs will never walk there, or go there.’

‘This is blowing my mind, Dan. It’s amazing.’

‘And then there’s this.’ Dan walked over to his bedside table and picked up his iPhone. ‘Message must have come in this afternoon. Didn’t even think to check it until you were having a shower. But it’s a message from Finger Mouse. It’s about the Clarendon Road rushes.’ Dan scrolled through a menu on his iPhone, then handed the phone to Kyle.

The message read: Been calling you all day. You gotta see this. While you two were filling your pants like a couple of schoolgirls, there is some strange shit going down in the background. On three audio tracks. No way that’s ambient. You must have played a CD. And the other guy in there with you, the druggie that looks like he got up and walked out of a sarcophagus at the British Museum, ain’t all there. It’s no junkie. Blown up the image and bits of him are not there. Missing. Transparent. How did you do it? Please tell me that you did do it and are laughing right now? FM.

Neither of them were laughing. Dan blinked at Kyle in silent incomprehension. ‘What does he mean?’

Kyle felt himself go white. ‘Beats me.’
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There was no sun, only a forever of black cloud reaching from horizon to horizon above dark water and the dusty plain before it. Nothing grew there. A cold wind gusted across the grey dust, the ash and cinders, the still water.

His arrival in the emptiness did not go unnoticed. Because the raggedy figures upon the briny shore, where the oily waters lapped and fizzed and lapped and fizzed, raised themselves up wearily and onto their thin legs. Draped in remnants of cloth, the slender arms of these shabby silhouettes were raised to the sky and from unseen mouths came a faint wail.

There were no birds in the air; they formed the terrible flotsam upon the tide of the dead water. In their thousands they surged and flopped. A black flock of feather and bone, upon which the raggedy men descended to scoop them up with their scarecrow parts, and to offer them like treasures brought to a king by beggars.

 


Kyle came out of the dream, his face strewn with dried tears. He had been dreaming for hours, but only remembered the last scene of some awful torment that ended by a great dead sea. But he did not wake fully. Could not have done.


Bewildered by his passage from such strange sights, and confused by the unlit space about him, he could not understand where he was. There was a room in the distance, its door ajar. A thin brown light flickered around the outline of the doorway. From its rapid stutters the vague odour of things burned and still burning pulsed. Bonfire smells of autumn, the crackle of kindling damp with cold rain, the doused steam of blackened meats, the chill of wet stone.

He tried to move, but the thought failed to become motion. There was no feeling in his limbs; just a numbness, a vacancy inside his joints. His breath failed to come out in more than shallow sucks and pants at the blackness before his eyes, as if some weight pressed upon his windpipe. Or maybe the chambers of his lungs were now too small for the task set them.

An absence of more than light hovered in the wings of his mind. Like a descent into the great cold depths of lightless oceans beneath icecaps and skies without stars, a curious unbreathable gravity pulled him down and down and down, through himself, then out of himself.

Struggling against the nothingness that tried to snuff out the little ember of his frantic awareness, he was suddenly and profoundly and absurdly aware of his hands, his feet. They seemed to redefine themselves from out of the darkness, without so much as a twitch, but he knew from their size and weight and unfamiliar lengths of finger and thumb, that they were not his hands. Nor were these his feet. Too thin and long, the cumbersome, lifeless feet hung over the mattress, as if his body had outgrown the bed of a child.

Within a sense of his own face, different contours of cheek bone and forehead and small mouth and longer teeth
suggested themselves. Long hair curled wiggish across his brow, about his jaw. It stank. Was oily, unwashed, dipped in spoiled water, rank upon the stained and musty pillow that cradled his skull. He couldn’t see it, but knew the pillow case was patterned with continents of aged stains.

He sank further into the darkness, beneath the unfamiliar body that had tremulously held him, like it tried to hold on to smoke within outspread fingers. Sank deeper into the void where the distant chaos of bird calls and the cries of men swirled around, far off but approaching. All attracted to his hapless sinking paralysis, his dropping off and away. And the swirling of this cacophony was driven from the screams of an animal within its heart. Swine bellows and guttural bleats rose from shaky jowls and a large mouth. A black tongue and yellow teeth. Wet, close …

And then he woke, and dropped. Fell from the air. But no more than a few inches, on to a bed. Where he bounced and snapped upright in a seizure that electrified his body into a sense of its former shape, its dimensions, its familiarity.

In the room … hotel … room … Caen … France.

He looked to his right and saw nothing. Raked his hands out to the sides and upwards. Was blind. Tried not to scream. Then saw a little LED light wink against a wall; the phone charger. Another, a red speck in the lightless space up in the air, on the far side of the room; the standby light on the wall-mounted television.

The grinding fleshy machinery of grunts and buzz-saw whines made the air in his chest vibrate, made the darkness too alien for any thought of relief. Jesus, that sound …

Snoring. Only Dan. Thank God. Dan drunk and snoring like an oaf.


Lurching and falling from the bed, he scrabbled to his feet and staggered into the darkness. Arms outstretched, fingers fanned, he found a plaster wall. Why is it so dark? The temple. The air of the temple is still inside your eyes. He nearly screamed. Blackout curtains. He remembered closing them the night before. They had them in hotels to cut out ambient light. That’s why it’s so dark.

Relief sang through him. The dream, a nightmare, faded like a dim and incorrectly remembered photograph. That’s all it was and nothing more. The figures upon the walls of the temple, Gabriel’s terrible accident, half a bottle of spirits, exhaustion, an unfamiliar bed in a pitch-black room, Dan’s snoring, another country, another world … Too much, too much. That’s why he’d had a nightmare. But why had he dropped on to his bed from out of the very air? That was new; he’d never experienced that before. Part of the dream. Like when you step off a kerb. The jolt, a shock.

He clasped his hands together, rubbed them. They were his. His very own hands, and these were his feet: broad with bony toes. His hair was shaggy, but straight, not curly and unfamiliar like some mannequin’s wig.

His mouth was dry like it had been open for hours and thirst burned inside his body.

In the bathroom, he stared at himself under the welcome explosion of vanilla light before the spotless mirror. Confirmed himself with his blue-green eyes that girlfriends had loved. Shook the last traces of limb dislocation, of bone confusion, of flesh dismorphia from his mind. Gulped at the silvery clean water that gushed from the tap. Raised his wet face and turned back to the darkened doorway that led into the room and the bed he did not want to sleep in any more.
But turning towards the door, he glimpsed something in the mirror. A smudgy reflection of a mark on the wall opposite the washbasin.

Kyle turned. Moved to the series of dirty streaks above the towel rack. Shivered from what he assured himself was the cold of the tiles beneath his naked soles, tingling up his legs and across his goosing flesh, and not because of what assumed the outline of a boney thing with four skeletal legs on the wall.

No, now he was closer, it looked more like the imprint of a hand. With four thin fingers, curled inward at the last joint. Cupping, or pulling, as if from beyond the wall.

A sudden whiff of old meat, like the moist underside of a pork chop he’d left for too long in his fridge at home, assailed his sinuses. He looked down at the towels, for an incriminating stain. They were fresh, clean, unused handtowels. And under the yellow light of the hotel bathroom, his blinking bafflement broke into comprehension of where he had smelled and seen such things before.
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‘Good morning, dear Kyle.’ Max must have been pressed against the other side of the door because the moment Kyle’s finger released the bell button, the executive producer stood in the doorway; a red velvet dressing gown over smart trousers and a white shirt complemented with a club tie and ruby cufflinks.

Max ushered Kyle into a long hallway where immaculate walls of cream silk intimidated with old-school swank. It was like being in an antechamber of heaven depicted by 1950s Hollywood. Scents of roses and polish clouded, an exclusive pollen bottled in another era. Long glass panels fitted into the ceiling cast intense, near phosphorescent light, making his scuffed engineer boots appear incongruous and uncomfortably noticeable against the gleaming blue-and-white marble floor. Periodically, little white plinths supported dark statuettes and artefacts made from stone. An ancient Persian vibe. And a vast gilt-edged mirror showed him every pore and bristle on his unkempt face.

‘Nice address, Max.’

‘Thank you.’


He’d run from Regent Street Tube station to Mansfield Road, and only slowed when he saw the size of the building Max lived in. He’d then waited downstairs to be summoned from a reception at least six times the size of his own flat, where a dark carpet, thick as bear fur, stretched to walls made from marble. A porter in silver livery called Max on the house phone to announce him. Kyle printed and signed his name in a desk ledger with leather covers, the size of a stamp album, before being escorted to the steel doors of the lifts, polished to mirrors.

Max’s information on the casualty list continued moments after he opened his front door. ‘Gabriel will be flown back to England in a few days, and transferred to a hospital. The operations have been a success, but he’s very poorly with an infection.’

Kyle winced. And swore an oath to visit Gabriel, though the idea made him uncomfortable as he experienced a shade of guilt about Gabriel’s accident; he had been too preoccupied with the shoot and too irritable with the old man to look after his interviewee. And his guilt was fattened by a feckless desire to now question Gabriel about what the doctor had told Dan about the birds and the dogs. A scene of Gabriel in a hospital bed, after surviving one of Sister Katherine’s traps, would be bizarre, tasteless and inappropriate, but also solid material for the film and too good to let go. But the impression of the bony hand on the bathroom wall he’d kept from Dan until the sun rose, by which time it had faded, considerably. They’d filmed the residue and fled. Dan had remained in a perturbed silence all the way home. Which was not good at all. He had to keep the big man onside.


Max phoned Kyle at first light, in the hotel in Caen; desperate to see the footage from France. His feelings about Susan and Gabriel’s misfortunes struck Kyle not so much as flippant, but as secondary to the purpose of the call. And Max only agreed to discuss the situation once he’d seen what Kyle had filmed at the farm. Kyle had the master reels with him, which would go to Finger Mouse after the meeting; who’d agreed to do an all-nighter transferring the material.

‘Should have brought my shades,’ Kyle said, and followed Max’s dainty feet, sealed inside ox-blood loafers, further inside the penthouse. Shadows seemed to be entirely absent from every corner of Max’s home. The intense white light filled the entire volume of flawless space and made him feel transparent, but oddly relaxed. And the lights and lamps burned like suns in every discreetly luxurious room he passed.

‘Sorry?’

‘The light, Max.’

‘Oh, yes. Bright if you’re not accustomed to it. But light, my dear boy, is as essential to life as water. It purifies the spirit. Opens the heart. Cleanses the mind. One feels blessed in here. Truly.’

‘Makes my place look like its underground. You keep this up during the day?’

Max nodded, and showed him into a room that doubled as a home office and viewing facility: leather chairs waited before digital viewing equipment. ‘I suffered terribly from a seasonal disorder. Depression, my friend. For years, until I discovered full spectrum lights. They changed my life. Light boxes are fitted in each room here. Made to order. The ceiling fixtures are dawn-light simulators. Four thousand lux during
daylight hours, ten thousand lux at night and during the winter. Same for the desk lamps, and I have visors too.’

Kyle nodded at the large sunlit windows. ‘Nice day.’

Max stared at Kyle with an expression of such self-seriousness he felt a twitch of discomfort, as if confronted by the impassioned but ludicrous beliefs of a stranger in a pub. ‘I don’t take any chances with my soul, Kyle. I want a life and a world filled with light. So that is what I have. Here, in my little retreat. A place of light. Of illumination.’

‘Right.’ If Dan had been present, hysterics would have ensued.

‘You know we have business interests in the field of Seasonal Affective Disorder? Mostly export. But it’s catching on over here. Doing very well too. The world is waking up to new light. I’d like to give you some for your own home.’

‘No, thanks. I like gloom.’

‘I insist. I shall have some desk lights delivered this evening. A standing lamp. Maybe a light box for your bathroom and kitchen on those grim London mornings. For Dan as well.’

‘You really don’t—’

‘Nonsense. See it as a gift, for all of your hard work. Which is appreciated, my dear friend. You have already made significant inroads into the mystery of The Last Gathering. And you must try the lights tonight. You’ll notice the difference. It’s immediate.’ Max sucked in his breath, and flicked his chin upwards, as if arriving at a decision with some relief before banishing whatever thought led to the decision.

‘Thanks.’

‘Think nothing of it. Oh, but if I may beg one indulgence from you?’

‘Yeah.’


‘Please don’t ever call me a fuckwit again.’

‘It’s been pretty hairy, Max.’

‘Now I am forgetting my manners. Coffee? A light snack? Or would you prefer to wait for your dinner?’

Kyle had been so desperate to get to Max’s he’d not eaten since the ferry. Nor gone back to sleep after the dream. He spoke through a yawn. ‘I could take a bite out of something. Was up early.’

Max walked to the door of his study. ‘Iris!’

‘Sir,’ a voice called from the far reaches of the apartment.

‘Coffee for two. Cake.’

After a distant, ‘Yes, sir,’ Max returned his attention to Kyle.

‘Nice kit, Max.’

‘Yes. I often view rushes and offline edits in here. Works in progress.’ The desk also looked like Cecil Rhodes had once laid maps of Africa across its leather surface. Max sank his small body into one of two chairs supported by a steel swivel-mount. At least fifty inches of flat plasma screen loomed over them. Kyle took the chair beside Max and ferreted inside his shoulder bag for the six flash drives from the Normandy shoot.

Iris was small, round, Irish, and white-haired on the head and chin. She brought a coffee pot and a glass cake-stand. A thick fruit loaf with a paper frill looked too good to eat while it awaited the silver knife and two plates, thin as sea shells, that Iris busied herself with. At Max’s cake was also served with little silver forks and red linen napkins that billowed from either end of hallmarked silver holders. ‘Nice cake,’ Kyle said with his mouth full. ‘Rich.’ Iris left them on slippered feet and closed the soundproofed door.


Max scooped up the drives. Stared at them, his thin lips set in an attitude of distaste, or even indignation. He didn’t even look at his cake. Kyle swallowed a third mouthful of his own. The nervous energy made him wolf it like a last meal.

‘This all of it?’

Kyle nodded. ‘Finger Mouse will lay it across tonight.’

‘I want them uploaded as they become ready. And Dan, where is he?’

‘On another job.’

‘Good. Good.’

‘I’ll be seeing him tomorrow to talk through the arrangements for America.’ Max didn’t appear to be listening. He now looked at the flash drives like they were vials of Bubonic plague.

‘Max. Max.’

‘Yes?’

‘How did Susan White die?’

Max closed his eyes. ‘Stroke.’ And opened his eyes. ‘At home. A maisonette in Brighton. Her daughter was unable to rouse her for a trip to Bournemouth, or raise her on the telephone. This was yesterday. She let herself in and found her mother. Propped up amongst the pillows. Still alive, but barely. She died later in hospital, without saying a word before she left us. I’d called during the afternoon to discuss the interview. Her daughter picked up the phone. She told me.’

‘Were you close?’

‘Not for years. But we found each other again, recently.’

‘Sad. Kind of weird too.’

Max stared, as if afraid of an impending revelation from Kyle.


‘Those drives …’ Kyle did not know where to start, or how to explain what was recorded on them. ‘Same with the Holland Park stuff, there’s something not right.’

Max turned soundlessly in his chair. Placed one small manicured hand upon Kyle’s wrists, where they jiggled between his bouncing knees. The skin of Max’s fingers was baby-soft; a waft of expensive hand-cream billowed. ‘This is a difficult time for our venture, Kyle. Gabriel, poor Gabriel …’ Max closed his eyes and shook his head at whatever thought had reared up inside it. ‘And I am going to Brighton this evening. Susan’s funeral is tomorrow.’

‘It’s pretty terrible. Really shaken me up, Max. And Dan.’

‘Because you are a sensitive and caring soul, Kyle. I knew the moment we first met.’ Max continued to stare into his eyes, intently; the insinuation of a concerned frown stretched his forehead. ‘But you are also a dedicated film-maker. An artist. With conviction. A great deal of which I have appreciated in your former works. It’s why I chose you, Kyle, to make this film. Our work cannot, simply cannot, be derailed by these cruel acts of fate. These unfortunate accidents. We won’t allow it. Our work is greater than we are, its facilitators, its interpreters.’

‘But—’

Max gently shook his coiffured head. ‘We are unearthing painful and terrible secrets, my dear Kyle. We are disturbing what has long been buried. We are investigating the most awful crimes perpetrated against other human beings. Imprisonment, the withdrawal of all liberty, manipulation, control, cruelty, murder. But we must remain courageous, regardless of how much these matters distress us. Steadfast we must be before the things we will see, and hear. We must be on our
guard, Kyle. Always. It’s why I insist on the light, Kyle. We must always remind ourselves that we are for the light.’

‘But there is something else. Something … I don’t … I don’t know how to explain it.’ Max watched him, his face stiff with caution and unease. ‘At the farm. It was strange. The atmosphere. Katherine’s fermette. What I felt there. Heard. The things on the walls. The figure in Clarendon Road. You’ve watched the London rushes?’

Max swallowed. ‘I have. The Gathering explored terrible things and took themselves to unusual places, Kyle. Levine’s book is not purely fiction.’

‘No. I’m not talking about what they did to each other. What I am trying to say is … it’s like something else has been left behind in those places.’ Kyle sighed, scratched around his head for a way into an adequate explanation. ‘On the walls. The bloody walls. You can see it for yourself. I filmed them in France too. I don’t think … I know it’s not art. Not something they drew, the Gathering. They can’t have, because it’s in Clarendon Road too, on new plaster. I tried to tell you on the phone. In the email, Max. The one you never got back to me about last Sunday. You can see more of it for yourself from Normandy. On there.’ Kyle tapped the drives in Max’s small hands. ‘And we weren’t alone at either location. I sound insane by just suggesting it, but … I do believe I’ve experienced four genuine paranormal episodes. One in London, one in the farm’s temple, another in Katherine’s fermette. The fourth was the imprint of a hand on the wall of our hotel room. Did you know, Max? That we would get this shit on film?’

Max’s leathery throat worked up and down. His smile was thin, stiff.


‘Residues, Max. The things we heard. At the house in Holland Park. They’re on all the audio tracks. Finger Mouse checked. Birds. Dogs. We think. Other stuff too. Wind. Can’t be sure, but it was terrifying. And when Dan was trying to free Gabriel from that bloody trap, I wasn’t alone in Sister Katherine’s fermette. There was someone … something … downstairs in the building. Same in the temple. I’m sure of it. Tell me you’ve seen the intruder in Clarendon Road?’

Max nodded.

‘We weren’t alone in that house. Or at the farm. I’m sure of it. How can this be explained?’

Max smiled. ‘My dear Kyle—’

‘Listen to me. You weren’t there. It’s like … and now … well … it’s like something has come out … out of those places. I’m getting these dreams. In France. And then the walls of the hotel room … the bathroom altered. An image of something was on the bloody bathroom wall, Max. I found it after the weirdest fucking dream I have ever experienced. I know you wanted the paranormal scoop, but for fuck sake …’

Max closed his eyes, though Kyle suspected it may have been as a result of his bad language.

‘Sorry. Potty mouth. But this is serious, Max. I’ve tried to blame the first sighting on a drug addict, put the second and third down to exhaustion. But the bathroom? I have it on film. And now Susan, not to mention Gabriel? What the fuck is going on here?’

Max opened his eyes, stared at the flash drives. ‘I don’t know. But who knows what that fool Katherine did. Suggested. Even brought into the Gathering. I can’t say. But I have long suspected that she connected … broke through
to something that should never have been contacted. It’s why the film is so important, while there is still time.’ Max squeezed his wrist. ‘Now you are starting to understand my motive to make this film. I was right …’

‘Time? What do you mean, “while there is still time”?’

Max fidgeted in his chair. ‘There are not many of us left. Besides myself, I could only find three adepts from London and France.’ He cleared his throat. ‘There are even fewer adult survivors from Katherine’s time in Arizona. I only traced two. And now there is only one. Have you any idea how valuable an interview with Martha Lake will be now? We can’t dilly-dally.’

‘Why now, Max? Why is she breaking silence now? Martha Lake has remained incognito for thirty years. I looked online. Googled her. Same with the recently deceased Patricia Clover. You said yourself that Susan White never opened up to anyone before she came to us in Clarendon Road. Ditto with Gabriel, who didn’t tell us much by the way. I know, because Dan asked the doctor—’

‘Kyle. Kyle. Have you any idea of the stigma, the indelible stains upon those who were a part of The Temple of the Last Days in America? Not to mention what was suggested of us in the Gathering? This is not something one is willing to talk about. Not for a very long time. Because of the children. What was done … what happened to the children. The way they were taken from their parents. The way they were isolated, mistreated under Katherine’s direction. Unacceptable. It was abuse. Some may have even been … I can’t even bring myself to talk about it. Some were never found. And we live in a more sensitive time. It is only in the twilight of one’s years that one feels more comfortable with speaking up,
and admitting an association with all this, with making amends with the past. Trying to find peace. The fact that I have paid them a great deal of money for their testimony, alas, must also be taken into account. Not all have been as fortunate as I have, Kyle, after their release from Katherine. And what happened to us was not the kind of thing one even wanted to remember. Please bear that in mind. Gabriel had an accident. Susan’s passing was a coincidence. High blood pressure.’

‘And the other one. Your friend who died last week.’

‘Brother Heron suffered from a long illness. Cancer. It’s why he didn’t want to be filmed. You are in no danger. Surely, you cannot believe that you are?’ Max half smiled, as if perched on the end of a frightened child’s bed.

Kyle stared at Max, searching his eyes for any hint of deceit. He didn’t see any.

 


After they viewed the pertinent rushes from Holland Park again, and the scenes from the temple building and fermette in Normandy, Max’s face was stricken. One hand trembled. He practically ran from his chair for the lights; which Kyle was pleased to have switched on too. ‘I think a brandy is in order. What do you say?’

‘We’re some way off my cocktail hour, Max, but I think that is a solid idea. I hit the bourbon at my flat last Sunday, right after seeing it.’

‘It’s extraordinary.’

‘Was that a man? Up there with us? And those things on the walls, Max. In the temple. What are they?’

Max rubbed his eyes and then glanced about the ceiling. When he realized Kyle was watching him, he became
uncomfortable like a physical indignity had been observed. He turned on his heel and opened the door. ‘Iris! Oh where is she? Iris!’

‘Sir.’

‘The decanter.’

He turned back to Kyle, raised his hands. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it before.’

‘In Clarendon Road. That figure? And the scream, Max.’ The echo of the final squeal outside the penthouse in Clarendon Road was ingrained into his hearing. ‘Half of me wishes I’d never heard it. But it’s priceless. Have you any idea how this will go down in a trailer?’

Max resumed his seat. ‘Quite.’ He had been unwilling to watch either episode more than once. And his reaction to the temple barn mystified Kyle; the images were not well lit, but were still hideous and begged a close examination that Max refused to give them.

‘Susan White told us about what she called “the presences”. But this? What is it? What’s the connection?’

‘I never anticipated you seeing anything quite so dramatic. This Finger fellow …’

‘Finger Mouse.’

‘He never … wouldn’t have tampered with the footage in any way?’

‘God, no. Wouldn’t have had the time. And anyway, we heard them in real time. Me and Dan. Heard everything that you have just heard.’

‘But in Clarendon Road, you never saw anything of that … intruder?’

‘Nothing. We heard feet. Twice. Downstairs and then upstairs later, so someone was inside with us the whole time.
But we didn’t see anyone. It was dark. Which we wanted to use to our advantage. For effect.’

‘Forget the effects, Kyle. We don’t need such embellishments. In future, please light the sets properly, especially at night. Otherwise we have this confusion. It leaves us open to misinterpretation. To accusations of faking unnatural occurrences. ’

‘Whoa, Max. Now you hold on—’

‘Nothing touched you?’

Kyle frowned. ‘Touched me? What do you mean?’

Iris opened the door and they both jumped. She came into the room bearing a crystal decanter and two glasses. And departed eyeing Kyle with suspicion. Max nodded at the brandy. ‘Help yourself.’ He checked his watch. Sucked in his breath. ‘Blast. I need to get ready. My suit isn’t packed. The funeral.’

‘What? We need to talk. You can’t just take off.’ Kyle raised both hands and offered them towards the screen. ‘We haven’t even begun to make any sense of this. I had the bloody fright of my life last night. I am struggling to even talk about this, let alone accept it, but it’s all there. Tangible, physical.’

‘I’m sorry, Kyle.’ Max made tracks for the door. ‘There will be ample time to discuss this later. And we need the American footage first before we can draw any conclusions.’

‘Max. There is something else that can’t wait. I need to get it resolved.’

‘Kyle, please.’

‘It can’t wait. I have concerns about this working relationship. ’

Max paused before the door, then edged his way closer to
the decanter. Kyle removed the top and poured two glasses. Max looked into his glass. ‘What are your reservations?’

Kyle filled his mouth with the smoky, velvety spirit. Gasped. ‘Before we go any further, I need some reassurance. I promised to make as natural and as honest a film as possible, and our arrangement has to be based on mutual trust.’ He held his hand out to prevent Max from interrupting. ‘But I am beginning to wonder what it is that you are not telling me. You were a part of The Last Gathering. You did two years in that bloody cult. You were one of the originals. But you overlooked mentioning it to me. Did you think I wouldn’t find out from one of the others? So why keep that from me?’

Max sighed with irritation. Checked his watch. ‘The car is coming in twenty minutes, Kyle.’

‘Then we have plenty of time. You look great. You can just throw a jacket over the shirt.’

Exasperated, Max took his chair. Leaned back, his small feet leaving the floor, and blew out all of the air from inside his tiny body. He looked even older to Kyle. He’d had surgery, on his forehead, around his eyes and mouth, lots of it. Made him appear gaunt and shiny at the best of times, but now his face seemed to have partially collapsed. He concealed the strain by rubbing at his eyes.

I tried that too mate, but what you’ve seen you’ve seen.

Across his hairline, the tiny clusters of implanted hair looked ready to squeeze themselves out of the follicles. When Max took his hands away his eyes glistened. ‘I had my reasons for keeping my involvement quiet.’

‘They need to be real good, Max.’

‘I understand.’

‘You need to. You’re producing this very thoroughly, laying
everything out for us. I didn’t appreciate you blowing up at me for interviewing the tenant from Clarendon Road. And after this – ’ Kyle pointed at the television screen ‘– I’m beginning to ask myself what the hell am I getting myself and Dan mixed up in?’

He spoke without looking at Kyle. ‘I’m sorry. But … look, even most of my dearest friends don’t know of my past. My colleagues. All those I have met and collected in my career, they know nothing of my time with Katherine. I feel responsible, Kyle. You see, I am to blame for everything that happened to that organization and to all who were ever a part of it. Until its dreadful conclusion.’

Kyle raised his hands and let them slap against his thighs in exasperation. ‘How?’

‘Kyle, I began The Last Gathering with Brother Heron who is now gone. I was one of its founding stones, its natural parent. And I was quickly and quite ruthlessly usurped by Katherine in the very first year.’

‘Why keep that from me? I don’t understand. You know my feelings about agendas, Max. We’ve been through this.’

Max was distracted again; he gazed in silence, as if beyond the chic walls of his fortress of light. Shook his head in some private reverie, and smiled, though not in a pleasant way. ‘Oh, she was clever, even then. Not monstrous, but close to it, and capable. Older than us. Streetwise. A hard woman. But a very charming one. Seductive when she needed to be. She learned a great deal behind bars, I can tell you.’ He finally met Kyle’s eye. ‘We were no match for her. She was already a Clear in Scientology when I first met her, at a Process meeting in Mayfair. The Process were another group. Far more advanced than us, so we based much of the
architecture of our own organization upon them. They had such allure, even grace. And we wanted it for ourselves.

‘And I was young and foolish. Idealistic. What people called a hippy. A devotee of Sufi mysticism, of Buddhism, considering a Franciscan order, experimenting with communal living, an anarchist, a pacifist … clueless. Didn’t know who or what I was. But knew I wanted something else to what was on offer to an economics graduate in 1960s London. Something different. And like my friends, you must understand, I was perfect material for a manipulative sociopathic personality like Katherine.’

‘But why couldn’t you tell me? I don’t get it.’

‘It’s hard to admit, Kyle. That I was such a fool. And allowed something so real, so positive, to slip through my fingers. To allow it to become so twisted, so corrupt. The very antithesis of everything we hoped to escape by founding the organization. A refuge from the world. But we were so naïve … inexperienced. And she took it from us. Turned us against each other. Quickly. Brought in others. Formed a majority. A new consensus.’ Max squeezed his hands into fists. ‘She took everything. Everything, Kyle. There is nothing I regret more than that. I would say it is my only regret. I am afraid I am quite ashamed at how I was taken in by her.’

‘So why do you need me? You have everything at your disposal. Equipment, financing. You’ve even done all of the research. You even know the bloody people involved, Max.’

‘True. And I toyed with the idea of making the film myself. Directing, or at least scripting. But I changed my mind. For several reasons.’ Max stood up and walked across to the bookcase. Fingered the spines of the Revelation Press first editions. ‘I could not afford the stigma. Not with my production
company, the publishing, my business interests, the charitable work. The unique selling point of all of my ventures is based upon positive spirituality, of offering hope through alternative paths. What the Gathering became … This film is an enormous departure for me. It’s why I have created the independent Mysteris imprint, solely for this venture. The film will never bare the Revelations brand. It can’t.’

Max rubbed at his tight cheeks. ‘Imagine the shame, the potential ruin, if the Daily Mail realized I actually helped found The Last Gathering. They’d make no distinction between the early days of the Gathering and The Temple of the Last Days. What my creation became. That monstrous thing in the desert. I watched things go bad in London in sixty-eight. Watched the poison seep in. But I played no part in that … in the desert. You have my word on that, Kyle. I learned my lesson and I removed myself. Started over. Covered my tracks. Broke contact with the others. And genuinely believe I have done a great deal of good since. To make amends. I suppose that has always been my motivation in my professional life.

‘And making the film myself would have been a mistake. My own bitterness, my resentment, my anger would have spilled all over it. You are right to fear agendas. So I needed an independent and objective retrospective. To tell such an incredible story that has been unforgivably ransacked by exploitation and opportunism for decades. When I think of that dreadful Desert Bitch film!’

Max looked into Kyle’s eyes, beseechingly. ‘I wanted someone who understood the occult terrain. Who had already cut his teeth with similar stories. Who presented the otherworldly as a very real possibility. Who has already
suggested that disturbances do occur in the natural order of things. My own contribution, I knew, would be most effectively employed in an executive production role. As a manager of resources. A cultivator of contacts. A guide.

‘And I still genuinely believe that the very spirit of this story lies beneath the blood that Katherine and her deranged acolytes spilled in Arizona. The very meaning of the story is still buried. The real story has never been told. And it is a story of such an extraordinary nature, Kyle, as we are already discovering. Which is why I have directed you to pursue a paranormal angle.’ Max paused, sighed. ‘Because I have not been ready to see the full results of what Katherine did. To confront it. Even now I still need an intermediary. A defence. You must understand that it is a mystery I need you to unravel for me. I’m afraid I just don’t have the strength.’

Iris appeared in the doorway. ‘Sir, your car’s here.’

 


Kyle’s journey home from dropping off the rushes at Finger Mouse’s place passed without an awareness of his surroundings. He uncapped the pint bottle of Jack Daniels and took another hit. Pocketed it. He came out of meetings with Max uplifted, reluctantly flattered, even strangely energized. But the spell wore off. He was a good verbalizer, was Max. Sincere to a tipping point of becoming emotional. But Kyle fidgeted with the persistent suspicion that he had just been manipulated, again. He wanted to believe Max. Because he wanted to make the film more than anything. But maybe Dan was right and they should walk away. ‘Fuck that,’ he said out loud in the Tube carriage. No one looked at him.

It wasn’t possible for him to give up on the film, despite the instinctive notion that more was at stake than his career,
finances or mental wellbeing. And he hated himself for it. He now felt vulnerable to dangers he could not even identify. One week in and he also queried his exposure to it all. His brief but compressed contact with all things Sister Katherine left him seasick, nervous, and disoriented. Two interviews and two shoots made the world he took for granted an insubstantial place, populated with maniacs and ghastly presences. It was all coming at him too soon. Virtually coming out of the walls. Something revealing itself when he should have been revealing it.

In his mind, all the way home, he both walked away from the film and flew to Arizona. It felt like he’d made a wish on a monkey’s paw; a wish for an edgy, groundbreaking documentary to fall into his lap, during an economic downturn that had plunged film and television commissioning into a free fall it might never pull out of. But now the film deal of a lifetime was in the bag, what else was in there with it? And not for the first time did he reflect that his compulsion to make films might be, as many had warned, his final undoing; though his long-suffering parents and friends were referring to financial ruin, not what he’d stir up by looking too hard in the wrong places.

But there was no denying the high-voltage current was back. Yes, there was fear, bewilderment and an inability to process what was being flung at him, but this was an opportunity to add the best work yet to his filmography. That production. That film. The consuming labour of his life. One he had circled, but never nailed. This was it. The Last Days. Even without the one hundred grand he’d have made the film. Was touched too profoundly by its prospects to walk. The travel, the insomnia, the interminable waiting around on
shoots, the weeks of wading through rushes, overseeing the final edit, all of that in the months ahead was already worth it. And always was. Because making a film was everything.

Dan could survive without it. He had harder skills. Loads of paid work. But he needed Dan. His best friend. And best friends helped each other out. Let him sleep in his own bed for a night and then talk him round. Dan would come through. Dan always did.




TWELVE

WEST HAMPSTEAD, LONDON, 16 JUNE 2011. 10 P.M.

True to his word, Max had four boxes of SAD lights delivered by express courier. They’d arrived before he got home and Jane downstairs signed for them. Imagining the dust, hair, scratches and stains of his pit revealed in forensic detail by Max’s indoor sunlight, he left the lamps inside the boxes, stacked up in the lounge.

To divert his anxiety, with a stomach sloshing with a bilge of brandy, whisky and fruit cake, he took his laptop to the desk, went through Max’s production schedule, and made more notes for the US section of the film’s script. Two interviews had been arranged by Max with two cops involved in the 1975 Last Days murders: the first patrolman on the scene of the bloodbath at the Arizona copper mine, and the lead homicide detective who investigated the case that more or less ended when Brother Belial hit the bricks of the rec room in the Florence penitentiary.

They had another shoot with the son of the man who owned the horse ranch neighbouring the copper mine. The final shoot was with the only surviving adult member of The Temple of the Last Days who had been present during
the cult’s final year: the money shoot with Martha Lake. She’d never spoken to the makers of the four existing documentaries; films that only made assumptions about what occurred at the copper mine, up to and including the Night of Ascent. Even Irvine Levine’s guesses about what happened were pretty wild, so Kyle had decided to reserve judgement until he interviewed them all himself. Max didn’t want them filming the San Diego mansion Sister Katherine had resided in for two years before the Night of Ascent. The notes said screenshots would be sufficient, though Kyle wasn’t sure he agreed. Variety claimed it was now owned by Chet Regal, the terminally ill Hollywood badboy, which gave the location a cool Kenneth Anger Hollywood Babylon vibe. But you can’t have everything.

Two of the documentary films about the cult were made in the seventies, two in the eighties. Since his first meeting with Max he’d seen them all. Terrible recreations with amateur actors plagued them. Bits of the same bleached news footage in every one too: cops and lawyers with sideburns and collar-length hair, aviator sunglasses under the desert sun at the copper mine, or walking into the courthouse in Yuma; black-and-white cars lined up and cops herding skinny figures under blankets into the halls of justice; women reporters in flared pastel trousers and fitted blouses, their thin wrists holding microphones like steel toffee apples; the governor of Arizona in black-framed glasses speaking on national news; the police chief sweating, the Coroner, the DA, all the boys from City Hall.

And the very same photos in the plate section of Levine’s Last Days: True Crime Bestseller paperback had been recycled
ad infinitum: the black-and-white photographs of the young members of The Temple; long-haired, perfect teeth, eyes smiling in high school yearbook photos, in graduation snapshots taken in better days; or lean and haggard and doleful, dead-eyed or excitably defiant, in the Arizona Police Department mugshots of the cult members who had run away before that infamous night in 1975, and then been rounded up from whatever failure at living a normal life had befallen them.

Only one of the documentaries, Children of the Beast, had a decent production budget because there were several minutes of helicopter footage of the mine, of Sister Katherine’s mansion from above and the distant Sonora desert looking like the baked surface of an uninhabited planet, where the cult had frolicked and then hunted each other with high-powered rifles when it all went to shit.

There was still a lot of hearsay in Children of the Beast, as well as its rivals, from people not directly connected to the cult. Three old television celebrities from seventies Hollywood rambling on about Katherine’s charisma, her allure, her uncanny ability of telling them exactly what they were thinking and feeling, as she sashayed around B-list parties wearing Chanel and Yves Saint Lauren; told them things they had never told anyone before … blah blah blah … things they could not articulate to themselves … blah blah blah. There was a clumsy and unrevealing probe around her connection to Scientology in all four films, and a facsimile of Katherine’s arrest for running a brothel in London in the early sixties. Somewhere upon its lurid cover, every DVD case featured either the famous pop-art portrait of Katherine – a
cross between an overweight Elizabeth Taylor with long Mona Lisa hair, the smile equally beguiling – or the one reinterpreting her as a jowly, red-eyed false messiah.

Not one of the other film-makers visited the French farm or the Holland Park headquarters, he guessed, due to budget implications. There was nothing in any of the films about the paranormal aspects of The Last Gathering, aka The Temple of the Last Days, that he’d literally walked into. Instead, they all dealt with the murders, the blood, the mute, naked children, the decapitation of Sister Katherine. Before Jim Jones trumped Sister Katherine three years later, during his notorious White Night in Guyana, by poisoning nine hundred of his own followers with fruit squash and strychnine.

When he was done with the script, the flat stank of stale cigarette smoke and the cat was asleep in the middle of his pillow. The television went on and off. Kyle checked his emails. No word from Dan. He sorted his laundry and began packing a rucksack for America. He’d redraft his script and do the shooting log the following day, then revise it on the ten-hour flight. Get to the shoots early and scope out the sites, while also working out the best compositions. The last four interviews were going to be done in record speed.

On the sofa, he flicked through the plate section of Irvine Levine’s Last Days, because he couldn’t leave the book alone for long. Stared at Sister Katherine’s plump, though not unattractive face. Then stared at the dark Rasputin looks of Brother Belial on the opposite page; the thin bearded visage of the man who helped shoot and kill four of his temple mates who tried to run on the Night of Ascent, then murdered Sister Katherine and cut the throats of four of his comrades in The Seven, before being found by the police at
the copper mine with five raggedy children, forty minutes after the owner of the neighbouring ranch raised the alarm about a fire, a UFO, barking dogs and the sound of gunshots at the Last Days commune.

Dogs. Always with the dogs.

Kyle drifted over to his bed. He tried to move the cat, but its eyes went black as olives and the claws on one paw were shown. ‘Fuck’s sake.’ He fell asleep curled around the cat, one hand under his head.

 


And came half awake into darkness and from a place already distant in the vague memory held by the last fragments of sleep. From a place hazy with soot, with smoke. Where wet stones ran with rain. Where strained and yet indistinct faces yearned upwards at colourless gases. Stripped, lean and smeared ruddy, they were more bone than meat. Straw and dark clods of refuse were strewn in the mud below their thin feet, suspended above the terrible ground. Rutted clay puddled with swirls of oil on unclear water and foamed with stagnation.

A feathery clatter of dry wings beyond the smoke.

Distant clashes of dull metal.

A place of winter colours in faint light and ponderous air.

And then him, in here … above his own bed, in the darkness of his room. The light about the curtains was millimetre-thin and silvery. He was insubstantial and hovered above the mattress. Joints bulged above and below his leg bones. Pelvis wide, stomach hollow, ribs a prominent racking: he could sense every inch of his wastage. Scrawny-throated, he murmured for water. Parched and lipless, his death-mask face lay in a fanned halo of colourless hair, wisps about a
skull patchworked with blemishes and prominent blood vessels gone to black.

And too long, too long, these feet that hung in the cold air, and this length of clawed finger on gristle hands too weary to move from where they had been cast outwards like the crucified of the air. He was gone from himself and was inside this thing.

Twisting, he fought and struggled to wake the moment he half comprehended this entrapment inside something frail and unfamiliar above the bed; a body that still rose gently to the ceiling he could not see. And the very notion of who he was writhed in search of a return to whatever flesh had once clothed his own bones.

Nearby, beyond him, in the darkness, there was a scratching and bumping, then a frantic bang bang bang. The noise erupted from another room, but one close by.

And then he dropped. And came awake from a sense of being in the air. Was shocked into a palsy, a jerking in disorderly bedding, and left panting, turned on his side, cramped over, bent in half.

Slowly, he explored his face with tremulous fingertips. Felt stubble around an immediately familiar mouth: his snub nose, his tatty hair. The rush of recognition spread and he lengthened his own back, his own legs and arms. Clenched his fists and curled toes.

Sat up.

There had been bumping, but now there was only scratching. Frantic carpet pulling. The cat, somewhere out by the front door.

Kyle rolled across the bed and turned the bedside lamp on. Squinted in the light that bruised his eyes. Staggered from
the bed and crossed the room that functioned as the bedroom and living room. Snapped on the hallway light and peered down the corridor.

The cat turned its head briefly from where it crouched at the front door, nose dipped to the thin crack between the mat and the door. It glanced at him only to flash eyes gone to ebony marbles in fright. Its hackles were up. Out, out, out; let me out.

Feet numb and dragging like he had a trapped nerve in his groin, Kyle careened down the hallway, past the kitchen and bathroom; the caravan dimensions and dollhouse appliances were in darkness beyond doors pulled to but not closed. Somewhere within the murk of the kitchen was the litter tray. A backup. Maybe the cat couldn’t wait to go, had held on, but had reached the critical moment and was embarrassed and unsettled as cats can be about such matters. Better get it outside.

Wakefulness complete, Kyle shivered in the cold. If he let the cat out, he’d have to go down a flight of stairs to let it into the communal garden at the back of the block. ‘I thought we were past all that. Thought you could wait until the morning. Eh?’

Catch off, lock unlatched, he only managed to open the door a fraction before the cat fled out, slippery and sinewy as water, through the crack and onto the unlit stairwell. Shivering in his briefs, his body still frail with the residue of a troubled dismorphic dreamtime, Kyle knocked the staircase lights on and padded down the dusty carpeted stairs to the ground floor, pondering the nightmare all the way to the bottom: he’d never experienced anything like it, anything so vivid. Twice now. Out of his body, and off his bed like he
had become lost outside of himself, or been taken and put somewhere else, far worse. Why? Those things on the walls in France and London, flashed, then flickered inside his mind.

Cold air seeped under and around the back door and broke the uncomfortable enquiry of his thoughts, returned his focus to the real world. No trace of dawn outside; sky black, clouds concealed the stars. What time is it? The cat climbed the wood and reached out its front legs to hurry him. Still frantic and coal-eyed, muscles tensed and twitched under the bushed-up fur. And then it was gone, without a sound or backward look, into the garden darkness. ‘Not coming down again tonight,’ he said, but the cat wasn’t listening. It had already scattered away through the overgrown yard.

He might need the bleach and a rag, a plastic bag, from under the kitchen sink to clean up and dispose of the mess in the litter tray, or worse. A hassle that should have been unbearable at this time of night, though he discovered he was glad to be awake. To not be in, or above, his bed any longer.

The lights would stay on. He’d doze again when the sun rose. Still be up in plenty of time to start work. Would be no time for the gym, again. Pity that. A trivial matter compared to the simple and profound relief of being awake. Of not being stuck inside a nightmare.

But back inside the hallway of his flat, he paused under the overhead light. Raised his chin and sniffed at a scent of burned hair, a whiff of decomposition. And more: old water, damp clothes forgotten in dark unheated rooms. Something else too … What was that? That smell? The moist ashes of a dead fire. Like a garden fire full of newspaper that had been hosed down. In here? How?

He checked the bathroom. Could smell the mildew on the
wall above the cistern, his own musty animal scent on the one bath towel that needed washing, the scent of once wet but now dry lino, the municipal scents of old bleach and disinfectant. He went further inside. Sniffed. A sickly tang of cheap spray-on deodorant that left white grit inside the armpits of his shirts. Distant deep-well smells of the toilet, seat up. He had a good nose; had never taken cocaine, a rarity in film and television production. But there was nothing amiss in the bathroom. The walls were clear.

He recalled the noise in his dream, the slaps, bangs and scratching like the rake of fingers. Thought about the hotel room in Normandy. Leaned against the wall, dizzy with a sudden suspicion of the improbable becoming probable. He shivered, swallowed. Not here. Never. Please.

Kyle fled back to the kitchen with his breath caught high in his chest. Looked up at the wall space; saw white paint shadowed to ivory between the cabinets, and above the sink and cooker. Some cooking oil and tomato sauce splatter above the hot plates, but nothing unusual there. The litter tray was clean, the grit dry. The windows were locked.

He looked up at the ceiling. Cobwebs, and the small black dots that insects leave in an orbit of tiny yellowy rings you only ever see in rented flats. Old stains that he managed to avoid; but they were in place when he moved in two years ago. A small moth trembled in a corner. Beyond the one small window, the outside world was black.

But the smell originated from the kitchen. Was weaker now, but still noticeable, as if a window had recently been opened to air the room. He moved further inside the kitchen, chased the scent of stale carrion and bad water to the bin. Opened it: not in there. Peered into the cabinets under the
sink: a burst of furniture polish and lemon. Not there. He checked the two cupboards beside the cooker: a tang of aluminium, a trace of dust. Spun around and went across to the two cabinets that held his tins and dry goods, opened them.

And stepped back with a gasp. A tin of pineapple and a tin of red kidney beans fell and banged off the top of the microwave oven, followed by a trickle of spice cubes, a desiccated bulb of garlic, and a green net with one onion inside. After the small avalanche came a concentrated gust of stagnant water, of corruption gone dry, lit matches, wet clothes.

Every other packet and can inside the cupboard had been swept aside, and was bunched or upended at either side of the wooden storage space. At the rear of the cabinet the wallpaper distinguished itself with a pattern of stains.

Jesus, God, no. He looked away. No. No. Looked back. Stepped forward, kicked the onion on the floor aside. He squinted at the broad discolouration. Stared and stared for some kind of meaning. It looked as if a soil pipe had burst behind a wall to spend a year soaking into the plaster and wallpaper. But when he fed the cat yesterday afternoon, he’d had this cupboard open. There had been no stain on the wall.

Gingerly, he reached a hand forward, pressed the stain at its heart. The paper looked singed too, as if by a flame that had been quickly doused.

He stepped away, concentrated on the thicker detail, the longer band through the centre of the contamination on his wall, this reeking stigmata that had appeared suddenly in the night. Not dissimilar to the stone in Normandy, the unpainted plaster of Clarendon Road’s basement wall, and the smooth paint of the bathroom in his Caen hotel room. Different surfaces, but all redecorated with the same colour scheme:
singed, glazed, wet, the murk of soiled bandages, dark moisture dry on a shroud, impressions of …

Dear God. Two long curving bands across the centre of the blemish suddenly kick-started his comprehension. Ulna. Radius. Latinate phrases dropped into his mind from biology at school. And at one end, like a cluster of stones, were the impressions of carpals; the bones of a hand papered by a veneer of skin. At the other end, the twin bulbs of an elbow … humerus … the funny bone, though Kyle wasn’t laughing.

It was as if a forearm had been inside that cupboard, having emerged through the solid wall to cast about. To slap and bang the cupboard doors open and closed as he slept, like an arm thrust through a window ajar to flail for purchase inside a room; before it was withdrawn, leaving an impression of itself, a dirty reproach to the naked eye, and to the living.




THIRTEEN

WEST HAMPSTEAD, LONDON. 17 JUNE 2011. 7 A.M.

He called Dan. ‘Dude. Where you at?’

‘Home. Wassa time?’

‘Seven. Get over here. Please.’

There was a lot of heavy breathing, coughing, the sound of a large shape moving. ‘What’s the hurry? I’m knackered. Didn’t get in till two.’

‘You need to see this. I mean, you need to see this.’

‘I already got a call about the Normandy shoot from Finger Mouse. Last night. He went straight to the temple scene. And he’s doing his nut. Thinks you’re bullshitting him about the documentary and making a horror film on the QT instead.’

‘Maybe we are. And we are the feckin’ cast, mate. Only Max forgot to tell us.’

‘Whaddya mean?’

‘Just joking. Get over here asap. And bring the Canon. It’s shown up on the kitchen wall.’

 


‘What is it?’

‘An arm.’


‘Get out of here.’

‘See.’ Kyle traced his finger above the hint of forearm bones in the discolouration. The miasma now issued little further than the cupboard space, but there was still a residue. ‘Forearm. That, at the end, looks like hand bones to me. Which would make that lump at the other end a bit of elbow. Zoom in on it.’

Dan looked at Kyle over the viewfinder. ‘You did this.’

‘Fuck you and your mother.’

‘No shit?’

‘No shit. And like I told you, I had this weird dream. Then woke up in another dream … was off the bed. Felt like I was in the air or something, but like in a different body.’ Kyle shrugged, and appealed to Dan for understanding. ‘Pretty sure it was the same thing I dreamed in Caen. Like I was someone else. And when I came out of the dream there was this scratching and—’

‘No way am I believing this crap, Kyle.’

‘Dan! I am not bullshitting you. This is for real. It was the cat scratching to get out that woke me up. Only thing that has ever frightened him as much were the fireworks the twats next door let off last year—’

‘Glad to hear it was the cat. You had me going, but only for a second.’

‘Forget the cat. OK. Forget it. When I was dreaming I also heard this knocking. Banging. That’s what freaked the cat and made it claw the carpet. I let him out and when I came back inside the flat I checked the bathroom and kitchen. And smelled exactly the same thing I smelled in France. And in Clarendon Road. It was coming out of here.’ Kyle thrust an index finger at the stained wall. ‘The banging was the
cupboard doors. These. But the doors were being banged from inside. And that stain was there when I looked. Stinking like sewage and something dead. How? How, mate? The hand in the hotel, same deal.’

Dan shrugged, but was paler than the fridge door. He swallowed. ‘Why are you special? I’ve had no dreams. Nothing left an impression of its arse on my walls. I was at both shoots.’

‘Beats me.’ Kyle thought on what Dan had said; it made him feel better, for a moment, until he recalled Max asking him if he had been touched. ‘He knows something. That old fruit.’

‘What?’

‘Max. He asked me if I had been touched. Touched? Why would he ask that?’

‘But you weren’t.’

Kyle looked at Dan. ‘I thought … I thought someone was in the temple. Felt like someone ran at me. In the dark. And I felt something. On my neck …’

‘You never said anything.’

‘Because what happened in the fermette was worse and then Gabriel stepped in a trap. I told you someone was downstairs in Katherine’s cottage. It was like … like they were looking for me.’ Kyle looked at the wall then dragged his fingers down his face. ‘This is just crazy.’

‘Think I need to sit down to take this in, mate. Got anything to eat?’

Kyle shook his head. ‘Don’t be silly.’

‘What a surprise.’

‘Let’s do a piece. Me to camera. I want to record what happened last night. Video-diary style. Yeah?’

 


 



It had gone dark when they finished the rough cut of the Normandy footage; backup copies from Finger Mouse’s all-nighter had arrived at midday, after Kyle completed an unscripted narration to camera about what had befallen Gabriel at the farm, Susan White’s death, their executive producer’s previously undisclosed past, his own dream experiences and the stains on the wall of his kitchen. Afterwards he went and sat alone at his desk and attempted to work on the Arizona scenes in the script and his questions for the cops.

He hadn’t drawn the blinds and in a stunned silence stared at his own reflection in the bay window overlooking the street. The cat slept on his desktop, its tail occasionally feeling about the keyboard of his laptop before it returned to drape itself across his forearm, as if to make sure Kyle was still in place in the chair. The cat had shown up at one to eat an entire tin of cat food and most of the anchovies off Dan’s pizza, before making a fuss of him and Dan. He wasn’t the only one who needed company now the sun had sunk and the night had come in.

The recordings of the three figures in the barn lost something of their impact on a screen, as they did on his stills camera when loaded as jpegs on to his laptop. But even though they appeared less distinct, more expressionistic and open to interpretation, repeat viewings and a lack of definition hadn’t dimmed their suggestive power, nor a hint of a suspended animation about the emaciated silhouettes. Seeing them again left him too nervous to fully concentrate on the script notes.

Under the noise his feet had made amongst the debris of the temple barn, it was almost impossible to tell if another
set of footsteps had announced themselves near him. They could isolate that section of the audio track when they had more time. But there was no mistaking the sound of a door slammed downstairs in the fermette, or the distant scrape of feet on cement, while he cowered upstairs beside a rotted bed, wet and alive with what appeared to be an amalgam of newts, centipedes and small grass snakes.

Behind him in the flat, summer sunlight suddenly burst across the ceiling and over his shoulders. ‘These are badass, mate,’ Dan said, who’d begun unpacking Max’s lights to distract himself. He grinned beside a desk lamp that cast the same intense white light Kyle recalled from Max’s apartment.

Kyle turned in his chair. ‘Imagine that one hundred times stronger, and you have Max’s place.’

‘I’m not kidding, mate, but I feel better already. Max sent some to me too last night when I was out. Neighbour took them in. Three lamps. Same as you. Man’s a star.’

‘Max said they’d cleanse your soul. Any joy?’

‘I can feel a few dirty marks wearing off. Where’d you want the other two. By the bed?’

‘Hell no. Sleeping in there’s going to be difficult enough without the midday sun shining in my bloody eyes.’

Dan peered about the skirting board. ‘You’re out of sockets anyway. Where’s the Jack Daniels?’

‘Fridge. Put some Coke in mine. There’s two cans in there.’

‘Ice?’

‘Freezer box is shot. Hasn’t worked in ages.’

Dan walked out with one of Max’s lamps, tearing plastic off the cable and plug. Kyle turned back to the window and acknowledged something else that he could not deny, and that was how affecting their footage was. Little was lit by
anything other than the LEDPAD light in the temple and fermette locations, which didn’t abet clarity, but what he had recorded was engrossing. The dilapidated buildings Dan had shot in the still, silent, overgrown meadow contributed something of the atmosphere of expectation, if not scrutiny, that he’d intuited. Gabriel looked wizened, half crazed, anxious, afraid. Dan had captured Brother Gabriel’s discomfort with a few great close-ups of his fidgety, sweaty face; his thin lips wincing and muttering. The guy was broken and broke; he had no choice about his participation either. Something they had in common. Maybe it was the same deal with Susan, though she wasn’t around any more to spend her fee. And Max had told them both to keep his involvement in the Gathering secret. Susan White got carried away. A new plot line, a new tension had emerged; the story of the film’s mishaps within the story of the cult, and a sideline about a duplicitous executive producer. Magic.

A second interview with Gabriel in his hospital bed when they returned from the States would be terrific; he’d augment that with the sobering news about Susan’s death, one week after they interviewed her. Bring those sounds from Clarendon Road up and into the mix. Loop back Susan’s dialogue about “presences”. In his mind, he was already screening and rescreening edits, nurturing climaxes, to suggest a much greater involvement from the crew, reluctantly dragged into the story as unwitting witnesses, into unexpected and uncanny phenomena. The material was priceless. Even he and Dan’s reactions were genuine; you couldn’t fake fear like that.

‘Kyle! Kyle! Get in here.’

Kyle was out of his chair and at the kitchen door in four
bounds from his desk. The cat overtook him and scratched at the front door before Kyle poked his face around the kitchen doorway and saw Dan’s astonished, if not horrified, expression.

‘Look,’ Dan said, and nodded at the cupboard doors, still open from where they had filmed inside the cabinet.

Kyle continued to stare at Dan. Swallowed hard at the lump of fear that made his whole body feel insubstantial. ‘I can’t … what is it, Dan?’

‘It’s going.’

Kyle peered into the cupboard space. And saw a vague series of thin dark lines, as if the stain had retracted back into the plaster, or suddenly been scrubbed away. ‘You rubbed it.’

Dan shook his head. ‘It’s the light.’ He held Max’s lamp higher in his big left hand. ‘I switched it on. To see how bright it was without the overhead light on. You know, if it really was like daylight. And I put the lamp over there, by the cooker, where the radio is. Then I noticed the wall. And I saw it, mate. I watched it shrink. In the light. It just started to fade.’

They looked at each other with wild and watery eyes. Neither of them spoke, or could speak for a long time.

 


Dan sat on the end of Kyle’s bed and stared into his third neat whisky. ‘We can’t.’

‘Don’t start with that quitting shit. I booked the tickets online.’

‘Mate. This isn’t right.’

‘Right? This is our future. We finish this film, we’re out of shit town, for life. What we always talked about. After this,
we can make anything we want, our own way, with a decent budget. Think about that. I cannot, simply cannot work one more shift in that warehouse. Mate, please.’

‘Kyle … it’s too much. What if that shit comes into my flat? You ever think about that? I can’t believe you’d even consider going to where they killed each other. After this?’

‘Dan—’

‘That’s a warning!’ Dan pointed at the entrance into the hallway. ‘You hear me? A bloody warning, mate.’ Dan stared at his hands, then gulped at his whisky. ‘And what about the figure in the Clarendon Road house? I can’t stop thinking about it. That wasn’t a stain or dream, Kyle.’

‘Some junkie. Homeless type,’ Kyle said quickly, hoping more than believing it was even plausible.

‘You don’t know that. Bits of him were transparent. And where was he hiding? Think of that. We checked the whole floor.’

‘But not the loft on the second floor. He could have come from there.’

‘Possible. But we would have heard him coming down. A projection maybe? Could Max be sending us up?’

‘Fuck knows. But if it … if it actually was something, there is no way on God’s earth we are quitting. I mean, come on. Get fucking real.’

‘What did Max say about it?’

‘He wants to wait for the US footage before he makes up his mind. He had to rush off to Susan’s funeral.’

‘Convenient. You still think he’s bullshitting us?’

‘Hard to tell.’

‘Why does he want the main focus of the film to be on the paranormal elements? Maybe because he thought we’d
find something? And now we’re up to our plums in head-expanding strangeness.’

Kyle watched fear flicker in Dan’s eyes. He’d rattled his friend’s fragile confidence again; he should never have shown him the thing in the cupboard or the bathroom in Caen. But it would have been wrong not to, though it had crossed his mind. He tried to alleviate the tension. ‘That’s our area of expertise. Kind of makes sense. If you think about it.’

‘That’s Max’s line. So again, I am worried we are now talking ourselves deeper into something really weird and—’

Kyle cut him off. ‘I want to do more diaries. To camera. About stuff off the record. About our unexpected involvement in the story because of the freaky material we’ve uncovered. And Max is not going to see these segments until after the final edit. Call it security.’

‘I read the contract again today. He doesn’t even want to be referred to on film at all. Says he’ll use a pseudonym for the credits. Because of his reputation? Smells funny to me. Bit like bullshit.’

‘Which is why we are going to involve our executive producer in ways he can’t imagine.’

Dan nodded, but took another nervous swig from his glass.

Kyle struggled to maintain a smile. ‘This is getting even better. We now have a story within the story. Another layer. About Max. And about us.’

‘About what we’re drawing out. You ever think of that?’

‘Another reason why this is too good to bin. That one scene in Holland Park will get this on a million screens. Maybe cinema screens. Cinema.’

It failed to reignite his friend’s enthusiasm.


‘I can clear my entire debt with the fee, but only if we complete. You’ll be able to lay off those weddings too.’

Dan nodded, but still didn’t look convinced.

‘Four shoots. Four days. That’s it. A wrap. Four bloody days. Come on. In America. America! Then you’re done. Thirty grand in your pocket. Finger Mouse and me do the edit. And you step away until the premier. Until the festivals. Eh? Cannes. Sundance. They’ll lap this shit up.’

Dan looked at his feet. ‘Mate. I don’t … I don’t think I can.’

‘That’s just great.’ Kyle nodded. ‘Because I can’t do it without you.’

‘Please, Kyle. Let this one go.’

‘You’re a genius with a camera, Dan. It’ll look shit without you.’ Kyle nodded at the laptop. ‘And that’s my future. Right there. I don’t take this opportunity, I might as well cut my own throat right now.’



WHITE NIGHT

‘Don’t eat the brains. They’ll make you even crazier.’

 


Brother Belial, Arizona 1974
 Irvine Levine, Last Days







FOURTEEN

BLUE OAK COPPER MINE, SONORA DESERT, ARIZONA. 19 JUNE 2011. 2 P.M.

‘I feel like I’m standing on the surface of a distant planet. Everything looks alien out here. The vegetation, the colours of the landscape, the sky, the rocks, even the air. High temperature today was thirty-eight degrees Celsius. The hottest part of the day has passed, but I can still feel the water being sucked out of my body and it’s only foresummer. In summer, temperatures soar to forty-three degrees. Which begs the question: why would anyone choose to live here, in 311,000 square kilometres of desert? One of the biggest deserts in North America. You could fit all of Great Britain inside the Sonoran desert and still have 100,000 square kilometres of sand left over.

‘The desert covers massive areas of Mexico, California, Arizona and New Mexico. It also contains some of the remotest parts of the United States. Places where you can remain unobserved. So it seems logical to assume isolation was Sister Katherine’s motive for relocating The Temple of the Last Days here in early 1973.

‘After five itinerant months in California, she claimed she had received a second vision that featured a new refuge for
her Temple: a disused copper mine in a desert. But it is now believed that one of the bikers that the group bought drugs from in LA had told her about the place. An area where organized criminal gangs smuggle more migrants and drugs into North America from Mexico than anywhere else. It’s a borderland—’

Dan looked up from the viewfinder. ‘Dude. Sorry. I’m getting too much glare from the metal roof. Need to move the camera. About six feet stage right, where you are sitting. Let’s get this done quick. Light’s all kinda going reddish now, on that wall behind you, which is very cool. Shift your arse.’

‘Here?’

‘Perfect. Carry on from there with your borderland shit. Then I want to get that sky.’

Kyle went back to his script, laid in the dust beside the DAT sound recorder, and continued with his audio narration while Dan shot close-ups of another of the surviving buildings. ‘Right. OK. It’s a borderland. Where strange cargos and traffic pass through, often undetected, and is pretty unwelcome north of here. It’s also an area where small towns and businesses were regularly abandoned over the last century. Where only their ruins are left behind. Like here: Blue Oak. Thirty kilometres east of Yuma, off the Interstate Highway 8, in the Fortuna Foothills, is an abandoned copper mine. The last miner to leave here worked the mine up until 1946. It remained empty until 1973. But that year it received a new set of tenants. People stranger than anyone could remember seeing in these parts before, and probably since.

‘The advance party of The Temple of the Last Days occupied these dilapidated buildings in the winter of 1973. Only
four original members from the European group now remained with Sister Katherine. But over the next few years many others would come and join them and those she recruited in LA. At its peak in early seventy-four, over forty men, women and children would form a permanent community and scratch out an existence in this remote and desolate corner of the world. New arrivals included the ex-convicts Brothers Belial, Moloch and Baal, who became central to the new Seven leadership. Along with their leader, their names would go down in infamy. What happened to the other members remaining here in 1975 finally put Blue Oak on the map.’

‘Dude, you done?’

‘Yeah. I’ll get Lieutenant Conway to walk us through the crime scene. Can you light the temple shack for both cameras? Save time. Rest of it, leave for now.’ There was more light at the mine than at the farm in Normandy, and even though there was a shallow depth of field in most of the buildings with intact walls, as long as there was no movement Dan could shoot with a wide-open aperture and really get the ruins in their own light.

‘Will do. Tripod?’

Kyle winced. ‘I’m actually thinking tripod for stability second time out. Do it first with the Canon on your shoulder. On the walk-through.’ Though they distrusted handheld filming, some moving Steadicam footage would add variety to a visual palette.

Dan nodded his assent and frowned in concentration as he wrestled with the directions from a technical point of view.

‘And, mate,’ Kyle said, quietly, ‘it’s great to have you here. I mean that.’


Dan looked at him and nodded. ‘Just don’t let Conway step on a bloody snake.’ He returned to his camera.

Kyle sucked water from a bottle so hard the plastic crushed in the palm of his hand. He walked across to Lieutenant Conway, who still stood with his back to them, having shown no interest in their shoots of the exteriors of the dilapidated settlement and the establishing shots of the desert. He stood impassively, and alone, to one side; sunglasses off, eyes screwed against what remained of the glare, his attention fixed on a copse of dead trees.

What surprised Kyle most about Conway was why anyone with so fair a complexion would live his entire life in a place where the sun burned the ground to dust. Continents of marmalade-coloured freckles joined up all over his pudgy forearms and face and then darkened, like the marmalade was now burning. In between the freckles and moles his skin was the pink of ham. What was left of his hair, cut neat to the nape of his neck and dark with sweat where it poked beneath an Arizona Diamondbacks baseball cap, must have once been a bright Gaelic orange. His eyelashes were still gingery. Scottish or Irish stock, with skin suited to a wet, cold climate in the Northern hemisphere. And he looked like he was about to have a massive coronary any moment. Wet with sweat front and back, his short-sleeved shirt bulged from a round torso packed inside it; the patterned tie about his bulbous throat looked like it was slowly choking him.

When they first saw the old cop thrust himself out of an enormous Lincoln and waddle across the lot towards the diner in Yuma, Kyle and Dan’s first instinct was to grin. His black pants were pulled up well above his stomach button, leaving a few inches of white sports sock visible on thin
ankles above polished black shoes. But when he entered the chilly conditioned atmosphere of the restaurant, the emerald sharpness of the old man’s eyes killed their smiles in a heartbeat. They found themselves taking Lieutenant Conway seriously, very quickly.

Out at the mine, the retired police officer remained inscrutable, his hard eyes stuck in a permanent squint inside their doughy sockets. They neither put Kyle at ease, nor gave away anything on Lieutenant Conway’s mind, besides a grumpy preoccupation with matters unshared. In the journey out to the mine, he’d said little: short perfunctory statements about the landscape, or the weather. All delivered quickly, without emotion, and only when prompted by Kyle’s fruitless attempts at conversation. But Conway said he had liked Tony Blair. ‘Always us, ain’t it. Sortin’ out the world,’ was the closest thing he’d thus far expressed to an opinion. He made Kyle feel diffident, and younger somehow. Dan was just wary of him.

‘Looks like something out of a western,’ Kyle said to Conway and nodded at the thin black trees. But immediately regretted the words the moment they were out of his mouth. The ex-cop never showed any sign of hearing him.

‘Still the same as they was,’ Conway eventually said to himself, or possibly to Kyle.

‘Sorry?’

‘Desert Ironwood.’

‘The trees?’

‘Desert gets a lot of rain. Most people don’t know that. Even in summer. And this one gets more than most. Summer comes, these trees bloom. Like evergreens. We had eight inches so far this year. But these are still deep winter
Ironwood.’ The detective turned and walked away from the trees, leaving Kyle stood before the dusty black limbs, so old they were fossils, the branches skeletal, spiky. Much of the tree lay like driftwood on the cement-coloured grit beneath his boots.

‘See here.’

Kyle turned to Conway. The cop pointed a plump hand at some weeds that resembled dead tomato vines in the dirt. ‘Devil’s Claw. Should be flowering. Over yonder, is Fairy Duster. Real pretty in summer. Pink flowers in a bloom. But not here.’ Kyle followed the detective’s directions to a wide swathe of bracken and dead bushes, but saw no flowers. He squinted in mystification at Conway, who cut a hand through the air. ‘Where them Saguaro cactus start? See them out yonder? Mixin’ it with the creosote bush and where the ghost flower starts up agin? And them small yella trees all about is Palo Verde. About sixty feet out. Ya see it?’

‘Right.’ Kyle swallowed his disappointment. He hated the way a camera made people act up, but couldn’t deny his dismay at a total indifference to filming either.

‘That’s where the desert starts agin. Right beyond that fence. Desert’s full of life. Don’t let no one tell you different.’

Kyle looked out at the remnants of the split-rail fence, and beyond it to where some greenery and dots of colour appeared upon the greyish dust. Then frowned at the old man, still not understanding. Sweat dislodged from his brow and ran into his stinging eyes. Outside his temporary blindness, he heard Conway say, ‘But right here where we is standin’ is dead. Nothing growin’. Same as it was in seventy-five. ’ Conway licked his thin lips. His deep-set eyes gave nothing away. He tugged his baseball cap off and whisked a
hand over his freckled scalp, then slapped the cap back in place. ‘Ain’t nuthin’ grown at this mine since seventy-five. Not a thing.’

Kyle looked at the ground with renewed interest. Then pointed at the longest structure that had once been in the shade of a long line of petrified trees. ‘Those trees are dead too.’

Conway nodded at Kyle’s observation. ‘Mesquite. They was green once.’

‘Hard to believe anyone ever lived here.’

‘They was here two years and they kill’t it.’

Conway walked towards Dan and said, ‘Let’s git this show on the road.’ It was a command.

 


There were eight buildings still standing at the mine, varying from what looked like a general store with a high flat front, to a collection of smaller cabins, and one longer building about the size of a barn. White adobe walls were dried out and mostly peeled down to red brick on every structure. Where roofs still existed, the corrugated iron was bent out of shape and dark red with rust, or bare black beams were visible, eaten into undulating patterns by insects. Porches sagged into the grey dust and dead grass. Lengths of strip-fencing started and stopped around the perimeter of the settlement, but never failed to lean anywhere but earthwards.

Kyle looked at Dan. ‘You ready?’

Dan’s entire face was wet; his massive chest heaved under the exertion of holding the camera. ‘Light might be too dim in some of the buildings. I’ve put the lights in the first one, like you said. Might have to move them along when we go static.’


‘Perfect.’ Bright light burnished the inside of the longer white building they stood outside. ‘That night, this was the first building you investigated?’ Kyle said to Conway.

‘It was.’

Dan wrestled the camera into a better position on his shoulder. ‘Best if I walk behind Mr Conway. What do you say?’

Kyle agreed with a nod, then turned to the old cop. ‘Mr Conway. We can do this as many times as you want …’ He would have continued, but Conway didn’t appear to be listening to his preamble or direction. The old cop just stared into the doorway of the building with the same intensity as he’d stared at the dead trees.

‘Sergeant Matt Conway was the first police officer to arrive at the mining camp on the night of 10 July 1975.’ Kyle spoke from behind Dan’s left shoulder; Dan’s camera pointed at the old cop in profile as he stared towards the settlement in an establishing shot. ‘Mr Conway, can you take us through that night? As much as you can remember.’

Conway looked at Kyle like he was looking at an English halfwit, then looked away. ‘I remember it all. Night like that don’t end.’

Kyle glanced at Dan who grinned into the viewfinder.

‘Call came in at ten fifty to the station at Yuma. Fella at a ranch, five miles west of here heard gunshots. Name was Aguilar. He’s dead. Son has the place now. Owns this land too. Hope you boys all got permission to be filming out here?’

Kyle nodded. Dan suppressed a giggle.

Conway turned his back to the camera and pointed out across the desert ravine, towards the far slope of the valley. ‘Sound goes right through that valley and carries to his ranch.
You can hear things down there, like this place is right next door. No phone at the mine. They was cut off up here. But Aguilar said he heard shots. Close together. Knew it was a rifle from the sound. The crack. And when he goes out of his yard and up the hill beside his place, he said he saw some mist over here. Kinda yellow. Aguilar heard dogs too. Whole pack of them real riled. Down here. And he said he heard some other things about them dogs, that sound damn foolish now, but not back then when I was out here, standing right where you is. I heard it too.’

Conway moved a few feet towards the big white bungalow and Dan followed him with the camera. The old policeman sighed, put his hands on his hips. Dan glanced at Kyle and raised his eyebrows; Kyle nodded once to indicate he should keep rolling.

A minute passed.

‘Call come in to my car. Unit 27. So I set out here with my partner, Jiminez, just after eleven. Once we were off the highway, we never set eyes on a single vehicle whole way out. Was no one out here but Aguilar at his ranch and them hippies squatting in here. We get down that off-road a little ways, and we see the smoke too. Like mist with some dirty yellow in it. What was left of it. Like it was dying out. Flare I reckoned. But it was quiet except for the dogs. No frogs from that pond. No Elf Owl. Nothin’. Desert a noisy place at night. But not here. ’Cept for the dogs, coming from far away. In the distance, like they were up high, above us, to the north. Only there are no hills north of here. So I still can’t say where them dogs were. Aguilar said them hippies had a pack of them living with them, roaming wild. But he never saw one of them again after that night. Ask me, I was pretty sure they
were above me and Jiminez’s heads. Sounded like they was in the sky, but moving away.’ Conway suffered some kind of self-conscious episode following his conjecture about the position of the dogs. ‘Desert can make a fool out of anyone.

‘Anyways, we pull up and this whole place is in darkness. Not a single light on in any of the buildings. No fires, nothing. They used kerosene lanterns and open fires to light the place at night. Aguilar told me. No electricity here. And you can still see the big pit they used over yonder. But the whole place was lights-out when we pulled up that night. Fire pit was cold.

‘Well, Jiminez walks over, real careful like, towards this building here. It was the closest to us, and the biggest thing here. Door wide open too. An’ I remember him walking through this mist with his flashlight. And he goes right up to that door. And he shined the torch through it once. And then he turned round and he came running back to the car. And I saw his face in the headlights and I knew trouble was right here, jus’ waitin’ on us.

‘And he says to me, “Partner, call paramedics, backup, we got injured, maybe fatalities”. So I make the call. An’ then I get the rifle we keep in the back, and Jiminez gets the shotgun and we go back at the building. We got thirty minutes minimum till backup rolls in, so we’re in no hurry to get ambushed. We go in slow. One from either side, up to that porch.’

Conway stopped speaking and stepped onto the porch of the long white building. He assumed a crouching position beside the empty window frame on the left of the porch. He imitated the holding up of a flashlight, his palm facing the
ground. ‘Jiminez is across from me. Other side of that window.’ Conway nodded at the window on the right side of the gaping doorway. ‘And I call out, “Police!” And there is no answer. Not a sound. And we can’t go around the outside of the building to check the back, ’cus we’d get sighted from the other cabins you can see here on either side a’ this one. We got to check this one’s clear first. Do them one at a time. So I shine my flashlight through this window. Like this. Down and inside.’ Conway lowered his hand and touched the splintering wooden frame gently. ‘And I see the bodies inside. I count five, straight off.’

The ex-cop straightened up and stepped inside the room. Dan, then Kyle, carefully followed him through the door. A layer of dirt covered indistinct wooden planking that boomed beneath three pairs of feet. There were crushed beer cans inside, some plastic bags and an instant gust of stale urine. The building was divided by a white wooden wall, with a doorway and open counter hatch, offering darkness in the second half of the structure.

‘In here there was mats. And five of them hippies. They was wearing the robes we all seen them wearing around town. And there was some blood in between them. Two was kneeling up, like they was praying. The others had fallen sideways onto each other. The blood on the floor was dark and getting thick, so they’d been killed a while before we got here. I reckoned maybe an hour, maybe more. And I remember looking for where their bodies started and where they ended, and that’s when I saw a throat. Cut deep. The head was dropped forward and the eyes of the victim were closed, but the laceration went right back to the ear.’

Conway exhaled and shook his head. ‘Lined up, all five of
them, in a row. Four of them had beards. And they was facing that wall. Like they’d been arranged this way by whoever killed them. Didn’t look like they resisted getting their throats cut neither. Hands weren’t tied.’

Conway settled into another silence with his little eyes closed. Kyle heard Dan swallow, and suddenly felt a great sympathy for the old man, and also a terrible guilt at what they had forced him to remember in the stinking wreck of a building.

Looking up, composed again, Conway walked towards the dividing wall. ‘They had been living back in there. The second room. There was mattresses in there. Old blankets. Books. Not much else. I remember we was trying not to step in the blood out here, because this was now a crime scene. So we tiptoed real careful around the bodies to this room here, to make sure the whole building was clear. Which it was. No one alive inside the second room. Just five bodies in the first room. And it was back here, when we came on through, heading for the door, that I noticed the smell. It’s like I’d shut my sense of smell off, and was just going on my ears and eyes in the dark as we come in. But when we come back through, I said, “Jimi, you smell that?” And Jiminez nodded. He said “Burst pipe”, but I remember thinking, this place ain’t plumbed. But he was right. Place smelled of sewage, and something been dead longer than them hippies. But it weren’t comin’ from the victims. No, sir.’

They were all glad to get back outside. The curious smell of stagnation and decay had not been mentioned in the Irvine Levine book. And for a few seconds after Conway’s revelation, Kyle couldn’t feel his legs. His sense of self seemed to blow away, into the wide wastes of the desert. He felt terribly
vulnerable and frail; a range of emotion he usually twinned with a loss of control. But this time it had nothing to do with his debts or scratching around trying to make a film for twenty quid; this was caused by a recurrence of the matter of his own safety, and of his mental robustness before such coincidence, such a dreadful synchronicity threatened more than implied by Conway’s innocent disclosure. Kyle glanced at the side of Dan’s face and could see that the feeling was mutual.

Conway turned away from the camera again and faced the desert. Dan moved and recorded him from the side. ‘We didn’t know that one of the fatalities was their leader right then. No one knew till later when Homicide rolled in. Sister Katherine. But she was the big one in the middle, who had rolled sideways and knocked two of the others down. I remember thinking later that if she hadn’t fallen, they would have all been kneeling up when we found them. Four with their throats cut, and her in the middle with her head in her lap.’

From the murder scene, in an uncomfortable silence which seemed to suit Conway, they moved to the second building, built at forty-five degrees to the murder site. A rusted iron canopy had collapsed on to the porch; once supported by two thin tilting wooden poles that gave the whole building the impression of falling sideways. White paint or plaster had flaked off the external walls of the main structure, leaving weathered bricks exposed to the air. Peeling upwards like the lid of a sardine tin, the roof had come loose.

‘In here, we found the kids. We stood outside and we shone our torches at the door first, and we could see it was all shut up and bolted from the outside. But we heard movement.
Like a shifting sound. Inside. Maybe dogs. We called out and we heard some whimpers and whines and then I was sure it was dogs. I was thinking the killer had locked some of them up because of the ruckus they was causing when he was going about his work. So we decided we’d come back to this building because it was already secure and we didn’t want any dogs running around a crime scene. But right before I was about to head over to the next cabin, Jiminez shone his flashlight through the little window there, on the side.’

Conway walked slowly around to the small window in the side of the building. ‘And Jiminez looked at me, and he was more shocked than he was when we found them dead hippies. And he told me there was kids inside. So I got up and looked inside myself, and there was five kids. Four crouching down by the floor. Real dirty with long hair, but wearing street clothes. And the other one, who was about two I reckoned, was just standing up and staring right back at my flashlight. Two of the dirty kids was real scared and pressing into each other, other two just looked plain crazy in the eyes. But the little blondie was just like an angel. Big blue eyes. And he was clean. Naked, shivering. Which didn’t add up because the others were filthy. But he just stood right there, in the middle of that room and looked back at me. I think he was in shock. I asked them if they was OK, but got no answer.

‘Least they was safe in there, so we moved off to secure the other buildings.’

Conway paused and wiped again at his scalp, this time with a brilliant-white handkerchief.

‘Shall we break here?’ Kyle asked. Conway nodded.

 


 



‘In this building we found the killer, Brother Belial, though we didn’t know his name that night.’ It was the smallest of the remaining structures; no bigger than a tool shed. ‘Door was closed, but we could hear a man praying inside. Least it sounded like praying. And he didn’t stop when we challenged him through the door. So Jiminez kicked it in, and shone his torch through. Right onto this face. Which I’ll never forget.

‘This guy was bearded and wearing a dirty robe. Kneeling down. His robes kinda blended with the wood in there, so all we could see clearly was this face. Real wild-looking. Crazy hair all mussed up and these eyes. Just kinda staring through us. Seen the same thing on junkies. And he was just sat there talking to himself. To God, I ain’t sure. Couldn’t get a reaction outta him. Then Jiminez sees his hands. They’re covered in blood. And his wrists too, where they was pokin’ out from his sleeves. So me and my partner reckon, at around the exact same time, that this here mumbling fool was probably the killer. Which he was.

‘And in there with him, right in front of his knees we see a long knife. And it was so gummed up with blood, we were pretty sure it was the murder weapon too. Real old-looking knife. First I thought it was a machete. Mexican drug dealers use ’em, so we’d seen plenty of those. But when I looked closer, I saw that it was too long. And too thin for a machete. And behind him we found an automatic rifle with scopes. Could have killed us both. But he didn’t. All these years gone by I asked myself why.’

‘Why do you think he spared you?

‘I guess he’d finished his work for one night.’

Conway walked away from the cabin. ‘We cuffed the suspect, wrists and ankles, and laid him on the ground first.
Right here. In the open so we could see him.’ Conway creased the dust with his shoe. ‘And right around that point we split up. Changed it up, so we could work quicker, and ’cus we had the suspect. And I went and checked the other three buildings to the west of the mine and Jiminez goes over that way, east side to the other three cabins.

‘In that cabin I found the armoury.’ Conway pointed at a dilapidated structure of patched brick with no roof. ‘It was padlocked, but I bust in there and they had enough guns inside to fight a war. Those two cabins yonder, to the side of it, was full of books. The Book of One Hundred Chapters it was called, all stacked in boxes like they was headed for a bookstore.

‘Other side of the mine, Jiminez found stores with meds and food inside. And the narcotics. Twenty grams of cocaine. About the same again of marijuana, and a big box of capsules. They was MDA we found out later, which was a Hollywood drug back then. Didn’t come from round here.’

Conway walked slowly back to the dirt patch he’d marked with his shoe, beside the building in which he’d discovered the killer. ‘I go back and check on the suspect, and he’s still lying there hollerin’ about “old friends” and I don’t know what else. And as I check on him, Jiminez starts calling me from the north side of the mine. I look over and through the buildings I can see his flashlight.’

As Conway walked ahead of Dan and Kyle, he stared straight ahead, replaying the scene in his memory. ‘So I get down there, and as I’m running past where they had the drugs yonder, Jiminez calls, “We got four dead. Out by the fence.”

‘Split-rail fence down there weren’t broken back in seventy-five. It was twice as high and they’d put razor wire on
the top. Stop folks getting out, like them four fools we saw on the ground before it. Looked like they’d been trying to climb out. Hands was all cut up from the wire. That’s what we thought right off anyway. All been shot in the back and legs too. Weird thing was, the main gate was open when we drove up, so once the suspect was done with killing his brothers and sisters he must have unlocked the mine gates, then gone and shut himself inside the cabin. Why’d he do that? To let the dogs out that we never found? No other reason I ever been able to think of.’

Conway came to a stop twenty feet from the remains of the old split-rail fence. Wiped his face with a handkerchief. ‘Jeez. The four bodies here. They was in a bad way. Been shot up pretty bad as they was runnin’, but that only killed one of them right away. Medical examiner pulled slugs out of them all. One girl had three in her back. All come from that rifle we found in the hut with the killer, and two more automatic rifles been thrown down near the first murder site. We found them later. But what me and Jiminez also saw on the victims here, was wounds consistent with bite marks. On their faces. On their necks. Shoulders ripped open. Dogs we figured. It was like they’d been shot down to disable them before they was finished off by the dogs.’

Conway stood in silence and stared at the broken fence, still turning over the evidence two young patrolmen had discovered thirty-six years before.

 


Conway sat on the porch of the main building, the murder site. The camera was back on the tripod for the second static shoot after the walk-through. Behind the settlement, the desert sky was ablaze. The sun set over the distant mountains
and coloured the sky with pink and blue striations between the scarlet. Tinges of night pulled at the horizon line and would soon darken the earth. Beyond the perimeter fence, the Saguaro cacti were becoming black spongy silhouettes, a backdrop to a Roadrunner cartoon or Hollywood western. Dan had lit up the stoop with the last of the batteries.

‘By the time we called in the rest of what we found, and put the suspect in the patrol car, more officers arrived. Three sergeants, two lieutenants. Reporters showed up about the same time. They’d heard the police radio bands. And they overheard a lot of things the officers were saying at the crime scene, which accounts for them crazy stories in the press. Speculation. As well as the pictures everyone seen of the bodies out by the wire, and the one of Brother Belial in the back of the car talkin’ to hisself.

‘By morning there was sixty officers at the scene. Three of them were sick after they been out by the wire.’ Wearily, Conway shook his head. ‘Oh, it was chaos. Lot of evidence got destroyed, corrupted. Leads got missed. You had cops from Phoenix here, all of us up from Yuma. Site was not protected. This was a bigger deal than we were used to. People got excited.

‘But two homicide detectives come in the night from Phoenix. County coroner too. That settled things down. Preserved the rest of the crime scene. And when they was here, they confirmed what me and Jiminez knew right off: no sign of struggle on all five victims in the main building. Temple they called it. The homicide cops tied plastic bags over all the victims’ hands to preserve the shit that gets under fingernails. And we heard nothing more about cause of death till the autopsy in Phoenix.


‘The four bodies out by the wire were shot in the back with three different rifles as they ran. So Belial wasn’t the only shooter. We only found that out later too, from the medical examiners. Two of them with the throats cut at the first murder site had also shot these poor fools down. Brother Moloch and Brother Baal were the other shooters. Their prints was taken off the second and third rifles. So Moloch and Baal musta shot them four by the wire then juss sat right down to git their throats cut by Belial.

‘Victims by the fence all had defensive wounds across both hands. They said that about a week later too. We thought it was on account of the razor wire, but we were wrong. None of them got that high. They got their hands cut up on the ground, like they was fighting off whatever was biting at them. And it weren’t dogs. Or desert cougar. They was human teeth marks on their hands and faces and throats. An’ they just bled out. But the detectives never did find who did the biting, or what was used to make them marks if they weren’t bites. Homicide reckoned it was a weapon made from bones that the dogs run off with. I ain’t so sure.’

Conway had reached one of his natural pauses and took again to staring intently at the dead Ironwood trees. Kyle cleared his throat. ‘You must have seen a lot of unpleasant things in the line of duty, Mr Conway. You became a detective later in your career. You must have worked some cases that didn’t make sense. That were never solved. Inexplicable cases. But after forty years in law enforcement, and that’s a lot of experience, what were your instincts about what really happened here?’

‘Same as I told the others who been askin’ the same question over the years. But few want to hear it. They want some
kind of supernatural mystery. UFOs, or some kind of witchcraft B.S. Something spectacular. But let me tell you something about police work, son. Police deal with the worst kind. In humanity. Make no mistake about that. Day in, day out. That’s what we do. And out here was a bunch of assholes. Crazy as hell. With some drugs and Bibles and guns and God only knows. And they was living in their own world. Not the one you or me, or most anyone sane would care for. No respect for any laws, but the ones their leader figured out to suit herself. All them poor fools got themselves killed just for knowin’ her. Sister Katherine turned this bunch of hippies around with all her lyin’ and cheatin’ and manipulation. They got high, they got paranoid, they were cut off. That Sister Katherine was the most indecent individual I ever heard of. You hear me? Indecent. Not a word I think I’ve ever used for anyone else. As bad to the bone as they come. And she had them living like savages out here. Throwing the hump into each other, losing their minds and living right next to a whole heap of firearms. What happened was inevitable. Cops in LA saw it before with old Charlie Manson. Cops someplace else will see it again. You don’t need no FBI or profiler to tell you different. They left the road, son, and they got chewed up.’

Off camera Kyle nodded. ‘But what about the mist that you and your partner saw. And the sound of the dogs?’

Conway shook his head. ‘Hell, they’s always loose ends, son. Desert can play tricks on your mind. Acoustics. Atmospherics. Lived out here all my life and this place is still full of surprises.’

Conway nodded to himself for a while, with his eyes screwed up so tightly they disappeared inside his fleshy
sockets. ‘Footprints was more difficult to explain. Most got destroyed by patrolman boots. Me and Jiminez’s too. But that couldn’t be helped. You had so many men up here, running around, the footprint evidence mostly got wrecked. But the ones they found in the blood, SID photographed. Same out by the wire. And they was long. All bone.’

Kyle swallowed the lump in his throat to calm his voice. ‘The bite marks … on the victims? You said you didn’t believe they were made by a weapon.’

‘Or them claw marks on the shoulders of the dead. Then there was the smell of bad meat. And them pictures they found on the walls. We never figured it out. SID took photos of the wall of that building where me and Jiminez found the bodies. Never took much notice of the walls when I was up here that night, but I seen the photos once afterwards. Gone now. Sun and wind been on the wall near forty years. Musta faded them pictures away.’

Kyle’s temperature plummeted. His voice came out thin and high and strained; beside him, Dan’s shoulders stiffened. ‘Pictures? They were pictures, not symbols?’ Levine had not mentioned anything other than the daubing of occult and satanic symbols upon the walls of what was known as the temple, or the first murder scene. And the only pictures of the crime scene in Levine’s Last Days, and only in the third 1978 edition at that, featured aerial shots of the mine, the blood-stained planks of the temple building, the lumpen bodies out by the split-rail fence, and the haunted expression on Brother Belial’s gaunt, bearded face in the back of a police car, taken by an opportunistic press photographer on the night of the murders.

‘Hippies done drawings of something with no skin on it.
Weren’t no trial so the photos are still in the police files. Never wanted to see them again myself. Twisted shit you ask me. Course, the press had been saying for a year the whole thing was a satanic ritual. With human sacrifice mixed in, once it reached “a critical point of frenzy”. Most folks still believe it went down that way.’ Conway winked. ‘But I reckon’ a whole bunch of them assholes got clean away. Belial, Moloch and Baal done some of the killing for sure. But they weren’t alone on that account. No, sir. Some more of them crackers musta lit out. Done some bitin’ and then split. World went mad out here a long time before me and Jiminez rolled up. That’s for sure.’

Dan looked out to the desert, where Conway and Kyle now stared. And together, they all felt the chill of twilight begin to prickle against their sun-baked arms and upon their tight faces.




FIFTEEN

ROUTE 66 BAR AND GRILL, YUMA, ARIZONA. 19 JUNE 2011. 10 P.M.

Since saying goodbye to Conway, Kyle’s anxious swings between belief and disbelief accelerated towards panic. The volume of the music sped up his thoughts when they needed to slow down. He felt nauseous and tense from smoking too much during the heat of the day, was dehydrated and his head was on spin cycle. He felt a temptation to hold onto the table.

It just wasn’t possible, any of it; just wasn’t possible that ‘beings’ and ‘presences’ were part of The Last Gathering and The Temple of the Last Days menagerie. But there it was: on the walls in Normandy, in Caen, in London, including his own, and now a copper mine in Arizona. Kyle closed his eyes and tried to regulate his breathing. He desperately wanted the answers to two questions: what the fuck was going on? And were they in danger?

‘Dude, you’re missing this.’

Kyle glanced up from the tabletop. ‘What?’ Behind Dan’s bulk, the bar-room returned to focus. A place half lit with subdued orange lamps, shielded behind scallop shades, tinting the entire space the hue of beer held up to a light. On
the panelled walls, sports pennants and photographs fought for space with hockey and baseball memorabilia. A jukebox flashed. Strip lights hovered over a pool table in the back.

Dan’s mouth and chin shone with grease from devouring the heap of chicken wings in a wooden basket that had not long been placed before him. A deep slug of Samuel Adams draught made his eyes water. ‘Man, this is so cold. My hand’s stuck to the glass.’ Dan looked at the ceiling and smiled. ‘George Thoroughgood and the Destroyers. Haven’t heard this since we were at college. Before that, they played the Georgia Satellites. You’d never get that in a pub back home. Oh, oh, what’s this? I know this … Motley Crue. “Home Sweet Home”.’

Kyle attempted a smile to complement Dan’s enthusiasm; Dan had never been out West in the States before, only New York. Everything fascinated his friend: the road signs, the food, the motel, the cars, the advertisements beside the highways, the strip malls and street lights, the buildings, the mountains; and he’d never seen a desert before. He was like an overstimulated child. ‘You’ll sleep well tonight.’

‘Hope so. After a few more of these. You want that salad?’

The bowl of Caesar salad with Texan toast covered half the table. There must have been a kilo of bacon and two lettuces bigger than his head inside the bowl. Kyle pushed it towards Dan. ‘You keep eating like Elvis and we’re going to have to get you a leisure suit to go home in.’

‘Piss off,’ Dan said, around a mouthful of croutons.

‘You’re supposed to eat the leaves too. Not just the crunchy carbs.’

Dan raised his middle finger. ‘You look shattered. The driving?’


Kyle shrugged. ‘Yes and no.’

‘This is some seriously disturbing shit for sure.’

‘You don’t say.’

‘I mean, all sat beside each other with their throats cut. In that room. I went cold, mate. And the others torn up by the fence. They shot those poor bastards when they ran, then let the dogs savage them.’ Dan shook his head and wiped at his mouth with a napkin the size of a towel. ‘And the kids. The dirty kids in the shed. In that terrible place. Why’d they go to these …’ The animation, even the life, seemed to slip from Dan’s face and Kyle knew his friend had thought of the farm in Normandy. ‘At least no one lost a leg this time.’

They stared at each other. And then they were holding each other around the shoulders and laughing. Laughing so hard Kyle thought he might start crying. The waitress came over and joined in, though she had no idea what amused them. But she was easy on the eyes, had a sweet laugh and Kyle was glad to have her close. She took an order for another two beers from Dan. Over the PA, Cinderella started playing ‘Gypsy Road’.

Kyle mopped at his eyes with a clean napkin. ‘I needed that.’

Dan nodded. ‘Me too. But it’s not funny about Gabriel. Just so you know. I have no idea why I’m laughing.’

They exchanged another smile. ‘You’re sick. But I’ve said it before, this is dynamite. We’re making a great film. I mean it, a great film. I know this is hardcore. Upsetting. But you do know that this is really something? Tell me you know that.’ Kyle wondered who he was trying to reassure.

Dan nodded. ‘Shit, yes.’

‘Been saying it all along.’ The brief rise in his spirits
faltered when he silently acknowledged he’d actually been saying it for his own sake.

Dan sat back in his chair. ‘But that was only the first shoot out here, mate. I’m kinda bricking it about what we might end up with.’

Kyle looked at the sauce bottles instead of Dan. ‘So far so good. Another decent interview but nothing … nothing else. You finished the Levine book?’

‘Not yet. I started to think the less I know about this shit the safer I’ll be.’

‘You need to read it. I learned things today that weren’t in there. The dogs. Again with the dogs. Conway said they were in the air. The air. Levine says they ran away, frightened. It’s what the police said at the time. But we have canine sounds on the audio track from London. The tenants in the Clarendon Road house heard them too. In Normandy dogs feared the farm. And the footprints at the mine? In Last Days, Levine makes a big deal about the footprints, because he reckoned some of the killers got away. The police never disclosed what the footprints looked like. Levine claimed they were prints from bare feet. Crazy hippy bare feet. But Conway said they were all bone. Bone. My wall, mate. Bones. The bathroom in Caen. Bones. The temple in Normandy. Bones. Figures of bone. Bone. You making a connection here? We have a whole new story I never anticipated. It’s priceless.’

‘That’s one way of looking at it. But can you stop now, please? I’ve got my own room and none of those lights Max gave us.’

‘I have one. A visor. But no bloody spare adaptor.’

‘You think they are some kind of protection?’

Kyle shrugged. ‘A hunch. Max’s whole flat is lit up with
them. His bathroom stank of paint. Like it had been redecorated. Think about that. The daylight simulator made that mark disappear in my kitchen. And he insisted we use them.’

‘So what about me?’

‘You’re all right. You haven’t had any dreams. And anyway, let’s just say these stains … whatever, are unnatural. I sound friggin’ ridiculous for even suggesting it. I know it. But a stain, and some stupid dreams, can’t hurt you, right?’

‘You can use the adaptor from the camera.’

‘You big beauty. And three more shoots. Then you’re free of this. You won’t have to think about it again. So go easy on the sauce. We got an early start tomorrow and I want to do the rough cut before I turn in.’

‘Lot can happen in three days.’

Kyle didn’t take the bait.

‘What time we off in the morning?’ Dan asked.

‘About eight, so the alarm will be set for seven. We go back to the Fortuna Foothills to meet the rancher’s son. He’s coming down especially for us. Max wants the record straightened about what the current owner’s dad knew about the cult. We drive up to Phoenix the day after for the homicide cop. Red-eye from Phoenix to Seattle night after that for Martha Lake.’

‘What about outside Sister Katherine’s house? You said Chet Regal lives there. That could be cool. His private life was a bigger box office than Michael Jackson’s.’

‘No time. Screen shots of the mansion, voice-over.’

‘Packs it in, doesn’t he? This should be spread over a week with those two ten-hour flights either end. It’s not like Max is short of cash.’

‘He wants the shoot done fast. Took him ages to coax all
of these people out for interviews. He’s scared they’ll change their minds. Get cold feet.’

Dan played with a French fry that had escaped his mouth. ‘That’s what he says.’

And now Dan had mentioned it, this additional doubt about their producer’s intentions behind the tight schedule added itself to his own nauseating mix of uncertainty and confusion.




SIXTEEN

8 BALL MOTEL, YUMA. 20 JUNE 2011. MIDNIGHT

Kyle’s head dropped, again, over the open laptop on the little table under the television. He yanked his head upright, wiped at his mouth. Fox News flickered above him.

Emilio Aguilar’s small round face appeared on Kyle’s laptop screen and his soft voice, lilting with a slight Mexican accent, filled his earphones. Kyle sat back in the chair and gulped his coffee.

At first light, they’d headed into the Fortuna Foothills, back towards the mine to get the interview at the neighbouring ranch. Kyle still had half of Aguilar’s testimony to rough cut and there were only seven hours until the alarm began to shriek before the long drive to Phoenix. But since he started work his consciousness repeatedly slid towards a coma of sleep. He hadn’t slept on the plane from London to Arizona either; had been engrossed in redrafting the script for the US shoots, cross-referencing it with Max’s schedule and notes, and Levine’s Last Days. The heat of two days in the desert sucked out the last of his energy and two beers in the bar earlier functioned like intravenous sedatives. After the interview at the ranch, Dan even fell asleep at a table in a diner. Even through the wall of his motel room, he could
hear Dan snoring on the other side; he sounded like something that needed oil.

But Kyle was in no hurry to sleep. Not after what Conway had told them the day before, which Emilio Aguilar only made worse that morning. And closing his eyes was the last thing on his mind after the previous night’s broken sleep. The actual dreams he couldn’t remember in any detail, but he’d woken three times in darkness, with either a shriek or a gasp, when convinced that small cold hands were placed in his own. Hands that tried to pull him off the bed. After the third episode at 4 a.m., he’d hit the shower.

‘Shit. Enough.’ Kyle dragged his fingers down his face, held his eyes open. Stood up and stretched. Went and poured more coffee from the little jug into his mug. Dribbled some Wild Turkey into it. Then sat down before the laptop and rewound the Aguilar interview to the part before he fell asleep.

Max’s production notes highlighted the significance of the Criollo Ranch, neighbouring the mine, on the Night of Ascent in 1975. Before Sergeant Conway and his partner, Patrolman Jiminez, rolled up to find the bodies, the now deceased owner of the ranch, Ramirez Aguilar, had been the closest thing to an eyewitness of the night’s events.

Irvine Levine had interviewed Ramirez Aguilar in 1975, but his testimony rang like the ravings of a crank in Last Days. Something that had pretty much discredited Aguilar senior as a credible witness to any serious investigation. Ramirez Aguilar had appeared in one of the seventies documentaries too, and then refused to speak about the cult again, to anyone.

The ranch was located two miles west of the Blue Oak Copper Mine. Emilio Aguilar, Ramirez Aguilar’s son, had
been waiting there to give them the interview Max had set up. He only agreed to the film because he wanted to speak in defence of his father’s bizarre testimony about events at the mine preceding the murders. And like Conway, Kyle soon learned that he’d refused a fee from Max. For some, it wasn’t about money.

The sound was good because Dan had set it up; it filled his cans.

‘My father often talked to us about the mine. The Temple of the Last Days was probably the only interesting thing that ever happened in all the years he lived out here. And for the first year he even had a good relationship with them. I don’t remember much at all. I was maybe two years old when they came here and lived at the mine. So I must have been around five when the police raided it. But at home, my father talked about the people from the Temple often. Sometimes, he said, they would come by here and talk to him. Sometimes they did work at the ranch. Cleaned the stables. Fed the horses. Groomed them. Stuff like that. The young people. They liked hanging around the horses and my father. My dad liked most of them also. Some of the younger girls he felt sorry for. He used to say, they are only children. He worried about them. He used to tell me and my brother how lucky we were, that we had a happy home, and didn’t have to run away and join some hippy cult.

‘And people would come through asking for directions. Because they had heard about the mine and the community down there. They came in cars and buses for a while. Back then my dad said they were all looking for something. You know, something new and exciting. Others were running away. You know, from bad homes. Things like that.


‘He told us that he would come across the Temple people in the desert too. He took people from the city on trail rides through the foothills and into the Laguna mountains. It was the only work here for him then, and there were still some horses for people to ride. And they would come across the Temple people wearing their robes. Sometimes they would be naked. You know, the girls too. They always had a pack of dogs with them, like wolves. Alsatians, Huskies, some strays.

‘My father found the Temple people to be very strange. They were always polite. Friendly, you know. But sometimes they would preach too much.’

‘Did he ever tell you what they said to him?’

Emilio laughed. ‘My father called it hippy bullshit. They used to say to him they had left the world behind. That the world was coming to an end anyway. Things like that. It was all ego out in the world. You know, war and poverty and racism and violence. They said the last days were coming down. All the signs were there to see. Vietnam. Riots. The bomb. And that they were here to unlearn everything. To get rid of their education and family and personalities and responsibility. To free themselves of society. Everything it had taught them. They said they had a new family, a new society, which provided everything you needed once you let go of everything you didn’t need. Every man was a god. Even my father. Who wasn’t very religious. What they said made him laugh. They were looking for God in themselves so they could be God too. They were all called Brother or Sister something. They said they were children. They said they were animals. They said they were becoming angels. Pretty crazy. They were always on drugs. My father thought they were drunk. He
could tell they were high on something because of their strange eyes. Intense, you know. And their crazy talk. But it was drugs. We know that now. Learned that from the police and the papers.

‘But there were times when I was growing up when I thought it all sounded pretty cool, you know. My father’s stories. Even after what happened. There was a time when the Temple people would camp in the hills, and sing and talk around big fires. Lots of pretty girls, my father used to say. Or they would just sit around and stare into space, out in the hills. Meditating. But that was in the beginning. Before the murders, it all changed.’

‘How did it change? Did your father mention anything specific?’

‘It was several things. For one, the young people stopped coming here to see the horses and to help out. And when he went to town, he no longer saw them selling the magazines and the books. In all the cities and towns around here, many people remember the Temple people in their robes from that time. People of my father’s generation.

‘People used to feed the hippies too. Because the Temple people ate garbage. They raided the garbage bins at the back of the markets and stores and took it back to the mine in their school bus and their VW van. And some people felt sorry for the young girls. Some of the hippy girls had babies and they were eating garbage. Even though Sister Katherine had all that money, her followers ate garbage.

‘But after two years, the cult started to wind down. So the change happened in seventy-four. Or maybe even as late as seventy-five. My father couldn’t write much, so he never wrote anything down. Sometimes my father would still meet
them in the desert when he was riding the trails, but the Temple people would avoid him. They started to carry guns. Rifles. Said they were hunting. But the guns made my father nervous. His customers didn’t like it either. Some of the Temple people he recognized from the beginning. And he thought they were friends, but they avoided him. Like they were frightened. Some of the people he had never seen before. He never knew how many were out at the old mine. People came and went all the time.

‘Then one day, a young girl appeared at our place and asked for protection. She said they were keeping her prisoner at the mine. This girl had left her baby behind and wanted to go into town and get the police to get her baby back. She said she had been chosen to give the Temple a child. But the man who was the father of her child, she didn’t like. And she wasn’t allowed to spend time with her own baby. The girls, she said, had no choice who they had a baby with. She said many of them were forced. You know, raped. This girl told my dad it was a real bad scene out there. People were scared for their lives. Some kind of fence was being built to keep them all in. Only a few of the Temple people were still allowed to go to town and fetch things in the school bus and van. No one else was trusted to leave the mine. Most of them were prisoners. Children got sick too. But no one was allowed to fetch doctors.

‘That mine had a well, but no electricity. No phone. It was just a bunch of old cabins in the dirt, but they always called it paradise. Loco. The runaway girl said the Temple had been infiltrated. That they had informers in the community. Everyone was under suspicion. She said the brothers and sisters who objected to the way things were going had
disappeared. But they were all told that these people had left and had started telling lies to the government, and now the police and the FBI and the CIA were out to get Sister Katherine. They were troublemakers trying to break up paradise. There was a lot of paranoia out there, she said. The girl didn’t really know what happened to her friends, but she worried they had been killed and buried in the desert. She’d heard talk. So when the troublemakers started disappearing, she decided to run away. And she came here because this was the closest place to the mine. She had heard from someone at the mine that my father was a good man.

‘But some of the other people from the Temple came by our place a few hours after the girl arrived. Four of them, in their red robes. They drove here in the Volkswagen van they had. And they asked my dad about the girl. Sister something. Priscilla, I think. Who was hiding in the house with my mother. My father could see the rifles in the van and my father was pretty nervous. He told them he hadn’t seen the girl, and that their dogs were frightening the horses, so they had to leave. They were real polite, but my father could tell they didn’t believe him about the girl. Two of the men went and looked around the back of the house and inside the stables, like they owned the place. Two of them kept my father talking out in the front yard, but he knew the others were searching the place behind his back.

‘And then this girl. This stupid girl just walks out of the house in tears and gets into the van, and all the Temple people just take off. And they never spoke to my father again. He said that was about half a year before the time of the murders.

‘There were some others who came here too. Later.
Runaways from the mine. Two girls with babies came in the middle of the night and my father drove them straight into town. He tried to take them to the police, but they said they would be in trouble with the law. The whole Temple was on some government list. They would go to jail if he took them to the police.’

‘This was Martha Lake and Bridgette Clover.’

‘That’s right. But he only learned what their real names were in the papers, later. They were called Sister something and something then.’

‘Sister Hestia and Sister Everild.’

‘That’s right. I don’t know how many escaped before the murders though. The Temple never kept any records. They didn’t need to, the girls told my father, because Sister Katherine could read their minds. She knew everything all of the time. Crazy. But whenever my father had seen Temple people walking away from the mine in the valley, or through our land, or on the roads towards Yuma or Ajo, he used to pick them up and take them into town in his car. He said they had nothing. Just their robes and sandals. No money. No water. No food. Nothing. But those two girls with the babies were the last people he ever saw from the Temple.

‘When the police told him about the killings, my mother said that my father cried for a long time. He was very sad. For the children and the young girl they never found. Priscilla, who had been hiding in our house that time. He said to my mother that he had put his family in danger too. That all of us could have been killed by the Temple.’

‘Did your father ever report the Temple to the police?’

‘Many times, yes. He told the police about the guns and the runaways. The Temple people shooting in the desert at
night. There was a time when he heard plenty of gunshots. In the last year. That’s when he started calling the police. The police even told him to stop making reports. They had bigger things to take care of besides some bunch of hippies. They did nothing until it was too late. It is a long drive out here, and they only went out to the mine once before the murders. And they told my father the hippies were crazy, but harmless. Can you believe that? Harmless.’

‘The night of the police raid and the murders, what did your father say about that night?’

‘He was frightened. He had been saying that things were going bad out there. For a long time. He used to say to my mother, “I knew it would end badly.” And he was right.’

‘Did he tell you how it started?’

‘Oh, he would always say it started with the dogs out at the mine. And the horses here. All terrified like they get in a lightning storm. We had two dogs here and they would not come out from under the table in the kitchen. My mother said the dogs were crying. They were crying at the ceiling.

‘A few months before the night of the murders this all started with our animals. The Temple dogs would bark and howl for hours out at the mine in the night. And our horses and dogs would freak out here. Two miles away. Once, my father told us that he took his truck and went down there and looked at the mine from the road to see what was happening. They had built a fence like the girls who escaped said, with razor wire on the top. It was like a prison, you know. And all the Temple dogs were freaking out inside the fence. But my father couldn’t see any people from the Temple. Just the dogs barking at the sky. Running around the edge of the fence, like they were trying to get out.


‘And he said the strangest thing was the mist. It had been raining and there was a little moonlight, and he said the mine was covered in this dirty mist. He had seen it from the road about a mile out. Kinda yellow and thick, like smoke in the distance. And above the roofs of the cabins he said the air was moving. Like it was shimmering in the heat. You know, moving in waves. But he couldn’t see where the mist started and where it ended. There were no lights in the buildings. No fires on the ground. Nothing. He could only see the outlines of the cabins and the fence and the dogs through the mist that was coming down. Not going up like smoke from a fire on the ground. It was coming down, he used to say. Like a kind of crack or hole in the sky. Like the mist was inside something that opened above the mine.

‘Police told my dad the mist was smoke from a fire pit they used, but there was no fire. My father was out there and saw it for himself. The police never saw it, so how did they know it was smoke from a fire? But my father never went any closer to the mine because of the mist and the way the air was all wavy. He stayed up on the road.

‘Same thing happened the night of the murders. This was like the fourth time he and my mother heard the dogs going wild out at the mine. And the horses were going crazy here again. And my father walked up to the hills behind our place and he said he could see the mist again in the distance. Down in the desert where the mine was. And while he was watching from the hill he heard the guns. Dogs barking and people shooting. Just crazy. So he came down here and he called the police in Yuma. And he told them they better get up here quick, because the Temple was all going to hell. It was like eleven at night, and they were shooting guns out at the mine,
and he said he thought the place was on fire and that there were children out there. He said everything he could think of to make the police come. He didn’t know what was happening, but he knew it wasn’t right.

‘My father went back up to the hill and waited until he saw the police lights moving down to the mine. He said that the yellow mist had faded by the time the police came out. About an hour after he made the call. And he said there was no more shooting then. But … but he could still hear the dogs. They were squealing. You know, like they were real scared. And my father said the dogs were in the sky. Moving away from the mine. That’s what he said.

‘When the papers came and spoke to my father later, they wrote that he had seen a UFO. He didn’t say that. But that’s how the UFO stories started. And the police blamed my dad. They said he was making their work even harder by telling stories to the press. Same thing with the Last Days book, and the movie they made. They made out that my father saw a UFO. So he never spoke to anyone else about the Temple, outside of our family, until he died. If he was alive today, he would not speak to you about that night either. No way. My father was very hurt that they all lied and made him into a fool. Which is why I am speaking to you about this. Because I want to set the record straight. For my father. He was a good man.’

 


Kyle drifted to the bed. Lay back, his feet still planted upon the floor. Rubbed his eyes. He had to sleep. The main lights were on. Bathroom lights too. Max’s visor burned like a nuclear reactor on the bedside cabinet. The television flashed and glowed. He was lit up for safety, like a scared child. He only felt foolish until he recalled his dreams.


No matter his exhaustion, he didn’t want to sleep. Just a micro nap then? He’d be OK for the next day’s shoot after one of those, with the lights on … Dan was next door … they had only been … dreams … nothing to worry …

 


Shacks broken into the dust. The mine. A far-off perimeter of wire and fence posts upon a bleached plain where the mist moved. Birds cried out from where they twitched in the dust. Lost and forlorn, their tiny screams cluttered the air.

He turned about and ran towards the dogs who barked at him. He never found the dogs, but the muffled cries of the children who answered the calls from the birds compelled him to trip and stagger at the big wooden barn where the children were kept in little cribs. He never reached them. Could not move far enough on numb feet amongst the buildings of wood and rust; the mine and the farm, all here together, the same thing. Wasteland.

The terrible and sudden scream of a pig made him drop and cower upon the cold ground. A frantic bang of its feet on the wooden floor of the little stone house with the four windows that glowed reddish. The building shook with its fury.

He wept and begged not to be shown inside the little house, but found himself to be already peering through a small casement window. Inside were black-and-white photographs of Martha Lake and Bridgette Clover amongst photos of other young faces with their beards and long hair and freckled cheeks whom he had never seen before. The pictures were thrown over a big bed hung with a velvet canopy the colour of plump grapes. There was a figure inside the bed. Its small hairless head was turned away from him. Against
the far dark wall he saw the others who kneeled and faced the wall with their heads bowed. They sheltered inside from the black rain that blew across the baked ground of this land, rain that swirled with ash and smoke from the distant crimson fires. Wavy smoke drifted into the greasy sky he dare not look up at.

He went looking for the gate so he could escape. ‘I’m only making a film,’ he said, smiling, and trying not to cry like the naked grubby child with dirty feet that he was. But the figure in the black robe before the closed gate stayed silent and he could not see her face inside the cowl. Two dogs on her leads were actually men on all fours with faces painted the scarlet of her fingernails. The dog-men barked and wanted to climb up him.

The rain was hot and bright red when it broke against his skin. Before the gate, the birds littered around his feet in the dust had their black feathers ruffled by the sooty wind. Their heads were skulls. Their beaks were open. The woman in the hood made pig sounds.

Something tried to break through the gate. He could hear the scratch, the insistent claws on the wood. Something wanted to be inside with him. So he screamed …

 


… And came awake looking at a white ceiling. At the light in a round shade of opaque glass. He sat up. Saw evacuation instructions on the back of the door; the television flickering; the desk and laptop; his rucksack; the sound equipment. Motel room. He was on the bed. Kyle rolled over and checked his watch: 4 a.m.

He pulled his sweat-clouded T-shirt off and threw it on the floor. Removed his socks and jeans. Hit the shower at a
stagger. Sleep like that he could do without. Two more shoots and it was over. Over.

He checked the plaster walls of the bathroom: all clear. Got the shower running hard and hot, and decided to keep his dreams to himself from now on. Dan had enough on his plate.




SEVENTEEN

PHOENIX, ARIZONA. 20 JUNE 2011. 7 P.M.

Retired homicide detective Hank Sweeney rested arms like fire logs covered in mouse fur on his polished desktop. A gold watch with a thick bracelet glinted in the thickets of white hair grown to the top of his freckled hands. He’d worn a centenary tie for the interview, upon which Dan had clipped a microphone. On the wall behind the shiny block of pink flesh and stubborn square features that formed the detective’s head and thick neck, there were four framed commendations, three medals, two photographs of him wearing US Airborne Cavalry uniform as a younger man, and three separate pictures featuring him in a police dress uniform receiving medals. On the surrounding walls, there were two antique Winchester rifles, a holed and faded regimental flag, and crossed cavalry sabres.

The cool, bright house around his vast study had the dimensions of a palace. Outside, sprinklers misted an impossibly green lawn, shorn as close and perfect as the retired cop’s hair when he was in uniform. Flowers burst into explosions of red, pink and purple excitement under the trellised walls and broad windows. Two cars, a Lexus and a black
SUV, were parked on a driveway of bleached pink stone. Kyle left their rental in the street.

Somewhere inside the enormous ranch house a television murmured. Out back, they glimpsed a round swimming pool shimmering cobalt blue. Sweeney’s thick-haired wife looked like a story-book grandmother in a pink trouser suit. She made a plate of sandwiches an army could have marched on for a month. A water butt of homemade lemonade complemented the snack.

‘Ready when you are, sir,’ Kyle said, from where he stood to the left of Dan before Sweeney’s desk. Behind the camera, Dan grinned at Kyle’s awkward use of ‘sir’.

Hank Sweeney cleared his throat, stared at the camera deadpan, making Kyle grateful he’d never sat across a table from Detective Sweeney in an interview room.

‘There were four principal detectives working under me on the Copper Mine Murders. Though up to ten in total worked the case in the first three months, it was primarily me running Detectives Hernandez, Riley and Salazar at the time of the murders, and thereafter.

‘And we were thorough. I don’t want you to imply, or give the impression, that we were a bunch of shit-kickers who made a cluster-fuck of the whole investigation.’

Dan coughed back a snigger and Kyle threw him a dark look.

‘Plenty have said as much in the past. And it would be a woeful inaccuracy to suggest the same all over again.’ Sweeney held up one thick furry forearm to mute Kyle, who tried to interject. ‘Now I thought I was done with the whole Last Days business, and have pretty much told anyone the same thing who’s done a retrospective of the case. But I owe
Max. He flew out and built a pretty good picture of the Temple for us back in seventy-five. He started the whole goddamn thing out in England, so his testimony counted for a lot in our case.’

Kyle exchanged glances with Dan. Then clamped down at the flare of irritation at Max’s omission to mention his involvement in the original police investigation. An involvement that must have been discreet, because even the scurrilous Irvine Levine had never been downwind of it. As omissions go, it was unforgivable.

‘Sir, I can assure you my editorial stance is not to emboss a direction on your narration, but to capture your point of view as it stands. There is no agenda here from our side.’

‘That may well be, but when these interviews get cut about, and God knows what else, you movie fellas could make a fool out of Jesus Christ Almighty himself. So I’m going to trust you boys on this, on account of what I owe Max. So I want you to take a few things into consideration in your movie.’ Sweeney slapped a long finger into the palm of a hand to emphasize each of his points. ‘The First Homicide Investigation Progress Report ran to sixty-six pages. They had half that on the Manson La Bianca murders in LA for Christ sakes, and most of those boys down there in sixty-nine were good. And we all came from the ranks up here in Phoenix. All vets. We had experience. We knew what was what.’

Sweeney paused and lapped at the rim of his glass. ‘Me and Riley stayed around all night on July 10th. We were the ones who covered the bodies with the blankets we found in the back of the temple building when the coroner gave us the all-clear. We were in that investigation shit-deep from the get-go.


‘When the specialists arrived, on what was essentially our show by three a.m., the Latent Prints Section began dusting the mine. Took them four days to finish. Covered the whole place. Take out the superimposes and smudged prints from four hundred lifts and they only got thirty-four clear prints. Twenty-nine of them were accounted for by either the deceased or the survivors found at the mine on the night of 10 July 1975.

‘We then fingerprinted every interviewee we had extradited from California and New Mexico. Also ran the clean prints from the mine against fifteen thousand suspects in the State. All negative. We ran polygraphs on fifteen of the most recent runaways, who all bailed the Last Days in seventy-four. We ran MOs through the state CII. We looked real hard at the backgrounds of the victims. Even checked out the crackpot theories. Everything went into that report.’

‘Mr Sweeney. Can you tell us about the suspects you interviewed? ’

‘You got till Christmas? I don’t. Folks were coming and going all the time in the early days. Seventy-three to seventy-four. Word spread right up to San Francisco about the Last Days. And we interviewed a shade over one hundred people in the first three months of the investigation. We had a bunch of runaways, and drifters, lot of mixed-up kids who’d passed through that mine, one time or another, since seventy-three. College drop-outs looking for a good time, drugs, pussy, or both. Hippies, bikers, petty criminals, parolees, you name it. We interviewed plenty of Hollywood types too, who hung out with Sister Katherine at her place in California. Musicians, actors. We called them down from LA.’

‘What impression did they give you about the cult at this
stage, about life at the mine in 1974, the people you interviewed, the runaways?’

‘It didn’t suit most tastes once they got down there to see it for themselves. And those that weren’t plain crazy, pretty much told us the same thing. That Sister Katherine was running the show when they were there, but as an absentee. Most people at the mine who we interviewed never laid eyes on her, outside of the picture they hung up in every building. She was using all kinds and means of intimidation to get her way, and controlled through a kind of hierarchy she ran from her place out west. Through this group of nutjobs who called themselves The Seven. Was the same deal in France, and England, for those who cared to look. And we did. We were thorough.’ Sweeney paused again to sip his lemonade.

‘Numbers were going down at the mine in the summer of seventy-four. Lot of people didn’t fancy handing over their money and possessions any more. Others found the Bible-thumping too much. Plenty got freaked out by the members who got into it in a heavier way. Like this Seven. Towards the end in seventy-five, it pretty much came down to a hardcore of members getting into a very bad scene. Moloch, Baal, Chemos, Erebus and Belial being the biggest pinheads. Everyone else still living out there was pretty much a prisoner. Some of the girls had kids there and wouldn’t leave them behind. So they stuck it out.’

‘What about the last months of 1975? What was your impression of the group preceding the Night of Ascent?’

‘Around twenty people were in place at the mine in the final months. Taking it to “the next level” as Brother Belial put it. Sister Katherine was losing control in the last year too. Someone said they heard Sister Katherine was like a little girl
anyway by the end. Her brain was basically mush. I mean, Christ, she even ordered Belial to kill her. Paranoid as hell about a police raid, the FBI, the CIA. There’d been a libel case against the journalist, Levine, which she’d lost. And she’d been sending funds everywhere: Switzerland, Costa Rica, South Africa. In case she needed to make a run for it. Though she needn’t have worried. She wasn’t on any kind of radar. But she was an addict. Her psychosis was full-blown by the final year. And a real shit-storm was gathering that we knew nothing about.

‘People were leaving every month or so, right through the beginning of seventy-five. When they could. Before they built the fence. That rancher next door used to drive the runaways into Yuma, to the bus station. And the only members we ever interviewed, who were at the mine closest to the time of the murders, escaped about two months before the night of July 10th. Two girls and their babies.’

‘Martha Lake and Bridgette Clover.’

‘That’s them. Pin-ups for the newsmen. And the closest thing we had to star witnesses in the case had there ever been a trial. They came back to Arizona, scared for their lives, under police protection, and they pretty much confirmed that there were around twenty people left at the mine the night they lit out. We took fifteen out of that mine. Nine dead, and six living. The living accounted for the five kids and Brother Belial. What happened to the other five members Blake and Clover remembered being out there, we never traced. Brother Adonis, Brother Ariel, Sister Urania, Sister Hannah, and Sister Priscilla. They must have escaped and vanished or been killed and buried in the desert like Martha Lake always claimed. Almost all the interviews we took from the other
hundred interviewees were discarded or forgotten about soon after.’

‘Why was that?’

‘Well for one thing it was a bunch of hippy B.S. about voices in their heads and the sort of evil-spirit baloney you’d expect from a bunch of wackos and junkies and shitbirds. People claimed they were possessed. Others said they could fly or some crap and look down on their bodies from the air. Some said their souls had been taken to hell and back.’

If there had been a wall nearby, Kyle would have leaned against it.

‘And we had the killer, we had the weapons. A confession from Belial, more or less, and we pieced together the rest from the ballistic and forensic evidence. We had a good partial picture of what went down that night pretty quickly. After about a week, in fact. Our main suspects were The Seven. Four of them were found dead inside the temple. Called themselves Moloch, Baal, Chemos and Erebus. And there was Belial. Two more of The Seven were in San Francisco the night of the murders, and both had solid alibis. They were female: Sister Gehenna and Sister Bellona. Claimed they was setting up a business for Sister Katherine.’

Kyle frowned, and worded his question carefully: the question Max was very keen to have him ask in the production notes. ‘There’s always been some conjecture that Belial, Moloch and Baal did not commit the murders alone. Particularly on the bodies that were found grouped together at the fence.’

‘For sure. But the other two shooters were dead. Belial killed them. So we couldn’t ask them squat. We took prints off the other two hunting rifles that were used to immobilize
or kill the four runners by the fence. They matched Brother Moloch and Brother Baal, who were found deceased at the first murder scene, in the temple building. It was all in the first coroner’s report. As to any evidence of any other suspects in the murders, we had nothing. Well, let me put it this way, the First Investigation Report was sixty-six pages long. The First Progress Report on further suspects was one page long, and there was still a lot of white space on it, if you get my drift.’

‘But did you ever have a hunch that others were involved in the murders on the Night of Ascent?’

‘We never got a single useful lead on the “biters” as we called them. And we never found the weapon we suspected Belial, Moloch and Baal used after shooting the escapees who tried to get over the fence.’

‘The bodies. What kind of clues did the bodies give you about how the four people died by the fence?’

‘When the autopsy was done on the victims in Phoenix, there were four deputy coroners in that room. Two medical examiners from out of state were drafted in too. Took ’em three days to complete the examinations. They were thorough. Fluoroscopy identified more slugs and fragments in the legs of two victims out by the wire that corresponded with the picture of Belial, Moloch and Baal shooting them as they tried to escape. The ballistics matched the three rifles used that night. Evidence was watertight.

‘And we knew from the autopsy that all of the victims had ingested large amounts of drugs. MDA. Forensic chemist with SID took blood samples out at the mine, four hours after the patrolmen arrived. They ran the Ouchterlony Test up in Phoenix to see what was animal, what was human in the
bloodstains, because of the dogs that had been running around. Most of it had dried out by the time SID was there, so it was damn-near impossible to determine subtype. But the chemist took over a hundred samples. All human. And all we had, that we could use, matched the blood types of the deceased at the mine exactly.’

‘What about the wounds consistent with claw and teeth marks on the victims by the fence?’

Sweeney cleared his throat. ‘I was coming to that.’

‘Sorry. Please go on.’

‘We had three tooth fragments, real dirty, extracted by the medical examiner on two victims, and one fingernail in a third victim. We ran tests on them and they were human, not canine or feline. The press claimed the dogs out there were trained as attack dogs. And that the victims who got cold feet and ran for the fence were shot, before the dogs then went in and finished the job. To be honest, that was such a loose end we were mostly happy for people to just believe that, because we had nothing better.’

‘The police stated such in an early press conference.’

‘Because, in the first week, we were sure that’s what happened. There was a lot of public pressure on us to make arrests. To bring in new suspects. No one believed Belial could have killed them all. Or that the five in the temple had just kneeled down and gone out willingly in the way they actually did. Folks had gone into lockdown all over the state, and in LA, New Mexico. Terrified there was a crazy cult of devil-worshippers out for more blood. But a medical examiner ran some more tests after the press conference and speculated that the teeth fragments found in the deceased were from dead human teeth, like they’d come from human remains.
Not from a living mouth. Same for the nail fragments. Must have been some kind of weapon made from bones. Which ruled out any other suspects being involved in the killing, then getting away. ’Cus dead men don’t walk.

‘The five members from Lake and Clover’s testimony, who were never traced, were also ruled out as suspects: Brother Adonis, Brother Ariel, Sister Urania, Sister Hannah and Sister Priscilla. We never made the missing five as even being at the mine that night. We concluded they were all gone before 10 July.

‘So we sent the “dead” teeth and nail fragments down to the university in New Mexico for corroboration. An archaeologist dated them as being five hundred years old from the tests he ran. Which was pretty crazy, and started a lot of speculation on the job. So we concluded that the fragments originated from something Belial, Moloch and Baal had used to finish the deceased off with. Something we never found. And you ask me the same question in seventy-five and today, and I’ll tell you the same thing. Belial, Moloch and Baal shot the four victims at the fence, and then killed those who were still alive with some kind of relic, made of teeth and bone extracted from old but preserved human remains. Part of a ritual.’

‘Weapon? What kind of weapon fits that description though?’

‘The Last Days had other materials out there that should have been in a museum. We found other fragments at the scene that were dated to being five hundred years old. Fragments of clothing they must have brought out from France with them in seventy-two. Used like holy relics or something. We had part of a bishop’s hat. Can you believe that? And
some kind of vestment, or smock. One shoe that was made in Holland during The Wars of Religion. And all in that room where we found Sister Katherine, beheaded. Best thing ever happened to that woman, you ask me.’

‘Brother Belial. You questioned him a number of times.’

‘Belial was shit-house crazy. Don’t be fooled into thinking otherwise. When we questioned him about the night of July 10th, over and over again, he only ever said the same thing. That the teeth and the nail and the cloth fragments belonged to the “old friends” or “Blood Friends”. When we asked him who they were, he would say, “They’re with us,” and he would look up like he could see someone on the ceiling of the interview room. He’d keep asking us to “turn out the lights and to open our eyes”. Usual gibberish that man was famous for.’

Kyle swallowed to get his voice together. ‘Levine ran some of the Belial interviews in his book, and his polygraph too, that were made available after the coroner’s inquest. Most people thought Levine faked them.’

‘He didn’t.’

‘But the murder weapon. The one that would have been made from teeth? Who could have removed it from the scene of the crime when Belial was the only adult found alive?’

‘I always had a hunch it was the dogs. That one of the dogs we never traced ran off with the missing murder weapon. Took it into the desert. The blood on it would have attracted scavengers, insects, you name it. Probably still out there. Be covered up by sand in no time. So, at the final press conference in September, we offered Belial as the sole living killer of the five deceased in the communal chapel, for which he would stand trial. Before their willing execution at his hands, Moloch and Baal assisted Belial in mortally wounding
the four victims found by the fence with gunshots, before Belial, Moloch and Baal committed a final execution involving an unknown handheld weapon. Then Belial killed his confederates, Moloch and Baal, at their request, along with Katherine and the two others found at the first murder site: Brother Chemos and Brother Erebus. Belial never denied his participation. He claimed he was chosen for the honour by Sister Katherine for “a feast of old Friends”.’

Again the repetition of friends unnerved Kyle to the point of the muscles in his left leg going into involuntary quivers. ‘But the dogs? And the children? The mural? The mist? What did you make of it all?’

‘Unrelated to the actual murders as evidence, but part of the whole, excuse me, fucked-up picture we had to put together after the fact. The dogs just fled scared, and kept on running. They were wild anyway. And the noise of heavy gunfire would have sent them off into the desert. Patrolmen who first arrived at the scene, and the neighbour at the ranch, both confirmed they heard dogs in the distance after the gunfire. ’

‘The pictures, drawings on the walls?’

‘The amount of drugs they were ingesting explained the twisted murals on the walls of the chapel.’

‘But the smoke … in the air … the atmosphere changed.’

‘Maybe they had been burning something on that fire pit too, like sulphur, to produce the tainted smoke. The murders were part of a ritual after all. But we never investigated the smoke. What could it possibly show us? It was smoke, from a fire or flare.’

‘What about motive? To commit suicide. On this scale. In this way.’


‘Beggars belief, don’t it? But as to motive we had various scenarios that all fit the profile of the case. So the right motive was one of those we had, or maybe bits of them all. Who could we ask? Belial was crazy up until the day he died, and only one of them kids we pulled out of there ever spoke again as far as I know. The only one who wasn’t a mute. The “clean kid” as we called him. He never spent much time at the mine. We know from eyewitnesses close to Sister Katherine’s mansion in California, that she and the “clean kid” mostly lived at the mansion up until two nights before the murders. She kinda adopted him. Or, more precisely, stole him from his mother, Priscilla, who we never traced. The other kids we found had also been separated from their parents out at that mine. Sister Katherine’s whole schtick was to break up families, couples, friends, you name it, right from the beginning of the organization. Max told us. No one in that cult could have any attachment to anyone but the leader, Katherine. Not even an itty-bitty baby. Was how she kept control. Divide and rule. If you can’t love me you will fear me. Textbook.

‘So we concluded that Sister Katherine and her merry band were killed by each other. Either as a result of infighting, drug psychosis, or a suicide pact. Maybe a bit of all three, you ask me. Papers called it a satanic ritual involving human sacrifice once it reached a critical point. They said the same thing about the Manson killings in the early days. Times were different back then. Changing for the worse, but most of the country was a whole lot more innocent than it is now. Another writer claimed it was ‘a contest for leadership that went wrong’. Sweeney shrugged his massive shoulders. ‘Could have been. Only thing we can be thankful for is that they had enough humanity left over to spare the lives of the
children. They all went into the system, into care. They were fucked up. Four of them couldn’t even speak.’

‘Which leaves me, and anyone else still familiar with the details of the case, with one final mystery.’

‘And I bet I know what you’re going to ask.’

Kyle managed a smile, but kept silent.

‘Footprints?’

Kyle only nodded. If he spoke he knew his voice would be hoarse and quivery.

Sweeney winked at Kyle. ‘Far as I’m concerned, that’s one of only two features of the case we never satisfactorily resolved. Fifteen years later, I went back over the case. They got a whole room in Phoenix just for the files on the Blue Oak Copper Mine case. Took me a year to get through it again. But I still have no explanation for the footprints. We found them in two areas of the crime scene. Around the murder victims in both locations. Three sets of prints by the fence, one inside the temple building. Most of the prints were ruined by the ruckus up there when the police arrived at the scene. I reckon you had eighty pairs of feet up there at one point, running through the sand and blood in the dark. So maybe someone had something on the soles of their shoes that made those mystery footprints look like there was no flesh on them. Who can say?’

Kyle cleared his throat. ‘You said there were two features of the case you never resolved. What was the second?’

‘Blood spatter at the scene was more alarming than the footprints, you ask me. There was plenty of blood there, in that temple building and out by the wire. But not enough. Part of me even wondered if the victims in the chapel were killed elsewhere and brought back to the mine afterwards,
because of the lack of blood at the scene. Every victim lost a lot of blood. Nearly every drop. Autopsy proved it. Me and my partners reckoned it was still inside the victims’ bodies once the hearts stopped pumping it out, or it had run between the floorboards of the temple. Coroner and medical examiners looked at jugular veins cut through. Looked at a body with no head. They guessed they’d all bled out at the crime scene. And we never put our heads together at the time of the medical examinations and autopsies. Why would we?’

‘So where was the blood?’

‘Some splatter pattern was found on the roof of the temple building, at the end of the first week of the active crime scene. No one had thought to look up there before. Arterial spray it looked like. But if it was, how’d it get up there? From one angle it looked to me like someone was slaughtered in the air. Which is out of the question. That would have been impossible. Belial never actually told us where anyone was killed, or how. But that maniac was covered in their blood. Looking back, I wonder if he drank some of it. Maybe even a lot of it after he cut their throats.’ Sweeney paused.

‘What makes you say that?’

‘They’d done it before. Eaten one of their own. To keep them among the Brothers and Sisters. Lake and Clover confirmed it, though they never took part. Someone known as Sister Fina died of natural causes out there in late seventy-four, and The Seven ate bits of her from the neck down. Cooked her and passed her out on bread. So Belial had form. He was no stranger to ingesting what he called “the mana of his people”. When Belial was killed in the State Prison Complex up in Florence, someone chewed into his throat and wrists too.’


‘They never found his killer though. Levine suggested the guards let the other inmates kill him.’

‘Horseshit. They had him up there as a category five prisoner. Highest security. Because they had a lethal injection and a gas chamber waiting for him if he’d ever gone to trial. He was all cut up around the wrists and neck when they found him after a riot in a power cut. But there were no defence wounds on his body. Ask me, he ran his mouth off to some of the other lunatics up at Florence about drinking blood. Then some of them thought it seemed like a good idea and probably did to him what he did to his hippy friends out at that mine. He was killed in the rec room. Just let himself get rubbed out.

‘And remember the evidence. It was already pretty much an open and shut case. We had the murder weapons, or all of them but one, and we had the killers: Belial, Moloch and Baal. We had enough for a conviction. There were still plenty of anomalies, and there wasn’t a man on that case who didn’t believe for a long time that someone else was involved. Some still do. But we had nothing to prove that. No witnesses, no clues beside some crazy footprints, a missing weapon made from bones the dogs almost certainly ran off with, and a lack of blood.’




EIGHTEEN

SOMEWHERE OVER CALIFORNIA, FLIGHT AA102. 21 JUNE 2011. 2 A.M.

In the window seat beside him, Dan snored. He’d fallen asleep minutes after take-off, at the same time Kyle had fired up his laptop to begin assembling a rough cut of the footage they’d shot in Phoenix in the sit-down interview with Detective Sweeney.

Three shoots in three days and Kyle hadn’t slept more than two hours the previous night. They were due to land in Seattle at 5 a.m. and intended to drive straight to Martha Lake’s house from the airport; the plane journey to Seattle being their only chance for any rest now until the US schedule was in the can, sometime early the following afternoon. But sleep was the last thing Kyle would allow himself, even on a plane. It now felt plausible that he would never sleep again without dreaming of something that might get him sectioned.

He arranged his laptop and the Martha Lake notes on the fold-down tray. Fought with his rucksack until he found Levine’s Last Days. Thought hard again on his questions in light of what he had learned from Aguilar and the two cops. Leafed through Levine’s book and arrived at the plate section, in which the journalist had favoured the most famous
portrait of Martha Lake: the Seattle PD mug shot after she’d been arrested for shoplifting in 1971, one year before her association with the cult.

Martha Lake had been the prettiest of all The Temple of the Last Days girls that Kyle had seen pictures of: Amish wholesome and broad of face, arresting brown eyes, voluptuous lips and perfect American teeth; long hazel hair parted down the centre and tied in bunches either side of the guileless face; a dusting of freckles across a sexy cartoon character’s upturned nose.

There were other pictures of Lake as a younger woman that Kyle had saved to file from a Google Images search. Most of the photographs online had been uploaded onto cult-obsessed blogs run by amateur enthusiasts. These featured Lake at twenty-three, during her return to Arizona under police escort to give a statement, and to eventually testify against Brother Belial. That was the intention behind her extradition from Canada, though her participation at trial was never required.

In the photographs shot as Lake walked through Phoenix Sky Harbor airport beside her lawyer, Marti Trussconi, and surrounded by a four-man plain-clothes police escort, she had worn a check pinafore over a high-necked blouse; a disarming Little House on the Prairie ensemble. Her eyes were hidden by big sunglasses, her hair covered by a wide-brimmed floppy hat: Diane Keaton chic from the chin up.

As the investigation drew on, there were pictures of her leaving the police station in Phoenix, wearing tight leather knee boots and a dress coat, a subtle smile at the corners of her mouth and shining within her big eyes. There was another of her in strappy high-heeled sandals, a lilac-coloured suit
and sheer pantyhose on long legs that returned the press photographer’s flash to illuminate the pornographic fantasies of the average American male. She’d not long crawled out of hell with a baby on her back, but Kyle was tempted to believe she enjoyed the attention by that stage of the investigation. Martha was off the hook. Martha had escaped. Star witness, cult fox, killer starlet, heroic mother, depending on which tabloid was read back then by people thirsty for gore and desperate for sensation. The media’s obsession with Martha Lake had been erotic in its intensity, and agape in its incredulity that such a beautiful young girl-next-door could have been mixed up in all that.

A terrible book was ghost-written for her in 1976 called A Mother’s Tears, a Child’s Cry, which she later denounced as total fiction. Kyle had tracked down an old paperback from an eBay seller. After reading Levine’s book, he merely skimmed through A Mother’s Tears and its hyperbole-riddled fixation with the sexual antics of the cult; there was nothing about the bloody climax of Sister Katherine’s paradise because Lake had not been at the mine in July 1975, and there was little information about the group’s hierarchy or rituals because Lake had probably not been consulted when the book was written. A movie made for TV based on the book called Bloody Martha, which credited her as a producer, was a take-the-money-and-run collaboration if ever he’d seen one. The film still hadn’t even made it on to DVD; he’d checked.

But the forced couplings, the drug frenzies in Eden, the unknown father, her intimate proximity to a pack of crazy-faced Satanic killers at an abandoned copper mine, all trailed behind her like a comet’s tail. An imaginary force that lifted
her out of the frame of the press photos. For nearly two years she’d danced with the devil and opened wide to eat from his table out in the moonlike Sonoran desert. She had a mystique, beauty and enigma that must have made Sister Katherine’s ashes whirl like a dust devil within her municipal grave. Katherine went down in popular history as a fat frump, an obese Countess Bathory, a manipulative psycho. While Martha Lake, and the recently deceased raven-haired beauty, Bridgette Clover, came out of that mine fantasized about like Playboy centrefolds and revered as feminist antiheroes. Film critics still hailed them as the precursors to the hard-body scream queens that populate trashy horror slashers. They had the requisite beauty and a proximity to genuine evil, if not a potential participation in it, to become icons.

Until 1981, when the wild-eyed and feral creature that Martha became saw her celebrity dwindle onto the lesser pages, revealing tawdry stories of substance addiction, alleged promiscuity, credit card fraud, and the familiar saga of a child being taken into care of the court. The money was gone, the looks were going. And then she vanished for thirty years. Until tenacious Max found her three months prior to their interview for the film.

And he was actually going to meet Martha Lake in a few hours. ‘Where you been all my life, Martha?’

Dan turned in his seat with a groan.




NINETEEN

SEATTLE. 22 JUNE 2011. 10 A.M.

The woman who answered the door to Kyle and Dan was barely recognizable as the Martha Lake circa seventy-five, or even eighty-one.

Within a wooden door frame that looked like it suffered from seborrhoeic dermatitis, Martha Lake was famine-thin under a shapeless cardigan and sweat pants. A stringy neck stretched to a face collapsed with so much regret, disappointment, sorrow, and hopelessness, it carried a misery sentence of another decade more than any woman of fifty-eight years would wish to serve. The broad bone structure was still in evidence, beneath the deeply lined skin that hung from it. Down-turned and haggard, her mouth hadn’t released much laughter since 1977 when she was flown from one top-of-the-town party to another. The big passionate lips had vanished into the grooves around her mouth and scoring her chin. That proud and secret smile from the news footage of seventy-five was now a muzzle. Pulled tight into a ponytail, her hair was white strung with gunmetal grey.

But the eyes were classic Martha Lake: handsome, intelligent, alert. Timeless. Kyle had stared into them for a long time while he researched her online, but now they were
staring back at him he found himself diffident and nervous, as if overwhelmed by an authority he’d hitherto underestimated, or as if suddenly confronted by a girl he hadn’t realized he’d been stalking.

She caught his reaction. Seemed to like it. Smiled without moving her mouth. Behind her a malodour of cheap cigarettes and unkempt living spaces issued from the murk of her home. ‘Nice to see I can still turn heads.’ Her laugh was a wet catarrh grumble; her teeth were mostly brown. ‘Come on in, kids.’ She peered over their heads, up and down the street quickly, then stood aside on grubby slippered feet.

The world inside Martha Lake’s rented Folk-Victorian house, with its pointed gables, weathered spindles and gingerbread details over the peeling porch sunk into an overgrown yard, was missing some essential colours. Silver had gone from the places where the thin light seeped. Warmer tones of the reds had been drained from the hardwood floor and banisters. Anything once white only emitted a grey or a dull-brown spectrum. Door frames and skirting boards were chipped and scuffed. Ancient wallpaper of a wintry green stifled visibility to eye level, before plaster painted the tone of artificial limbs took over and grew sickly to the murky ceiling and its cracked plaster mouldings.

The building that opened around Kyle was vast and gave the impression not so much of vacancy but of its abandonment in another time. The silence and stillness slowed Kyle’s mind, but never put it at ease; in fact, the atmosphere immediately turned his spirits downwards.

Sunlight failed to move much further than the glass it came in through, and left vague blue stripes across the ceiling in
the hallway Martha led them along, to the kitchen. ‘Spend my time in here.’

In the kitchen, pale blinds were half drawn behind grubby net curtains, about which a dwindling brown light hovered. The swept but scratched lino on the floor of the kitchen was patterned with daisies, but their two-dimensional floral beaming did nothing to enliven the room. Wooden wall cabinets painted yellow were now faded to a soiled vanilla. Clear plastic door handles were cut like jewels. Kyle’s nan had similar; same for the big enamel sink, the wooden table with four simple chairs, the blue and white check tablecloth. Beside an ancient-looking metal stove, Martha’s glasses and mugs and plates were stacked neatly, but tidiness would never make the kitchen look homely. One of those rooms in one of those houses that made him feel like an intruder within, and a witness to, the meagreness and poverty of the aged.

He came to this dreadful place exhausted, but the room made him feel so forlorn his movements diminished to a shuffle. But it was a damn good location for the interview; a Hollywood art director couldn’t have designed better. It was a further representation of Martha’s decline, of what became of the survivors; another of those places where the bloody memories of the cult’s vertical ascent into chaos were stored.

In the dim room Martha’s face glowed faintly like unsalted butter. The table before her chair was covered in an assortment of medication in blister packs, beside a bottle of Four Roses bourbon. ‘You want?’ she said, when she saw Kyle spy the whisky before looking away.

Kyle nearly said not this early, but shook his head instead. ‘No, thanks.’


‘Coffee in the pot. Fresh made.’

‘Dan?’

‘No, ta.’ Dan began setting up the lights, and unpacking the sound equipment; content to be the silent member of the crew, not so much indifferent as happily irrelevant to the ‘talent’.

Kyle poured himself a cup, and one for Martha. He was too on edge to ask her where the sugar was. He’d wince it down black and bitter.

Kyle also knew from Max’s notes that Martha had three children by three different men, and the only father that remained a mystery was the father of her eldest son, who was conceived at the copper mine in 1973. The other fathers and all of the children appeared long gone. He wondered whether one of the dim rooms outside the kitchen held their images inside frames.

‘Big place for one person.’

Martha gave Kyle a knowing smile. ‘Takes longer to fill.’

He wasn’t sure what she meant. Dan did a light-meter reading behind Martha’s head. And he looked really uneasy as he did so. One more shoot, mate. Last one. The last one of the Last Days.

Martha took a deep draw on her cigarette. ‘It’s the third place I rented this year. Gotta keep moving. Past keeps catchin’ up.’

‘The press?’

Martha smiled her brown smile and stubbed out the cigarette. Took another from the packet on the table. Lit up. ‘You don’t know nothin’, do you?’ She shook her head and pulled a long draught of thick smoke into her lungs; its passage downwards sounded like it rasped through a series of small holes inside her chest.


Kyle smiled and hoped to disarm what he intuited as mockery. ‘I’m hoping you might change that,’ he said. ‘We’ve interviewed the police who worked the case, and the son of the man who once owned the ranch nearby—’

‘He dead? Mr Aguilar?’

‘Er, yes.’

Through a veil of cigarette smoke, Martha’s eyes narrowed. ‘How’d he go?’

‘Umm, not sure. His son never said.’

‘God rest his soul. He’s the only reason I’m sittin’ here now.’

Kyle nodded. ‘His son spoke highly of him.’

‘Back then police didn’t bother groups like we had, lest you gave them pretty good cause. Different now. But out at the mine there was no one to help us right till the end we knew was comin’. ’Cept for Mr Aguilar. He tried to help Prissie too.’ Martha stopped talking and shook her head.

‘Sister Priscilla?’

Martha snorted. ‘What you know about Prissie?’

‘Not much. Just that Mr Aguilar sheltered her after she ran. But then she just gave herself up to the Temple.’

Martha nodded. ‘Damn fool. But I can’t blame her.’

Kyle looked at Dan to see how close he was to readiness. ‘Why?’

‘She went back for her baby boy. Couldn’t get no further than that ranch. Broken heart brought her back to the mine. But she shoulda kept goin’ and gone straight to the police.’ She suddenly clapped her hands, startling Kyle and Dan. ‘Ha! Shoulda, coulda. Story of my life!’ She threw her head back and cackled until a wet cough wracked her entire body. Dan’s eyes went wide; Kyle went for water.


Martha wiped at her eyes with the sleeve of her cardigan, and wheezed like she was sucking air into her lungs through a wet cheesecloth. She nodded her appreciation for Kyle’s assistance with the water, for the hand on her shoulder. When her breathing returned to a semblance of normality, Dan said, ‘Ready when you are, boss,’ from behind the tripod-mounted camera.

They’d shoot this naturally because Kyle wanted it to be what it was: an anxious woman with lined skin, smoking in a dismal kitchen and talking about the imprisonment and murder of her friends. A time in her life she’d never escaped. This was her last chance to do something and she wanted to take it. Like it was a statement, if not a will. That’s how she made it feel.

 


‘Martha, you are the only living survivor of The Temple of the Last Days who was an adult member in its … well its final days in the Sonoran desert. The spring and summer of 1975. We’ll never know, but the children who survived the Last Days were probably too young at the time of their rescue to remember much about the cult. And the death by suicide of Bridgette Clover, earlier this year, makes you the only known living memory of the Temple in its final incarnation.’

Martha nodded her head and raised her jaw with what looked like stubborn pride. ‘Got that right.’ Besides the cigarettes and whisky, Kyle wondered if anything else could give her satisfaction at this point in her life.

‘So would you begin by telling us a little about how you came to be a member of the Temple?’

She told them a lot more than a little. Like Brother Gabriel and Sister Isis before her, Kyle assumed from Martha Lake’s
narration that she didn’t get out much. She also displayed the same unnerving eccentricity that incubates in a lengthy isolation. He wondered if they had all been fundamentally damaged before their time in the cult, or whether the association made each of them irretrievably alien in the ordinary worlds they later tried to inhabit. Susan and Gabriel had become gregarious enough in the company of him and Dan, but both exhibited the signs of a consistent failure to make a lasting contact with others in any way meaningful enough to renew a membership in society. They were all misfits and outcasts. And they made him feel his time with them had to be kept short, as if they were contagious. Only Max appeared to have flourished post-Katherine, but then, he was hardly normal either.

Martha’s story of the early days would have to be cut tight to a voice-over. If anything, it was typical enough to be a cliché: a girl from a poor home with a violent and mostly absent father and an alcoholic mother. A girl who dropped out of high school and ran away to San Francisco. Followed that up by experimenting with drugs and communal living in the euphoria of the sixties youth revolution. Drifted down to LA with some biker drug-dealers and hooked up with enigmatic Last Temple types wearing their robes on Santa Monica Boulevard, with their intense eyes and their talk of the God in you and salvation and paradise.

They were the new family she had been looking for. An inclusion with significance. She shared the common belief of the disaffected in a prophesied Armageddon, and the belief in having been chosen to survive it. The therapeutic power of self-examination and self-interpretation in a poor backward life, that had known none until that point, twinned
with the powerful mind-bending experiences of hallucinogenic drugs, gobbled down like M&Ms, had a transforming impact upon her. And it all groomed her for the adventure of the desert retreat … and then it was too late to get out because there was nothing to go back to, not even a planet she recognized through eyes that were too old and too warped by 1975. The worst thing that could have happened to her then was celebrity.

‘Martha, many of the people who joined The Temple of the Last Days from 1974 to 1975 never actually saw Sister Katherine, let alone met her. But in the early stages of the Last Days in LA in 1972, and in the first year you were all based at the copper mine in 1973, when Sister Katherine made the occasional appearance, you did meet her.’

‘Got that right.’

‘I’ve read your interviews with Irvine Levine, but I wonder if time has given you any more insights into her.’

Martha pointed her cigarette at Kyle. ‘Let me tell you something. People think Irvine’s book is bullshit. That he made it up.’ She shook her head, sucked hard on the filter, and spoke through the smoke with force. ‘He didn’t. Most things I told him, and Bridgette told him, he put down just like we told it. But it reads as so crazy, people can’t accept it. And a lot of what I told him, he never used. ’Cus it was even crazier.’

‘Can you give us some examples?’

Martha gave Kyle a sly smile. ‘We’ll get there. But like I told Max, you got to have context. Or it don’t make any sense.’

‘Of course.’

‘All you movie people are the same.’ She smiled again. ‘Like
I was saying, Irvine was a crime man. Reporter, you know? Courts. Police stuff. He was after the juice on the murders. Drugs. Imprisonment. Rape. Shit like that. The stuff that would end up in court. He wanted everyone to read his book, like that one on Charlie Manson that was so big. So some of what I told him, Irvine never used. Didn’t believe it is why. Thought it was stuff we imagined because we were hopped-up on drugs the whole time. Strange how that’s the stuff people want to hear about now.’

‘People?’

Martha grinned her yellow grin. ‘It’s why you want to cut to the chase, ain’t it? Max already told me that’s all he’s after anyways. Them other things.’

Kyle bit down on the gush of anger that came up from his stomach like reflux. Not for the first time he wondered who was really directing the film. He cleared his throat. ‘So the two things are inseparable: Katherine’s pathology and the stranger aspects of the Last Days story?’

Martha smiled. ‘Smart boy.’ She chuckled, a moist rattle in her throat. ‘Max been steppin’ on your toes, I can see that. He seems the type that would. More money than sense, you ask me. But that’s what I said to Max, that you can’t have one without the other. Katherine was behind it all. Even when she wasn’t there, she was there, if you know what I mean. She knew everything because we told her everything, one way or another. We were all her spies at one time. An’ every damn thing we said when she weren’t around, The Seven would whisper back to her.’

Martha raised an eyebrow, started to play with her lighter. ‘What time has told me, is that we were all part of some setup from the get-go, back in LA. Oh yeah. She had plans
way back then. Before maybe. Wouldn’t surprise me none. Got all us fools out there in that desert and she trained us like dogs. But for what? It was a need-to-know thing. I don’t think she ever showed her real hand until right at the end. Which, thank the Lord, I wasn’t around to see. But we were always being kept for something else. No doubt in my mind. The same thing Max is so keen on.’

Kyle nodded with relief as much as an acknowledgement of her ideas, because she wouldn’t need coaxing. Maybe the interview was a nostalgic reminder of those dizzy days of magazine features and interviews on 60 Minutes. ‘Other commentators on the cult emphasized Sister Katherine’s amassing of material wealth, of exploiting her followers like slaves – ’

‘She got millions from Sister Urania, the English lady. But having what we owned was another way of owning us. Of cutting us off. She just used it to separate us from everything that we were. Who we had been. She took our freedom next. Anything we had of value, she took it. Kinda stripped us clean. Took our dignity too. Till the only thing left to take from us was our children and our lives.’ Martha stopped herself and withdrew for a moment; the last comment a painful reminder of something Kyle wanted to hear.

‘Do you think there was any value in Katherine’s ideology? ’

‘Not a single damn thing. All that freeing of our souls from the yoke of guilt and repression was horseshit. Oh, everything was wild to start with. It was pretty cool in LA. And when we got to the desert for a while. I never felt so free. Never had so many friends. Good friends.’ Martha shook her head, removed another cigarette from the packet of Salem Lights on the table. Lit up, squinted as she drew hard
on the cigarette. ‘But she had her needs. Was just biding her time.’

‘Needs? What kind of needs?’

Martha stared at the table in silence again, bit her bottom lip. When she looked up at Kyle, the tough-talking broad had retreated. She showed him a face that had been swiftly transformed by pain. Her hard voice softened, lowered. ‘Everyone has needs. Love. Sex. Approval. Whatever. We all got ’em.’ But her needs were different. I don’t think she could stop herself. She was like a shark. She wanted blood in the water. All the time. She liked to wound. She liked to cause pain any way she could. Humiliation, guilt, exclusion, whatever she could use on a person. Or from a fear of those things. But not even that was enough. The head games. It was just practice, you know. Preparation. I read one book on psychos that said she was evolving at that time, when we was in LA and at the mine in the early days. When she used to chair them sessions. She was becoming something else the whole time. And I truly believe she was. Before it got physical.’ Martha played with her lighter, pawed at a packet of medication, swivelled the ashtray.

‘Physical?’

Martha stared hard at Kyle. ‘Rape. Sodomy.’ She shrugged. ‘Sure. Bitch had us beaten too.’ There was another long pause; Martha looked at the window, like it was an escape route that had been missed. ‘Oh, she liked that all right. Liked us to beg. For forgiveness. I think it was the begging that got her off when she was around, and whenever The Seven reported to her. What we were supposed to have done wrong was irrelevant. The stuff we said in the sessions we made up, just to have something to say. But it was the … submission
that excited her. Us all scared of her and telling her everything in that shitty old shack she called the temple. I seen it in her eyes. Hard green eyes. That fuckin’ bitch.’

Martha stopped talking; her hands were shaking. A cigarette was clumsily stubbed out. Another was lit. The bourbon was fish-eyed. ‘They burned more brightly for sure when someone was crying, or screaming, or just lying down all broken and silent on their own. Everything was a weapon to her. Sex. The sun she would put you out under. The cold at night she would leave you in. The chain of fucking command. Our children. Whatever she could use.’

Martha pulled hard on the cigarette. The end of it burned so fiercely it seemed to light up the dismal kitchen for one incandescent moment. ‘Everyone was afraid. That’s how we was controlled. Fear. No one stayed her favourite for long. Yet, when she smiled at you, or when whoever was her favourite among The Seven gave you a kind word, you would do anything, anything at all to stay chosen.’

‘What made her change, Martha? Can you identify anything specifically that made her behave so badly? Made her treat you so terribly?’

Martha nodded, smiled knowingly. ‘Sure can. She turned when people started leaving. She couldn’t take that. Like it was some kind of personal rejection. In seventy-three people was coming and going all the time. By seventy-four people was mostly going. When she and The Seven were getting tougher. When the paranoia got real bad. And us all wasting our time trying to sell that friggin’ book in Yuma. It was like the party was over and no one wanted to hang around and clear up the mess. But she was clever. She’d hooked enough of us by then.’


‘It’s hard for people to accept that you never left, while you still had free will. Particularly when the situation was so distressing.’

Martha snorted. ‘Once you’d given up everything, you had to make it work, because there was nothing else for you, nowhere to go. And you were scared of her, but you were kinda scared of losing her too. Shit-scared. All the time.’

‘Did you also do things out there that you regret?’

Martha nodded her head. ‘Plenty.’

‘Can you tell us about what you were complicit in?’

Martha smiled. ‘I can tell you things we done that no one else admitted.’ She shrugged. ‘Can tell you how we all accused each other of things. Pretended we had these secret thoughts. Telepathy. Ha! We denounced each other. Could happen to you at any time. You had to go along with it. We all did. It’s how we got each other beaten. I even told lies on Prissie and Bridgette, watched Belial whip the shit out of them. They squealed on me and watched me git beat too.’ She placed her hands on the table, pushed her chair back with a loud squeal that made Dan flinch behind the camera. She stood up, turned around and raised her cardigan and T-shirt as if she were about to suddenly go topless. But never raised her clothing above the level of her prominent scapula. ‘You want that in your film?’

Kyle heard himself swallow. He nodded at Dan.

‘Mark of Brother Belial. Son of a bitch.’

Dan filmed the ghostly white scar tissue that criss-crossed her back.

‘I was pregnant with my boy when he done that.’

Kyle’s head emptied. He felt dizzy and horribly vulnerable. And acutely afraid, though he wasn’t sure of what. It was
like one of those situations when his overconfidence was punished with a salutary reminder of what he was really up against.

Martha lowered her clothes, reordered them. Sat down and uncapped the bottle of bourbon, glugged it into a tooth glass. Took another cigarette from the packet. ‘We all took our part in folks getting whupped. Or getting them excluded for shit I can’t even recall now. Forced other girls to give up their babies to the Temple, like they forced me to. Didn’t interfere when someone got raped, like when them poor boys Brother Ariel and Brother Adonis was raped by The Seven, to teach them a lesson for pride.’

Kyle winced. Levine had written about the male rape out at the mine, which had become a favourite method for control that Belial and Moloch inflicted on two younger men who were still members of the Last Days in 1975; Brothers Ariel and Adonis. And on the journey over to America, Kyle had finished reading Tim Reiterman’s Raven; the definitive biography of Reverend Jim Jones and his People’s Temple. In Guyana, Jones had also sodomized his most devoted, trusted and respected male followers. He’d indulged his emotional need to inflict pain and humiliation on those heterosexual men closest to him. To reduce any man he perceived as competition to his authority. According to Susan White, aka Sister Isis, Katherine had begun a similar sexual manipulation in London, with enforced celibacy, then enforced unions. Way back then she must have been encouraged by the divisive and disarming effects of such methods upon her followers.

‘And we never spoke up when they went out with the guns. When they went after Ariel and Adonis. Oh, we heard talk later. We heard Belial joking that Adonis pissed hisself
at the end. How they chopped that boy up and buried him deep.’

‘You said “when they went out with guns”. Who were they?’

‘The Seven. Who else? Belial was appointed chastiser. And we were all threatened with being buried alive if we ran or talked to the FBI. That was the punishment for apostates. Being buried alive. Maybe the boys was killed that way. I don’t think so. Belial liked knives, and them rifles. But those boys got buried one way or another, live or dead, when he was through with his chastising.’

‘Why were Ariel and Adonis murdered? You mentioned pride.’

Martha shrugged. ‘That’s what they said those two was always guilty of. But it weren’t that. Them boys were smart. College-educated both of them. They did their best to put up with the discipline, but they started to question things. Ariel could talk the hind legs off Belial and he hated it. Things got bad for Ariel, and then Adonis too when he stuck up for his friend. When they ran, they were the first to get done as apostates. When Ariel and Adonis ran, while we was still building that fence, I heard Belial tell Brother Moloch and Baal to kill them. He said, “You kill those fuckin’ crudes.” Baal and Moloch tracked them with the dogs. Came back grinning from ear to ear. Belial threw a party afterwards.’

Martha stretched her sinewy neck up and out of her collar to smile, though not pleasantly. ‘I’m in purgatory. Not in hell yet. But I will be soon. For the part I played. You can take that to the bank.’ She knocked back the entire two inches of fresh whisky in her glass.

Kyle couldn’t think of anything to say. He looked at the
pages of the script on his side of the table, but his flicking eyes couldn’t read the type. Unexplained phenomena, hauntings; they were his thing, not murder. Murder! Jesus Christ!

Martha gasped and successfully suppressed a coughing fit, wiped at her eyes. ‘You know what they always told us? Huh? They told us that we were forgiven, that our actions were blessed. Katherine told us we were perfect. We had transcended. We believed her. Had to. What we was doing was too awful to think about. All we needed on this earth were her blessings. That power was given to her by others. By friends. Old friends. That’s what she and The Seven always said.’ Martha broke off and looked up at the ceiling; she smiled her sinister smile again. ‘Friends none of us needed, that’s for sure.’

Kyle recalled what Detective Sweeney had said about Belial looking at the ceiling of the interview room when he mentioned ‘old friends’. His thoughts tripped over one another. His skin chilled, his neck prickled. He looked across at Dan, who hadn’t broken his gaze from the viewfinder, but his face was pallid, twitchy.

Martha returned her attention to the table, poured herself another generous measure of whisky. ‘And you know what? We was punished if we showed any guilt for what we did to each other. So you learned to not show it. Ha! But if she was so clever, if she could see inside us, how come she never knew me and Bridgette were going to run that night? How about that, bitch?’

Kyle cleared his throat, not sure who the ‘bitch’ was that Martha referred to. ‘You’re absolutely certain, Sister Katherine ordered the killings?’

‘Sure. The Seven never done a thing without her say so
first. And in seventy-five it all went to hell. The Seven was doing things with people they took away from the group. We didn’t know what, but it was something to do with the “friends”. Some people came back from the desert crazy. Couldn’t speak or tell us what went down out there. Like Brother Ariel and Brother Adonis. Just before they ran they also seen something out there in the desert. Was showed something real bad by The Seven. They’d been raped sure enough, but it was something else that finally sent them boys running for their lives. Then a couple of girls who went out with The Seven never come back at all. It’s like we was all being tried out for something.’

‘Something? Can you elaborate on what Sister Katherine’s aims were?’

Martha shrugged, but looked frightened. ‘Hard to know. She broke us all, and them kids. Made us weak. So she could mess with our heads. We was prisoners. Isolated. And people was sayin’ some real crazy things in seventy-five. They was losin’ their minds. Hard to say what was what. Some was sayin’ they was gettin’ taken out of theirselves when they was sleepin’, and findin’ it hard to get back. We didn’t know what was friggin’ real and what was a bad trip. But it was all for somethin’ Katherine was plottin’. Somethin’ we had no say in, and woulda said no to, so she kept exactly what it was to herself. I ain’t sure even The Seven really knew what it was all for, whatever the fuck she had in mind out there in the desert. But when they started takin’ folks out at night, it felt like the end for us all was pretty close. Guess I was right about that.’

Kyle swallowed and took a deep breath. ‘Getting taken out of themselves. At night. Asleep. Did you …’


Martha looked at Kyle intensely and in silence, as if suddenly wary or even suspicious of him. When she lowered her eyes to the table she nodded. ‘Few times I told myself it was the LSD that made me … made me feel like I was inside something else. Some other thing that weren’t right. Like I had been pulled outta my own skin.’

Kyle forced himself to focus on the script. Looked down at his papers and tried to stop his jaw from trembling. Saw the slides of the missing Temple followers’ faces. The individuals the police looked for after Martha and Bridgette gave their statements back in 1975. It would be more poignant if Martha could name them for the film. He cleared his throat. ‘You always claimed some of your friends were murdered. Who else besides Adonis and Ariel? Who never came back?’

‘Sister Urania, who wouldn’t hear a damn bad word said against Katherine, not ever. She come over from France. Same as Sister Hannah. They was older. Nice girls. English. Urania was the one I told you gave up a big inheritance to the Temple. Millions. Every penny. Used to think on that when I saw her knee-deep in a dumpster in Yuma, fetching garbage out to feed her child. But same as Hannah, she would never have run. She was in it to the last drop of her blood, an’ I reckon she gave that up too. Once Ariel and Adonis was both taken care of, it got easier for Belial, Moloch, and Baal. Killin’ was easy once they lost their cherry. And them orders came down from Katherine’s place, no lie. That’s why she was holed up out of state, so she couldn’t get blamed for nothing. But Sister Urania and Sister Hannah, they never ran. They got picked out as favourites for something special that they called Ascent. Part of Katherine’s plan. It was foreseen. They told us that much.’


‘Was that the first time you heard “Ascent” mentioned at the mine?’

‘Guess so.’

‘Is this the reason you finally ran? You and Bridgette? Because you were afraid for your own lives, and those of your children?’

‘Main reason I left was ’cus she stole a baby. Katherine. Oh yeah. Prissie’s baby was gone one day from the shack we called the nursery. Brothers Moloch and Baal musta took the boy to Katherine. We heard them leave in the VW van early one morning. Prissie snuck out like she always did to check on her little one in the nursery and saw he was gone. Moloch and Baal came back to the mine late the next night without the baby. Never saw that child again till he was in them police photos. Little boy. The clean boy the police called him. He was one of the kids they found in the mine at the end. I was shown photos by the police, to identify the children they pulled out of there.’

‘What was Prissie’s reaction to this?’

‘Prissie tried to stay her grief. But she couldn’t. We all tried to talk her round, told her all that bullshit again about the children belonging to the Temple, not their parents. The Seven who was still around got real nervous after they took the boy though. More than when they killed Ariel and Adonis, or Urania and Hannah. It was like murder was one thing, but snatching babies was on a whole new level. Kinda fucked-up, you ask me.

‘But then Prissie was gone too, no more than a week after her baby went missing. We were told she ran. Told she was an apostate. That her name was never to be spoken again in paradise. Paradise, ha! But they killed her. Sure enough.
So Katherine could keep her baby over in the big house in California. She couldn’t have kids herself, but she made us girls have them and hated us for being able to.’

‘Did you hear members of The Seven admit to murdering Sister Priscilla?’

‘No. But they did her, for sure. I know ’cus we were all sent out to work the fence without Prissie, who wouldn’t speak, or get up from the floor of the temple since they took her baby boy. When we came back in for lunch, Prissie was gone, and so was Brother Belial and Brother Moloch.

‘Prissie’s still out there, somewhere. Buried in that desert. Cops never found her. Same as the others. They all dead and buried in the desert. Police never looked too hard for the bodies neither. What was the point once Belial was dead? There was no one left to put in the electric chair.’

‘You and Bridgette took your babies with you when you ran. But what about the other children?’

‘There was five kids found at the end. Two older kids that came over from France in seventy-two. Sister Urania’s girl and Sister Hannah’s son. Other two boys belonged to Rhea and Lelia, who was shot dead trying to run on the Night of Ascent. And Prissie’s little boy was the fifth child they pulled out of there. But when me and Bridgette ran, them five kids was the only children still out there. Loads of kids had come and gone with their mothers since the beginning at the mine, but they all left with their mothers. Only kid who died there was the little ’un in seventy-three who didn’t last a week. Was no doctors out there. His mother, Sister Eleos, she died of a drug overdose in San Francisco in seventy-seven. She was livin’ with Sisters Gehenna and Bellona, who was two of The Seven that Katherine sent up to San Francisco to start
a new branch in seventy-four. After all she’d been through, Eleos still went and lived with them wackos once it was all over and done with at the mine. Beats me why.’

Martha shook her head, then looked at Kyle and pointed her cigarette at him. ‘But no way Katherine was taking my baby. What she want a baby for? She didn’t even like kids. Locked ’em away. Restricted access to them. So now we gotta just let her take ’em away from us at the mine like they was her own? No way. Not my boy. Or Bridgette’s. So we ran in the middle of the night. Cut a hole in the fence just before we broke from working on the last stretch of wire that final day, and we took off. Made it to Mr Aguilar’s ranch, and he drove us into town. That man saved us. Belial knew it too. They was going to go and kill him anyway for helping Sister Prissie that first time she run. There was a lot of fighting talk when they came back with Prissie in the van that day. Belial was bragging about how he would “snuff that apostate wetback”. ’

It was no wonder Irvine Levine concentrated on the criminal aspects of the cult strewn all the way from London to Arizona; did he need anything else?

A long silence followed Martha’s disclosure about the children. Kyle eventually broke it. His desire to know about the Night of Ascent was making him breathless. ‘Martha, less than three months after you and Bridgette escaped from the mine, the Night of Ascent was called by Sister Katherine, and nine people were murdered at the mine in one hour, including Katherine. The police evidence suggests that four of the victims tried to escape from something … some kind of final ritual. A ritual that involved the willing execution of four members of The Seven and Katherine herself. Did you have
any idea this kind of mass suicide was coming? Or can you give us any clues as to what happened that night?’

She shook her head, sighed. ‘Something was coming, sure enough. A whole lot of killing. We were all on a one-way ticket. Like I said before, everything was leading to something that only Katherine knew about. That bitch had plans she weren’t wholly sharing. But what happened out there that night … I can’t say. There was a lot of paranoia, right through seventy-five. Katherine lost that trial against Levine. An’ we were told that apostates were building a case against us with the police, the CIA, the FBI, the government … Everybody was out to get us. I believed it. Brother Moloch told us that if the government came for us before the Night of Ascent, we would fight to the last man to defend paradise. If we were too weak to fight, we were to kill each other, then ourselves. They never said what the Night of Ascent was, but me and Bridgette didn’t like the sound of it. You know, it just had that tone.

‘I always reckoned the killings that night was because The Seven got spooked after me and Bridgette ran, considering what we knew about the murders of Urania, Hannah, Prissie and the boys. Katherine was crazy anyway by then. And all them drugs she’d been taking in California musta ratcheted up her paranoia to the next level when me and Bridgette lit out. Police said the murders happened in some kind of leadership battle. That’s bullshit. No one ever opposed Katherine beside Ariel and Adonis, and look where that got them. Other people said it was some kind of sacrifice, to the devil.’ Martha shook her head. ‘It weren’t the devil. Don’t you believe it.’

‘It’s been said that Katherine claimed she was immortal.
An eternal saint. That all of those she blessed could be too. But if she were immortal, do you ever wonder why she had herself killed?’

Martha shrugged, then drew further down inside her cardigan. She began playing with the cigarette lighter again. ‘Lately, I’ve been considering other things. You know, other possibilities. Right around the same time Max got in touch, which was kinda weird. ’Cus I could tell from his voice that he was spooked by something too. Not long after he called, Bridgette gave up.’

‘Gave up?’

Martha looked at Kyle with her watery eyes, and swallowed. She was frightened. ‘You got to understand. There was some things we experienced … that we saw … that was just about as bad as knowing people were getting killed. Police always said it was the drugs that made us see stuff. Been telling myself my whole life after I ran from that temple that the police were right about that. That we were hallucinating. Now I know different. So did Bridgette. We never got away. No, sir. Not really. No one did. Whatever it was Katherine brought over with her from France came back. Old friends. Belial was right. What he said in prison to the cops about them coming down. You know, being around us. I don’t think not one of us ever got free.’

‘Old friends. Blood Friends. I keep hearing these names. Were they part of the Night of Ascent?’

Martha nodded. She stared at her hands. ‘That’s what I been thinking.’

‘Who were they?’

‘What are they, is the question you should be askin’.’ Another cigarette was sparked up, her voice trembled with
emotion. ‘We’d been calling down what we had become. That’s the best way I can say it. For over a year. Late in seventy-four, an’ seventy-five. We weren’t the blessed, we was the opposite. We were damned. Like they is. The friends. There was nothing holy or right about any of us. Not by that time. We’d all lost our way. Maybe some of us before we even got to that mine. But that was the point. We were ready by the end. Crossed every damn line and was all broke down inside, in spirit you know? Ready. Ready for something. For them. All we had was the Last Days. And them was the last days, in that summer. Only thing I had to get me to step off that crazy train was my boy. We were young and stupid. Me and Bridgette. But we were mothers. It’s like we knew, you know? Inside. Knew we had to get out right then. It was now or never. Sink or swim.’

Martha reared up in her chair, her face terribly pale, and unleashed a long mournful sigh that ended as a moan of profound distress. Dan and Kyle flinched.

‘Jesus. Sweet Jesus.’ Her voice swelled with anguish, her eyes shone wet. ‘We were killers. Turned the other cheek when someone got raped. Murdered. When some girl’s baby got …’ Martha covered her eyes with her forearm, sank to the table and sobbed into her sleeve.

Kyle and Dan exchanged looks. Dan’s face jumped with nerves, was pale, tight-lipped. Kyle nodded at him, mouthed keep rolling. Dan returned to the viewfinder of the camera.

Martha sobbed for over five minutes, head down between her arms. Kyle didn’t want to walk into shot and comfort her. It would have been wrong; wrong for the moment, for the scene, for the film. Let it play, he said to himself. Let it play. He’d put the whole thing in the damn film; make people
sit through it. This wretched woman’s grief, her misery, her mourning, her guilt and her regret. Hear every sob, see every tear, witness every heave that wracked that thin, broken body. Susan White’s astonishment, Gabriel’s terror, Martha’s grief: let it play.

As her sobs subsided into sniffs, Martha spoke in a broken voice. ‘We dreamed of the burning. Of the bodies on stakes. We saw the bodies eaten by birds and dogs. We all saw the flames and the ash in the rain … That’s how it started. In them sessions. That’s when they come.’

Kyle felt as if he’d stuck a wet finger into a light socket. Something jolted out of his memory. A series of murky, vague images. Jump-cuts through a nightmare featuring some kind of slaughter in progress, in the rain and smoke and ash. He’d dreamed of it when he came back from France.

‘The sessions …’ His voice was a rasp. Dan looked across at him, but Kyle never removed his eyes from Martha. Who sat back in her chair. Shook her head with her hands over her face. ‘The world stops turning. Goes quiet. Still. But it ain’t natural. Then you get the smell. The scent. Ain’t nothing changed ’bout that. Still the same.’

‘When does … did this happen, Martha?’

‘In them sessions. We all saw it. Every one of us. We seen the same thing. Them dead people all cut up and burned. In the sessions we all started seeing it. When we was tired. From all the confessions. We all saw it.’

‘A vision?’

Martha nodded. Wiped at her red eyes. ‘Why am I seein’ it again if it was the drugs? Only drugs I take now I get from the doc.’

Kyle swallowed the lump in his throat. ‘You all saw the
same vision, in the temple at the mine, of people being … tortured in the rain?’

‘Weren’t just that. Before me and Bridgette ran, she seen something else. Outside the temple. One of the last sessions we ever did. She got spooked inside that room. We all did. But she got sick with the smell. And when … when they came in and they touched against us … in the air … Bridgette left the temple. Ran outside to puke. And she told me later the sky was changed. Different. She said she could smell what we had been dreamin’ of. And the sky was full of fog … yellow, dirty. Kind of a long way off, but coming down fast. She said there was voices too. In the distance, above her head. Saw two dogs go running at the fog or smoke, raising hell. And they never come back out … right before her eyes. They just disappeared. Then she said the dogs was over her head, up in the sky. And the air, she said it was kinda wavy. Like in the heat, if you looked out across the sand when it was real hot. But coming down. Waves coming down from where them dogs were screamin’, in with all them people she couldn’t see. Up there. She weren’t no liar. She seen it.’

Aguilar’s son had said the same thing about a mist; Conway had seen the tail end of some similar atmospheric effect. And had Kyle not suffered some kind of vision, a hallucination in the fermette in Normandy … after he had been touched in that lightless barn … Oh Christ! … and what of his dreams?

Martha wiped at her eyes again, swore to herself under her breath, and reached for the whisky bottle. Dan looked at Kyle, who could not break his own stare from the tabletop, which he was unable to focus on.


‘Looks like you seen your own ghost and could use a shot a this.’

Kyle looked at Martha, nodded. Dan fetched two glasses from the shelves beside the cooker. ‘You too, huh, big guy?’ Kyle heard Martha say from outside the swarm of thoughts and white noise that filled his head. ‘You said … Martha, you said, that it’s still the same. What did you mean?’

Dan lumbered back behind the camera. Martha pushed a glass of whisky across the table at Kyle. She smiled bitterly. ‘I guess I’m sayin’ that no one ever leaves the Last Days. Once you is in, you is in for life. And maybe after that too.’

Kyle wanted to scream, but I was never in it!

‘There’s things happened out there.’ She looked at the ceiling. ‘Things that no one would believe less they seen it theirselves. Weren’t natural. Things I put down to the LSD were real. Was a time I saw Katherine walk a yard clear of the ground in that temple. She just came out of her chair, calling out that they were here. “Among us. Among us!” she was calling out like a crazy woman. ’Nother time she showed us her sin coming out. And I ask you: you ever seen a woman, or a man, spit out frogs? An’ these itty-bitty snakes? Outta their friggin’ mouths?’

‘You saw that?’ Kyle barely heard his own voice. He cleared his throat. ‘We saw … I saw the same thing. In Normandy. In her room … bed. They were in her bed.’ He wasn’t sure who he spoke to. Perhaps only himself.

Martha looked at him with what seemed to be distaste, or pity, or fear. Maybe all three of these things. But in her bloodshot eyes and in the way she pulled her lips back from her discoloured teeth, he also saw what could only be described as recognition. ‘Like I was saying. We were all contaminated.
Marked. Whatever you want to call it. And it’s come back again.’

‘What? What has?’

‘The dreams. And the changes that come with the dreams. When your own hands and feet, arms, legs ain’t your own. Last two places I had, I started waking up in another room. Not one I even recognized. That’s why I moved. But it did no good.’ She shook her head, and sighed, resigned. ‘At the mine … like I said, somethin’ would git me outta myself. At the mine I used to dream that I was above the desert. Just up there, over it, looking down. Back then I told myself it was drugs. Fuck knows we took a few. But these past few months when it all started up again, I been thinking that it was not enough for Katherine to take our money, our freedom. Not enough. It was like she wanted our bodies too. Who we were. Our minds. Us, as people, she hated it. Did everything to get rid of us, inside. It’s why she took the kids. She didn’t want us inside our own children. She wanted them empty.’

‘Martha, where is your son?’

‘Safe. Courts took him because of the way I was living. Then I got him back in eighty-three. Never got my shit together that time neither. But I got it together enough to put him somewhere safe. ’Cus it was never over. Not in seventy-five, not today. Bridgette knew that.’ Martha teared up again, looked away from them, at the window. ‘I’m the last. Katherine came back for the rest of them.’ She nodded to herself. ‘And I can’t run no more. It stops here.’

She turned her head quickly to face Kyle, at where he gaped at her, ashen-faced, across the table. ‘Something you should see. Max wants you to film it.’


She stood up. ‘You want to see the Blood Friends, you need to come with me.’ She looked at Dan. ‘You better bring the camera before they fade. Wood doesn’t hold them for long. Or plaster. But the bricks keep their shadows best.’

 


They passed rooms more sombre than empty churches. Feet thudding on the hollow, uncarpeted stairs, they became featureless silhouettes themselves, moving up and deeper into the dim house. At each of the two windows they passed, Kyle felt the urge to pause and peer longingly through the glass. But his stomach defined itself with sparks of nervous electricity because he was both reluctant and morbidly excited about bearing witness to what had followed Martha here.

Down a hallway, barely lit by an unshaded yellow bulb, and between closed bedroom doors, Martha led them to a short staircase at the end of the hall on the first floor. Four steps up and Martha raised a hatch to allow access to the attic. She looked over her shoulder at Kyle and Dan. ‘They come in through here.’

Kyle and Dan exchanged looks. Dan started to grin anxiously over the viewfinder, but when he saw Kyle’s face, his fragile need for levity vanished from his eyes. Perhaps he too recalled the fragments of things glimpsed on the walls of places they had been to, and captured in jerky footage while they struggled to breathe through their panic.

Carrying the lights, audio equipment, camera and tripod between them, Kyle and Dan struggled through the narrow hatch and followed Martha into the thick, dusty air beneath the steep-sided cross-gables of the roof. Kyle found some empty floor space and settled the sound equipment and the camera’s tripod upon bare wooden boards.


Light from an arched window cut long, thin stripes across the dirty wooden floor, but left the sloping inside of the roof in deep shadow. They were surrounded by splintered tea chests, bordered with rusty iron; a pushchair furred with dust; two large suitcases on wheels; Christmas decorations in a box marked Rinso.

‘You gonna need them lights to see it. Power’s out up here.’

Dan ran the extension lead back down to the first floor to find a power socket. Kyle set up the tripod and saw to the sound. When Dan returned, he extended the lampstands. He pointed the lights underneath one side of the ceiling that Martha nodded at, a cigarette burning between her yellow fingertips. She stood between bales of old sheets under a wooden stepladder and an office desk made from grey steel.

The lights hummed, then clicked into a sudden warm and welcome explosion of white light that filled the main gable, but threw the corners of the cross section into shadow. And at first, as they all stared at the underside of the roof, Kyle could only see broad wooden boards stained with watermarks. He nearly asked what it was he was looking at. Dan stared into his viewfinder, zoomed in, zoomed out, searching. And then comprehension seemed to come into them both suddenly and simultaneously.

‘Jesus.’

‘Shit.’

‘Is that …’

Martha looked satisfied, though also uncomfortable at the evidence of what appeared before them: some kind of hideous expressionist art that used the gable rafters and vertical boards of her attic as a canvas.

Much of what was visible was striated, formed into moist-looking
seams; the rest had seemingly soaked into the surrounding roof timbers, and faded or disintegrated into a murk of scraps; either greasy opaque sections that lacked detail, or half-completed portions of dark limbs and torsos.

It appeared to Kyle, instinctively, as if a motley and desiccated crowd of figures had all tried to force their way into the attic space, but become stuck on their way through, and then merely faded away to leave ghastly imprints of their emaciated forms behind.

He stared at the most complete shape. Tiny steps of a spectral ribcage led up to the profile of a face, caught in the act of a scream. Impressions of a full set of unnaturally long teeth were intricately detailed. Across an empty eye socket and a nose incompletely formed from what appeared to be cartilage, but not entirely obscuring these features, long fingers had been clasped. A smattering of carpals and forearm bones appeared to protrude from the plain wood. It was like the small figure had been suddenly horrified at the sight of something awaiting it inside the attic, which had also stopped its progress. It was small, unappealingly infantile.

‘Here. Look,’ Dan whispered, his voice tight with fascination, but also shock. Kyle looked at the end of the camera lens and followed a straight trajectory to what Dan filmed near the apex of the roof, beneath the main beam. ‘You seeing that?’

Kyle was, though wished he were not. And longed to be back outside and not staring up, unable to breathe or blink, at the figure with a complete pelvis that clutched at its throat with indistinct hands. Smooth arms crossed its chest. A suggestion of hair fanned about the bony face, the figure caught in some strong headwind as it birthed inside the attic space.
Bulbous ball joints and long femurs defined its legs, but the lower limbs were tangled behind it from the knees down.

Kyle swallowed. ‘What … When …’

‘Heard ’em three weeks back for the first time. I was in bed. Heard ’em through the ceiling. Up here. Knockin’. Bumpin’. Tryin’ to get in. Man across the street knocked on my door. Was the only thing that give me the strength to come downstairs. He was worried that I had a fire. Said he could see smoke.’ Martha sighed. ‘Weren’t that kind of smoke, I wanted to tell him.’ She shrugged, hopelessly.

‘You’ve seen this before?’

Martha nodded. ‘It’s why I moved on so much. Same thing. Last two places.’

‘What are they?’

Martha looked into Kyle’s eyes so fiercely, he withered inside. ‘Old friends.’ She turned her head away and looked at the mottled roof. ‘What Katherine brought down.’

Kyle couldn’t slow his heart; it beat, paused, gurgled unhealthily. He kneeled down on the floor. Dan asked him if he was all right. He couldn’t answer.

Martha remained preoccupied with her recollections. ‘These come two nights back. Nearly made it all the way through. But I switched the lights on that Max sent me, and—’

‘Lights? What lights? Max?’ Dan said.

Martha nodded without looking at him. ‘It don’t matter none. They juss keep coming. Last night they chewed through the wires in here like rats, with what they’s got left for teeth.’

Kyle put his hand on Dan’s thigh and pulled himself to his feet.

‘Thought they was birds the first time. When I went into
the spare room I had in my old place it sure smelled like a whole flock of dead ones that could still sing. Thought a pipe had burst too. But it weren’t. It was them. Coming for me. Same as they come for Bridgette.’

‘She told you that? Bridgette?’

Martha nodded. ‘Out in her place in Denver. We spoke every day on the phone since it started up again. They came for her first. She said …’ Martha’s voice trailed off, and she touched at the corner of an eye, sniffed. ‘She said they was going to take her into the sky, like they did with them dogs at the mine. “But not … not if I ain’t here for them to get a hold of.” That was the last thing she told me.’

Martha turned away from the roof and walked to the hatch. ‘I’m beat. Can’t do no more. There’s nothing else to tell. Just one more thing I got to show you.’ She paused and looked back at Kyle with her red and shining eyes. ‘Sometimes they leave things behind.’

 


It was a shoe, and probably the most horrible thing of all, amongst all of the horrid things she had recounted and then shown them.

Kyle couldn’t touch it. Dan filmed it closely, at where it sat on a sheet of newspaper in the middle of Martha’s kitchen table. ‘Found it in the attic. Left behind. Means they’s real close.’

It was small enough to fit a child. Hard as wood and black as coal. Charred perhaps, or petrified, but once leather. The little pointy toes curled at the tips. Small holes were visible on the uppers, and fragments of stitches where the worn sole met the heel and toe of the shoe.

‘You seen anything like this before?’ Kyle asked Martha,
who stood by the big sink, smoking and staring out into the overcast sky.

She nodded. ‘Katherine and The Seven called them “heavenly letters”. Said it was “mana”. A sign, you know. For the time of ascent. They kept bits of clothes in this chest. Collected them. They looked real old and burned. Scraps they found in the desert to start with. Belial would bring them back to the mine. Then they was appearing on the floor of the temple after the sessions. First I thought it was a trick, because Katherine had plenty of stuff like that she brought from France. Her holy relics. She showed us. But like I said, we brought things down. Inside that place, to be with us. Never saw who left them, but we smelled whoever they belonged to sure enough. Just like there was dead men standing right next to us in the dark.’

 


‘What is it? What did she say to you? Back there?’ Kyle asked when Dan slumped into the passenger seat and expelled a deep, weary sigh.

Because he had the keys and because he was desperate to leave the house, Kyle was first back to the car, and he’d remained speechless with shock until he’d loaded the back seat and trunk like an automaton. But he’d seen an intense exchange between Dan and Martha on the porch before they said goodbye.

Dan turned to Kyle. Though his unshaven face betrayed some relief that the shoot was over, it remained tense. ‘She said that we’re not the first.’

Kyle’s teeth were clenched in a grimace. He eased his jaw apart. ‘Eh?’

‘Not the first “movie people” that Max sent out here to
interview her. Someone else was here. Last month.’ Dan looked puzzled. ‘Maybe it was too freaky even for him. I could excuse that.’

‘Who?’

‘Malcolm Gonal.’

‘Gonal!’ Kyle raised his hands and then slapped them onto the steering wheel. ‘Fucking Gonal! Why didn’t Max tell me? He builds the whole thing up to me as some kind of exclusive project that only I could make happen because he was let down by his team. It was bullshit. It’s all bullshit. Gonal was his fucking team! That fucking fraud.’

‘Max told Martha not to tell you. Said that if she did, she wouldn’t get paid. She wants to give the fee to her kids, so she agreed. But …’

‘What?’

‘But she could see … she could see that we’re involved. She guessed we’ve seen things. Said she knew “pretty quick”. And she warned me, mate. Warned me to stay away. To not make the film. Because we are in danger. Serious danger.’ Dan looked through the windscreen at nothing in particular. ‘Bit late for that, I told her.’

Kyle thrust his face into his hands. He dragged his fingers down his cheeks, opened his eyes wide to cleanse them with sunlight, to rinse them of the appalling darkness of that house.

Dan nodded. ‘Max is using us.’

‘But I don’t know why.’

‘What do we do?’

Kyle rested his forehead on the centre of the steering wheel, and shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’m tired. I’m just so bloody tired.’

‘I need a drink.’
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It had gone dark. Outside his room the distant traffic sounds were relentless. One more thing to keep him awake.

Kyle sat in silence, propped up by pillows on top of his bed. In both shock and a half-suspended disbelief that he was in possession of such strange material, and that they had been privy to so much tragedy second hand, he’d spent the afternoon and early evening methodically working his way through a rough cut of Martha’s testimony, before going back over the Sweeney and Aguilar interviews to check on corroborating details. Keeping his hands and mind focused was the only thing that prevented what felt like a total mental breakdown within a maelstrom of terror.

Dan had obsessively cleaned the lenses, checked the camera functions, and recharged batteries while Kyle worked on the edit. ‘There’s shit all over these lenses,’ he’d said when Kyle asked him to take it easy and go into Seattle and relax while he worked on the rough cut and hardcopy shot log. It was the most they’d said to each other since checking into the motel. Early the next morning they would fly back to London. The last interview was a wrap and they should have
been out celebrating with a steak and a few beers. Both of them knew it, but didn’t raise it. They’d huddled together within a silent, uncomfortable anticipation. An anxiety about what happened next. Because nothing felt finished. It was as if they had learned just enough to become implicated in a thing with terrible repercussions they didn’t understand.

Earlier that day, his fascination with the cult had finally turned the corner into a profound disgust and his irritation with Max had evolved into a rage that left him dizzy. Now the shoot was over it was as if his fear and confusion and dread had waited to really kick off. Organizing the shoots, travelling, filming, making rough cuts, half absorbing the madness, and pipe-dreaming the film’s potential, the effects of his exposure to such dysfunction had built without being fully confronted. He only acknowledged it now. And it felt too late to rewind to a place of safety and familiarity. Typical. He had been committed, absorbed and unthinking. Intentionally, because the story was so good. So good he felt like he’d been damaged by it, permanently.

Every bit of secondary reading and research he’d fast-tracked into his mind since taking the assignment had coalesced into a size and weight sufficient to pull him down. In planes and hotel rooms and inside his flat, he’d read and watched anything he could acquire connected to sixties and seventies cults to try and gain perspective on Sister Katherine and her merry band. And he’d found little he liked. In a fortnight he’d saturated himself with manipulative sociopaths, malignant narcissists, murderers, sadists, rapists, violent criminals, ludicrous messiahs and absurd prophets. Let it spin round with nervous energy, tobacco, lack of sleep, takeout food, and hard liquor. Terminal harm. The nightmares.
Hallucinations. The things on the walls. It all had to come back out sometime.

Through the coming night, he expected to endure the same restless and haunted dreams plaguing him since Normandy. And when he was back in his own bed, what then? Would normal sleep be possible again? If so, when? Sleeping pills and a psychotherapist: maybe it was time for that. He now wondered if the Last Days had somehow become entangled with all of the unresolved ambition and angst and disenchantment inside him. He didn’t know, but what he had learned the hard way was that he no longer knew when to apply the brakes. Was there anything he wouldn’t film with the same fastidious compulsion?

At ten, he closed his laptop and peered around plain white walls lit by Max’s dawn-light visor. It had become a habit.

Dan stowed the equipment in his room next door, walked back into Kyle’s and slumped in the chair in front of the television. Slowly, he worked his way through a bag of fries and the fried chicken pieces inside the cardboard box on his lap. Kyle hadn’t touched his own food. He stared at the mirror on the wall at the foot of the bed, and uncapped a bottle of Wild Turkey. Two crumpled beer cans lay on the bedside table. Red-rimmed eyes in a pale face emphasized the dark rings under his eyes. They looked bruised. The face familiar to him since he met Max. A coincidence? Not likely.

A big reckless swig drained the whisky from his glass. Without looking at Dan, in a room as bright as a solarium, he began to speak as much to himself as anybody else. ‘You know, Sharon Tate was eight months pregnant when she was stabbed sixteen times by a twenty-one-year-old girl. A member of Charles Manson’s Family called Susan Atkins.’


Dan watched Kyle with the same uncertainty with which he had considered his friend since leaving Martha Lake’s house. Dan had seen him look this way before; when his idea for a Ufology documentary was stolen by Unreal Pictures, when his last two girlfriends dumped him for ‘wankers higher up the food chain’, and after his last three funding applications were rejected. Falling down in front of Dan was becoming another bad habit.

‘Three of his group, known as the Family, also killed Tate’s house guests. Shot, strangled and stabbed three people, as well as a fourth victim who just happened to be leaving the house that night when the killers showed up. That guy really lucked out. He’d only been visiting the caretaker.

‘The killers wrote graffiti on the walls in the victims’ blood. They wrote “Pig” on the front door. Manson had sent his young followers on a “creepy crawly” to kill a record producer. A guy who used to live at the address, who’d rejected Manson’s music. But the guy had moved out and rented the house to Sharon Tate and Roman Polanksi.

‘The next night, Manson’s assassins drove to another house in LA. Could have been selected randomly, or it was somewhere the cult had hung out before. Didn’t matter. The married couple they murdered were strangers. They wrote “Death to Pigs” and “Rise” on the walls. They used the victims’ blood again. Daubed “Healter Skelter” on the refrigerator door. It was supposed to read “Helter Skelter”, to kick-start Manson’s race war as foretold in the lyrics of the Beatles’ White Album, but they couldn’t even bloody spell it.’

‘Kyle. It’s over, yeah?’

Kyle ignored him. ‘Manson’s Family also killed or tried to
murder anyone that turned witness or stood up to Charlie. They once tried to kill a girl using a hamburger laced with LSD. Manson even had his own defence lawyer murdered during the trial.’

‘Kyle.’

‘The youngest of the killers in the Family was seventeen. The oldest was twenty-six. Most of them were about twenty. And when Manson was in prison, his followers carried out armed robberies, kept up the murder count, planned to hijack a 747, and to kill a president. They came close with President Ford. Manson’s number one, Squeaky, got two feet from the President in his motorcade. She was dressed in a nun’s habit, but the gun didn’t go off. She hadn’t chambered a round. She still lives close to San Quentin prison to be near Charlie. She thinks he’s Jesus.’

‘Mate. Please.’

Kyle poured another shot of whisky. Gulped at it. ‘The Reverend Jim Jones had nine hundred of his followers poisoned or shot during his White Night in Guyana in 1978. A mass ‘suicide’. The first to die were a woman and her one-month-old baby. Many of his people took the poisoned grape squash willingly. They queued up to drink strychnine from paper cups, or to be injected with it. A doctor prepared the poison in a vat. But about sixty people refused to go and were murdered. They were shot by the security guards, or forcibly injected with strychnine. The children that resisted had strychnine fired down their throats with syringes. The killers aimed for the swallow reflex to make sure the poison went down. They died in agony. Contorted. Bleeding. Vomiting. And all the while Jones droned and screamed through his PA system—’


Dan stood up. ‘OK! OK! I get the picture. Fuck’s sake, Kyle! Enough already. Jesus Christ.’ Dan’s face was not only fixed with disapproval but distaste. ‘You’re getting way too far into all this. Now is not the time. I came out here for you. I didn’t bloody want to.’

Kyle surged with fury. Dan had not read any of the research notes, and still hadn’t even opened Levine’s Last Days; he doubted Dan had even pursued a single Google search into what they were filming, what they had investigated, dug up, and maybe even brought back. Because Dan didn’t need to. He just messed around with the camera and the equipment, snarfed junk food, guzzled beer, snored like an oaf and kept him awake after he did all of the driving, the thinking, the planning. How could this still only be a job to Dan? A favour? How could he maintain the indifference? ‘Into it? Did you say into it?’

Dan read Kyle’s expression and looked away. Then peered back at him, warily. ‘You know what I mean.’

‘No, I don’t know.’

‘It’s messing with your head, mate. You’re starting to freak me out, if the truth be told. I knew this would happen. Knew it. Thought it was going to be me.’

‘Is it any bloody surprise?’

Dan sat down and took a sip from the beer can that looked tiny in his huge paw, and then stared at his feet again. ‘Didn’t have to be this way. We could have blown this off. I bloody told you. But no one can tell you anything can they?’

Kyle stopped listening to Dan; he listened to his own thoughts instead. ‘You saw those things in her attic. France, London, the same thing. And on my bloody kitchen wall. You’re OK. It’s me. Me! I’m fucked. I fucked myself.’


Dan looked at Kyle ruefully, critically, like Kyle was embarrassing himself in public after too many drinks.

Kyle stood up and seized the sides of his head. ‘What am I doing?’ he asked himself. ‘What the hell am I doing here?’

‘Mate, chill yeah. Take it easy. Don’t start with that shit now. You talked me into this. Yeah? Remember that. And I need you to keep it together till we get home.’

Kyle turned on Dan. ‘It’s different now. Out here. A whole new level. I can’t take it easy. Christ!’ He moved closer to Dan, stared into his friend’s big florid face. ‘We’re being tricked. Lied to. This could be some serious shit we’re in now. That’s what Martha said.’ These people, he wanted to add, these people we are trying to understand would have killed us without remorse. They were people who learned to live without a conscience. Could such sadistic fury be erased even after they had gone? That’s what he wanted to know. Could such a pathological desire for power and control fade like the ink on a police report in some locker, or the pages of an out-of-print true-crime book?

‘But cool it, yeah.’ Dan now looked like he was trying not to smile, which made Kyle’s inarticulate frustration ratchet higher to a place where all control of what he said and did could be lost. ‘Shit! Shit!’ He stomped across the room, took a swing and punched the wall. Imagined it was Max’s little orange head with the Barbie Doll hair. He stepped back, held his hand, bit back on the emotional incoherence engulfing him; a tiny rational part of him warned he might destroy something of value, again. He thought of the mobile phone he’d once smashed against the wall of his flat, and of the splintered laptop thrust deep within the dustbin. ‘Shit.’


He felt sick, lightheaded, his vision swooped. He’d drunk on an empty stomach. Was drunk. Hadn’t slept in … how long? Not for more than an hour or two in America. Not a wink on the flight over. Barely got his head down since they returned from Normandy. How long ago was that? A matter of days. It felt like years. He was coming down too fast.

He kneeled on the floor and bent over, every muscle in his body taut, the exhaustion desperate to come out one way or another and hardly in the way of his choosing. Slapping the carpet tiles with the palms of both hands he shouted, ‘Shit!’ Then looked up at Dan. ‘It’s too much.’ He could not stop himself and began sobbing. He growled back at the tears, but they wouldn’t cease. ‘Too much. I can’t …’

‘Mate. Mate.’ Dan kneeled on the floor beside him, but kept his distance.

‘These people. What’s wrong with them? Is this what it comes to? Power. This what it does to us? She bullied them. Raped them. Robbed and murdered her own people who gave her everything. She slit their throats. Buried them alive for all we know. Why? They were damned as soon as they met her. It’s like Martha said, they were damned.’

Kyle rolled onto his back, kicked his legs straight, wiped his eyes. ‘Is it any different now? People, Dan, they’ll do anything … anything for status. Money. The psychopaths we’ve worked for. The stolen ideas. Everyone stabbing everyone else in the back. For what? For some lousy shit that goes on the telly once? Who needs it, or wants it? Whoever asked for it? And why give these evil shits any more attention, eh? Manson, Jones, Sister-fat-fuck-Katherine? What am I doing in America messing around with their bullshit? Oh, Katherine had her needs. Needs! Had to be adored. Worshipped. It’s no
different now, mate. Big Brother. Same thing. I’m a twattish Celebrity. Strictly Come dumb-fuck Dancing. On ice!’

Dan started to grin, then laugh, then wheeze. ‘Can I film this? For the DVD extras?’

‘Eh? Is this it, mate? Is this the best we can do? After millions of years of evolution, we start stupid cults of celebrity and feed the egos of maniacs until they take our money, fuck us in the arse, and then cut our throats. We should be cutting their throats!’ Kyle felt his rage deflate. He closed his eyes and let the warmth inside his blood take him over. His head spun; he felt sick and opened his eyes. ‘I just think I’m done, mate. With it all. Life. Work. People. The will of people. The will of them. Christ Almighty.’ He briefly visualized himself living alone, growing his own food, drinking water from a well. He imagined the silence. ‘Maybe I should quit now. Get the fee. Pay off my debts. And just go.’

‘You’re too sensitive for this work. Always have been.’

Kyle didn’t acknowledge Dan’s remark; he’d heard it, suspected it of himself, and denied it many times before. ‘You know, in the airport, coming over, I watched the people around us.’ Kyle shook his head where he lay on the floor, staring at the polystyrene ceiling tiles. ‘So many of them thought they had an audience. They were performing. Because everyone thinks they’re on stage these days. The Show Of Me, mate. Facebook. Twitter. Twitter my arse. Mobile phones? Eh? They’re not for communicating, they’re for broadcasting. Broadcasting The Show Of Me. We are an audience to every shithead with an iPhone. I can’t turn on the telly without some silly bitch with big teeth showing off.’

It was the thrust, the constant thrust of other personalities, the desperate need for attention, for their own reality
drama, for their own public relations rituals to be seen, heard, remembered. A white noise of self-interest. Sister Katherine was just one endgame in an age of pathology.

Dan’s laughter filled the room. Reaching over, he shoved Kyle’s shoulder. Kyle tried not to smile. ‘But this out here. It’s like the distillation of it all. Where it really took hold. In the sixties. I can see that. Manipulative shysters. Naïve people desperate to believe in something, in someone, to be someone. Any different now? Who wants to be ordinary? Eh? No one, that’s who. Everybody’s got to be singing or dancing or drawing attention to themselves. For what? Is there really any talent involved in any of it? Anything meaningful? Is anything really thought through? Anything permanent any more? Does any of it matter? They can all self-actualize my middle finger. All of them. They can blog my arse.’

Dan chuckled. ‘That’s it. Right there. Your final narration before the credits. You need a drink.’

‘I don’t.’ Kyle wiped at his eyes, sat up. He looked at Dan.

‘I’m done, mate. Just done in. I need to sleep. I haven’t slept in … I can’t even remember. I close my eyes and I can see the road going through the desert, I can see airport queues, and I’m watching rushes while the satnav is telling me to turn right, all night. Jesus, I’m even scared to go to sleep. It’s like it’s all got inside me. Like I’m involved in them now. The way Martha looked at me …’ Kyle rolled on to his knees. Stood up, grabbed the cigarette packet off the nightstand. ‘Her roof, Dan.’ He shook his head. Lit up. ‘The bloody roof.’

Dan shrugged. ‘I’m trying not to think about it. Keeping my distance.’ His eyes were doleful, yet serious. ‘I can’t explain it. Unless someone is messing around with us. And with Max. Drawing those things on the walls before we get
there. Hiding in the cult’s buildings to freak us out while we’re filming.’ Dan held up his hands. ‘It could be someone trying to scare us off. Using some kind of ink that fades under UV light.’

‘My flat? The hotel in Caen?’

‘It’s more believable than what Martha is suggesting. Because I won’t accept that it’s anything else. I just won’t, mate. It’s the only way I managed to get my arse over here to finish this. And by telling myself that even if hauntings are real … I dunno, ghosts, residues, whatever … they can’t hurt you. Remember that.’

‘Not even after what you’ve heard from the cops? Emilio? Don’t you believe that they … I dunno, called something out in that mine? In France? Summoned something? I feel silly even using that word, but come on, it has to be something else. Something we don’t have a rational explanation for.’

Dan shook his head. ‘I see it and I kind of accept it. For a while. I know I’ve had a few wobbles. But then I’m back here, or in some bar, and my reason kicks in. Denies it all. My instincts are telling me to run a mile, but I’ve been getting past that with a bit of logic, mate. Only way I can deal with it. And thank God it’s over.’

‘The shoe? That horrible little thing on her table. Same things were showing up in the desert. The heavenly letters. What Katherine called them. They must have arrived in the second year in France, the missing year. After Gabriel left. She brought those things over to America with her. Martha said she had a collection of them. They must have started to show up first in Normandy.’

‘Could have been planted. And you’re taking Martha’s
word for it that it just appeared. She’s unhinged. They all are.’

‘My dreams. You think I’m making them up?’

‘No. But, like I said, you’re into this balls-deep. And I’m not.’

‘Martha has the same dreams. The weird limbs. Being in another body. Seeing things. Why? I’m supposed to be recording this, but it’s like … it’s invading me. Getting inside. Hunting me.’ Kyle crouched down in front of Dan, his eyes wild again. ‘How is that possible? They had visions. In the temples. Now I’m having visions. How does that work? And them all dying. Think about it. Susan White. Bridgette Clover. Eh? Why can’t Max find anyone else for us to talk to? He’s looked, you can count on that. I’ll wager they’re all dead.’

Dan swigged from his beer can. ‘I wanted to walk away from this. And you had your chance. So now is not the time for all this when it’s too late. Try and see it my way. Deal with it or you’ll go nuts. And you’ll start believing anything.’

Kyle grimaced. ‘I can’t.’

After a long silence, Dan smiled. ‘Because it’s brilliant.’

Kyle grinned. ‘It is. The best bloody thing we’ve ever done. Will ever do. You couldn’t make this up. But …’

Dan watched him intently again.

Kyle exhaled a long plume of smoke. ‘But there has to be a line that you don’t cross.’ Kyle put a hand on Dan’s shoulder. ‘It’s what you were trying to tell me. Before. I know. And I’m sorry. I mean that. Sorry that I didn’t listen. And you’re right, I never do.’

Dan looked down and swallowed. ‘It was Gabriel. You weren’t there. I keep thinking of Gabriel. Crying. His leg in that trap. He might not even pull through. What kind of life
is he going to have if he does? And Martha sobbing in that shitty kitchen. Conway’s face. The way he looked at the dead trees at the mine. The way he was getting himself together to go through that night again, for us. Just for us. Susan White is dead. She actually died while we were making this film, mate. Jesus Christ.’

‘A stroke. You believe that? Bridgette Clover killed herself this year. Recently. Too real. Like it’s happening as the camera is rolling. Like this is live news footage of some atrocity. Not history. It’s supposed to be history. Interviews, locations, narration, speculation, all after the fact. Just like the other films. But it’s not. So why am I still doing it? So I can win acclaim, get paid, get laid? Like every other tosser with a project out there? Am I exploiting these poor old fools for my own gain? Am I too reckless and desperate to make this film instead of just acknowledging that we were in danger and should have quit?’

Dan shrugged. ‘I guess we’re telling the story, mate. The one that hasn’t been told, like Max said. And if we don’t do it someone else will.’

Kyle wasn’t sure if Dan was just trying to make him feel better. He didn’t know what he thought about any of it any more, or himself. But he had a horrible suspicion he might have become what he hated. Staring at the end of his cigarette, he said, ‘But who’ll be left to interview?’

Dan raised his bushy eyebrows and shrugged. ‘Martha gave me the business card our predecessor left with her. When he was out here.’ He handed the card over, pinched between two fingers. ‘Old Malcolm Gonal. His number is on there. Maybe talk to him. About what he found out.’

‘Even he bailed on this.’


‘Not heard his name for years. He had that hit with Spirit. Did that series called Voices from Beyond for Sketchboard in the nineties. Then not much else besides that football hooligan stuff.’

‘It was all shit.’

‘It was. Sacks of it. All the paranormal stuff was faked. Typical ITV bollocks.’

‘He’s everything I’m against.’

‘He hasn’t had a sniff in years. Must have been skint. This was his comeback.’

‘The money Max is throwing around, Gonal would have killed to get on board.’

‘Finger Mouse worked with him once, few years ago. On some video about a gangster. Said he was a twat.’

‘So why would Gonal walk away from this?’

‘Give him a call, ask him.’

Kyle stared at the business card. ‘I intend to. Better than that, tomorrow afternoon, when we get back, I’m going round to his place. Right before I go and rip Max a new one, and demand some answers about what the hell is going down.’ Kyle took out his wallet, slipped the business card inside.

‘There’s no production offices in New Cross. Must work from home.’

‘Precisely. Max is scratching around the cult TV has-beens. Me included. Motive unclear, but I don’t believe he’s thinking of Sundance or Cannes.’

‘Before you do any of that, will you do me a big favour?’

Kyle looked at Dan. ‘What?’

‘Will you get some bloody sleep.’




TWENTY-ONE

REGAL MOTEL, SEATTLE. 23 JUNE 2011. 3 A.M.

And then his eyes opened to a room he did not recognize and he stared at a white ceiling. His skin was pebbled with sweat and cooling fast. He breathed like he was breathing his last.

The bed he found himself inside was huge. The room beyond it vast. His vital signs were monitored by banks of devices within a tent of clear airtight plastic that formed an inner sanctum within the large room. The one he was dying inside.

Beyond the plastic tent, the door to the room was scratched from outside. And it vibrated from the bumps against it, as if a dog pushed at a closed door with its head.

Upon the pillow his threadbare scalp burned. He raised his head and saw that his limbs were mottled sticks. They lay loose and weightless upon the clean white sheets. A red silk robe wrapped his thin body, but was open, rakishly, at the neck. His big bony hands and feet bristled with intravenous tubes, taped down over the liverish parchment that had once been skin. Proud genitals had shrivelled away to a brownish nub. And he wheezed like an asthmatic child into an oxygen mask, vacuuming itself over the gaunt skull his
mind inhabited. Above the mask, his milky eyes stared without blinking at the shape beyond his dead feet.

He saw himself stood at the foot of the bed. Those were his green eyes and it was his shaggy black hair, his shoulders incongruously broader than he gave them credit for, his tattoos of dice within flames and of pin-up girls with pistols on his biceps, his trim waist because he never ate properly and smoked too much, his long legs so straight in tight black jeans and his belt buckle in the shape of a Maltese cross.

Looking from the bed, from out of the spaghetti of medicinal tubes and the heart-machine murmurs, beyond the rasps and gasps inside his rubber mask, he saw himself. But a self altered. A self apart. He stood straighter than he had ever done, a posture he could not attribute to himself when he owned that body; the one he had been born into and that grew around him. And his own dear face was never so spiteful, so cruel, so gleefully triumphant as it leered down at him in so wretched a state upon that sick bed.

In panic, he rattled and rustled upon the thin sheets and within the red robe. Tried to sit up. Watched the figure beyond his feet smile, before it turned and walked away; left him behind as an exhausted bundle of diseased twigs, artificially resuscitated and not long for this world.

The rake of sharp things on the wooden door increased in their haste, in eagerness to get inside.

 


Kyle woke into darkness and called out for God. Stared up with wide sightless eyes. Raised his head from the pillows in the hot room that smelled of cigarettes and sweat, of whisky and chicken grease soaked into cardboard.

He peered down his body. Could see nothing, but could
sense that he had kicked off the duvet and lay upon a cheap mattress, taut with thin sheets. And even after he blinked twice, he still felt the contours of the wasted torso from the dream extend away from his chin. He was certain his nipples were black, his pectorals shrivelled to the cartilage of a brittle sternum. He could feel the peaks of hip bones spike inside his trunks from a malnourished groin, covered like a handkerchief covers broken crockery. Puppet legs dropped from his pelvis, still dappled with continents of carcinoma and dried sores. And his shocked interrogation of this altered body rested and fixed upon his unseen feet. They were not his feet. Or his toes. They were longer and thinner and the wrong shape. They were someone else’s pale, lifeless feet.

And he called for God again. Cried out that this could not be. This was not him. It could not have come out of the dream and refashioned him thus. Transported itself from another place into his room and into his bed.

He propped himself up on one elbow and scrabbled for the light cord in the vinyl headboard that operated the bedside lamp. The lights refused to come on even though he yanked the string three times. He tore at the nightstand for his phone.

At his frantic touch across the keyboard, the phone screen glowed and cast a faint light across his body: and he saw his own chest and stomach and arms with half-sleeve tattoos, and his own rangy legs and his own, his very own, his own precious feet; the left big toe broken and healed crooked, the little toenails missing from each foot, a scar white on the inside of his right ankle.

And as he pulled these legs, this cherished body, up and into where he was squashed against the head of the bed, he
sensed ghostly intravenous tubes tug then fall away from his wrists and fingers and forearms. And he felt his own limbs and body define themselves within these simple ungainly movements.

But something was still not right. In the shock and disorientation of such a ghastly awakening, he became aware again of the sound. Of a now gentle bumping against a wall, or a door. Kyle turned towards the noise issuing from the unseen doorway of his room. The light from the phone screen suggested someone stood, half in shadow, in the place where he remembered the door to be. And he endured no more than a momentary glance at the small figure on its thin unsteady legs before it dropped to all fours with a thump.

Kyle rolled across the disorderly bed and groped for the switch on Max’s lamp on the floor beside the bed. Remembered he had gone to sleep with it turned on, as well as the overhead lights and the bedside lamp. Had fallen asleep in a well-lit room. Now he was wide awake, he remembered this fact, but its comprehension made him so cold with fright that he whimpered. Max’s daylight simulator refused to respond to his activation of the switch. He dropped it.

Something panted at the foot of his bed; water-on-the-chest wheezy. A moment before the screen of his phone winked out to save the battery, and just before he swung his legs over the side of the bed to flee blindly for the bathroom, he saw the faint, narrow face of the intruder peer over the ruffle of bedlinen, at him. More of a maw than a mouth hung open, as if to gulp at the air or utter a shriek of joy.

Vague silhouettes of the furniture and murky shapes of fittings in the room vanished with the light from the phone’s screen. Once again, the space was returned to a lightless state,
sealed from ambient nocturnal light by blackout curtains designed to protect road-weary travellers. A blindness he was grateful for, but only briefly.

Running at, and then smashing his face into the wall beside the bathroom door, shocked him dizzy. But brought him round to total cognizance. He slapped his hands about the wall inside the bathroom door. Found the light cord and yanked it down. No light.

Somewhere near the bottom of the bedframe, he received an impression that the intruder was barely able to stand. So weakened was its state, and so fragile its carriage on those unclean legs, that the shuffles and bumps he could hear in the darkness sounded as if they originated from a series of painful movements. Into his mind it brought a recollection of the figure unwittingly caught on film, tottering like a large puppet on loose strings in the darkness of the Clarendon Road house. And Kyle arrived at a horrible notion that something had recently passed from another place to become corporeal in this place. The scratch on wood: the noise of an incarnation.

Nearby in the darkness he heard old lungs work hard at the air of a world that must have felt new. Too uncoordinated while upright, in the trauma of emergence, he heard the figure move again to its hands and knees, while swiping its arms about. More stable when lower to the ground, like an animal freed from a confining wooden stall, he worried it might soon be able to scurry. And down there on the carpet tiles it would be better suited at finding him in the darkness.

He was trapped. The only way out of the room was through the door that opened on to the car park.

Kyle turned about and resisted the urge to get inside the
bathroom and latch the door. Because wooden doors appeared an insufficient defence. He thought of ragged heads and dead birds and patchy flesh and dirty fingernails left behind in the skin of the murdered. He stifled a cry.

Padded his hands back towards the bed. If he was to have any chance of escape, he would need to run across the mattress and get to the door quickly. Maybe now, in one rush, while the sounds of an embryonic pawing and clutching at the foot of the bed lacked the rigidity of what he feared might follow. Crawling out there in the darkness, he sensed an eagerness for the world to come into focus; a desperation for a better sense of his presence to avail itself as clear and warm and frightened. He imagined it coming fast like a crab, around the foot of the bed to seize an ankle.

Silently, Kyle made it as far as the side of the bed he had so recently fled, where he paused to wince in anticipation of the impending sound of his own weight hurtling across the bed springs. He squinted into the darkness, but could only guess at the location of the door on the other side of the room.

A bony limb struck the dressing table beneath the television. The hollow knock of bone on chipboard made him gasp. Down at the foot of the bed, but closer to the bathroom than before, he heard a wet breath sucked in with excitement. That grizzled head upon the stringy neck was alert to his movements. It seemed as blind as he was, but it could hear him.

Gently, he groped about on the bedside table and picked up his copy of Last Days. He threw the book towards the bathroom. In response, the top of the dressing table was suddenly swept clear of his things; his laptop, folders and
books fluttered and clattered to the floor. It was angry now and stumbled like a foal wet with placenta, but it was gaining in strength.

Like he was running over a trampoline on someone else’s legs, his feet bounced across the mattress. The disorientation of the darkness blew him about and moved the world like a boat beneath his bare feet.

From behind his heels the thing squealed. It had covered much ground. Had been by the dressing table at the foot of the bed a moment ago, but now swatted at the air somewhere near the bathroom door, near where he had thrown the book and where he had not long crouched. Hard fingers scraped a wall. Caught the lamp. Shattered the bulb.

Shooting pains burst inside his ankles and knees as his feet hit the floor on the other side of the bed. Kyle righted himself. Moved forward at the wall that contained the door somewhere within its length. Across which his hands padded silently until they found smooth wood and the stench of bad meat upon it.

His fingers touched the lock. The intruder hissed in the darkness behind him. It was on the bed now, more animate. It thumped the mattress. A thrashing commenced within the sheets because his visitor wanted his form to materialize beneath its sharp fingers. Desired that he would offer himself for the wet business he could imagine as if it were already happening.

He took the skin off three of his knuckles against the latch. Flung open the door. Through which he fell, turned and dropped backwards, out of the room, and on to the cold cement of the path before the parking lot.

Taking an unwise, but inevitable glance back inside the
room, Kyle caught a final and lasting glimpse of the intruder. Lit partially and briefly in the yellow light that shone into the room from the street lights, it appeared both wet and unnaturally thin. Was close to the mattress. The head was dipped and obscured. The body moved on its front with its arms outstretched. Feet clawed at the sheets as if they were trying to disembowel the bedding. And in an instant, he knew more about Detective Sweeney’s mystery murder weapon than the entire Phoenix police department had ever done.

It turned his legs to water. He slammed the door shut.

 


Shivering violently in his boxers and a T-shirt, Kyle waited out the last two hours of night wedged between the Coke and ice machines at the end of the concrete strip-motel block. Bereft of car keys, he sat with his back to a stucco wall and covered himself with broken-down cardboard boxes from the skip behind the manager’s office.

He passed in and out of consciousness as the sun rose red over the frigid highway; he thought he was dying from the cold, but still thought it a better exit from the world than one in his room, within those hands. The very fingers he saw tug at the curtains and heard rake the door for several minutes after his hasty departure from the room, to accompany the guttural bellow and whine of the dead thing’s tantrum.

Kyle listened to it and shuddered so hard it interfered with his breathing. When the noise stopped abruptly, he suspected it merely waited in the darkness for him to return.

It had been impossible to rouse Dan. Wary of alerting the night clerk or the other guests, he’d called as loudly as he dared while knocking at the door to his friend’s room. But
Dan had a habit of falling into sleeps like comas with his iPod playing through earphones. And what could be heard over his snoring anyway? Mercifully, the other rooms appeared vacant.

When the night clerk left at six, after a good night’s sleep in his chair that Kyle had observed through the locked doors of the office, and was replaced by the day clerk, Kyle remained hidden under the cardboard. He had no idea how long his visitor could linger in a space occupied on this side of … what, he did not even understand. And he had dared not risk the night clerk’s involvement in this impossible thing that he had brought to the Regal Motel. Had he woken the young man for spare keys, and if the clerk accompanied him while the intruder had still been present in his room, or hidden in the shower stall, he might have been accused of the clerk’s murder. So he’d stayed put, concealed under garbage in the cold. What he had been reduced to, by Max.

When the maid arrived at seven, the weak sunlight of dawn encouraged him enough to cast away his makeshift cardboard and paper tent. He approached the little Mexican woman and explained how he had just locked himself out of his room while going for a Coke.

She never smiled or spoke, and watched him with suspicion as he gingerly re-entered his room with her keys. The maid looked at his tattoos and then at the torn sheets, the rents in the pillows that billowed with entrails of cheap foam, and she seemed to identify an immediate connection between the two things. Peering over Kyle’s shoulder from the doorway, when she saw the broken glass of the mirror above the dresser, she ran down to the manager’s office, her
little feet in white sneakers going phut phut phut on the asphalt.

Criminal damage. What could he say?

He tugged on his jeans and boots, found a shirt. Fell to his knees and scraped his papers together hurriedly, going for the black-and-white photographs first. The manager would not want to see those. No sir. He forced his laptop and folders into his rucksack. Kyle abandoned his toiletries because he was unable to go inside the bathroom. He eyed its sullen door with nervous eyes as he packed up. He and Dan had to get moving; put some distance between them and this terrible place.

When he popped the trunk of the rental car outside, the day clerk came out of his office, confused by the story the maid was still recounting emphatically at his side. Kyle and the same clerk had briefly talked about music the day before when he and Dan checked in.

Kyle bullshitted to the guy about a guest, alcohol, and a fight. Almost laughed when he realized he wasn’t exactly lying. But inside his room, the day clerk stood agape, his feet planted amongst the broken glass from the mirror. Seemed to recoil at the sight of the sheets torn with such violence, and by something sharp enough to shred a mattress like that.

Kyle jabbered. Kyle cajoled. Kyle promised to pay with the credit card Max had given them. Kyle shut up. Because he too followed the gaze of the mute clerk to the terrible stain on the rear of the door.

He said, ‘Jesus,’ and took a step away from the unclean silhouette of a thing small and thin that had left its shadow on the very wood it had passed through. Kyle had failed to
see it before, while gathering his things; his eyes had been lowered to the wreckage left from its fury. But there it was, like an upright Turin Shroud: unholy umbilical smears seeped out of the wood, dirty and still wet. A sweetish odour of spoiled pork wafted from the mess.
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Malcolm Gonal wasn’t answering his phone. At immigration, beside the baggage terminal, and during the wait for the train at Gatwick, Kyle left messages. They seemed to be in the airport for a week. Bright lights, endless announcements, the large loud faces of impatient crowds, drove him further to the point preceding a scream.

He wasn’t sure whether he’d made any sense on the phone either. Frantic breathless mentions of Max, The Temple of the Last Days, his role as director, came out quick enough to be garbled. His voice sounded odd: thickened by exhaustion, brittle with irritation, detached from his mind and from what he really wanted to say, or rant to anyone who would listen. Fast head, Novocaine tongue, numb jaw: never a good mix. The exhausted should just lie down.

There was no call back.

‘No joy?’ Dan asked.

Kyle shook his head; it was the first time his friend had attempted conversation since their argument in Seattle. Dan had slept noisily for most of the flight home, while Kyle fidgeted and chewed nicotine gum, harried, witless, and tormented in the seat beside him.


He’d felt safer on the plane through a refusal to believe that Sister Katherine’s old friends could appear on an aircraft. But he knew the frail sense of security would end the moment they touched down, and it provided no respite from the endless replays of the previous night’s intrusion onto the screen of his imagination, or the shards of the entire living nightmare the production had become, that fell behind his eyes for the duration of the flight: tatty fragments of Normandy, bony faces grinning through walls, the sunlit desolation of Arizona, the jowly detective’s face talking of blood-spatter patterns, the monochrome hopelessness of that Seattle house and Martha Lake’s cigarette-damaged face, the thin hands in her attic clawing for the world. And all framed by a morbid belief in his own imminent destruction.

Yet his thoughts would still change direction, suddenly, and the endless inner debate against the impossibility of it all made him writhe in his seat. Other passengers had turned their faces when he muttered to himself, like a man come undone. Because he had. He’d wanted to walk up and down the aisle of the aircraft and clutch his weary head in bloodless hands. Anything to ease the indigestion of fear, disbelief, rage and panic.

‘Call him another time. Just …’ Dan didn’t finish; didn’t need to. Kyle knew what he would suggest; that he should go home and rest, should sleep for days, and forget about the film for a while, if not for ever, so he would stop acting like a crazy man. But sleep could not be risked.

‘I’m going out there.’

‘New Cross. What, now?’

Kyle nodded. It’s all right for you, mate, he wanted to say. You slept last night. And for eight hours on the plane. Because
nothing impossible came through the closed door of your room and tore the shit out of your still warm bed!

Kyle tried Max again. Received his voicemail. ‘Shit!’

Dan shook his head. ‘If I take the files to Finger Mouse tomorrow, will Max be OK with that?’

‘No. Take them there now. See if he can pull another all-nighter. We’ll pay. I need to see it all again. Sod Max. I need it asap. And Gabriel must be back in the UK now. I need to speak with him too. He knows shit that we don’t! I’ve had enough of this crap!’ People paused to stare at Kyle, then moved on. Kyle whizzed through his phone contacts menu and called Gabriel’s home number. A generic BT answering service asked him to leave a message. He did. ‘Need to see you. It’s urgent, Call me on …’

Dan fidgeted. Because Dan hadn’t believed him back in Seattle. Was incredulous with disbelief, and what looked like pity, after learning that Kyle had spent hours huddled under cardboard, wedged between the soda and ice machines. His friend had looked at him in shock and a lack of recognition while Kyle stood outside their rooms with no shoes on his feet and jabbered like a schizophrenic drug addict.

Dan’s eyes had implied collusion with the suspicions of the motel staff too; that Kyle had trashed his room and inflicted the figure upon the door. In fact, Dan’s nervous, disapproving silence as Kyle repeatedly recounted his story, appeared to him as proof of Dan’s suspicion that Kyle had faked everything thus far in the production: the arm in the kitchen of his flat, the figures in the Normandy barn while Dan was trying to get Gabriel’s smashed leg out of the rusty trap, and the figure in the old penthouse of Clarendon Road: all of it. Did Dan think he was so desperate for money and
recognition, that he’d fake evidence of the paranormal? Like Gonal had once done with such vigour. Or was he just so tired and paranoid Kyle was willing to believe anything of his best friend? Probably. Dan was in the fortunate position of not being hunted. Scepticism was a luxury for the unaffected.

In what now seemed like another lifetime, separated by an ocean and the long flight alone with his tortured thoughts, Dan had talked the motel clerk out of calling the police. Had quickly provided Max’s credit card details for the repairs to the door, the destruction of the bedlinen and mattress, and for the broken circuit breaker that was ‘wet and took out the whole block’.

But once they were inside the rental car, Dan had seized Kyle’s shoulders and stared right into his eyes from close range. ‘Mate! No bullshitting me now. But what the fuck, yeah? I know this stuff is upsetting and crazy, but help me out here. I’m struggling with this. You taking drugs or something? ’

Annoyed and desperately disappointed in each other, though trying not to show it, they travelled back to London in silence.

Kyle headed out of Victoria Station with the address on Malcolm Gonal’s business card burned into his mind. And felt like he was walking through seawater. His skin was unnaturally hot, he was breathless and his limbs uncoordinated. Regardless of the irrational things he was beginning to comprehend, if not accept, he believed he was now entirely unhinged from exhaustion and sleep deprivation. He would have to sleep soon, but sleep somewhere safe. Where?

He found himself having to read the tube map endlessly.
And on realizing that changing from the District Line to the Jubilee Line, and then again to the Docklands Light Railway, was going to be unsurprisingly problematic as two lines were suffering a disrupted service, he gave up at London Bridge and dragged himself and his heavy rucksack up from the underground. In the rain, outside the station, he shivered and waved at the passing Hackney cabs.

 


Malcolm Gonal didn’t appear to be home. Perhaps he had fled the country and gone into hiding. Who could blame him? In frustration, using the palm of his hand, Kyle indented all of the plastic buzzers on the intercom panel.

Gonal’s place was on the third floor of an old Victorian, the entry and front yard bulging with rubbish bags and sprouting weeds; his flat was the only one with a name card inserted under the grimy plastic buzzers, suggesting he was the sole occupant in the miserable building, forgotten in its deprived pockmark of South London.

The windows of the ground floor had blankets nailed to the insides of the sash frames. Popular nineties tabloid television director and notorious faker of hauntings falls on hard times. Pity that. But why would Max hire such a feckless charlatan? Because a screening of the proposed film was never an aim; Malcolm Gonal was tenacious, unscrupulous, unethical, greedy and hard up. And would do anything to expose sensational mystical secrets of an infamous cult in a straight-to-DVD carve-up. Murder, assault, rape, sodomy, child abuse, embezzlement, kidnapping; Gonal would have had a Viagra-stroke at the prospect of it all. He’d bankrupted Allegra Films in a defamation suit from the Church of England, for claiming that widespread black masses were
a regular occurrence in their churches. It had finished him in mainstream television.

Get out of the eighties, Max. Kyle was insulted; he knew he was second choice of director, but second to Gonal! And yet, if a theatrical release or television broadcast was not an aim, Kyle was clueless as to what Max wanted to achieve with the documentary from within the safety of his world of light up in Marylebone.

Stepping back, Kyle looked up at the discoloured brick facade of the building. And saw a curtain sway on the largest street-facing window of the top floor. The suggestion of a pale bulbous face moved back from a gap in the curtains, momentarily revealing a room so brightly lit, the illumination shot straight up and into space. Gonal was inside.

Kyle jogged back down the stone steps to the front path, turned and held up his phone. ‘I just need to talk!’ The curtain stayed closed. Kyle waited and he waited until his hope went cold. Then bent over, closed his eyes and exhaled the dregs of his energy.

‘Piss off!’ a buzzing voice crackled out of the intercom. Kyle went back to the front door, let his rucksack slide to the greening cement of the porch floor. ‘Mr Gonal. I desperately need to talk to you. My name is Kyle Freeman. I’ve been calling all day. It sounds insane, but it might be a matter of life and death.’

‘Not mine it ain’t. Now fuck off!’

It was a long way back to West Hampstead from New Cross. His vision swam hot and red. Enough is enough. He punched the intercom button. ‘Just might be, mate.’ You fat fraud. ‘Hear me out!’

‘You make me come down there you talentless little
wanker, and you’ll be using the disabled seat on the bus to get home.’

‘Can you hear me pissing myself, Malcolm, all over your welcome mat?’

The little intercom speaker nearly blew out of the wall. ‘I’m known! You hear me? I’m known round here! Headcase Stratham! You heard of him, yeah? He’ll be payin’ you a visit very soon. I know where you live, you little ponce. West Hampstead is it? Goldhurst fucking Terrace? You’ll do more than piss yourself when your door comes in!’

Unfortunately Kyle had heard of Headcase Stratham; a notorious East End type, implicated in gangland killings and maimings, with a signature of biting off his victims’ noses. He’d even been apprehended at an illegal boxing match with part of a rival’s nostril still under his tongue; had been too eager to see the next fight to wash his mouth out. A man somehow not inside prison for ever. How was that even possible? Kyle had seen his scarred blockhead gurning from at least two lurid red covers of true-crime books in the airport bookshop, in between tomes of football hooligan folklore. Uncertain ground. Gonal could be bluffing, but Headcase Stratham was just the sort of feral psychopath that Gonal would knock around with. They had form; Gonal had deified him as a local hero in a terrible DVD that Kyle remembered being given away with a Sunday tabloid.

Nausea added itself to the pressure cooker already set to exhaustion. He had to think fast, and in a mind with currents as slow as a brackish stream.

‘Can’t hear you no more!’ Gonal shrieked through the speaker. ‘Eh? You prick!’ He went on and on. Loved the sound of his own bellicose Cockney voice, issuing threats,
glutted with the power of one who has the keys to a violence so irrational and savage only the foolhardy would ignore the merest insinuation of it.

But had he been able to see his reflection in Gonal’s intercom panel, Kyle would have watched the spread of the most malevolent grin his own face had ever produced. ‘Wouldn’t give a shit if the Krays were triplets, mate, and you were the last one still with us. There are far greater things to worry about than losing a nose at this point in time. And I think you know what I am talking about. Sister Katherine has more old friends than you can shake a stick at, Malcolm. They don’t seem too happy with those of us who have been poking our beaks in. So now is not the time to be making threats to a man, I am guessing, who is going through what you are, mate. You must be sick to death of redecorating your bloody walls.’

The metallic voice at the other end of the intercom stayed silent. Kyle smiled. After a few seconds the lock mechanism inside the door disengaged.

And Kyle entered the dark house.

 


Malcolm Gonal was drunk. Malcolm Gonal was witless with fear. Malcolm Gonal was mad. Anyone could see that.

Malcolm Gonal was also a shut-in. Black sacks and the thin greenish carrier bags from local grocery stores, packed taut with rubbish and piled up the walls of the cramped hallway, prevented a full opening of the front door. Kyle stared at them. ‘Council on strike?’

Gonal looked like a shaven mole, enlarged to human dimensions with steroids by a Doctor Moreau figure somewhere in Eastern Europe. His hairless head was as colourless
as new putty, save for the streak of what looked like undetected soup on his chin. The pudgy flesh was scaly with eczema. Tiny watery eyes of an indeterminate colour peered through square spectacle frames that must have once been very media. But his days as an Armani-suited, gruff-voiced talking head on cable television about football violence were over; Malcolm Gonal was wearing a kilt, what appeared to be a frilled shirt that once belonged under a tuxedo jacket, and a bath robe stolen from a hotel. On his feet were a pair of socks with cartoon characters embroidered upon the ankles.

The round face moved towards Kyle so quickly, he stepped back. ‘Don’t you laff. Don’t you fuckin’ laff. These are all the threads I’ve got left that’s clean.’

They weren’t even that; the robe was so filthy only the most desperate tramp would have paraded about the local park within its fetid confines. This was a man who had reached the very end of his wardrobe. The rest of it was thrown in a pile on the lino of the murky kitchen. They passed it on the way down the hallway to a door at the far end. The one that failed to contain the phosphorescent glow within four walls; the light leaked from all around the cheap, unpainted hardboard door that resembled a temporary repair after a house party in a squat.

‘That crack-head bitch downstairs answer the intercom?’ the mole creature said over its shoulder, as he led the way through the dim flat in a quick shuffle.

‘No.’

The figure glanced at Kyle, its eyes haunted. ‘Even she’s fucked off then.’

He wasn’t sure what Gonal meant; he didn’t pause to
explain. Eager to be out of the unlit hallway, the little hunched figure threw open the living-room door and jumped inside.

Stepping around beer cans, silver takeaway trays, Chicken Village cartons patterned with grease, and empty pizza boxes, Kyle shielded his eyes from the blast of bright white light and followed his reluctant host inside the cluttered living room.

‘Born in a barn? Close the bloody door!’

Kyle complied and then stood still on the sticky carpet to stare, open-mouthed, at the walls. The walls completely covered with newspaper. Even the ceiling was spattered with pages from back issues of the Auto Trader. Masking tape held it all in place, layer upon layer. The powerful illumination was coming from a dozen of Max’s dawn simulator wands, connected to new car batteries.

‘They ’ad all the wires out two weeks back. Chewed ’em.’ Gonal’s little eyes swivelled behind the dandruff-encrusted lenses of his spectacles. ‘They was in the bedroom last night. Bastards!’

Kyle flinched. Open packets of caffeine pills littered the coffee table, as well as blister packs of medicine from a pharmacist. Diazepam, Xanax: Valium. The ashtray was loaded with Benson and Hedges butts and joints with roaches fashioned from Rizla packets.

Now Kyle was inside the flat, his mind went momentarily blank and he wasn’t sure why he had even come here. Perhaps all of his questions had been answered by the state of the room. Someone was making a last stand. And his sinuses were so filled with the stench of sweat, damp newspaper, stale beer, cigarette smoke, and decomposing chicken wings, he
almost wished Headcase Stratham would come out from behind the telly and bite the nose off his face. The next image to enter the traumatized space between his ears was an imagined recreation of this same desperate and squalid defence built inside his own studio flat. ‘You should go for the Turner Prize, Malcolm. You’d be a shoe-in.’

‘You’s come to take the piss, then you’s can fuck off!’

‘I’ve just seen something in Seattle that I bet matches whatever is under the Sunday Mirror up there.’ Kyle nodded at the wall behind the huge leather sofa.

‘Marfa! You bin to see Marfa?’

Kyle nodded. ‘Yesterday. Landed today.’

Gonal grinned unpleasantly. ‘That’s why you come ’ere. Poor bitch.’ Then he seemed genuinely sad, which Kyle thought such an uncharacteristic reaction he wondered if he’d underestimated the man who was far more loathsome in the flesh than on television; he’d been hoping it was all an act.

Kyle raised the business card between two fingers. ‘She gave me your card. I didn’t even know Max hired you for the same job. I found out from her.’

‘Yeah, started wiv the quality then worked ’is way down. Man’s evil. Evil, I say. He bloody started it. You know that? Back in the sixties. Max!’

Kyle smarted at Gonal’s interpretation of Max’s hierarchy, but didn’t have the strength to argue. ‘When did this start? The … visits?’

‘Day before I quit. Which was about a mumf ago. There’s nuffin’ you can do about it. Nuffin’ but use Max’s lights. And daylight. They don’t like it.’ Gonal looked at the ceiling and shouted. ‘You bastards!’


‘I worked that much out, Malcolm.’

He seized the lapels of Kyle’s jacket with his plump fingers. ‘They’s followin’ me at night now. Outside. You can’t escape ’em.’

Outside at night? That was not something he’d experienced, and he immediately wanted to believe it was only the imagining of a paranoid and terrified man. But then …

‘You see her, Marfa? When she went? You film it?’

‘Sorry?’

Gonal seemed confused for a moment, then began to smile. ‘You don’t know, do ya? Eh? ’Cus you was on the plane.’

‘What?’

‘Fuckin’ gone, ain’t she. Dead. Saw it on the internet this mornin’.’

Kyle dropped more than sat amongst the rubbish on the sofa, and stared at the TV listings for the previous week taped to the living-room wall.

‘Careful! Me rushes is on there.’

Kyle looked under his backside, muttered ‘Sorry.’

‘Look, ’ere.’ Gonal scurried across the room to where his laptop glowed on a table under the window. The screen currently featured Kyle’s page on Wikipedia. Gonal had been checking him out, no doubt since he left the phone messages. But Gonal quickly closed the page to reveal a desktop image of himself with his arm around the shoulders of Trevor Brooking on the pitch at Upton Park. ‘It’s wireless. Is picking up the signal from the neighbours. I can only turn it on for a few minutes, else the battery will run down. I bin chargin’ it in the library. And me phone.’ He glared at Kyle. ‘Nuffin’ else works in ’ere. Feckin’ landlord won’t fix the wires. Says them squatters on the ground floor done it. He ain’t got a
clue.’ He turned back to his laptop and dropped down his favourites menu, clicked the last item.

In shock, Kyle continued to gape at the wall above the gas fire, at week-old headlines, and advertisements for double divan beds. Martha was dead. Was it suicide? Had she followed Bridgette Clover? He tried to swallow, but his mouth was so dry and the bolus of panic in his throat so great, he couldn’t manage it. Martha was anticipating her own end the whole time he was there. Caught her in the nick of time, a little voice too similar to Gonal’s said inside his mind until he banished it. Maybe the interview pushed her over the edge?

‘’Ere. Look. Look.’

Kyle moved on unsteady legs to where Gonal was hunched over his laptop. Kyle’s vision swam around the screen, trying to fix on everything, but failing to fix on anything. Until his eyes paused on the black-and-white press photo of Martha Lake striding through Phoenix airport in 1975. Above it was the headline: LAST DAY OF DESERT CULT VICTIM. It was the homepage of the Seattle Bugle newspaper.

‘Feckin’ savaged by an intruder, it says. Almost unrecognizable. Shots fired it says. Shots! Eh? At them, before they did her. Weren’t no knife, we know that. I knew she was in the shit when I was over there, but feck’s sake. Shoulda topped herself. Froo the brain, like. Like the other one. Bridgette. So they wouldn’t get in. Fink of that. Fink.’

Kyle covered his mouth with a hand. He and Dan may have been the last people to see her alive. But the interview, their footage: would it be subpoenaed by the police? He immediately chided himself again for his selfishness. Turned his face to Gonal. ‘Max used us both.’

‘No shit.’


‘Did you go to Clarendon Road? The farm?’

‘Nah. Only the Holland Park place from outside. Max ’adn’t got permission. Didn’t get round to France. That was next. So I did Marfa in Seattle. The mine wiv a medium—’

‘A medium! What you do, Malcolm, throw a bloody séance?’

‘Tried to. Max wanted me to go out there with the filth. Some old boy who was a cop. But after I spoke to Marfa, I wanted somfin’ wiv a bit more juice, like. That’s what you need, mediums, else you won’t get it on the telly these days.’

‘And did you get any “juice”?’

It shouldn’t have been possible for Gonal to go any paler than he already was, but he did. He hurried across to the sofa and sifted through papers and DVDs. ‘I can’t look at it again. I’ll ’ave to go out the room. It all went tits up. Don’t know what ’appened to Magenta, the medium. She just run off. Into the desert. There was summat in there wiv us. You see it on a few frames.’ He looked at Kyle, his lips trembled, as did the words that came between them. ‘It was up in the air. Over us.’

Kyle’s mouth dried out. ‘Did anything touch you?’

‘Eh?’ He stepped away from Kyle, looking at him as if he were contagious, as if his question were proof of contact.

‘Nah. Not me. You?’

Kyle nodded.

‘They … touched you?’ his voice was barely audible.

‘I think so. In Normandy. In the temple. Not sure. I thought that was how they … follow you.’

Gonal looked about himself, absorbed with some new idea. ‘You found nuffin’ in your gear?’

‘What?’


‘When I got back from Seattle, I found something in the camera bag. A bone.’

‘Bone?’

Gonal nodded. ‘Little one. Like from a finger. Black. Burnt. Tiny joint, like.’

‘Where is it?’

‘Froo that filthy fing away, didn’t I. Disgustin’. But I reckoned that’s how they tracked me back ’ere. Else how would they know. You fink that’s how they know?’

‘Heavenly letters.’

‘Eh?’

‘That’s what Katherine called them. The artefacts. The police had them tested at a university. They were five hundred years old. Belial said they came from “old friends”. How is that possible?’

Gonal began to shake. Kyle thought he might start crying.

‘Malcolm. Dreams. The dreams. You been seeing things? Visions.’

Malcolm scowled in defiance at the suggestion, but then his face suddenly fell. Saliva stretched between his small lips as his mouth dropped. He took his glasses off and wiped the grubby sleeve of the robe against his wet eyes. Sniffed and nodded. ‘Don’t sleep no more. Can’t.’ He looked up at Kyle, his little eyes red and moist, blinking. ‘That’s ’ow they get in. They get inside your ’ead.’

Kyle turned away from Gonal, stumbled over a pair of discarded slip-on shoes beside the coffee table. Stood by the window, hoping for some fresher air, while blood thumped inside his head; he felt unnaturally warm, almost buoyant, weightless.

Gonal came after him, swift on his little feet inside the
cartoon socks. ‘I bin places. They took me to places. ’Orrible places. All the birds is dead. Everyfin’ is on fire, like. Dogs are cryin’. People screamin’. Being burned. It’s hell, mate. They’s tryin’ to take me to hell wiv ’em. I can see it all the time now when I’m awake. It’s fuckin’ stuck in my ’ead!’ His voice dropped to a murmur. ‘I been up there.’ Gonal stared in horror at the ceiling. ‘They’s bin gettin’ me out of my body.’

Kyle slumped back on to the sofa and stared at his feet without really seeing them. Proof. This was all the proof he needed. Corroboration proved no one could call him crazy. But he soon would be, because Malcolm Gonal was the future. His future. The floor shimmered at the edges of his vision. He was past depletion now, right through his overdraft and in a hyper-real bright headspace in the void beyond full consciousness. ‘Sleep,’ is all he could say.

Gonal shook his head vigorously. ‘Nah. Nah, nah, nah. You don’t wanna sleep, mate. That’s when they come. Fink about it. Fink. Fink. They saw ’em first in Normandy in the trance. On acid in the mine. There’s places in our heads that can see ’em. So you gotta stay awake. Conscious. In the lights. You can’t even daydream, else they’ll get in.’ Gonal flapped his little arms about in the air. Started to shout. Spittle frothed at the corners of his mouth. ‘They want to get in ’ere, but they hate the light. They hate it!’

Kyle stood up, the rushes disc held in his hand. His thoughts fell over each other and vanished into vapour. If he didn’t get out of the reeking flat and away from the ridiculous crazed figure, hysteria would overcome him. But Gonal seized his arm with insistent fingers. ‘You know.’ He nodded his head. ‘You know. We’s got to stick togever. We can hold
’em off, in ’ere. Fink. Fink about it. Keep watch when the uvver one is asleep. Get food brought in till it blows over.’

Kyle shook his arm loose. ‘What if it doesn’t?’

Gonal’s eyes widened behind his glasses. ‘Then there’s another fing. Another way.’

Kyle could do nothing but stare at the little manic figure.

‘They want Max. Fink about it. He started it. What they want wiv us? I ain’t even making the film no more. Nor is you. You can’t. You walk away now. An’ if we help ’em out, like …’ His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. The moon-face drew in closer. Kyle recoiled from the breath that gusted across his mouth and nose; it was faecal. ‘We give Max to ’em. Eh? Eh? Fink about it. He got us into this. He lied to us. So we give ’em Max. That’s who they want. Gotta be.’

Kyle stumbled at the door. ‘No.’

‘We got to! Marfa, Bridgette. Them’s all survivors. Max is another one. She wants ’em all back. Not us. Not me. Not you.’

‘But we know. Don’t you see? We know.’ It’s enough. Knowing her secrets was enough of a transgression to guarantee a ghastly punishment. He didn’t know how he knew this; it was instinctive, it was not reason, but he now had to perceive the world without the assurance of natural law.

Gonal suddenly spotted the DVD in Kyle’s hand. His fat face twisted into a snarl. ‘I know your game. Cunt! You came ’ere to steal my film. Eh? Max sent you, did he?’

Kyle shook his head. ‘No—’

‘Gimme that. You know who I am, eh? You know who I am? What you ever fuckin’ done? You is nuffin’. Nuffin’! I been number one in the ratings. The ratings, you twat!’


Kyle threw the DVD like a frisbee into Gonal’s angry face. ‘I don’t want your shit. Keep it.’ He strode across the room and grabbed Gonal by the lapels of his robe, which felt wet and doughy in his fingers. ‘I came here to see if we could help each other. But you haven’t got a clue. Your bottle’s gone. You’ve lost it, Malcolm. Hiding inside this shithole, with the sport section Sellotaped to the bloody walls. Waiting for the end. Is that it? The best you can do? No thanks.’ He released the moist lapels. ‘And I couldn’t trust you for a moment. No one can. You’re rotten. No wonder they want you down there with them.’

Kyle turned away from him and headed for the door. Gonal followed, sobbing. ‘Don’t go. Don’t go.’ Then he was screaming, ‘You’ll pay. You’ll fuckin’ pay!’

‘I already am,’ Kyle said, and yanked the front door open so hard, a big bag exploded around his feet.




TWENTY-THREE

WOOD GREEN, LONDON. 23 JUNE 2011. 10 P.M.

‘Mate! Mate! We’re ’ere.’

Kyle didn’t remember any of the journey. The cab pulled away from the curb in New Cross and he’d fallen into a quick but uneasy sleep. He wanted to sleep in the Hackney cab for a week. Would Max’s credit card have covered it? Kyle grinned like a mad thing as he paid the driver. He could film himself chittering, wide-eyed and witless, to camera. Put the documentary out himself: Cab Man. He better get on to it before Morgan Spurlock did. Perhaps this was the only way to survive the indelible staining of his thoughts now; to stay in the air, or within crowds in airports, or in the back of cabs. For ever. Bottled water, food from service stations and airport cafes, constipation, the odd nap, keep moving, stay inside the light. They hate the lights! He could hear Gonal’s voice inside his head, screaming.

His brief sleep in the cab had been deep, but not empty. Bone things had lit themselves up at one point in a horrid red light against a black void, and he had jerked awake for a second or two, with saliva all over his chin. Too tired to resist the urgent desire for rest, he’d recklessly fallen asleep again. Malcolm Gonal had been in his head then,
participating in the dream, wearing some kind of wooden crown in a dark building where he kicked his little feet in the air above the ground and grinned like he was doing something clever. Martha too, who looked at a grey sky above the mine, and smoked cigarettes while she waited for something to arrive. The rest he was glad he couldn’t remember and the sleep refreshed him; the back of his eyes ached and his neck hurt, but his mind was more alert.

‘Cheers.’ The cab pulled away and left him alone and cold on the dark street.

The lights were on in Gabriel’s flat. Kyle rang the bell. A huge African woman answered the door, spoke around the safety chain. ‘Is late, what you want?’

Kyle explained he was a friend of Brother Gabriel. She hadn’t a clue who Brother Gabriel was. Had he moved out? Was he even still alive? Kyle stood mute and stupefied. Before the woman closed the door, he heard Gabriel’s frail voice call out from inside the flat, ‘Who is it?’

‘Gabriel? It’s Kyle!’ he shouted over the woman’s head. ‘It’s urgent!’

‘Arthur, who is Gabriel?’ the woman bellowed over her shoulder, back inside the hot orangey interior of the flat.

There was a pause, and then, ‘Show him in!’

 


Brother Gabriel had reverted to his original name, Arthur Smith. The woman was Gabriel’s carer. And maybe his mum’s too. They’d both need her now. She’d come courtesy of Max.

Kyle found what was left of Brother Gabriel inside the cramped living room, reclined in a tatty armchair before a glowing gas fire. Mercifully, a tartan blanket covered what was left of his legs. He’d marvelled at how thin Gabriel had
been during the shoot in France. But he’d been a relative picture of health back then, compared to the jaunty collection of puppet bones slumped inside a chair that looked four sizes too big for his body. Grey-skinned, shrunken eyes glazed, a lipless mouth drooling, the face that peered up at Kyle appeared impassive, in the way the heavily medicated are at the point of death. The room smelled of hospitals. The side table was covered in medication and small water bottles burst from a cellophane wrapper. A wheelchair was folded against a wall, two crutches laid side by side upon the sofa. Asking him how he felt seemed irrelevant.

‘I don’t care any more,’ he wheezed before Kyle could apologize for not visiting him in hospital.

‘Mmm?’

‘The film. Anything.’

Kyle nodded, tried to smile reassuringly, but couldn’t. ‘I’m … I’m sorry, mate. But things have got out of control. I had to come. I need your help.’

Gabriel raised a thin hand that was mostly bone and let it drop. The hopelessness in the manoeuvre seemed to sum up the situation perfectly.

‘We’re all in a whole heap of trouble, mate. All of us Max has used. And I am trying to understand how, and why.’

‘You think I know?’

‘In France. At the farm—’

‘I don’t want to think of it.’ Gabriel shook his shaggy head.

‘You never told us everything. About Sister Katherine. About what happened at that farm in the seventies.’

‘What difference does it make now? And I told you, I wasn’t there in the second year.’

‘You must know something. I’m only getting bits of things.
From all kinds of people who are mostly as confused as me. A woman in America said that what she called “old friends” came into the temple. In the desert. And left things behind. Bones. Clothes. Fragments. But Katherine came to America with a collection of them too. Did she find things in France, at the farm? Old things? Like artefacts? Do you know?’

Gabriel sighed with irritation. ‘We all found them in the temple. After the visions started. After they came inside to be with us. I never saw them … the presences. But they were there. You could hear them, above us. Moving. Under the rafters. It’s why I left.’

‘What did you see, in the visions?’

Gabriel stared at his lap in silence, then raised his head. ‘It was like the end of the world. Burning. A place on fire. Dogs barking. I didn’t join up for that.’

‘Were there any drugs?’

‘No. We didn’t even have food. We were starving. Weak. Ill. We were exhausted. We nearly died out there. I told you the truth.’

‘But not everything. There’s visions now. And finding these bits of things. What are they? What was it?’

Gabriel shrugged, sighed. ‘I don’t know. Some bones. Old clothes. I didn’t like to look at them. Ask Max. He knows. I only went along with it for the money. Your film that is.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us, in France?’

‘I couldn’t. They were still there. I could smell them. I could feel them. They were angry. It was like the last week I was there all over again. I got frightened.’

‘The presences? They were there with us?’

Gabriel looked at the gas fire. Nodded. Appeared on the verge of tears. ‘They left me alone for a long time. I tried to
forget them. I did forget them. Then the dreams began. Around the time Max got in touch. I needed the money. But at the farm I suddenly knew it was a mistake. Being there again. I didn’t want them coming back. Coming here.’

‘I think they would have done anyway. They seem to be looking up their old acquaintances all over the place. But how? What are they? You have to tell me. Please.’

Gabriel swallowed noisily. ‘There’s nothing you can do. And I don’t care any more. This life …’ His frail voice trailed off, and his dim eyes drifted to the ceiling.

Kyle kneeled beside him, held his wrist. It was like gripping a flute. ‘Tell me what you know, Gabriel. I need to know everything before I go and see Max. He’s keeping things from me. Lying.’

Gabriel smiled. ‘Because you wouldn’t believe it. You’d think he was a nut. Maybe you’re ready now.’

‘For what?’

‘For what he’s found out. He wouldn’t tell me either. He never really liked me. Only wanted me back in France for his own reasons. I think he wanted me to …’ Gabriel swallowed. ‘I was bait.’

Kyle felt the room swim around his head. ‘Jesus Christ.’

‘He wanted them filmed, I think. Thought me and Isis might draw them out in those places. All I can tell you is that after I left the Gathering, once Katherine brought those others to us, a friend of mine, Stewart, he wrote to me. He was known as Brother Abraham back then. He stayed behind after I ran. And he wrote to me a few times. Smuggled his letters out when he went to fetch water. He told me he was leaving. And to send money for his ferry ticket. I was skint, but I borrowed the money from my parents and posted it.
He asked me to meet him at Victoria Station when he arrived. He gave me a date and a time. But he never came. And I never heard from him again. Nor the others. I looked for Brother Abraham that first year back in London. No trace. When Max got in touch with me, a few months back, I asked him if he’d ever found Abraham or any of the others. He said he’d looked. He said they’d all been missing for years.’

‘And he told you to keep it quiet. Not to tell me and Dan.’

Gabriel didn’t answer, just looked at Kyle with tired eyes as he wheezed.

‘Did you ever go to the police?’

Gabriel shook his head. ‘For all I knew, they’d stayed on. Or went to America with Katherine. She could be very persuasive. ’

‘And how would it make you all look twenty years later?’

‘I don’t care any more. Tell the police.’

‘You think they’d believe me about all this?’

Gabriel’s smile was so thin it nearly never happened, but there was still a sliver of triumph in it. ‘Abraham left because he said … he said it wasn’t safe any more. There’d been a terrible row. Some of The Seven tried to take over the farm. Only Gehenna and Bellona stayed loyal to Katherine. Who’d tried to do something unpleasant. I don’t know what. But it started a revolt. And he said there was some kind of storm right after the rebellion. Terrible. People got lost in it. Three children. They never found them. Or the apostates, the five who tried to usurp her. All of the dogs too. The hens. All gone. But there was nothing on the news. I checked. Nothing about a storm in Normandy. And Brother Abraham said that he saw people go into the air. Up, you know? Just up. And they never came back down.’ Gabriel swallowed. ‘I thought
he was crazy. I convinced myself he was. I mean, out there … Now I’m not so sure. But he wrote something about “the Unholy Swine and the rain of black bones”. I never forgot that. It was something that happened at the farm during the storm. I always thought it was why the group moved to America. Because people, and children … had gone missing at the farm. But I kept the last letter.’ ‘Give it to me. Where is it?’ ‘I gave it to Max. He has it.’
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Max wasn’t answering his phone, and hadn’t since they landed. It was nearly midnight and London was a myriad lights beyond the grimy windows of the cab as it trundled to Marylebone. The vehicle-judders lulled Kyle into another doze. He jerked himself awake. Tried to call Max again, and for the first time, he realized he’d become concerned for their patron. What if they’d got to Max. If Max couldn’t defend himself what would become of him? He didn’t fancy Gonal’s chances and Gabriel seemed to welcome the end. Poor bastard. UV simulator bulbs didn’t appear to be much of a solution. It was pathetic. ‘How? How is this even possible? ’ he asked himself and stuffed his phone inside his pocket.

Immediately, it began to ring. He scrabbled at the pocket zipper. Tugged the phone out. Finger Mouse.

‘God’s sake Kyle, this is some twisted shit right here.’

‘You got it?’

‘Dan brought it round. Seems really depressed. You working him too hard? Or have you fallen out?’

‘I can’t explain right now, but, if anything …’ He stopped himself, and had a sudden idea that made him tingle all over.
‘Mate, I’m going to send you the rough cuts from all the rushes. I need you to start the edit without me. Nothing fancy. Just get it together. So it makes sense. Yeah?’

‘What’s the hurry?’

‘I can’t explain. But I need something put together that’s viewable.’

‘What duration?’

‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘Can do. Gonna cost you. This is my own time.’

‘Not a problem. And I appreciate it. Just invoice the hours to me. No, better not. Send them to Revelation Productions direct.’

The cab shuddered to a halt. As he pocketed a receipt for the journey, the desk porter from Max’s building appeared and opened the rear door for Kyle. ‘Mr Freeman?’

Bewildered, Kyle nodded.

The porter smiled. ‘Mr Solomon’s expecting you, sir.’

 


Iris led Kyle through Max’s apartment, which appeared determinedly brighter than he remembered it. ‘Where’s the slot machines?’ he asked Iris, who never responded.

The door to Max’s office was open, but the room was empty. Iris never broke her stride near it. They flitted past a vast kitchen, tiled in blue and white marble and festooned with stainless-steel pans. He glanced inside the bathroom; the interior as bright as an opticians. Only one other door in the hallway hadn’t been padlocked from the outside, and the locks and security fittings on the other doors were new. Max’s world of light appeared to have shrunk around him. Iris led Kyle into the master bedroom.

‘My dear Kyle,’ Max said, from where he was propped up
amongst the vast pillows in a bed the size of Kyle’s studio flat. ‘Thank you, Iris.’ The woman turned and closed the bedroom door behind her.

Kyle glared. Max’s orange complexion had faded to a milky caramel. His face was stricken, as if from the regular receipt of terrible news. His scrawny throat, head and arms were the only parts of his body visible above the heavy bedlinen. Red silk pyjamas and a paisley smoking jacket added another layer of warmth to the shrunken founder of The Last Gathering.

A chair had been pulled up at the side of Max’s bed in preparation for a visitor. Him. Kyle looked at it, felt wrong-footed. Typical Max. He’d been in an incandescent rage since leaving Martha Lake’s house in Seattle, and imagined all kinds of revenge he should enact against the wheedling, manipulative old man. But now he was here, the display of incapacity disarmed him. Was it a ploy?

‘You’ll have to forgive me, Kyle. I’m afraid I’m not at my best right now.’

‘Who is?’

‘Quite.’

‘Tell it to Martha.’

Max’s eyes flashed with alarm. ‘You heard?’

‘Malcolm Gonal just told me.’

‘What on earth were you doing talking to that wretched man?’

Kyle slumped into the chair with a sigh. ‘You’re unbelievable, Max. Just keep it up. The bullshit.’

But Max’s confusion seemed genuine. ‘Pardon?’

Kyle mimicked Max’s tone. ‘Why on earth were you using that wretched man to make a film? This film!’


Max raised his little hands and winced as if the volume of Kyle’s voice hurt his ears. ‘It hardly matters now.’

‘It does to me. He’s scum. What was all that flannel about your admiration of my work when you hired me, eh? You didn’t give a fuck who made it if that arsehole was your first choice.’

‘Martha lost her life yesterday and that is all you can think of? Kyle, I am surprised at you.’

‘No. No, don’t you dare, don’t start that. Twisting things. That’s not what I meant.’

‘Then whatever did you mean? If I upset you by asking him to direct first, then I apologize. This project was assembled quickly. There was little time to make proper assessments. And he has a reputation for being tenacious.’

‘Tenacious! It would have been fiction. You wouldn’t have been able to show a minute of it.’

‘I realize that now. It was an error of judgement.’

‘Why couldn’t you tell me who you’d hired? Eh? I’ll tell you why. Because this is a dead end. The film was never meant to be seen, was it? By anyone but you. This was never a real production. It’s an investigation. Like Gabriel realized too late, before he ran through a bloody bear-trap. We’re bait. We’re all here to draw fire. Gun fodder.’

A tremor passed across Max’s closed eyelids and his thin mouth sagged. But Kyle wouldn’t be silenced by this show of frailty. Or was it an insinuation of his bad manners? ‘I could have been gutted in an American motel room. By God knows what. No one knows but you, Max. You’ve deliberately been selective in the information imparted. And as a result Gabriel has lost a leg, and Gonal and me could be torn
apart tonight. Did they kill Susan too? Is that how she died? Did those old friends come calling?’

‘Don’t. Please.’

‘Because I nearly had a stroke backed up by heart failure in Seattle, mate.’ Kyle stopped. Tears glistened around Max’s eyes, which he turned to the curtains as if Kyle were no longer in the room. Kyle lowered his voice. ‘Max. What are they? What is going on? Tell me now before it gets any worse. Max?’

Eventually, Max returned his gaze to Kyle. Shaky with emotion, but no louder than a whisper, his voice slipped out. ‘As unlikely as it seems, Martha and Bridgette were the lucky ones. Susan too.’ Max swallowed, raised his chin as if in defiance. ‘But so many others … were taken. To another place.’

Max didn’t seem to be faking his grief, or what appeared to be an emotional collapse before Kyle’s eyes. But his apparent sincerity brought Kyle no relief. Another place. The cryptic comment had the effect of drying all of the saliva from his mouth. The pressure in the room intensified; he felt like he was clutching an anchor that sped towards an ocean floor. Bits of his own dreams smouldered awake. Were joined by new impressions of the things Gonal and Gabriel had suggested, and by what Martha had shown him. ‘What?’ was all he managed to say in a voice as weak as Max’s.

Max wiped at his eyes with a handkerchief produced like a magician’s prop from inside the bedclothes. ‘I am sorry. Truly.’ Max eyed the decanter on the bedside table. ‘Will you?’

Kyle stood up to make the drinks. ‘No messing now, Max. Out with it. I’m not going anywhere until I know.’

Max sniffed and adjusted his position, composed himself.
‘Of course. But there have been good reasons as to why I was unable to tell you certain things. For one, you wouldn’t have believed me. Poor Susan White never did. I tried to explain it to her.’ His voice dropped. ‘And you are right to assume what befell her. At the end.’ Max visibly shuddered. ‘I saw her ceiling. Above her bed. Dear God.’

‘Christ, Max.’

Max held the handkerchief across his eyes, as if to wipe the image away. ‘The very sight of such a visitor killed her. Her poor daughter thought it was a stain from a leak. Can you imagine what she would have thought of me, had I tried to explain why her mother died of fright? What anyone would have thought? They would have considered me insane. This is not something any authority, not even the Church, could address. You’ve seen enough to know that.’

‘You put us all in danger, you knew—’

‘Kyle! I never. This has been as much of an education for me as it has been for you.’

‘That’s a load of cock.’

‘Believe what you want.’ Max now sounded as tired as Kyle felt. He took his glass of brandy and gulped at it. Gasped. ‘I may have uncovered certain facts ahead of you, that I kept to myself, because of their evident improbability. I never thought we would get to this point. That she … that she could even manage this.’

‘Who? Manage what?’

‘We are being destroyed because we committed the greatest crime against her: we deserted her. This is vengeance. Her revenge.’

‘You talking about Sister Katherine, Max? She’s dead. She’s been dead since 1975.’


Max didn’t appear to regard his observation worthy of a response. He spoke as if to himself. ‘And when you have committed a vast and inhuman crime, what do you do with the evidence? You destroy it. It’s what tyrants do. What they have always done.’

‘You’ve lost me, Max.’

Max looked at Kyle in the way the wise and the weary gaze upon the young and the foolish. ‘This matter need no longer concern you.’

‘What’re you saying?’

‘Hear what I am about to say. Please. Do me this last favour, Kyle. I can only hope that you and Dan will be … all right. I thought it was only those of us connected to her through the Temple who could perish in such an unsavoury manner. But by enlisting your help, it seems that you are also being hunted. I should have known better.’

‘I think you did.’

Max looked at his fidgeting hands upon the bedspread. ‘Perhaps … perhaps my motivation for seeking the truth, and for my own self-preservation, was greater than my concern for others. I’ll admit it if it makes you feel better.’

Kyle wanted to bring the nearest cushioned stool down upon Max’s head at this show of self-pity. He took a deep breath followed by all of the brandy inside his glass. It nearly came back out on the end of a burp. ‘Now we’re talking, Max. You’re almost telling the truth. Please, can you keep this up for a bit, so I can work out what the fuck is going to happen to me when I get back to my crappy flat and fall into a coma tonight. The coma of exhaustion that your production has put me into. A condition that will prevent me from defending myself against something that has the ability
to pass through a fucking wall! This is my life we are talking about!’

Max closed his weary eyes. When they flickered open, a trimmed eyebrow arched. ‘Tomorrow, I will transfer the complete payment to you. Kindly take care of Dan with it. See this as an early compensation for what you have been involved in. And may I remind you that if you are able to edit the material thus far shot, it is still the property of Revelation Productions, so in no way are you entitled to screen it, to anyone. Anyone. Until a time when I deem it fit for distribution.’

‘You’re in no position to be making demands.’ The prospect of financial ruin had tainted the last two years of his life. And it seemed typical, if not fitting, that a sudden windfall should only arrive at the end of his days. The irony only made him feel worse, if it was possible. And it was.

‘No, but my barrister will, if necessary. He has instructions for the life of the film after my … after my future is decided. And it will be. Soon.’ Max barely got the last word out, and what blood still passed beneath his taut skin retreated to a deeper place inside his small body. ‘God willing, you will have your film. One day. And this story—’

‘Film? Max, I might not even see tomorrow morning. This is no longer about the bloody film. And by the looks of how many of your rooms are out of action, I’d say it might not be long until a few old friends end up in bed with you, mate.’

Max’s fingers tightened into fists. ‘Please … don’t say that.’

‘You’re like the worst kind of politician. You still haven’t told me what is going on. We’re wasting time here, Max!’

‘I was coming to that.’ Max took a breath. ‘Tomorrow you fly to Antwerp. And you—’


‘Whoa. Just whoa, yeah. Stop. Antwerp? What’s Holland got to do with this?’

‘Belgium.’

‘Fucking Belgium then. I’m not going anywhere. Have you heard a word I just said?’

‘In Antwerp there is a gallery. Owned by a private family—’

‘Max!’

‘Kyle! Will you bloody shut up!’

Kyle did, in stupefaction.

Max gathered himself. ‘Thank you. Now, the gallery. In this gallery is a triptych of paintings. Created by a master. A Flemish master. Niclaes Verhulst. I doubt you’ve come across him. But he was the son of a wealthy merchant. And he was a survivor. A survivor of something so terrible, it can only be adequately understood and comprehended by whoever looks upon his work. It’s far too improbable to describe in any other way.’

‘Pictures—’

Max raised his voice. ‘Within his extraordinary work is the story you seek. The work has not been reproduced since the 1920s, when some photographs were taken of it, and published in miniature in a book now long out of print. No other trace of the triptych exists. The work is all but forgotten. Those even aware of its existence still believe it was destroyed during the Second World War. Ownership of it has often seemed to … instigate bad luck. But I can arrange a private viewing.’ Kyle tried to interrupt but Max raised his hand and the volume of his voice again. ‘The family are rather eccentric, as is their collection, but we have become personal friends over the course of my research into The Temple of
the Last Days. And I have found the family more than willing to believe what it is that we are all experiencing. In fact, it’s one of the main reasons they have kept the works discrete.’ Max looked away from Kyle and slumped into some unhappy recollection. ‘In case the same mistakes were made again. In other times. As they have been. And more than once since the paintings were completed.’

Kyle shook his head. ‘Max. There isn’t time for me to go gallivanting off to Belgium to look at a painting. I mean, Max. Our lives … our lives are in serious danger. Now. Tonight.’

‘Then our work together has concluded. And you may go.’ Kyle dropped into his chair and pressed his face into his hands. It was no good. Coming here and expecting Max to tell him the truth had been fruitless. More lies. More riddles. Another journey. Until what? Until he was found dead with his mouth and eyes wide open. Or not found at all. He shivered. ‘And if I walk away from this right now, I’ll be OK? And Dan? We’ll be fine?’

Max pursed his lips, pulled his shoulders into his body, raised his palms in resignation as if to imply, what can I do? ‘I hope … I’m not so sure.’

Kyle grinned, but not pleasantly. ‘Blackmail.’

‘I’d prefer to see it as negotiation.’

He stood up quickly. Max flinched. Kyle’s body shook with rage. He also wanted to sob with frustration. ‘You got me into this. And you think I’m still going to work for you? You’re the same. As her. Katherine. You’re cut from the same cloth.’

Max grimaced. ‘Don’t you say that. Ever!’

‘What’s the difference? You use people. Like that’s all we’re good for, your own self-interest.’


Max’s eyes narrowed. His smile was more of a grimace. ‘My dear Kyle. What you have been given is an opportunity to witness miracles. And to make the most astonishing documentary. I’ve given you your life’s purpose. All great ventures carry risk, do they not? You saw what still walks in the house in Clarendon Road. You could have abandoned this project before you set one foot in Normandy. Most would have done, and who can blame them? But you didn’t. You even went to America after all you saw in that bitch’s fermette. I’m impressed with you, Kyle. And I bet poor Dan took some persuading to stay along for the ride.’

‘You fucker.’

‘And maybe even the horrors of the Last Days were preferable to another night shift in the warehouse, Kyle.’

‘How did you know—’

‘I answered your prayers, Kyle. Insolvency’s wretched, I hear. You’d be shooting weddings for the rest of your life and making short films for a fiver. And all I have done is given you a chance to be someone, Kyle. To be more than some straight-to-YouTube loser. You were over the edge, Kyle, and I gave you a hand.’

‘I’m going.’ Kyle turned on his heel and headed for the door.

‘Kyle!’

Kyle reached for the door handle.

‘I know what you’re thinking, Kyle. I have the money and enough of a film already, so I should run and just keep running until all of this is far behind me. But there are places, Kyle, where money has no value. The Kingdom of Fools as depicted by Verhulst. So, either you leave this to me and hope I succeed in my desire to defeat her. Or you run. But if I don’t
succeed, Kyle, you might just be waiting around like the rest of us have been, to die one night in the dark.’

Kyle turned the handle.

‘Please! I need you.’

Kyle paused.

‘See the triptych. See it! And you will know. Know it all. I promise.’

Kyle turned the handle and opened the door, stepped through it.

‘Kyle! Wait! Please. Please. The story. You must tell this story. You were made for this, boy. It’s in your blood.’

And then he found himself unwilling to walk any further from the bedroom. And for not doing so, he hated himself. Like a film on fast forward he thought of Susan White, Gabriel, Conway, Sweeney, Emilio, Martha Lake; footage shot in three countries; the terrible nature of the mystery as it unravelled, entwined, involved him. And he knew he would always wonder what really happened in Arizona. Would always sleep lightly. Would flinch at every watermark on plaster and every footfall in an upstairs room. Would be drawn in mind and spirit, if not in body, back to those places, to see, to marvel, to fathom. He could not bear to know; he could not bear to not know. How many times in a film-maker’s lifetime did such an opportunity present itself? This was his chance to be who he was, and for everyone who ever doubted him or derided his work to really see what he was all about. A life’s work. Perhaps the end of a life too. He took a deep breath. ‘And if, and I mean if, I go and see this painting. If I even live that long. Then I will know everything. Everything that you know?’


‘You have my word. On your return tomorrow, and you must return, Kyle, you must. You will know what only I have come to understand and to accept as Sister Katherine’s true legacy. The Blood Friends.’




TWENTY-FIVE

ANTWERP. 24 JUNE 2011. 11.30 A.M.

‘Max tells me I am to instruct you about Niclaes Verhulst and the Blood Friends, eh?’

Kyle took Dr Pieter Gemeen’s hand and shook it. ‘He sent me to see some paintings.’

Pieter frowned. ‘In good time. Such things are not to be taken lightly.’ And then he relaxed again and smiled. ‘Come, coffee? Or beer maybe? Beer I think.’

‘It’s early.’

Pieter grinned at him. ‘Beer will be best. Trust me in this matter.’

They’d met at the train station; the Renaissance historian already waiting for him on the arrivals platform of the airport shuttle. And Kyle wasn’t sure he’d ever actually spoken to anyone who wore bow ties before. Nor why he was surprised that anyone associated with Max would be eccentric, because Doctor Pieter Gemeen immediately confirmed the stereotype of an insane academic with his snow-white hair launching from his scalp in a fountain, only to be carefully sculpted back at its furthest extent, like a quiff grown too long. His pointed face was all nose and minimalist spectacle frames, his brows thick and incongruously jet like a
character from The Muppet Show that he couldn’t remember the name of. An observation he wished to share with Dan, without whom he felt exposed and vulnerable in the strange city.

Dan had called him five times during the flight. Just seeing his name in the missed calls list had flooded Kyle with relief and a welcome glow of warmth and familiarity; one night away from his best friend and he desperately wanted to repair any damage caused during their fractious flight back from Seattle. Dan left two messages in a voice unusually subdued, and full of uncertainty.

Mate, mate. Where are you? Call me. Shit. You won’t believe this. I found something. Oh, man.

There had followed sounds of laboured breaths, and insinuations of background interference as if Dan moved with a heavy weight in his arms. The camera? The allotted time for a message then ran out. The call was timed at 5 a.m., when Kyle would have been in security at Stansted airport. He’d risen from the sofa in Max’s study at 3.30 a.m. Had spent three undisturbed hours out cold when he was roused by Iris with toast and coffee just before the airport car service pulled up outside. Kyle’s flight to Antwerp had departed London at 6 a.m.

Dan’s second message arrived twenty minutes after the first: Dude. This is weird. You need to call me. Right away. Answer your bloody phone.

There were another three missed calls listed from Dan’s number, made ten, twelve and sixteen minutes after the second message. Since his arrival in Antwerp, Kyle had called Dan twice. There had been no answer, so he left messages and tried to explain in a few minutes where he was and why
he was there. He wondered if Dan had gone back to Finger Mouse’s flat, for the all-nighter on the Avid. Maybe they’d found something on the footage, maybe on the audio track. And then his thoughts darkened and he wondered if Dan was in danger; a peril he had placed his best friend within reach of. A sudden cold seizure immobilized him in the train station and he nearly broke into flight, straight back to the airport.

No, he was here now and a moment from the revelation they needed to understand what it was that hunted so many through the dark. He had to know and needed to hold his nerve until Dan made clear his position; his calls could be nothing more than news of an accidental image caught on camera. Another one.

‘Your first time in Antwerpen?’ Pieter broke Kyle’s anxious absorption.

Kyle followed Pieter, who carried himself out of the station and onto De Keyserlei Strasse, like an old dancer upon voguish leather shoes, and one expensively dressed in a tailored three-piece suit. His companion smiled as if pleased with his role as guide, and struck a quick and purposeful pace through the pedestrians, cyclists and trams as the city opened around them; the sight of it added fresh demands on Kyle’s worn-out mind. He wondered if his brain function would soon reach maximum capacity and just shut itself down.

‘Not what you expected?’ Pieter smiled, and bowed slightly as he spoke, which made Kyle feel automatically privileged, as if his counsel was being sought, or as if something of great importance was about to be imparted. The man had a professorial gravity that drew in a listener’s concentration. Which made Kyle desperate to film him, and all of this, the
spectacle of Antwerp. It really wasn’t what he expected; he’d expected a facsimile of a depressed British city in the 1970s. Though couldn’t think why; he knew nothing about the place.

Pieter guided Kyle towards a cab. ‘A good day to walk, but the time we must be aware of. You fly back today, so we talk for a short time, and then maybe we see something.’

‘My flight’s at six.’

Pieter nodded, and once they were inside the cab, he said, ‘Let me tell you about this city. I have a friend. Also English. He deals in art too. He has been here two years and every week he tells me he finds a new square when he walks. He tells me this city is half fairy-tale and half Gothic nightmare. I wish I still had those eyes.’ He added as a sad refrain. Through the windows of the taxi, Kyle could see what Pieter meant. Under a blue sky and late-morning sunlight, the place was everything he loved about continental cities: chic and shabby, spired and blackened, mysterious and beckoning. ‘We come to the Old Town up here. I know a place that serves Tripel Karmelite. The finest beer in the whole world. You English like beer.’

Kyle nodded.

‘It will be good for you.’

‘That bad?’

Pieter lowered his voice so the driver couldn’t hear, leaned into Kyle’s shoulder. He smelled of cigars, garlic and mouthwash. ‘It is only an informed man that can understand these works. You see, one must get past the grotesque and understand the … er … the images, the symbols, that these works contain. In themselves. Otherwise we are just horrified, and we learn nothing.’


They took seats at a wooden table outside a bar in the Grote Markt, darkened by the shadow of the Cathedral of Our Lady. Itself surrounded by walls of grand stone palaces and the colourful Stadt buildings. Cobbled lanes fed off the vast square into a labyrinth of medieval shadows, dark glass, iron balconies, walls blanketed by ivy, turrets and flags. The cathedral flung its ecclesiastical claws at the heavens while the town at its foot promised to whisper and enchant amongst its alleys and canopied cafes. It excited Kyle and flooded his imagination with panoramic shots; it was beautiful, but daunting.

Pieter relished a long draught of the golden beer that came in a glass shaped like a vase. Nodded at the square. ‘The world has been coming here since the Frisians. The Franks. Romans. Vikings. The Spanish. Napoleon. The Dutch. Germans. All of them, they come and go. But they all leave something behind. Curious things. Antwerpen draws things to itself. Strange things. It collects them.’ He looked at Kyle over the rim of his glasses, smiled. ‘And you thought it was all industrial? Maybe cranes and docks?’

Kyle returned the smile.

‘No. Antwerpen itself is history. So much so it can hardly be unravelled because even as I say this to you, it changes again. It is art. Which is why Niclaes Verhulst came here too.’

‘You know about the film I am making?’

‘I do. Max told me. I should like to see it someday.’

‘But do you know about what we have seen?’

‘Max has confirmed some details that we expected, yes.’

‘Expected?’ He swigged at his beer. ‘Who is “we”?’

Pieter smiled. ‘Patrons. And my occasional employers. An old family who prevent remarkable things falling into the
wrong hands. What I am about to show you, Katherine once tried to buy it. You know that? No? She was not the first, nor will be the last.’

‘Curiosity is killing me here, Pieter. I’m wondering how this relates to the story I am trying to tell.’

Pieter watched him gulp another mouthful; it was as sweet as wine and refreshing as a cold lager. ‘Slow. That beer is very strong. It gets you in the legs.’

‘Good.’

Pieter opened an elegant cigarette case. Withdrew a cigarette and offered the case to Kyle. ‘You have seen many strange things.’ It was a statement, not a question. Pieter lit their smokes. ‘All who seek old friends find out things they wish they did not know.’ He let the thought stand upright like an eager waiter beside their table. Looked about himself with an almost imperceptible turn of his head. ‘Like Niclaes Verhulst. He saw things. Many things he wished he did not. And he painted them. Here. After he escaped from a little place in France that I think you know of.’

Kyle frowned. ‘The farm?’

‘More or less. But it was a town then. In 1566.’

Kyle wiped beer off his chin. ‘1566?’

‘Yes. Sister Katherine and her followers were made in the image of some other thing.’

The immensity, the age, the epochal stature of the square seemed to lean inwards, to crush Kyle deeper into the cold shadows at the foot of the blackened cathedral. He shivered.

Pieter exhaled smoke slowly, watched it drift. ‘People come here to see Rubens’ work. Brueghel. Others. But I think Niclaes Verhulst is the most affecting of them all. He painted what was known as The Saints of Filth. Something that
tourists do not see. I would like to say you are fortunate, because I will show you a forgotten masterpiece. But I cannot say that. Because the fact that you get to see it means you are involved too. Which is no privilege at all.’

‘Who was he?’

Pieter turned back to the table, looked at Kyle intently. ‘He is not the subject of your visit. Like you, he was a commentator. A recorder of things. The man we must speak of is Konrad Lorche. A German. From Cologne.’ Pieter studied the end of his cigarette, nodded, muttered to himself.

‘Lorche was a printer with big ideas who became a playwright. But not successful. Then he was a travelling actor. And it is said he was charismatic. Persuasive. A well-educated man. He even went to university. You see, his parents had some money, for a while. And like many opportunists, after the Reformation Lorche also declared himself a prophet of God. Claimed to be in receipt of divine insight. He attracted many disaffected people about him in Germany, then the Netherlands. Walloons, English protestants in exile, French Huguenots. He and his followers they moved around, you know. Set up in villages and small towns. Got chased away often. You see, they grew from the tradition of Taborites and Anabaptists. From the 1530s. You know of these?’

Kyle shook his head.

‘These groups, they governed themselves. They thought they were an elect. They looked with contempt upon all authority. Government. All faith, Lutheran or Catholic. They were radicals who denounced the State and Church. Militant. Who answered only to God directly through their prophets, their leaders. Lorche even survived the siege of Munster. He learned from Prophet Matthys and John of
Leyden there. Leaders of the Anabaptists who once took over a whole city. Made it their own. And Lorche, he transported their ideas. He copied them. And like the Anabaptists, Lorche was also persecuted. In Germany. In Switzerland. But he had total power over his followers. We don’t know how many. We think maybe a few hundred.

‘And eventually, he moved his operation south to Utrecht, Ghent, even London before the reign of Queen Mary. But 1566 is the year in his life that we must concentrate on. The Duke of Alba with ten thousand Spanish soldiers came into the Low Countries. On the orders of Philip II, King of the Spanish Netherlands. To suppress Protestant heretics. It was called the Edict of Blood. And Lorche and his Blood Friends were hunted. Again. So they went to France, where the Huguenots, the French Protestants, had much power at that time. Lorche took his people, his Blood Friends, to this little place called St Mayenne in 1566. He declared that he would walk no further. That he and his people were The Last Gathering of Saints and they came there to build a New Jerusalem.

‘St Mayenne was a small town in farming land. This place you have seen. It had a wall around it, like Munster. That suited him. Not just to keep people out, but also inside. It also had a peasant population he hoped would be keen on his New Jerusalem. On his own brand of salvation. This town is no longer there. But he renamed it New Jerusalem in 1566.’ Pieter looked at Kyle sideways and acknowledged his unease with a tilt of his forehead. Observing that no one was eavesdropping, Pieter leaned back in his chair, waved a cigarette through the air. ‘You know this place as a farm. That came much later, in the 1830s. But once it was a whole town. I
have been there too, many years ago, and I found bits of the original walls in the fields nearby.

‘But here, in 1566, Lorche had visions. Like he did in every place he had been. He ran through the street naked. He frothed at the mouth. He spoke for God. Great angels had come to him and spoken to him. They told him he was the messiah. And the peasants, they loved him. He convinced them, this actor. And then the usual thing happened. The Catholics were thrown out, as were the Protestants who didn’t rebaptize in Lorche’s faith. All the clergy too. Anyone who did not accept and obey the prophet was gone.

‘The church was ransacked. He took control of the town. Total control. His followers had fought many sorties in the Low Countries, so they came here prepared for violence.’

Pieter paused and closed his eyes in concentration, then sighed as if with impatience at himself. ‘Lorche’s Blood Friends even outlawed private property here in the New Jerusalem. Ownership of any possession was forbidden. Even the ownership of food. The buying and selling of anything, no! Working for money, that too. Usury, lending. Like communists. All worldly possessions were to be controlled by a depository, like a bank. Overseen by the prophet, Lorche, through whom God spoke. He took everything for himself. And next, all activities were communal. Sleeping, eating. Doors on buildings were taken away. Spiritual teaching, guidance, all public life, was controlled by Lorche and his council of seven elders.’

Kyle started in his seat. Pieter peered at him intensely, but only with the one eye that rose above his spectacles. ‘You see, eh? The pattern forms already.’

Kyle swallowed the rest of the beer in his glass. Pieter
looked at the table, frowned in concentration. ‘Lorche the Prophet. He slept for days and woke to announce new proclamations from God that had come to him through his whispering angels. Then he went and spread the word in New Jerusalem. And at first, celibacy was the rule of his law. Of God’s law. Fornication a capital offence, punishable by death. The New Jerusalem only had room for the purist disciples of his scriptures, his interpretation. The world had lost its way and was damned and Lorche was the saviour. Angels told him this. When there was a problem, or opposition to what he wanted, then the angels spoke. Some said they were devils, but those that did were not only banished, but executed too. It is a terrible place, but he called it paradise.

‘The first big trouble came because there were too many widows. Life had been hard. Their husbands had died in wars for sure. But mainly through banishments and executions ordered by the Prophet. So he introduced polygamy. Lorche himself, he took the three youngest and most beautiful girls in the town as brides. Lorche even had an accession. He crowned himself the King of Israel, with all the world as his dominion. He said he was the messiah as foretold in the Old Testament. He wore fabulous robes of purple. All the gold in the town was melted to make him rings, jewellery fit for God’s one king. His court of seven elders also had magnificent clothes. They went everywhere with him. He made up new holy days. There were festivals and parades. All had to bow. He never got tired of it. Soon he had fifteen wives. All were made queen. They had the best houses by the church. They lived in luxury. The people of the town gave up all their clothes, their possessions and their food was rationed. The market square became his court. His soldiers protected him;
they encircled the square. On his throne that he stole from the Bishop of the diocese, Lorche sat in the market square and he announced new laws from God. Gave out sentences too. He claimed he was the Emperor of the Black Forest, who would reign for one thousand years.

‘But was it through God his power came? And which God? we must ask ourselves. And who were these angels as emissary to the chosen one? We do not know. But his followers believed him and that was enough. He proved it by pouring out his sin in serpents, from his mouth, you know. And by walking above the ground. By finding hidden gold, where people buried it. It is said he knew all the secrets of their hearts. That he controlled their souls. That he turned them into dogs should they displease him. To prove his power he made some of them see through his eyes. See through the eyes of God, he claimed. Others, he made them see through the eyes of dogs. The children, he claimed were to become true angels, to be saved from the sins of their fathers. He took them too and kept them in a barn in isolation. He smashed apart all families and marriages. The Church, they thought he was a witch. That he consorted with devils. Who can say? Who even thinks in these terms now?

‘In France, this was also the time of the Wars of Religion, and the House of Guise heard of Lorche and his vandalism, his heresy, his iconoclasm in St Mayenne. But it was only when Lorche killed the local Bishop that he signed his own death warrant. Then he became a priority for the Guise family. Lorche even had the Bishop beheaded in the market square to show the people that the Church had no power over them. He also fed the Bishop to a pig and then appointed the pig as the new Bishop. He claimed he put the Bishop’s
soul inside the pig. Such was his power. It was called the Unholy Swine by the people in the town. They dressed it in robes and a hat. It even had a sceptre.

‘The House of Guise was, of course, outraged. And so a small army of fanatical Catholics was sent to St Mayenne. And they were horrified with what they saw there. The people even starved now because Lorche ordered from his throne in the market square, with his pig-bishop beside him, that no one was to work. They were to wait for God, and to do nothing else … besides, of course, to listen to him. They even turned the church into a stable.’

Pieter sat back and sipped his drink, sighed. ‘What happened next, was inevitable.’ He took another cigarette from his case.

Burning eyes made Kyle realize he’d stopped blinking. The Grote Markt no longer seemed to be around him. He wondered again, and hoped, that this was all some elaborate practical joke of which he was the secretly filmed victim. Pieter studied his face. ‘I can see that you do not laugh. This has your interest. Because you identify a beginning of something terrible that was to be repeated, as all terrible things are.’ He smiled. ‘Now, I think we can go and see The Saints of Filth.’

 


‘Niclaes Verhulst, the painter, he survived the massacre. All the others who came down from the Low Countries with Lorche, they were slaughtered or they burned. Pope Pius V in Rome give the order himself. He said the soldiers were to take St Mayenne off the map. Burn it. So the place went back to nature afterwards. Became farmland again. But the land was no good after the Blood Friends.’ Pieter paused
before a vast wooden door in the deserted street he’d led Kyle to.

As Pieter talked, they had walked south from the Grote Markt to a tall, thin building with a pointed red-tiled roof in St Andries. It was unmarked and appeared empty. The huge door was set between a gallery that featured in its window a few sculptures made from wire and on the other side was a shop selling maritime antiques. Neither seemed to be open. The narrow lane was still, silent, chilled by shadow in the gully formed by the steep-faced buildings on either side, and shielded from the sounds of traffic by the high facades. ‘At the moment, the family keep The Saints of Filth in here. But it often moves.’ Pieter placed both hands upon the ancient iron door handles. He smiled at Kyle. ‘But not by itself.’

Kyle followed his guide into a narrow reception with plain white walls. It was an innocuous space; clean, lit with dawn-light simulator bulbs. A smell of incense dominated. Opposite the door, a thin staircase with a black iron handrail began an ascent.

Once inside, Kyle felt peculiar; dizzy, unwell now they had left the big sky and the thoroughfare of the Old Town. His stomach popped and fizzed. He tried to put it down to lack of sleep, then accepted his guts jangled at the expectation of seeing something he was sure would not be good for him.

‘And now, I am afraid, I must search you.’ Pieter said without a trace of humour.

‘Sorry?’

‘The family insist. Cameras are very small these days. Please do not take offence.’

‘Who are these people?’

Pieter put his index finger against his lips. ‘Guardians.
Their ownership is, shall we say, reluctant. But necessary. Even if you come back here, the paintings would be gone. And it’s not good to look for too long. Many people who have done, they never have a good end. They go mad. When the family realized this many years ago, they took measures.’ He looked Kyle in the eye. ‘May I?’

Kyle couldn’t disguise feeling insulted. ‘Go ahead.’

Pieter inspected the lapel of Kyle’s leather jacket, his collars, belt buckle. Crouched down and studied his boots. ‘Your bag, leave it here.’ Kyle slid it off his shoulder and dropped it.

Pieter smiled when he was satisfied. ‘Good. Now I think we can go up.’

They passed two floors of closed doors, two per floor. Went up through the intense light of the stairwell to the small landing of the top floor, which no more than two people could stand on together. Pieter entered a code into a metal panel in the door of the street-facing room. Looked over his shoulder at Kyle, nodded, and then entered the room.

 


Steel blinds covered the windows. White paint softened the walls and ceiling about an unfurnished room, its floor plain wooden boards. A quartet of aluminium stands in each corner of the room held clusters of powerful dawn-light simulators. Wires trailed from them to a multi-plug board. A concentration of their luminance upwards prevented a direct focus of the lights on the three wooden stands, upon which three large paintings were mounted. Each painting was covered with a black cloth. Behind the easels were three black cases, open to reveal protective velvety interiors.


Pieter smiled. ‘Come.’ Under their feet the floorboards groaned. ‘Here.’ He stopped Kyle about five feet from the stands. Positioned himself between Kyle and the stands. Checked his watch. ‘Look at the painting on the left. Do not look to your right until we are ready. I’ll tell you when.’

Kyle nodded. The paintings were unveiled.

Pieter turned, then moved and stood beside Kyle and faced the triptych. ‘The Saints of Filth.’

Kyle’s eyes refused to stop flicking across all three paintings. Each canvas was at least four feet across, as many high, and all dark as if sooty. Within the shadowy smears the only details he took away were those of intense red fire in the first two frames, like occasional flashes. The tone of the last picture was much lighter, the colour of smoke.

‘The first one. Yes? It is called The Siege of Jerusalem. It is the beginning of the end for Konrad Lorche and his Blood Friends. At least for a while.’

Kyle glanced at Pieter, who nodded at the canvas. ‘Tell me what you see.’

Kyle looked to the top of the first ancient wooden frame and moved his eyes downwards. Saw a thin strip of distant sky, red and black, cut above an arid plain of dry or scorched land. In the top third of the picture, beneath the angry sky, an army bristled with pikes and lances, their steel helmets were close together, and the armoured cluster moved as one mass upon a mostly broken wall. About the rubble inside the town a handful of men with thin legs threw their arms into the sky, or stood with drawn swords and banners. It looked like a final stand.

‘I see the army. The siege?’

‘The besiegers. Seven hundred soldiers. Two hundred
mercenaries. Spanish. Very disciplined, with much experience slaughtering Protestants.’

‘The walls are broken and the soldiers are pouring into the town. St Mayenne, I’m guessing.’

Pieter nodded. ‘What are the people doing in the town?’

Horribly thin and miserable women wearing cloth caps and long gowns trailed bone-thin hounds about their skirts. All of the people’s faces were depicted with hollow eye sockets. Mouths hung open and were dark inside. Roundheaded children watched from the upper windows of one building. The few male figures he could see were at the collapsed walls. Only a few wore armour or clutched weapons. Hopelessly, women threw buckets of dirty water at the fires that licked out of three visible windows. ‘The women are putting out fires.’

‘Yes. And they also repaired the buildings and the walls at night. The Catholic army fired cannon shot at them. The siege lasted six weeks.’

‘Six?’

‘The army built a trench round the town and decide to starve the Blood Friends. See how they all look? Niclaes Verhulst painted them as bones in rags. They have no eyes, their jaws hang open like the dead. The royal court held the stores of food, which ran out very quick. And the people had no bread for six weeks. It was forbidden to eat the dogs, so they ate the horses, they ate the rats, then they ate the grass. The Unholy Swine, he was all right. And the Prophet’s elect. The royal court of God’s one true king ate well while the people starved.

‘Lorche sent sorties outside the walls and he even destroyed the army’s cannons in one skirmish. But the Catholic
soldiers, they still surrounded them. Starved them. Lorche killed those people who tried to go over to the Guise army when the town people were promised sanctuary if they recanted. See the market square?’

Kyle found it. Eight headless figures in white winding sheets lay in the dirt of the square before a figure in purple robes, who sat upon a golden throne. The seated figure looked up to heaven. Its face was greenish, its grin skeletally beatific.

‘Apostates,’ Pieter said. ‘Beheaded. He offered their blood to those angels he served, with whom he had a pact. You see Lorche? He looks to heaven, waits for the angels who guide him to save him as he promised his followers. But the people have no food and little water. There is disease and many bodies fill the houses. So in the final days, Lorche told them to drink the blood of Christ and eat the flesh of Christ. Lorche got the pig-bishop to bless the bodies of the sick and the dying and said eat to his people. So they stayed alive a bit longer eating their own dead.’

Kyle swallowed the bitter taste that had come into his mouth.

‘Look upon the table in the market square. You see the feast?’

Kyle did, but wished he had not. Entire skeletons of horses littered the flagstones of the square before the church. Picked clean. Before the doors of the church a table was laid with bowls of reddish-brown liquid; lifeless sticklike arms and legs were laid upon great steel platters. A scattering of empty coffins were built up in a pile beside the banqueting table.

‘Now look to the next painting. The Martyring of Fools.’

The market square filled the entire canvas and was depicted
in much greater detail; a dirty, rubbish-strewn space of wet stone in poor light. Either the painting was filthy with age or dark, greasy smoke had been deliberately conjured to drift across the area and stain the background. The flagstones were littered with the dead and the dying. Faceless figures in dark steel armour formed a border about the slaughter. Upon the long shields of the soldiers the thin red crosses looked wet. But the apex of the picture’s images concentrated on a series of upright poles with things attached to their upper lengths.

‘In the middle, upon the longest stave, you can see Lorche, the Father of Lies. Around him, The Seven. They were all stripped of their clothes. Their legs and their arms were smashed with poles while they are still alive. Then they get tied to the beams and raised vertically. Slow fires of dung, tow and pitch are built under their feet.’

Kyle felt unwell, lightheaded, and adjusted his feet. The floor of the room groaned beneath his boots.

Nine thin black posts held dirty ruins of barely recognizable forms, engulfed in smoke. About the figures on the poles, others were strapped to wooden chairs with red fires beneath the seats. Yet more had been tied to and broken upon cartwheels raised on thin poles. The agonies of the Blood Friends were captured with white twists of face and sinewy throat, reaching upwards to escape the fumes. Every figure yearned for the boiling black sky.

‘Nine. There are nine posts.’

Pieter smiled. ‘Here burns the King, The Seven Elders, and their bishop, the Unholy Swine. You see his feet. The last one on the right in the picture. Pig feet. The picture is dirty, but if you look closely you also see his vestments. They burn him in his holy robes and his bishop hat.’


Kyle chose not to look any closer. ‘What happened to the others … the peasants, the people of the town?’

‘They were slaughtered in their homes. Few lived. The soldiers lied. Said they would be saved if they ended the resistance. But they found most of the people too given over to Anabaptism to save, and alive with demons, so they cut their throats in their homes. Many were beheaded. Hundreds. Maybe a thousand. Who knows now? Their corpses were salted. The children and some women were sent to other towns in the diocese, but nearly all others died here on this last day of the siege. Verhulst was an educated man and his parents had money. He survived because we think he bribed the Spanish mercenaries. Now look at the sky. Tell me what is happening there.’

The sky seethed with a cumulus of pitch-black smoke, from which curious vanilla gases appeared in places as if a sickly sun was trying to light the ground. A thin red fire glowed on the horizon. Kyle found his throat to be so dry he could barely speak. ‘It’s dark. Smoke maybe, from the fires. Or a storm.’

‘The captain of the soldiers claimed a storm came on the final day. The Last Day. As they put the heretics to the sword, and as the town and the bodies burned to ashes, he said a terrible wind came up and started to scatter the bones. He said the air was full of smoke and embers and they were forced to withdraw. What was left of Lorche and his chosen was meant for steel cages, to be taken around the nearby towns. The cages were to be hung from the steeples of churches as a warning. But the storm, it spoiled that. Because when the wind blew in St Mayenne on the last day, on the day of the false martyrs, a priest with the soldiers wrote that
the sky filled up with ash and then rained with black bones. All the soldiers ran when this happened. Now look above the walls, before the air is dark. What do you see?’

‘Birds.’

Pieter nodded beside him. A score of black shapes, crows, seemed to hover lifelessly above the ruined walls. ‘They’d been coming in for many weeks to eat the blessed dead. But on this day, they got lost in the wind. It took them too. Took them into the sky with the remains of Lorche and his disciples.

‘And now, we come to the end of Verhulst’s triptych. The Kingdom of Fools.’

Rising to the upper margin of the grey charred sky in the third painting, a single figure immediately captured Kyle’s attention. The Unholy Swine. The pig clutched a sceptre in one uncomfortably prehensile trotter, and a gilt-edged book in another trotter. But what most unnerved him about the pig was its apparent glee at the elevation, or even levitation while seated in its throne. Up it went, into the broiling maelstrom of the heavens; the air now depicted as an unpleasant sulphurous-yellow mist.

The pig and its host rose above the suggested miniature detail of a blackened town, crowned with smoke, at the foot of the piece. Up into the sky the host of tormented and stricken martyrs writhed; thin wretched forms of at least a hundred naked human figures.

The ghastly sky filled two-thirds of the picture, with its tainted air seeming to churn, circle, and pull at the earth far below. Birds who were still feeding on the listless human carrion of the air, grinned as if delighted by their ghastly ascension, and were also whirlpooled into the sky. Bone-thin
dogs with long snouts, lolling tongues and prominent ribcages rose upwards too, as if on their hind legs, and barked at the turmoil in the heavens about them.

‘You see the Unholy Swine?’

Kyle nodded that he did.

‘He holds a book. The Book of One Hundred Chapters. It is Lorche’s hierophantic manifesto of the Blood Friends. A testament that deified him as immortal and those who follow him as saints. A written proclamation of their divinity. Sister Katherine wrote something similar, and just as badly. She said it was transcribed through her. Maybe this was one thing she did not lie about. Now see the faces. Those around the pig are in better detail.’ Several of the faces were turned skywards in a mixture of wonderment and cruel leers. ‘They think they are saved. But they are merely guests in damnation. Guests of those they served through Lorche. These angels. The Blood Friends are consumed by this other place, their souls are devoured, they become one with their angels, their false gods. They mimic the expressions of the Christian saints and martyrs. But this is an inversion. Now look in the top section of the picture. The final ascent into hell. Through the sky.’

The top third of the picture depicted a long, miserable stretch of what looked like pale dirt. A shore before a great body of lifeless water. A place positioned above the maelstrom of sky that the martyrs moved upwards through.

‘We’ll take two steps closer. Come.’

Kyle swallowed.

‘Up here. In hell. The Blood Friends frolic like blasphemous angels above the world. They cavort with the pig and a pack of mad dogs, who stand on their hind legs. All their
tongues flap to suggest idiocy. You see their simple crowns?’ All of the bone-thin figures were crowned like royalty in the featureless vacant space. The crowns were crudely made of wood. ‘Here Verhulst represents Lorche and The Seven as kings of emptiness, of vapours and foul gases. Their constituency is a pestilence of sinners executed and burned alive, a flock of dead birds who feasted upon carrion, and dogs who have eaten diseased flesh. You can see the birds around the feet of the people. The birds too are bones. This is the paradise they were promised.’

The Blood Friends were even more wretchedly gaunt and spindly than they had been during the siege and the martyring. They didn’t look like people any more. But the depiction was accurate; Kyle knew where he had seen such things before.

‘Instead of heavenly bodies they now are caged within twisted demoniac forms, human remains reshaped in the image of their masters. They can only masquerade as angels. They grin like fools upon the devastation wrought upon their earthly forms. You see? Clutched in their hands are rags and bones. They clutch at ruin, but prize the things they have seized as if they are made of gold and are encrusted with precious jewels. In the middle you will see Lorche. He dances with the pig.’

Indeed he did. The horrible prance of a skeletal man who wore a wooden crown, about a pig with grotesque human features under a bishop’s headdress, made Kyle feel sick and nervous.

‘They are no longer men. They are the damned. Devoured. Yet still they yearn for the light below that burns them. They await here, in the wasteland, for a call from those old places
where they were once strong, or from those who have come to adore them.’

Kyle turned away. The images had been seared into his memory; he knew he would revisit them, often. And as he walked across the room towards the door, unaccompanied by Pieter, who had remained behind to hastily throw black sheets over the stands, all Kyle could see were the thin wretched faces of the Blood Friends in their Kingdom of Fools. Their white eyes were full of madness.




TWENTY-SIX

CAMDEN, LONDON. 24 JUNE 2011. 11 P.M.

‘Mate. I’m outside. This is getting old.’ Kyle had lost the will to leave another message for Dan, who was still worryingly at large. There had been nothing from him since the flurry of calls during his flight to Antwerp. Finger Mouse had not seen him since he’d dropped off the master drives from the US shoot after they landed at Gatwick. Dan had told Finger Mouse he was going home to sleep.

They usually met at Kyle’s place in West Hampstead, because Kyle’s infrequent visits to the arse-end of Camden only served to cultivate his aversion to the area where Dan shared an illegal sublet with a performance artist, whose last kick was a painfully bad and entirely unsuccessful attempt at a burlesque act that Kyle had been coerced into filming: a self-important character called Raoul who mercifully spent most of his time in Madrid.

The red-brick block of flats looked empty, was mostly unlit. But then it always looked that way. He went through the broken front door of the block into a miasma of old urine on cold cement, because the concrete staircase was used as a latrine. As soon as the beleaguered council fixed the door, a scuffed sports shoe would unfix it and the local weasels
took to pissing inside. Nothing new there. But what Kyle now feared to the point of becoming wordless and disoriented, didn’t use doors in the conventional sense.

Odd-coloured doors on every level were made from steel and all had spyholes. A lot of nans too poor to get out lived behind them, in fear. Balcony walkways featured closed doors and the shaggy silhouettes of abandoned flower baskets. But Kyle made the fourth floor without the usual molestation from a character with a perpetually wet nose that protruded between a puffa-jacket collar and long oily hair. It seemed to live in the stairwell. If that thing wasn’t home, something was up.

He fished the keys out of his pocket. Because of the rapid exchanges of shared film equipment between them, they each kept a set of keys to the other’s flat. The double lock wasn’t on. Which meant Dan had left and just pulled the door closed behind him. Unusual, because Dan had been burgled twice, and all of Kyle’s Motorhead CDs and Herzog box sets that Dan once borrowed went out the door in a swag bag, along with two cameras and anything else that had a plug attached. ‘Mate,’ Kyle called softly into the darkness through the gap he’d made between the door and the frame. He smelled the tang of a distant unemptied bin, old carpet and the merchant marine taint of municipal paint. No one home.

Reaching inside, he scrabbled for the hallway light switch. Flicked it down. The scruffy reception was flooded with yellow light. A good sign. Kyle went inside. Navigated his body around a bicycle and closed the door behind him. Listening hard and ready to retreat at the drip of a tap, he carefully opened the door to Dan’s room on the far right side of the passage.


‘Shit. Oh, shit.’

It took a few seconds to stop the shakes in his vision. His friend was pathologically untidy; Kyle knew that from two years cohabitation in a shared house at college. But over the eternal sea of unwashed clothes, magazines, soiled plates, and the poignantly masculine detritus of a male slob, shrapnel from his friend’s valuables added a topical layer of wreckage. This was no burglary; it was the aftermath of a frenzy.

The destruction of Dan’s Star Wars collectibles would have been mourned with more intensity by their owner than the burning of the library at Alexandria. But the Millennium Falcon had seen its last voyage and was ready for the landfill. The limited edition AT-AT had been hit by something the Rebel Alliance never had in their arsenal. Every collectible miniature, model kit and pricey diorama had been raked from the Ikea shelves, if not hurled with force against the sallow walls.

Clone Troopers and Jedi crunched under Kyle’s feet as he crept inside the room and inspected the damage. Flat-screen television screen smashed. Stereo crushed. Bed eviscerated. Even the mattress springs were visible. It was like his bed in Seattle, only worse. A greater and perhaps lengthier fury had been inflicted here.

Had Dan been inside it? Kyle sat down in the wreckage of a Tie Fighter and began to shake.

No blood.

Well that was one thing, and it made him leap with lunatic hope. But why hadn’t Dan been in touch since the early hours? In the voicemail message he said he’d found something.

Kyle was back on his feet and down the hall in seconds.
Raoul’s room was locked and he kept it that way when he was out of the country. The bathroom looked like the aftermath of a car bomb ignited outside a hotel, but that might have just been Dan being Dan: towels on the floor, cardboard inner tubes from toilet rolls left where they fell, a smell of backed-up pipes and a ring like one of Saturn’s, but brown, around the bath.

But not even ten years of his friend’s slovenly use of the living room would account for the wreckage. Both armchairs and the sofa had been gutted and erupted with white foam. A coffee table had been swept clear of unwashed crockery, glasses, Pringle tubes and TV remotes. Their camera gear was strewn around the equipment bags from which it had been yanked, but Kyle didn’t stop to see if it was damaged. He banged out of the living room, staggered into the kitchen. And came to a dead stop.

The smell hit him full and hot in the face before he saw the stain. Sewage, wet ashes, carrion. An old scent, and an uncanny feature of his life these days.

It had come through the ceiling. Above the little breakfast table. Upon which it had dropped and scrabbled. Splashed a fluid over the Formica. The ceiling had once been white, but was aged like yellow ivory from the thousands of cigarettes smoked by Dan, Raoul and their predecessors. But the discolouration of their residency looked positively clean about the greasy smear with a four-foot diameter. Black at its heart, but veined with moist tendrils to its borders, it would look and smell to the uninformed like the toilet upstairs had flushed right into the heart of Dan’s kitchen. But Kyle looked for and saw the bones; to his trained eye it was as if a blurry X-ray of a fleshless hand, a scapula, and a bottom row of
long donkey teeth had been superimposed onto the plaster by a nuclear flash.

It’s why Malcolm Gonal had papered his ceiling with yesterday’s news. Gonal. He’d kept them back with car batteries and dawn-light simulators, but for how long? Dan had refused to believe they were possible. The “old friends”. He’d been utterly unprepared; was probably fast asleep with Alice in Chains roaring about angry chairs through his iPod earphones when a martyr from New Jerusalem birthed over the toaster. The lights must have been off; it would have hunted him through the dark as he slept.

‘Oh, shit. Oh Dan.’ Kyle stepped back. His hands covered his mouth when he saw the heavenly letters on a saucer; possibly the last clean plate in Dan’s kitchen.

The saucer had been placed there, isolated. There had been a sudden relocation of bread bags, Olivio spread and Marmite around it. Dan must have been grazing when he found it … where? … about his person, or in their gear as he unpacked in the lounge? That’s how a claim had been staked on Gonal’s hunched shoulders. Malcolm said there had been a bone, a black bone in his gear when he got back from the States. And Dan had found a winning ticket too. It now seemed another rune had been cast and they never even knew it. They were all destined for The Kingdom of Fools, as foretold in The Saints of Filth. No one gets left behind.

‘Mate. Oh Mate.’

Dan had found teeth. Long teeth. Crown and root. Black as coal and cracked like pottery from an archaeological dig. A handful of teeth, dropped like seeds from the reaper’s hand.

 


 



Outside in the streets, revealed murkily like poorly lit photographs by the lamps and the odd rush of a car’s headlights, his unhinging felt physical. The going of his strength was tangible; like air from a ripped inflatable it gushed from him. Something loosened inside his skull. There was a slide of his thoughts into unfinished sentences and fragments of irrelevancy. To be followed by a ratchet of gut-level anxiety so acute his mind became a clenched fist. Then an open hand to scatter his thoughts like salt.

He moved like the undead towards the centre of Camden. Walked towards the lights. Followed a group of people for a while; two couples. Followed them up to the door of a gourmet burger restaurant. Wanted to go inside with them. Wanted time to go backwards so he could partake of ordinary unexceptional things with them, like the nonchalant eating of burgers and the sipping of beers in a carefree evening.

He recalled his recent life on rewind. Meeting Max for the first time in the production office; an empty house in Holland Park; the ferry to France with Gabriel; the desert; the ranch; the detective’s house; a dismal kitchen in Seattle … he saw all of this, and all else between these points of reference simultaneously, and he regretted having known any of it. Wished he could wipe his life of every scene of what he’d thought was a great film. The regret left him feeling so weak with hopelessness, he could barely get his breath in and out of his lungs. Despair rendered him limp enough to make lighting a cigarette impossible.

The people sat down to dine, and those others over there – that girl with the nose ring who laughed into her phone,
the man who read the book in the window of the pub, the bus full of listless faces – they were in a parallel dimension. One he’d foolishly slipped out of and now could not get back inside, even though he yearned and scrabbled to do so. Everyone around him existed in a world of familiarity and security and predictability. A place utterly alien to him. He could rejoin it no more than he could pass through a screen and step into a television show. He was a living warning to the foolhardy, the reckless, the ambitious, the naïve; just like Gonal hiding behind a barricade of newspaper. This was why Bridgette Clover topped herself; because she’d entered a dangerous place with one outcome and could not walk back out. Kyle started to shake all over. Wondered if he was in shock.

He wheeled away from the wall he’d slumped against. A man walked his dog past Kyle, going somewhere better than he was ever going to be again in what was left of this life, or the next.

His lips trembled. If he spoke his voice would be glottal with grief. He thought of skeletal figures who danced around a pig with a sceptre. Was Dan there now? Did he now scream and cavort among carcasses of sixteenth-century dogs?

He’d as good as killed his best friend. If he hadn’t coerced Dan to go to America he’d still be around. ‘Oh, Christ.’

Around all of the light and motion and purpose in the world he was excluded from, his eyes were pulled into the dark places: the unlit windows, the wooden hoardings covered in flyers for concerts long over, a flattened cardboard box in a doorway that was going to be someone’s bed for the night. Around him all was bleached of colour, stained concrete and dusty tarmac, refuse rearing in the cold wind,
unnoticed, neglected, and lightless. Leaden weights suspended from twine seemed to pull his spirits and his jaw down. This is how the world was when you knew it was terminal.

Dan was gone. Dead.




TWENTY-SEVEN

MARYLEBONE, LONDON. 25 JUNE 2011. 1.10 A.M.

In the rear-view mirror the concerned eyes of the driver moved to Kyle’s face then darted away. Another great heave expanded his chest; an attempt to breathe as much as an involuntary reaction to the idea Dan was gone. And his imagination’s insidious enquiry into how Dan went refused to be suppressed. Hysteria was coming to the boil. He needed to keep a lid on it. Max had to be confronted, because there was a way to get Dan back from wherever he might be. There was. There was? There had to be.

Fury accompanied shock. The urgency of rage drove Kyle back to Max, ratcheted even higher by his refusal to answer his phone, and he silently willed the vehicle to deliver him with a greater haste than was being taken. To get him to a meeting destined to be their last, before he called in the police, or killed Maximillian Solomon with his bare hands. Over and over again, in the back of the taxi, he imagined how it would feel to squeeze that wizened throat; to stare at the surprised face as it reddened.

But after he bounded past the porter and had thrown himself up the stairs to Max’s floor, he found the front door of the apartment open. Max had anticipated his mood and his
intentions, and was prepared to disarm them. No surprises there. Though the once immaculately groomed millionaire was now more dishevelled than Kyle thought it possible for him to be.

The executive producer’s pyjama bottoms were spattered with dried blood. The emerald smoking jacket was streaked with long smears the colour of iodine, as if wet hands had been wiped across the front. A medicinal reek hung in the air about the executive producer’s scrawny frame that appeared to have shed half its body weight and could barely stand upright.

Idiotically, Kyle wondered if Iris had served supper improperly and paid the ultimate price after a frenzied scuffle with her fussy master. Briefly, he wanted to laugh with hideous delight at the thought. When the notion passed, he wished to be held down and sedated; had never imagined it was possible to feel so shaken and insubstantial. Tragedy had engulfed him.

But it was the vision of Max’s head that most appalled him, and undermined his intention to beat a confession from the little producer. Because it looked as if someone had done exactly that, and recently too. One side of Max’s head was a thicket of stitches. Purple welts stretched from cheek to artificial hairline and bristled with surgical twine. The eyeball closest to the inflamed scratches was blood-red. One ear was clothed in white gauze and tape.

Kyle’s mouth felt disembodied, thick with saliva. ‘What … ?’

Max stood to one side. ‘Quickly. There isn’t much time.’

But Kyle remained mute and gaped at the little damaged head. Max glared at him. ‘Will you get inside. Please! And
where have you been? I’ve been holding on for hours. Your plane landed at six thirty!’

‘You could have answered your phone.’

‘I couldn’t … it’s in that room. Lost.’

‘What room?’

Max turned on a slippered heel and limped to the wall; he needed it to stay on his feet. The other hand scraped a silver-tipped cane across the marble floor.

Kyle’s dread cooled another few degrees centigrade. The hall lights were out. Since the early hours of the morning, new locks had been fitted to a couple more doors in the hall; now Max’s bedroom was out of action, so was the kitchen. Only two rooms remained open; the bathroom and Max’s study.

At the far end of the corridor a squat black machine the size of a car engine, purred and vibrated. Pro4000E was printed on one side. A generator that issued a deep-sea squid of red cables that ran into the study. A multi-board that belonged at an outdoor event and had no place inside an exclusive west-end penthouse powered a dozen dawn-light simulators on small stands. Every bulb angled its intense fake light upwards at the ceiling of the hall.

‘How?’

Max stopped his slow progress down to the study; he crept more than walked. He looked up as a frightened child might. ‘They came. Right after you left for the airport. I nearly lost an ear.’

‘Jesus Christ.’

‘I heard one inside the ceiling cavity. It got to the bloody cables. After the first time, I had them replaced and – ’ Max winced from a sudden pang of agony issuing from somewhere about his body ‘– I opted for a railway grade. But it
was only a matter of time before they killed the light again. When they couldn’t chew through the wires, they tore them out of the main frame. The whole wing was in darkness when I was awoken.’ Max looked at Kyle and tried to smile, but it became a pathetic wince beneath eyes that welled with self-pity. ‘I’m living on borrowed time, my dear Kyle. A day of reckoning is at hand. One closer than I ever imagined. But I suggest we make it theirs, not ours.’

‘Ours?’

Max closed his eyes. ‘I’m sorry. But it’s too late for apologies. We need to act. Now.’

‘Dan’s gone.’

Max stopped moving. ‘God, no.’

‘God, yes. My mate is gone.’ Kyle jabbed his finger back at the front door. ‘I’ve just been to his flat! They left a saucer full of teeth in the kitchen.’

Max’s thoughts changed direction. He stared into the middle distance. ‘Three intrusions in one night. Dan. Me. And Gabriel. I’ve been checking in every morning to see if he … well, you know, if Gabriel made it through the night. He never. So they came for three of us last night after you left. Four if Malcolm Gonal was included, but I’m not in touch there.’ Max shook his head, then continued down the hall with more determination than he’d shown since opening the front door.

‘Max!’

As if to himself, Max spoke. ‘A concerted effort was made. Be grateful you were travelling. The police are questioning Gabriel’s nurse. Can you believe it? They want to know how he bled to death. Through his stump.’ Max winced as if he’d bitten into rotten fruit. ‘They bled him where he lay.’


Kyle stopped and held his head with both hands. Didn’t know where to begin or even what to say. Was speechless with fury, incomprehension, revulsion, grief, and confusion. ‘Police.’

Max laughed unpleasantly as if their involvement would be ludicrous. ‘Hopeless, I know.’

Kyle was upon him in two bounds. Turned him against the wall. The old man squealed with pain. ‘You bastard!’ Spittle from his mouth forced Max to blink. ‘Dan. Dan!’

Max tried to recover his composure within Kyle’s white knuckles. He stared at Kyle with distaste, and surprise. Didn’t seem to anticipate the wrath of those he had endangered through his self-interest.

‘I want my friend back. How?’ The volume of Kyle’s voice escalated until it echoed inside the hallway. ‘No more bullshit, Max. No more paintings, and hints, and—’

‘You saw them. The Saints of Filth. It’s why I wasted so much time sending you there. So you’d really know what we’re facing. So you can truly accept them.’

‘I don’t know anything. I saw some paintings of an atrocity. But what they suggest … isn’t possible. Can’t be. It’s time for the police. Dan—’

‘Possible? The police?’ Max grinned. ‘What would you tell them?’

‘I could break your neck. I’d do the time. It’d be worth it.’

‘Kyle, you’re a smart man. Can you not work it out? Can you not accept what has happened? What is happening? Even after this? Gabriel. Martha. Susan. Poor Dan. And us if we don’t act. My dear boy, it’s time to do the unthinkable.’

‘The what?’


‘You’ll understand. You must. It’s the only reason I’m still here. Waiting for you. So I can show you the rest. Like I promised. To give you a chance too.’

‘What bloody chance? What are you saying?’

‘There is a way to save yourself.’

In a flash of self-preservation that left him feeling reprehensible, Kyle released Max. Whatever could be done, if anything could be done, this poisonous old madman would know how.

Max smoothed out the lapels of his soiled robe. ‘This is not some ghost story for the masses, my boy. Some haunted house you can film and then speculate about on cable television. Some paranormal fantasy you can go and film with your friends. For the festivals and fans. The freaks.’ Max smirked and Kyle had no idea how he restrained himself from caving in his little skull like a ripe satsuma. ‘It’s more, much more. This is real. It always has been. Which is why you couldn’t walk away from it. You smelled authenticity. Smelled it! The genuine article. So blame yourself for your involvement. And you better start believing in what you have seen, if we are to act with purpose and without scruple.’

‘You little fuck—’

Max swept his cane through the air. Pointed the tip at the generator. ‘Come on, while the battery lasts.’ Max checked his watch. ‘We need to be long gone before it runs out.’

 


Sat in a huge leather chair, Kyle was numb. Strengthless. His head was a flotsam of thoughts adrift. He merely sat and waited and stared at the blank screen on the desk in Max’s study. In one hand he held a tumbler of the brandy he’d shared with Max in better times, if you could call them that.
And he considered his still being awake an impossible state of affairs; how many hours had he slept since their last night in America? Five tops in the back of cabs and on Max’s sofa. One shock after another had kept him jumpy, but heavy-headed, wading through treacle, listless and lethargic if he sat down. And so saturated with fear, sleep had never been much of an option anyway.

But if he just lay down, how long before they took him? He imagined his cat sniffing at a black jawbone on the floor of his kitchen. Then killed the thought before he screamed.

Max leaned across the laptop. ‘You need to pay attention, Kyle. I’m leaving the moment this concludes.’

‘You’re going nowhere. Until I’m satisfied every grain of truth has been shaken from what’s left of your miserable body.’

‘You will be sated. I assure you.’ Max looked at the screen as it lit up, and grinned until it hurt his ghastly bruised face. ‘I recently prepared this insert for our film. To add direction to your discoveries.’

Kyle spat the brandy back into his glass. ‘Insert!’ But what did it matter now? He should have been too tired and witless to feel any ire about interference and ownership, but he wasn’t. Had anyone, in the entire history of film-making, been more ill-treated than he had been by Maximillian Solomon? Probably.

The screen filled with faces in photographs taken decades before; they had the fuzzy grain of scans. Some were black and white. Max cleared his throat. ‘Thirty-two. All dead or missing. All core members of The Last Gathering in London and France. I knew them all. See here.’ Max pointed at one murky picture on the screen: a man with a thin face and long
dark hair. ‘Brother Gabriel.’ Kyle leaned forward, squinted, detected a vague resemblance. ‘And here. Sister Isis.’ She’d once been pretty, blonde, petite. ‘The others, of course, you don’t know. They were gone before you came on board.’

On board? Kyle opened his mouth to speak.

Max was not to be interrupted, and picked up a fountain pen to use as a pointer. ‘Brother Marcian died of blood poisoning. From a wound, believed to have been a bite. He was found in a commune in Brighton in 1973.’ Max’s pen moved to another picture. ‘Sister Juno, septicaemia, 1973. Sister Athena, heroin overdose, 1973. Brother Anno was found dead in Aston, Birmingham, in 1974. After the ice melted on a canal. Wounded fatally by an unknown assailant. He’d lost a great deal of blood before he fell in. The police assumed there had been a fight. Anno was an alcoholic: case closed. Sister Selene, barbiturate overdose in St Tropez, 1975. Sister Devota, murdered in Liverpool, also in 1975, case unsolved. Brother Placid’s body was washed ashore in Morocco, 1975. The corpse was in a terrible state. Cause of death unknown.

‘And then we jump forward in time after a hiatus. Sister Zita suicide, 2010. Sister Elinid, heart failure, 2011. Brother Ethan, massive stroke, 2011. And most recently, Brother Heron: blood poisoning from an unknown animal bite, 2011. One of my oldest friends.’

‘The one you said died of cancer when we did the London shoot. More bullshit.’

‘I lied. But I do not lie when I tell you that the remaining eighteen are missing. Have never been found. I spent a great deal of money looking. Serapis, Belus, Orcus, Ades, Azazel, Katherine’s former favourites of The Seven, and poor Brother Abraham were never seen again after the schism at the
Norman farm. Three of them had their children with them when they disappeared. Katherine had tried to use them all in France for something unpleasant and the adults revolted. At the mine in Arizona her intention was just as crude, but her execution was more artful, as you will soon see.

‘The other key missing European members walked out of their lives within the last two years. But I’ve come to believe they were taken out of their lives. They were all old, so where could they go?’

‘So you’re the last man standing from the European group?’

Max nodded, took the film off pause. Another screen full of faces, mostly in black and white. ‘Seventeen core members of The Temple of the Last Days from the US period. They all spent a substantial period of time at the copper mine in Arizona.’ Max tapped the screen with the pen five times. ‘Here are those you know of: Brother Adonis, Brother Ariel, Sister Urania, Sister Hannah and Sister Priscilla. Their bodies have never been found. And I have no reason to disbelieve Martha Lake’s claims that they were murdered in 1975 by Katherine’s new elect.’

Max wafted the pen over the screen. ‘The fates of all of the others bear the hallmarks of what I call The Last Days murders. Brother Samuel, blood poisoning, California, 1974. Brother Renus, his body was discovered by hikers in Colorado, 1975. Believed to have been mostly eaten by scavengers. Sister Isadora, septicaemia attributed to dirty needles, 1975. Another heroin addict. As were Brother Lucius, and Sister Cinnia. Both found dead in 1975; cause of death, septicaemia. What’s interesting here, is that their bodies had been partially eaten by rats, or dogs, or so the police reports stated. Though they never looked too closely. The other six
with the blue borders are all still missing. Four since the mid-seventies. The other two vanished within the last twelve months. And then, of course, we have Bridgette Clover and Martha Lake. One suicide, and one murder after an intrusion, in 2011.’

Max moved his pen to a press photo of Irvine Levine that Kyle recognized from the back cover of Last Days. ‘Missing since 2010. No trace. Nothing.’

Kyle swallowed. ‘You’ve been researching this for ages.’

Max shook his head. ‘No. This is the result of less than two years’ work. I put as much distance between myself and the organization as I possibly could. I was not lying to you, Kyle. But you will soon understand why the revelation of the facts about my renewed interest in the organization was selective.’

 


‘Two years ago I was approached by a man called Don Perez. An academic who’d been looking for survivors of cults for a study. He tracked Brother Heron down, who led him to me. Perez discovered that many of the core Temple group who deserted the Arizona mine between 1974 and 1975 had either died in similar circumstances, or were listed as officially missing. Many of them were transients, addicts, alcoholics, manic depressives. You name it, they all had problems. Which encouraged Perez’s thesis on the effects of membership in a cult. Of course, many of the survivors, if not all of them, were so tainted and damaged by their association with the group at the mine, I was even willing to attribute their fates to Perez’s line of inquiry. But during our brief correspondence Mr Perez went missing. His whereabouts are unknown, as of February 2010.’


Max released a long, tired sigh. ‘Then I found the same pattern among the original members who were present in Clarendon Road and the farm. But only those at the time of the vision, and the arrival of what were known as “the presences”, in each location. With the exception of myself, Heron, Isis and Gabriel were the only living members I traced from the two European temples. And think of the odds of this happening to nearly everyone from those key periods in both incarnations of the Temple. This is no coincidence, Kyle. And Isis, Heron, Gabriel and myself had also become beset by unpleasant dreams. This year. A foreshadowing, I now believe. Of what was to come. It seems Katherine’s delight in devising slow torments had not abated. It appears she was making a comeback. Coming for the rest of us.’

‘Hang on. Katherine?’

Max held up a hand to silence him. ‘All in good time. When I researched the actual temple locations, I found this.’ Max moved the slide onto a photograph of the house in Clarendon Road. ‘I chose the property. Others were against it from the start, because of the cost. But Katherine liked the grand gesture, the suggestion of status, and she was in control of our finances before we even set foot in the place. I chose it on account of its reputation. An infamy I believed to have lasted since the late-Victorian period. But it went much further back than that.’

The image on-screen changed to a woodcut or engraving of a man with a pointed beard and a wide-brimmed hat. ‘The charlatan occultist and mesmerist, Valentyne Prowd. Also known as Long Val. And an English member of Lorche’s Blood Friends during their brief stay in London to evade persecution
in the Netherlands. They lived in a caravan train like travelling actors, outside the city for no more than a year, in what was then a rural area. Somewhere between what is now known as Marble Arch and Shepherd’s Bush. I believe the Blood Friends chiefly resided in Holland Park on Prowd’s land before returning to the continent without Prowd, who ultimately could not offer the servility Lorche craved.

‘The stories and accounts about Prowd have always been dismissed as fantasy. Nonetheless, he has been mentioned in the works of a variety of cultural commentators and historians, with special note given to his diabolism. Even John Dee once sought his counsel. Because it was rumoured he’d mastered Lorche’s ability to occupy or coerce the minds of others. Until, like his brief collaborator, he came to a bad end. In Prowd’s case, on the gallows at Tyne Cross for the theft of a child.’

Max moved the film forward to a page from a Victorian newspaper. ‘Look at the headline. House of Blood. This is from 1891. Holland Park was a Bohemian slum then, on the outskirts of a sprawling metropolis. Prowd’s farm was long gone, consumed by a brickworks, but this newspaper story takes for its subject the very building that was to become our temple. A building erected upon what was once Prowd’s land.’ Max paused in irrepressible frustration with himself. ‘I knew something of this legacy when I chose the property. But I had no idea it would lead … We wanted to be dangerous. Near something of mystical significance. As did the spiritualist Madam Helena Blavatsky. She lived close by in the 1890s, so too did prominent members of the Golden Dawn. Arthur Machen took rooms a few doors down.
Machen wrote The Hill of Dreams. The actual hill, Notting Hill, was Machen’s hill of dreams. The Temple house is at the foot of that very hill. And the building was a popular location for séances in Victorian England. A whole gamut of spiritualists congregated there. It was close to something extraordinary, unnatural. And there are always some who can sense such things.

‘The newspaper article is rather sensational, but it concerns itself with the disappearance of Thaddeus Peevey. That’s him in the line drawing beside the column of print. Another mesmer and dabbler in the occult. A contemporary of Florence Farr, Samuel Mathers, and William Butler Yeats. A scoundrel by all accounts. An alcoholic and an actor amongst other things, including a charlatan medium. The Golden Dawn wouldn’t have him in their magical order. They considered him a confidence trickster. Which he probably was, and one with very bad debts. But he took a wager that he would spend a night alone in the Clarendon Road property and confront its evil nature.

‘Thaddeus Peevey was not found the following morning. In fact, he was never seen again, by anyone. It is believed he faked his own disappearance to evade his debtors. I now think otherwise.

‘The turnover of owners and tenants has continued from the day the ground was broken to build that house. I always suspected we were responsible for the psychic condition there. And we were, but only in part. As a conduit. I have come to believe the entire area has a residue. One that we revived, like Thaddeus Peevey. That Prowd and Lorche established, or perhaps even reawoke themselves. I just don’t know. But there are places, as you have seen, where the passage
of certain unpleasant things can occur in specific conditions, or near compatible individuals. I’m referring to ideas, influences, and presences.

‘Valentyne Prowd and Thaddeus Peevey also had something else in common, despite the four hundred years that separates their lives. They each exhibited a penchant for grandiosity. Extreme narcissistic behaviour. Accompanied by a fanatical desire for power and wealth. As did their eventual heir, Hermione Tirrill from Kent, aka Sister Katherine, the cheque forger and former Fitzrovian madam.’ Max looked at Kyle. ‘Mere hearsay? Speculation and the kind of improbability you must be accustomed to in your endeavours. ’

‘Steady Max. You’re on very thin ice.’

‘Coincidence nonetheless? Or bad luck? Or so our detractors and debunkers would say. Until you look a little harder at the farm in Normandy. Built on the unhallowed ground of St Mayenne. The history of which you are now acquainted with. It appears a residue also lingered there. One much stronger. One that drew our little Gathering to itself after offering us the vision in London, at the house of blood. And had been embedding itself deep inside Katherine from the very beginning I now believe. Clung to its new blessed elect. One who was susceptible to its lies as Lorche and Prowd had once been. I believe it owned Katherine by the time the dregs of her organization moved to California to assuage her lust for glamour and fame, and to evade any scrutiny regarding the earliest disappearances from her flock. The three children and six adults who vanished in 1972 during a violent storm that struck the farm in Normandy.’

‘Gabriel’s letter, from Brother Abraham.’


Max nodded. ‘Which brings me to the other remnants of The Temple of the Last Days, the final incarnation of what I unwittingly began in London. But not Martha, or Bridgette, or any of the others that we know are dead or missing.’

‘Who?’

‘The children, Kyle. The five children of the mine.’

‘They were taken into care.’

‘Yes. Quite right. Which is why it took a great deal of my time and my resources to find them. This spring.’

‘You found them? I googled to see if I could—’

‘Google!’ Max rolled his eyes, then composed himself and proceeded to play the film. ‘What I found, through more unconventional routes, accounted for my haste to commission a documentary film.’

‘The illusion of a film.’

Max glared at Kyle. ‘You may yet have the most astounding tale to tell, dear boy. If your integrity and commitment are what you claim them to be.’

Shaky footage, shot from a distance, of two men on the lawn of an affluent private house, appeared on-screen. The light was bright and the grass was littered with dogs’ toys; balls, chew bones, a bedraggled slipper. In shot, two forty-something men wore identical red tracksuits. But what alarmed Kyle was how they moved. On all fours they smiled and sniffed at each other’s faces. Their tongues were mostly out of their mouths. And one of these mouths soon unleashed a sound picked up a moment later by the distant microphone on the camera. A bark; a good imitation of a dog’s bark. They were pretending to be dogs.

An elderly woman moved into shot and gently rolled a white ball along the lawn. Both men gave ungainly chase.


‘Sardis and Papius were the names Katherine gave them as infants, not long after she separated them from their mothers at the Blue Oak Mine. They are the sons of Sisters Rhea and Lelia, two of the victims shot down by the perimeter fence while trying to escape on the Night of Ascent at the mine. Their children, these two boys, were removed from the mine by the Phoenix police department on the night of 10 July, 1975. They went into care before being adopted by a family within six months. Neither Sardis or Papius have ever spoken an intelligible word since they were rescued by the police officers at the mine. And, as you can see, they still prefer to be on all fours and to exist as if they are dogs rescued from a shelter. Because that is precisely what they are.’

Kyle swallowed three times to moisten his mouth. His voice had more breath in it than speech. ‘How did you find them?’

‘Through the services of a very expensive, and not entirely legitimate, private detective.’ Max moved the film forward to something that made Kyle start in his chair.

‘Sister Urania’s daughter and Sister Hannah’s son were responsible for these pictures. After these two infants were retrieved from the mine in 1975, they were identified by Martha Lake and their nationality was established. Urania and Hannah were both British. Original members of The Last Gathering in London and the organization’s largest benefactors. Between them, they gave Katherine millions. You’ll see how she repaid them.

‘In 1976, Sister Urania and Sister Hannah’s orphans were repatriated to Great Britain and taken in by relatives, initially. I say initially, because they were soon both transferred to the Bethlem Royal Hospital, when the extent of their
psychological disorders was fully established. They have remained there ever since, on a secure ward. They were irreparably damaged from the Night of Ascent. Psychopathic at age four. This is some of their artwork that I managed to procure for a considerable sum of money. If you required more proof, and if we had the time, I could probably arrange a visit.’ Max winced and visibly shuddered.

‘Please.’ Kyle turned away from the screen. He didn’t want to look longer than was necessary at the sharp faces, ragged heads and emaciated limbs drawn and coloured so crudely, but so effectively, on paper. ‘I get the point.’

‘Do you? We’re not finished yet, my dear friend.’

Reluctantly, in a daze, Kyle returned his attention to the screen. He’d wanted to know everything, well here it was. But the next image did not inflict another concussion of shock. In fact, his relief was such that a sliver of his grim humour emerged. ‘Think you got the wrong slide in there, Max.’ Something from your porn collection. In better times he would even have laughed at the idea.

It was a studio shot of Chet Regal. The former Hollywood swimwear model, turned A-List actor, badboy, owner of Final Chapter Productions, and the latest occupier of Katherine’s former San Diego mansion.

But Max looked triumphant, if not ferrety. ‘Chet Regal. Long gone from the silver screen, at least in Tinsel Town terms. For at least six years and counting. But only following two divorces you may have read about, a string of high-profile legal actions for possession of narcotics, driving under the influence, and assault. Mostly against members of the press, or his girlfriends. Chet Regal is a lifelong violent hater of beautiful women and a predatory bisexual with
sadistic tastes. It is now believed he is swiftly succumbing to the latter stages of AIDS and Hepatitis B.’

‘I know who he is, Max.’

‘While a recluse, as you also know, he has been holed up in here.’

Kyle stared at a split-screen photograph of the fabulous art deco palace Sister Katherine inhabited while her followers imprisoned and murdered each other at the abandoned copper mine in the next state; photographed as it was in the plate section of Levine’s Last Days, in black and white, while the second half of the image featured the building in colour.

‘You … you didn’t want it filmed?’

‘Indeed. Not yet, anyway. Chet Regal was the fifth child rescued from the Blue Oak Mine on the night of 10 July 1975. He was known to the investigating officers as the “clean boy”. Though he is anything but clean.’

Kyle’s left eyelid trembled, then spasmed. ‘No.’

‘I am afraid so.’

‘Prissie’s son? Chet Regal.’

‘Exactly. Sister Prissie, the young mother who Katherine had murdered. Not long after stealing her child and assuming the role of the boy’s surrogate mother. And Chet Regal has resided for the last decade in Katherine’s former home. Since, in fact, he took possession of the house from its regent tenants following Katherine’s death. You may remember that only four of The Seven died on the Night of Ascent. The fifth, Brother Belial, was killed in prison for his pains. But the other two, her favourites, are still living.’

‘From The Seven?’

‘Two women were sent to San Francisco on the pretext of setting up a new temple in 1973. The ever faithful handmaidens,
Sister Gehenna and Sister Bellona. They were not sent north for that, but to procure sympathetic parents who would adopt the clean boy when the time was right. They succeeded. The parents are long gone. A music producer and his feckless wife, who had been under Katherine’s spell in the merry-go-round of Hollywood. You might have heard of the husband. Brett Pearson. Worked with The Mamas and the Papas, The Beach Boys. His yacht was found adrift off the coast of Baja California in 1992. Empty. He and his wife never returned to shore. You see, they were also discarded once their function was at an end. When Chet was nineteen, in control and ready to inherit the earth, the clean boy came home to his new guardians, Sisters Gehenna and Bellona.’

Kyle shook his head, was smiling but didn’t know why.

‘Don’t forget, this house is where Chet spent some of his infancy. He should have little memory of that time in seclusion with Sister Katherine, but I believe he remembers a great deal of it.’

Kyle swivelled in his chair to face Max. ‘What are you saying? Chet is … what … emulating Katherine’s life? Her legacy? He brought these … things back?’

‘Afraid it’s a bit more serious than that, my dear Kyle. Chet Regal is Sister Katherine.’

The building seemed to move on its axis.

 


After a long period of silence in the room, Kyle smiled. ‘Get out of here, Max. Please. And take this horseshit conspiracy theory with you. Can you do that for me?’

Max wasn’t smiling. ‘Money, adoration, the total domination of anyone close to her, the destruction of any opponent. Not sufficient, any of it. You see, not even being remembered
for ever was good enough for Sister Katherine. Only living for ever was.’

Kyle tried to swallow, but found he could not.

‘Is it so hard to believe? After all we have shared together, Kyle? Has not history taught us that self-destructive paranoiacs have to reincarnate. Putting their children in power—’

‘No.’

‘Erecting statues, buildings, cities even, that carry their name.’

‘Stop it. Stop now, Max.’

‘Katherine became fully embedded in the boy on the Night of Ascent.’

‘Are you deaf? Enough. Enough, Max.’

‘She wanted to be male, second time around, and she chose the most beautiful of all the Temple’s boys to evolve inside. She had the most handsome man, the notorious Brother Baal, rape and impregnate Prissie, the prettiest maiden. She bred her own heir. Katherine was celibate. Suffered a revulsion of the flesh. Was, I believe, damaged appallingly by her formative experiences in the sex trade. In the beginning, she once confided to Brother Heron that she could only think of her own death at the point of ecstasy. But all of the time she led the Temple in France and America, she was wedded to others. Don’t you see?’

‘Insane. You are insane, Max.’

Max gazed at the nearest dawn-light simulator on the floor. Spoke as much for his own benefit as Kyle’s. An unpleasant intensity came into his one good eye. ‘She has been profligate and careless in her new form. As Chet’s body matured around her, she believed herself invulnerable. Protected by wealth, fame, power, her new cult of celebrity, her
mystical origins. But she was not protected. She became ill from her excesses. Her sadistic sexual revenge against beautiful men and women had consequences. Her affectation for blood sports …’ He turned quickly to Kyle, and grinned as if with triumph. ‘And so Sister Katherine was forced to seek another transformation. Her third coming has been brought forward. Did you know that Chet Regal and his last wife adopted a boy and called him Avaritia Luxuria?’

‘Don’t you bring these things into my life, Max.’

‘I think they’re already in it, dear boy.’

Kyle stood up. And wobbled. Reached out a hand to seize the arm of his chair.

‘We’re not done yet, Kyle. Can’t you see? She’s been incarnating. For a long time. Inside the infant boy that became the man Chet Regal. She was not even his genetic mother, but Chet Regal’s life bears all of her hallmarks. Her greed. Her sadism. The cruelty. And a pathological lust for power. This should be proof enough.’

‘He’s aping her then. This is not possible.’

‘I wish it were that simple, Kyle. And what of the reawoken legacy of murder inside the vessel she stole from a two-year-old child.’ Max pointed at the screen. ‘Every recent murder and abduction has been part of a grotesque revenge. A continuance of what began in the seventies.’

‘Max, please—’

‘On her behalf, her old friends were able to pick off the more vulnerable stragglers in the period close to the Night of Ascent. Even after they fled the mine, those victims’ lives and their sleep were still being ravaged by the taint. You can be sure of that. The mark was on them. The scent. Their unfortunate connection to “the presences” was insoluble. It’s
why the poor wretches could not function. Why they obliterated their minds and their reason with intoxicants. But the addicts, the broken and the damaged were easy to find. Don’t you see? They were the truly haunted.’ Max sighed. ‘We were all used. From London to France to the United States. We were contaminated by what she called down to us. By what needed to be called upon again, by the only one who knew how. Katherine.’

‘But you and Isis, Gabriel, Heron, why weren’t you killed in the seventies?’

‘Among the weakest connections to the European version of the group, the Gathering, with the slightest contamination, were Isis, Heron and I. We all left the Gathering after the first appearances of what we referred to as “presences”.’

‘But Gabriel—’

‘Gabriel barely lasted a year in France. He missed whatever event preceded the schism. I believe our vestigial associations were too slight in the seventies, when so many more available victims were still around. But Katherine still hoped to eventually complete her vengeance and to run down all those who once forsook her. Those of us still left alive after 1975. To use us as sacrifices during her most recent calling of the Blood Friends.’

‘Martha? Bridgette Clover?’

‘Martha Lake and Bridgette Clover remained perpetually on the run until after the Night of Ascent. Young, wily, always partying in bright lights, surrounded by entourages. They evaded the hunt. But not for ever.’

Max touched the bulging dressing on the side of his head. ‘We are the meat and drink of her vengeance. But our deaths also serve a dual purpose. As she intends to occupy a child
again, the old friends will try to occupy us. Katherine has promised to bring them back to life as she did so many years ago. And she has called them. It is she that has the connection. I suspect it has never been an easy alliance. She has had to offer them a great deal. An unstable and diabolical pact at best, I would guess, but through it she has an ability to speak with them, to bargain, as Lorche once did. And I doubt she has ever been free of the Blood Friends within the guise that is Chet Regal. Their very presence has contributed greatly to her monstrousness in this life, twice. And her old friends want to try and return again, through us, to the light they despise but hunger for.’

‘I can’t …’

‘Those in the seventies Temple, who withstood the course of her relentless inhumanity and remained until the very end, were promised as vessels for her old friends. Were to have no more purpose other than to serve as eventual hosts to what once was. The Blood Friends, as they have been called since the siege of St Mayenne. The angels whom Lorche served became known by the same name as the sect they consumed. They who took Lorche and his followers back with them, to twist with rage and despair and pain in another place for over four centuries, perhaps still believing in their own greatness, and their elected state in that terrible plane, as Katherine has always done on earth under their influence.’

Kyle began walking, off-balance, towards the door of the study. ‘No. Max. Please. No more.’

Max followed Kyle, a vibration of excitement in his voice. His little eyes bulged with a mad glee. ‘The Blood Friends had a foothold in Katherine from the beginning. She was perfect. They sensed her. In that Clarendon Road house.
They were conjured in the right place and in the right conditions.’

Kyle paused. He didn’t know what to do, or where to go. He sat down upon the cold floor. ‘The murders at the mine. On the Night of Ascent. Why, if they needed hosts?’

Max groaned as he moved, but managed to crouch beside Kyle. His voice became hoarse, breathless. His words more determined. ‘The adult members of the Last Days had no real worth as vessels for the Blood Friends. But still Katherine offered those adepts who had deserted her, as well as those faithful and those imprisoned, as potential hosts to the Blood Friends. If not as vessels, then as sacrifices to her old friends to assuage her hateful spite. Their hot living blood was bartered in an exchange for the skills of the Blood Friends. Through the succour of these old appetites she had enlisted to her cause, she wished in return for a second life inside a child. Amongst those still remaining at the mine on the Night of Ascent, rebirth was denied all but Katherine and two of the Blood Friends, who are currently incarcerated at Bethlem Royal Hospital within those deranged vessels that were once children.

‘By the Night of Ascent I believe Katherine knew she’d never get the Blood Friends to take root inside the adults. Their efforts to occupy adults are largely fruitless. So when they cannot return, they feed to remain as long as they can on this side, as they fed during the siege at St Mayenne, on the apostates Lorche had slaughtered to make his “angels” corporeal, and on the unholy communion as blessed by the swine. And so the Blood Friends fed again at the Blue Oak Mine on the Night of Ascent.

‘It was hopeless to use the adults as vessels. She knew
by that night in 1975 because she’d already tried. Think of what Martha Lake told you, about those who were taken out at night and who either never came back, or who tried to run. I believe the early transformations at the mine were errors, and the insane results were killed and buried in the desert. Urania, Hannah, Adonis, Ariel, Priscilla. Katherine experimented with them and the Blood Friends. They were either left terrified, insane, or temporarily filled with the consciousness of the Blood Friends, out in that desert. I believe it was only a dress rehearsal for the Night of Ascent. After the debacle in France, she had to prove to herself that the whisperings of her old friends were truthful and that a transfer was possible. In the adults it must have been a momentary occupation, but proof enough. She then had her experiments, her guinea pigs, killed by Moloch and Baal. Had them bury the evidence. She kept up her side of the bargain with those she had made such a pact with, but I believe she secretly knew a permanent transference could only be truly affected with an immature and more receptive vessel, like a dog, a pig, or a child.’

‘No. You’re making me feel sick, Max.’

‘The murders on the Night of Ascent were planned. That night was a trap. The other members of the Last Days may have been promised as unwitting vessels for the Blood Friends, her masters, but Katherine really used them as sacrifices to prolong the Blood Friends’ visit and influence, through which she could take up position within the infant. Much blood was needed to facilitate her transference by what should never have been called down.’

Max gazed at the screen. ‘Despicable. Four of her most devoted Seven, who died beside her in the temple, she had
long offered to her invisible allies. She’d tricked them into believing they could live again, inside the children. Children as vessels for four of her chosen, her devoted Seven. That was her ploy, to get them to agree to their execution by the hand of Brother Belial so they also could live again within the children.’

‘It doesn’t add up. Why treat children so terribly if they were to be hosts?’

‘Because a dehumanized condition was more conducive for the entry of a thing as vile as a Blood Friend. Because it was the Blood Friends she had really promised those children to, not her devoted Seven. Only her own intended vessel was groomed separately, at the mansion. Kept clean. Personal tuition. The other four children lived with dogs in a shack. I don’t know which was worse.’

‘The Seven were her most loyal. They murdered for her.’

‘Now you begin to truly understand her nature. And Brother Belial was her confederate. She betrayed those of The Seven who died kneeling beside her in the temple more hideously than those who died by the fence trying to escape. Because she suspected her closest Seven of ambition and they perished for it, as their predecessors did in France. They became nothing more than a blood sacrifice to oil and anoint the ritual in which she would reincarnate. Their usefulness had expired. Their murderous deeds under her tutelage needed to be erased in a blood frenzy she dutifully delivered to her old friends. Belial cut throats on Katherine’s orders. And a great deal of blood was taken by the dirty, poisonous mouths of the Blood Friends after Belial opened those arteries. It’s why the police couldn’t find enough blood at the crime scene.’


‘But two of the children have dogs inside them. What the fuck, Max?

‘I can only speculate. But I believe that in the terrible confusion of the coming of the Blood Friends, in the maelstrom, the psychic storm when souls were bared and throats were opened, two of the dogs became involved. As did two of the Blood Friends, who entered the two infants who could only grow into aberrations, because they were already monstrous at the moment of their rebirth. Such rites are not an exact science. Matters of diabolism never have been, and always demand a high price. There must have been a terrible scrabble amongst the host of Blood Friends to occupy the available adults and the children, during their brief access to that isolated commune.’

Kyle made to stand up. ‘I’ve heard enough.’

Max seized Kyle’s arm. ‘The ones who ran for the wire on the Night of Ascent, they were betrayed and sacrificed also. They realized their fate too late. Their lives were to end in a hideous exchange with the Blood Friends who sought to effect a transition: from a terrible age back to youth, from eternal damnation to blessed mortality. When it did not work, their blood was still spilled as succour to those old friends’ appetites. Before that fence they could not climb, the adepts died frantic with terror. The Blood Friends ate with a horrible rage and thirst at the foot of that boundary. Remember, blood also maintains the brief corporeality of the Blood Friends, as it did during the siege of St Mayenne.

‘Can you not see? It takes an immense effort for them to manifest on our side of things. If they cannot gulp at life’s blood, as you have seen by evading them in your motel room, they are unable to remain and soon disappear. But they leave
impressions. And the police never found the murder weapon that delivered the coup de grace by the perimeter. Because there wasn’t one.’ Max’s fingers dug into Kyle’s bicep. ‘And now they come for us. Last night, Kyle, they came for me. Again. Me. I can’t keep them back any longer. Kyle! Wait!’

Kyle was back on his feet in a heartbeat. ‘I don’t want to hear it.’

‘That thing that calls itself Chet Regal is empowered by Katherine’s old friends, the Blood Friends. You cannot deny it. They serve each other’s wishes. You know of whom I speak. You have seen them. In Holland Park. Your motel rooms! They leave tracks. The footprints at the mine! The walls! It was they that came on the Night of Ascent. And they are with us again!’

Kyle reached the brandy decanter. Swept it up and drank from the neck. Gasped. ‘For one person to occupy another? It’s just not possible.’

‘It takes a long time. It needs assistance, from friends, old friends, who have the expertise. You have seen the casualties. The brain-damaged. The irreparable neurological trauma. And the inclusion of less robust consciences inside the minds of the children. In the maelstrom. In the ritual. Can you not see it? In that terrible storm that descended. But it was no storm. It was an aperture. An opening. Wits were lost inside it. In the horrible confusion and slaughter, with the dogs and the children … Think of Lorche, Kyle. Think! His second sight. The Bishop he installed inside a pig. We think Lorche also intended to exchange, body and mind, with one of the children in St Mayenne in 1566. One of the children he kept isolated so he could live again. The other children were to serve as hosts for those spirits he served. Lorche’s angels that
we do not have names for. But he and his angels were interrupted. By the siege. And Katherine’s first attempt at the ritual at the French farm was a disaster from which she fled. It is a precarious and costly procedure that takes years, to prepare the vessels, and for the unnatural to become natural. What more proof do you need?’

‘No, no, no. Just no, Max. No. OK?’

Max scrabbled after Kyle as he made for the door. ‘It takes time to isolate a candidate in order to make the transfer. Think. What better place to do this than in a deserted farm, a desert? Ghost towns? Wastelands. Something befitting. And there’s not an officer of the law, or an authority in the world, that would believe you. Unless you have proof. Proof, Kyle. Our film is our proof.’

‘I can’t, Max. I just can’t believe you. I don’t know what I believe … I’ve seen things … dreamed things … But transfer of a consciousness. Impossible.’

‘The children were unformed, open and trusting. Separated from the protection of their parents. They were young. The young were perfect. It had worked with dogs and pigs for Lorche. And children were easier than adults. Can’t you see? Katherine was refining the process Lorche began. She was under guidance from the same influences that made a pact with Lorche.’

Kyle couldn’t speak, but tried to push himself away from Max. All he wanted was to leave the half-derelict flat, burning with a fake light that would soon wink out. Max followed him into the hall. ‘It’s why Lorche was cutting throats four hundred years before. It’s critical at a certain point. At a particular time in the ritual, in the “friendship” that must be maintained with hot living blood. Sacrifice. Blood maintains
their presence for a short time. And the presence of the Blood Friends suspends the rules we are governed by, which prevent one thing passing into another. And enough blood was shed to get Katherine inside a child locked in that cabin. In the riot and the rout of blood, when the presence of the Blood Friends filled the foul air, she succeeded. As did two of the Blood Friends. They passed over. You have felt their intent too, their investigations as you slept, as have we all. I believe our nocturnal visions were to serve as warnings to us, as well as an exercise of their power. Preparation.’

Kyle made the hall. Max’s stick tapped after him like a jeweller’s little hammer. ‘Katherine had a head start. She’d begun preparing Prissie’s son in her mansion. Katherine made it across into a child, with help, with sacrifice, with blood.’

‘The boy. Prissie’s son. What happened to his … spirit, consciousness?’

‘He died in Katherine’s body. As she planned. Belial beheaded her with the soul of a child inside her bloated body. The head was removed to stop the terrified child seeping back out during the ritual. And the blood from her body was feasted upon.’

‘You can’t … you cannot expect me to believe this.’

‘Katherine and the boy must have already been exchanging for short times. In California. Out at her mansion. Think of what Martha said. And Lieutenant Conway. That Katherine had become childlike. It wasn’t drugs! Witnesses had already seen Prissie’s boy’s consciousness inside Katherine for short periods of time. Why would this woman, this guru to the Hollywood stars, with millions in the bank, this successful manipulator of hundreds of people, why would she end up so reduced in the dirt of an abandoned mine? Beheaded.
Think, man. Why did she order Belial to kill her? It was intentional because she was no longer inside that body. Had left it. The clean boy the police found was Katherine. Successfully in place inside that infant and ready to evolve. I believe the clean boy even directed matters at the mine once Katherine was in place.’

‘Oh Jesus, no. No.’

‘She was in perfect control of things we can barely comprehend. Acquired knowledge, expertise from those others. As far back as 1969 she knew where it was all leading. What drove her narcissism was self-loathing. She wanted to be adored, but she also hated her body, ageing, confining mortality. Would exchange anything for a chance to be free of it.’

Kyle turned around just before the front door. ‘Then why the film? What was the point of involving me and Dan, if you knew all of this?’

Max leaned upon his cane in a revived physical discomfort that Kyle dearly wanted to increase. ‘As my own time approached, I decided to gather evidence. To find out how she was killing from beyond the grave. How it was even possible for her to continue, in this life, after her time. And when I learned of the fates of the children … well, it became something else. Something I was ready to accept. Then my intention was to flush Katherine out. A film was my idea of a counter-attack. To make some kind of bargain. To save the last of us. To save myself.’ Max’s face sagged and whited with the most intense expression of fear Kyle had yet seen. His voice came out a whisper. ‘I didn’t want to go to that other place. The one you saw in Antwerp. They made me dream of it. Where they took the poor deluded wretches of St
Mayenne and have since reshaped their tortured souls. They even tried to unseat me from my own body as I slept. I didn’t want them inside me. They were revealing their desire to change places with us. The living. And if they cannot, they will slaughter us like cattle to stay among us, if only for brief periods. A full possession can only work with a child, but it seems we adults can also still be taken to that other place. To join the congregation.’

Kyle leaned against the door frame. These invasions he had suffered too. Something with dirty fingers had been trying to feel its way into his life for weeks. It did make sense. Horrible sense. He had seen the Kingdom of Fools in dreams, and seen The Saints of Filth put to the sword. Woken to inhabit a terrible black anti-space. To occupy other ghastly forms for short times. He had been touched and now they intended to either slaughter him where he lay or to take him with them. Back to that other place, to some kind of eternal exile. The dead birds, the whining dogs, the thin tatty figures.

Max’s voice came to him as if from a dream. ‘She called them back to pick up our scents. They want to live, to occupy the living, as does she whose future and continuance is dependent upon their presence. But when they inevitably fail, when so close, they are gripped by spite and hate and rage, they sate old thirsts. Or they seize us, take us away, like treasure.’

‘You thought you could scare her off? With exposure? Didn’t fucking work, did it?’

Max gripped Kyle’s shoulder. ‘No. It did not. I sent her some footage. It made her hunger for revenge greater. And yearn for concealment from what I had learned. Her desires
became even more acute. I believe I merely succeeded in bringing things forward.’

‘And you’re still rewriting history, aren’t you? Because Gabriel was right. He and Isis were used as bait so I could film what hunted them. It was too dangerous for you to go and make the film yourself, but you still wanted proof. So you sent me and Dan, and that poor worm, Gonal, out there to get it while you cowered in your world of light. But we got contaminated as well. You bastard, Max. You horrible little bastard. And if you’re right, Max, about all of this, then we’re fucked. We bleed out like Gabriel did last night. Or we get snatched and dumped in the Kingdom of Fools. Either that or we end up with a friggin’ dog inside us. I’m all ears, Max, as to what you propose to do.’

Max looked past Kyle, onto the communal landing, and lowered his voice. Didn’t even try to deny Kyle’s accusations about using the others as bait, or that all he could think of was his own survival. ‘Perhaps we are not entirely “fucked”. Public exposure was merely the first of two defences I believed I might have against her and her old friends. But if she did not call off her hounds, the second outcome …’

‘What? What was the second?’

‘Assassination.’

 


Kyle’s eyes were wild; he felt them elongate within his skull. After a long period of tense silence, he mumbled, ‘Kill Chet Regal?’

Max nodded sagely.

‘I’m really surprised at you, Max. That you haven’t already topped him. Would it have troubled your selective conscience at all?’


‘Ssh. Your voice. Keep it down.’

‘No!’

‘Look, it’s not so easy. I … well, I have looked into it.’ Max cleared his throat.

‘You’ve already tried, haven’t you?’

‘Can you blame me?’

‘Jesus.’ Kyle dropped his face into his hands. ‘How? How did I get myself into this?’

‘Chet had private security. Armed. Round the clock nursing staff. Devoted assistants. There is the matter of Sisters Gehenna and Bellona. They are old but not to be underestimated.’

‘Then how do you get to him?’

‘Chet is ruined. Bankrupt from the divorce and various legal settlements from law suits. His chef and trainer and personal doctor were the first to go when their wages were no longer being paid, earlier this year. As of this month, I am reliably informed by my source, the last of the security detail also failed to show up for work. His bodyguard quit a week ago. So now is the time to strike. Chet hasn’t long left. No more than a year. He has already been hospitalized twice this year with pneumonia. A mild infection could kill him. If he even has the strength, he must reincarnate now. I am certain he has been cultivating a new transfer for two years with the adopted child. Practising as ill health crept upon him. It was this that forced him to call down the Blood Friends once more. His illness brought his plans forward when he realized he was sick, he got rid of the wife who he merely used for the adoption. You must have read about the custody battle. He won by paying her off, and by making her drop her suit
by threatening exposure of her drug habit that he’d had filmed. Drugs he introduced her to. There is nothing he will not do to pursue his goals. He wanted to be alone with that child for a reason.’

‘So we bust in there and murder a critically ill man?’

‘I wish it were that simple. Sister Gehenna and Sister Bellona are far worse adversaries than his former complement of rent-a-cops. And there is the matter of a tiger.’

‘What?’

‘He has a Bengal tiger. An asset from more lucrative times. And there are snakes, I am told. Deadly pets.’ Max smiled. ‘Serpents. How fitting. So this venture of ours is not without considerable risk.’

‘There’s that word again, Max. “Ours”. I was almost with you until you mentioned the tiger. I’m outta here. Oh, by the way, where is Iris?’

Max looked aghast, and mortified that Kyle would even consider disobeying his wishes. ‘Iris?’

‘The woman who brings cake and toast. She was here this morning.’

‘Have you not understood me?’

‘I’m going to find my friend. With the police.’

‘Katherine’s trying to incarnate again, Kyle! While she still can! Before that body expires out from under her. She has a child. We know she has a child in there with her. We must save the child.’

Kyle scrabbled at the latch. ‘Social services. You better call them.’

‘If you don’t help me, a child will die. I’ll die. You will die. Kyle, you won’t see the fucking morning!’ Max hammered the marble floor with his cane. ‘Documentary proof. We have
it. Time to film the final scene. Don’t you see, Kyle? Your film is almost complete.’

Kyle held the front door, and started pulling it closed on Max. ‘No, No, No.’

‘She has a child, Kyle! A child!’

Kyle shut the door behind him.

Max’s final call came from the other side of the door. ‘Don’t turn out the lights, Kyle! For God’s sake!’




TWENTY-EIGHT

WEST HAMPSTEAD, LONDON. 25 JUNE 2011. 3.30 A.M.

‘Mate! Hey, mate! Where is it along here?’

Kyle jerked awake, out of a dream filled with barking children. ‘Not me,’ he pleaded with the children in his dream, who had faces of soot and bayed for what had been taken from them. He sat upright, rigid, awake as a trace of other images dimmed in his mind: black buildings under a yellow sky, squeals from an abattoir. He looked about himself in a panic. A cab. He was in the back of another taxi. He shook himself alert and wiped at the drool on his chin. ‘Here’s OK.’

He struggled to get out of the cab. His gut burned with hunger. He was jet-lagged to a concussion, exhausted, and flu-symptom achy. The waking world was surreal.

At the end of the short path that led to the front door of his building, he looked up and eyed the dark lounge window. He hadn’t closed the curtains before he left. When was that? Early hours of the morning the day they flew to America. So long ago. Another lifetime; one still precarious but better than this shuffling horror. Standing up straight was difficult. Down there in the night-time, the weight of what he had lost, was potentially about to lose, and of what he knew, curved his
spine like a sickle, outside a home he had no wish to enter. Drizzle pricked his face.

He had to get inside; had work to do. A new outline for an edit to compose. And an insert to film: a final piece to camera for the rough cut of a documentary he doubted he would live to see aired. But it would be broadcast, and in the great public theatre of his age; that unregulated market of braying narcissists, that Wild West of disinformation and fraud, that infinite sea of piracy, the great electorate where the constituency of billions voted their approval with a click of a mouse. The internet. It brought governments down and rewrote history; so his film should be right at home.

If it was the last thing he did with the last of himself, he would get a version of the film online. With the last dregs of his energy, he would shoot his postscript, quickly expand the rough cuts of the film with the video diary inserts and get Finger Mouse to cut them together, upload and post the film online with a trailer at the right time, in his absence. To be premiered posthumously on any site that would have it.

He never went back to Camden to look for Dan, or to the police to beg for help; the nullifying futility of either venture struck him the very moment he stood on the street outside Max’s apartment building.

Max nearly lost an ear. Kyle bent right over and clutched his knees. How had Max fought it off or escaped? He’d not had the time or presence of mind to ask. Max was an old man. Uselessly, he pondered if it had come down the walls of the master bedroom, with eyes wide and white. He imagined Max using Iris as a decoy to save himself. Wouldn’t put it past him. And the impossibility of what Max had just told him, and of what the Last Days story had always suggested
in the film he was too desperate to abandon, and that had gotten his best friend killed, he now accepted as readily as his own miserable and barely continuing existence.

He looked up again at his windows and swallowed. The wires in the walls of his flat were made from copper as thin as thread, inside plastic. No Intercity protection here. What could he fight with? He ran through a list of his meagre possessions. Hammer! There was a hammer in his tool box. He’d wear it in his belt like a sword. It almost made him feel better, until he suffered a jump-cut to his room in Seattle and remembered a thing clawing at the bed, digging with bony toes … septicaemia, partially eaten by rats, bled out.

‘Shit, no. Please.’ Kyle felt so sick, he sat on the wall before the front yard of broken concrete slabs covered in bin bags. What he understood to be his consciousness, his soul, might be stolen, or snuffed out, or exchanged, at any time tonight. Preposterous. But there you have it, mate.

Should he call home? His parents. Brother. He checked his watch. Not at this time. They’d be worried sick. He almost laughed out loud at that. Don’t think about it. His family would have to watch his last film online, along with everybody else. Including the police and Dan’s folks. Would the police take the film down as evidence? He hoped not. People had to see their undoing, their masterpiece of guerrilla documentary film-making, and make up their own minds as to what happened in Arizona in 1975. His dream had been realized. Tears burned his eyes, but not from triumph.

‘Stop fuckin’ about, mate.’ He smiled, sniffed. How many times had he said that to Dan over the years? He wiped at his eyes with his sleeve and then let himself inside the building.

 


 



Light blazed in his flat: every bulb and the dawn-light simulators were on. The front door was wide open. He left it that way should he need to bolt down the stairs at some point, to either hammer on Jane’s door on the ground floor, or just run into the street screaming.

Sitting cross-legged before the laptop screen, he went through the rough cuts as quickly as possible; from Clarendon Road and dear old Susan, to that poor bastard Gabriel at the farm in Normandy, to Patrolman Conway, Aguilar, Detective Sweeney, and the tragic remains of Martha Lake’s miserable existence in a wretched kitchen. London, Normandy, Arizona, Seattle: glimpses into the dregs of a story that spanned four hundred years.

There were hours and hours of it, but his familiarity was good. All of the footage had been shot within the last two weeks, and it wasn’t the kind of material he’d forget in a hurry. Speeding through the rushes each evening, Kyle had already simultaneously visualized one edited scene after another while compiling rough cuts in Final Cut Pro on the road. The composition was all in blocks with few cutaways, but Finger Mouse could make it look more interesting to go online with, in a first assembly adding material from the rushes to Kyle’s rough edits. The transition from one scene and location to another would have to be heralded with titles.

He made quick decisions on where to include the little inserts he’d shot with Dan, when he spoke to camera in their motel rooms about Max. And as he viewed the raw footage, he noted how his face became increasingly drawn, the eyes witless, his aspect harried. He was a wreck; didn’t look like he was faking at all. Good material. His grin felt so inappropriate he killed it. Even now, boy, you just don’t learn.


The sound wasn’t always great and bits of the footage in France were too dark. But this was about content, not quality. The Mouse already had the rushes footage on his Avid system and could improve and balance the audio. The finished product would never win awards, but there were parts so arresting Kyle could barely stomach seeing them again; they might even make the attention-deficit crowd sit still in their bedrooms for more than four seconds.

And so far, so good. His head dropped a few times, and when he needed a piss he walked to the bathroom like a drunk with trousers full of his own waste. But he embellished the rough cuts fast, like his legacy depended on it. And Finger Mouse could make this work without Kyle sat next to him, day after day in Mouse’s basement flat, though he would have given anything to be there.

After he finished, Kyle began uploading the cuts to Finger Mouse’s FTP site from his desktop PC. Then on the sofa bed, with the hammer and a bottle of Jack Daniels on either side of him, he typed his notes and time-code references from the hardcopy logbook into a document on his laptop. Emailed it to Finger Mouse without any revision; praying his swimming eyes hadn’t transposed too many numbers. And he instructed Finger Mouse to upload his assembly edit in no less than three days’ time, on every free film site he knew of.

Perhaps this kind of distribution was more fitting for the project, and for his role as a perennial film-industry misfit. Blair Witch this, brothers and sisters. It ain’t a hoax. Make it as viral as the black death. He wanted three in four on the planet to see it. He cut his megalomania off at that point and ate four spoonfuls of brown sugar to stay awake. At 4.30 a.m., he set up the camera he used to shoot his first commercial
film, a Canon XHA, on the little tripod and sat before it, to record an unscripted last testament. It would close the film. Or maybe introduce it? He was slowing down fast now and couldn’t decide. But he would dedicate their last film to Dan. Who got left behind. Once he was done with the final interview, he would upload the segment to the FTP server. The rough cuts would soon be in place at Finger Mouse’s online archive. Good, good. He looked at the window. Sun up in an hour; he’d nearly made it. Maybe they weren’t coming. He hoped they were busy with Max. They didn’t visit every night, or did they? And what about Finger Mouse: was the footage enough to draw them to him too?

And then he heard it.

A rat in the far-off walls.

Followed by a distant scraping. Then a tap tap tap. Arrhythmic. A pause of silence he thought even more terrible than the noise. Then more scratching. Yes, scratches and a muted bumping. In the communal area, but below his floor. The sounds were not inside the flat, he was certain, but issuing from one storey down: the reception of the building. He worried Jane would wake up and open her door. Jesus no, not that. His cat might even be on her bed. But it’d be on the ceiling very soon. It knew.

Maybe it was only the cat making a noise, trying to get into Jane’s flat and going through the impatient scratching ritual to wake her. The light in his hallway beyond his lounge dimmed, but so imperceptibly he wondered if he had imagined it.

Uneasily, after he unfroze his neck, Kyle leaned forward on the sofa bed and peered down the hallway towards the front door.


Nothing there. But the lights in the communal staircase were out. And he’d definitely left them on. He now wished he’d kept the front door of his flat shut and locked; if something had made a noise in the kitchen or bathroom while he was working, he’d intended to run down the hall like the devil was behind him.

‘Shit.’ He felt as weak as a kitten. He fingered the hammer’s rubber handle. Wondered if he could even fight; when was the last time? With his brother, when they were about fourteen. How fast were these things, these Blood Friends?

A bang. Downstairs. Like a heavy implement against wood. Hollow wood.

He panicked. Stood up to stop his left leg from going into a nervous spasm. Thought hard about what was down there, at the bottom of the narrow staircase, in the cramped communal hallway: a door to Jane’s flat; her bike; a bale of newspapers for recycling; the fuse box inside a wooden cabinet on the wall beside the front door.

Kyle hobbled to the sash window and unlocked the frame. He eased the window up on its recalcitrant runners. The cold came through, woke him up a bit. There was a small ledge outside. All the houses on his side of the street had them; people put plant pots on them. His ledge was covered in joint butts and cigarette filters. Darkness gaped beyond it. The front of his building fell between street lamps and two overgrown privet hedges he’d never been motivated to trim.

Could he jump? He imagined his ankles snapping like sticks of celery. A shin bone catching the corner of the brick wall around the yard. Tailbone on a drainpipe bracket. No way.

There it was again. A bang. And something he couldn’t
identify or place. A whistle, or a whine interspersed with the thumps on wood that sped up. A voice? Maybe. Something like a baby’s cry, but coming from an older mouth. Kyle looked out the window again, and down into the thin lightless air.

What if it put out the lights? The fuses for the whole building were in that fuse box in the building’s reception. How did they know to go there? How had they learned to understand electricity? Like vermin, determined to gain access to a source of food, that’s how. Kyle felt faint, then tensed the muscles in his arms. He looked down at the hammer inside a clenched fist. ‘Come on. Come on. Come on,’ he started to say to himself in a little chant. He had to go look. Jane might wake up. Not Jane. It was bad enough he’d involved Dan in this impossible mess. Dan.

Jaw clenched, Kyle collected the torch from his desk. Walked across the lounge and crept down the hall to the doorway of his flat. Peered out, across the first-floor landing to the top of the staircase.

Empty.

Not daring to breathe, he stepped out and onto the landing. With the torch he’d be able to see down the one flight of carpeted stairs and view a section of the ground-floor reception. If he crouched down, the floor under the fuse box beside the front door might be visible. His entire musculature went as hard and brittle as bone china. If he saw anything untoward he might just shatter into fragments and dust. He was nearly crying when he stood at the top of the staircase and peered down.

The light from his hallway threw a vague peripheral glow across the top half of the stairs; revealed ingrained lint and
oil stains on an old carpet. He crouched, aimed the torch down and listened. But couldn’t bear to switch the torch on. Not yet.

Down inside the darkness he heard a joint crack. A knee, an ankle, maybe a metatarsal. He was not alone. His fingers trembled around the torch handle, still couldn’t bring himself to switch it on. Doubted he could withstand what it might reveal. Down there.

Fingernails raked at plastic. The fuse box. Maybe.

It snuffled, it whined. Feet bumped. A low animal cry. A gargle of phlegm behind it. And then the lights went out in his flat. A sheet of total darkness covered him.

He whimpered. Clicked the torch on.

It was as if the warmer tones had been stripped from the world; no reds or yellows visible on the badly papered walls, no bottle-green left in the tatty old carpet. Within the torch’s white beam, that cut through granules of dust adrift, the walls and air faded to grey, with a dirty yellow tinge to the place it had birthed from. He saw the feet first. And cried out. The smell came next: burned-out house, wet with water from a fire engine’s hose, dead pigeons ripened by the sun, poisoned rats going soft under floorboards, a sewer pipe’s mouth agape.

It heard him, and rushed to the foot of the staircase on legs that should have been sealed inside a sarcophagus. Kyle froze.

Then stood up quickly, but not fast enough to avoid the sight of bone fingers clutched across the dry grimace of a face, to shield it from such a hateful sight as even the thinnest light. But the torch didn’t hold it back. It came up clutching at its face. And in the split second before he turned away, Kyle saw more than he wanted to. Much more.


Weeds of hair straggled from a wet skull. Brownish knees clacked together and the dark, leathery lower legs splayed outwards. There was a suggestion of tattered linen, stained brown, hanging from the pelvis.

Kyle stumbled to the doorway of his flat. He heard the lean form moving in the stairwell. Jerky and ungainly, it padded itself along the wall, felt for the miracle of solidity that appeared before its milky eyes and dim sight. The mewl became a whine, with a chitter of excitement inside it. Guttural, it rattle-moaned when it came up the last few steps fast on all fours.

There were no more than a dozen narrow stairs to traverse to reach the first floor and it was already on the landing as Kyle fled through the doorway of his flat.

Stand and fight? Too dark. No room to swing the bloody hammer!

He turned in the doorway and scrabbled for the front door, all clumsy and uncoordinated from the weight of the torch and the hammer in either hand. Swung it shut with an elbow. Something screamed. Down by the floor. His ears muffled like his head was underwater in a bath. A scrape against his front foot. The door refused to close tight within the frame. He looked down. Angled his wrist and the torchlight followed. He nearly threw up on his boots.

How did something that thin have so much strength?

Its weight was behind the door and it pushed from outside with all its might. Tried to force more and more of the trapped arm through. He could hear sharp feet outside, tearing at the carpet for purchase. The terrible hand inside the door stabbed about like a Japanese spider crab in some lightless ocean niche. Long fingers blackened by old skin,
curled around the edge of the door, higher up, and far too close to his groin.

Somehow, Kyle got the latch chain on, then turned and fled deeper inside the trap of his flat. His thoughts came and went like confetti in a wind tunnel. Should he lock himself in the bathroom and scream? Face it in the lounge and try to get a hammer blow into that dead-skin face? The window?

He tore across the dark lounge. The torch beam lit his path. All around his head his breath was asthmatic-loud. He stuffed the hammer into his belt, the torch in his back pocket. Climbed over the window sill. Was halfway through, his face and chest pressed against the outside of the sash window, when he heard the front door blow in.

Shuffling to the side of the ledge, his hands snatched for purchase around the window frame. From the thin, ambient street lights, he received the impression of a thing that raced into the dark room on the other side of the sash window, but as low to the floor as a dog. And once it was inside, it went into a frenzy he heard more than saw. Long arms raked and trawled for him. Surfaces were swept clean. His laptop and whisky bottle clattered to the floor. A dozen books hit a wall.

Kyle looked down, beyond the heels of his engineer boots. And knew he couldn’t do it. Couldn’t jump.

Behind him, his DVD collection became an avalanche. He crouched and moved his legs and hips over the ledge. Gripped the cold stone edge with both hands, like he was about to slip into a pool feet first.

It heard him and the dim scarecrow silhouette paused in its frenzy. Then came at the window, low to the floor. It was sniffing. It was too dark for him to see it properly, and for
that he thanked God. And then let his body drop from the ledge.

 


How they materialized, or what limits were imposed on a visit, he had no idea. Max said something about them needing to feed to remain, but he didn’t dwell on that detail. He guessed it never stayed long in his flat. Perhaps it could not and returned to that other place, from where its kind reigned for four centuries, over a kingdom of dust and dead birds.

He’d landed upon the refuse sacks, and cut his calf muscles on the only bag filled with garden waste that had been out front for so long the sticks had petrified into spikes. And then hobbled and whimpered into the street before he ran as fast as possible in the direction of the Finchley Road. Behind him, the noises of the destruction of his home had become fainter, and then stopped.

Shivering against the cold glass doors of Waitrose on the main road, he’d fallen asleep; curled into a foetal position around the hammer, on a sheet of cardboard. It hadn’t been possible for him to run any further, or even to stand up any longer. The escape from the flat had emptied the last of his batteries.

Curiously, no one bothered him as he lay in the street. The supermarket was visible from the road, so a police patrol car may have passed at some point in the two hours he shuddered fitfully upon the sheet of cardboard. Perhaps he was becoming a familiar sight, all over again, in the new economic downturn.

He awoke just after seven. No one in the street even looked at him. He stood up to let the early shift into the
supermarket, and then just marvelled for a few minutes that he was still alive.

His wallet was still inside the flat, but his door keys were attached to his belt chain. As he brushed grime from the sleeves of his leather jacket, an Indian man in a Waitrose uniform brought a bin bag out of the store; it was filled with yesterday’s pastries and bagels. Kyle followed him to the rubbish collection point and helped himself to the booty. He walked back to the flat in the blessed grey light of dawn while he ate four plain bagels and one apple turnover. It was the best food he’d ever eaten.

The sash window was wide open, as he’d left it. He looked up for a long time, but nothing looked down. On his way back inside the building, he inspected the fuse box. Raking hands had managed to pull all of the switches down and smash the plastic mounting; the door of the cabinet was on the floor. The hallway stank of effluence and the places under houses where small things crawl to die. Upon the ceiling, he saw the stain, placed two fingers under his nose, and struggled to keep the bagels down.

Jane’s door was still shut. Dithering outside, he wondered if he should wake her, check on the cat. A white van parked up outside and distracted him. Kyle turned to watch a courier driver jump down from the cabin.

‘Kyle Freeman?’ the driver called at the open door. Kyle nodded.

‘Package for ya.’

Kyle signed for it and walked upstairs, a long heavy box under his arm. And as he sat amongst the wreckage of his life, he opened the envelope adhered to the side of the box. It was from Max.


 


Dear Kyle,

 


I sincerely hope you are still around to receive this.

Through my faith in your ability to survive, I have taken the liberty to check you in online: first class to San Diego via LAX at midday from Heathrow. Someone will meet you at the airport this side. Please accept the camera as a further token of my appreciation. It will suffice to record the last chapter of our film.

 


Fondest Regards,

Maximillian Solomon

Revelation Productions
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TWENTY-NINE

THE OASIS MOTEL, SAN DIEGO. 25 JUNE 2011. 7 P.M.

‘I want to tell you a story.’

Lying on his bed, Kyle groaned and rubbed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets.

With his takeout order came a bottle of Johnny Walker Red and Coca Cola so cold it burned his tongue. He planned to eat his burger, drink as much of the whisky as possible, then fall asleep while Max and Jed kept watch. Tonight, he was going to be the ‘talent’, and felt as hard done by, and put out, and irritable as the talent usually did on a shoot. The American Airlines sleeping mask would see some action too; three portable lights Max brought with him from England had turned the motel room into the desert at midday.

The sight of three beds in the room had irritated Kyle on arrival. Another sign of Max’s confidence that Kyle would agree to all the little man wanted, eventually. But here he was: exhausted, nervous, frightened, out of his depth, but somehow still a player. Nothing had changed. The other two beds were piled high with the other men’s gear, as if they had no intention of using them for their true purpose. The room must have been designed for a family, groups of young
travellers, or an FBI detail on stakeout. Max and Jed had saved the bed by the window for him. On which he immediately slumped.

Kyle surreptitiously eye-balled Jed again. Innately self-assured and hearty, dressed in the innocuous uniform of a portly tourist, Jed had met him in Arrivals and introduced himself with a handshake that caused pain. Jed then drove him to the motel in silence, where a somewhat revitalized Max waited to show off a big grin of satisfaction. The executive producer’s ear was still a muff of gauze, and the scratches on his cheek were now entirely concealed with tape and cotton-wool pads. It made him look like a plastic-surgery victim.

After a round of insincere greetings from the executive producer, there followed a second embellished introduction to Jed, who even referred to himself as ‘Maximillian’s special forces’, before Max and Jed resumed their seats on the chairs beside a small table under the wall-mounted television. Back to business and you don’t need to join us, seemed to be the tone.

Max thought highly of Jed. Jed had found the children of the mine. Jed had put Chet’s mansion under surveillance for three months. Jed had tracked down everyone Kyle and Dan interviewed in the States. Jed got things done and Jed had guns. But Jed made Kyle nervous.

On his way into the room, Kyle had only glanced at the table the two men had been using. It was covered in aerial photos of Chet Regal’s mansion, a draughtsman’s blueprint, a street map, and three black handles poking out of holsters that he didn’t want in the same building as himself, let alone in his tomorrow. Whatever criminal actions these signs of
preparation suggested, he refused to think about: desperate acts he was going to have to assist, perform, or film, the following day with one total stranger, and one virtual stranger he didn’t trust at all. Nor did he want his thoughts to confront what had taken Dan, and nearly killed Kyle himself the last time it was dark outside. There would be time enough for terror tomorrow, because whatever he’d brushed against in London was going to be much worse inside Sister Katherine’s mansion. Nothing was going to convince him otherwise. Merciful sleep needed to take him away from this room and the unnatural light blazing inside it.

At San Diego International, a stewardess had woken him while doing her best to soften the mask of distaste that was her face, at the sight of him, unshaven for weeks and unwashed for days, sprawled out in a recliner in first class. He slept straight through the last seven hours of the ten-hour flight, without dreaming. To emerge, with a headache from what felt like a coma, in California; arriving with one change of clothes in a rucksack and a brand-new camera. But the moment his back touched the bed in the motel room, he wanted to sleep again. For a week. At the thought of a monologue from Max, Kyle said, ‘Not now, Max. I just want to get messed up enough to fall asleep.’

Max smiled. ‘Tonight, my friends, I think we are in need of some context. Quite naturally, your reason may still persist in rejecting what we will be forced to confront and endure tomorrow. And I would be worried about you, had you merely accepted my word as the truth, in the matter of what Chet Regal has been a host to, for most of his life. So on the eve of battle, I do believe Katherine’s endgame requires embellishment.’


‘I’m done, Max. I’m sorry. Just done.’ Kyle covered his face against the harsh light emitting from one of Max’s portable lamps, situated on the nightstand between the end and middle beds. ‘There’s only a few hours until sun-up.’ It amazed him that one of the others wasn’t already shoring up his strength with a nap.

‘Go on, Max,’ Jed said, and winked at Kyle. ‘I’ll listen. I could listen to you all night. Spielberg will come round.’

‘Spielberg?’

Jed laughed. Kyle glared.

Max bowed his head. Held up two small hands for silence. ‘I want to take you back to the Soviet Union on July 1st, 1941. A night when Molotov and the political elite of Soviet Russia literally trembled, and not from the winter cold, as they walked to Stalin’s Dacha.

‘An incongruous story you may think? But perhaps it is not. You see, the Soviet elite were on their way to deliver terrible news to their leader. News of the German invasion of Russia. They believed the receipt of this information would be the end of them. It hardly seemed possible for their country to survive the German war machine, now that it was active upon Mother Russia’s soil. And as messengers, there was now the additional matter of surviving Stalin’s wrath.

‘You see, Stalin had made a terrible error of judgement. He trusted Hitler, and signed a non-aggression pact with the Führer in 1938. To avoid war with Germany. And to serve his desire for greater power through an alliance with the Nazis.

‘Stalin’s sadistic tyranny had already blighted the country for twelve years. By the night of 1 July 1941, his collectivism had been responsible for the death of nine million peasants.
Another ten million men and women sent to prisons and labour camps for political reasons had also died. By the time Stalin expired in 1953, his final death toll is estimated at around the twenty million mark.

‘Inconceivable. An amount that is beyond our imagination. It is so great, it is stupefying to even try and comprehend the industrial scale of his destruction of humanity. And no one died easily. Not one of the twenty million. Their suffering was monumental. So when Russia was betrayed by Hitler, Stalin assumed his political elite were visiting his Dacha as an execution party.

‘If only it had been. But even Stalin had underestimated the terror he had successfully instilled with his pathological behaviour, inside each and every Russian. He misunderstood the intentions of Molotov. Like abused children, they’d normalized abuse. They were incapable of resistance. Incapable. His dominance of them was total.

‘And, Jed, let me tell you, they missed one of the twentieth century’s most important opportunities. Instead, they helped him gather his wits to regroup their country’s defences. They encouraged him to actually lead them, for once, in something other than the maelstrom of his revolting paranoia, his inhumanity, and his indecency. That never stopped, of course, but he took this opportunity. The opportunity, ultimately, for his own survival and longevity.

‘As a devil, he was immaculate. Immaculately Satanic. And tomorrow, we too will face a will as indomitably Satanic. But unlike Molotov in 1941, we must choose a different course of action. In the forefront of our minds, we must think of the consequences of our not acting.’

Jed was frowning, looking down at his hands. ‘But what
about Hitler, Max? Without the Russian mobilization, Hitler would have won the war.’

Max smiled. ‘Really? Or overextended his war effort. Not even Germany could have held such a front. And Hitler’s mania, and that of his sycophantic elite, was at that very moment destroying him and all he had dreamed of. You could say his ambitions had already passed into the realm of fantasy. His day of reckoning began when he invaded Russia. Even if Russia had fallen quickly, his reckoning would merely have been postponed, until another inevitable opportunity for self-destruction.

‘But I am glad you mention this more, how will I put it, analyzed sociopath. Because Hitler was Stalin’s great evil peer. And like Stalin in his Dacha in 1941, opportunities to kill Hitler were also missed. Twentieth-century history would have been different if we’d had more luck in assassinating our tyrants. Two men and their wills, and the wills of their amoral favourites, we can say at the last count, were responsible for the deaths of fifty-six million people within that seven-year conflict. Not forgetting the irreparable devastation to the lives of those who survived the respective legacies of these tyrants. Can it be sanely argued that men such as they should not have been executed earlier?’

Jed winked at Kyle, who watched Max through two parted fingers on his right hand. Max caught the wink, smiled, and chuckled to himself. ‘Am I being disingenuous again, boys? Talking in grand platitudes about Stalin and Hitler?’

Kyle felt too weary, too shocked, too appalled, by what had happened in his own life, to grasp the greater meaning behind any more monsters.

‘My point, my dear boys, is that there is something
demoniac in human nature that we are unable to stop revering. Unable to stop ourselves serving. This is our greatest tragedy. A tragedy because it is universal, and it is timeless, as all true tragedies are. And we cannot learn from our mistakes and the mistakes of our forefathers. Stalin, Hitler, Mao, Pol Pot are the macrocosm. Add Napoleon, perhaps Caesar, even Alexander? These great historical figures we admire for their conquests, their drive, their ambition, and the progress they are said to have been responsible for. But would we have not been better off as a species without them?’

Jed knocked back a glass of whisky. ‘There would have been others. It makes no difference.’

Max clapped his small hands with excitement. ‘Which makes our tragedy all the greater through its inevitability. We seem incapable of being led by any but the monstrous. The malignant narcissist. And there are many willing to take the place of a deposed tyrant, to ape them. And the rest of us, down here, cannot discriminate in the choice of our leaders, even if we have anything resembling a real choice. We cannot lead ourselves rationally or humanely or fairly, so we choose the most unscrupulous and egotistical to lead us. Into one war and one holocaust after another.

‘It was why I began The Last Gathering. To create one small pocket of cooperation and decency. Of humility and grace. And look what happened. We were hijacked by a psychopath who would not have flinched at becoming a Hitler or a Stalin if the opportunity presented itself to her. We are here, my friends, to correct a very grave mistake I made in 1967.’

Max stood up and walked to his bed. Sat down, then reclined his upper body. An informal gesture that seemed
inappropriate for their boss; his thin legs dangled above the floor and its banal carpet. He was wearing odd-coloured socks: one red, one brown. ‘I am an old hippy. Who believed in peace and love. Sharing and fairness and compassion. I was a young fool and now I am an old fool. But I once believed The Last Gathering was a hope. An example for a better way of living. Of understanding myself and other people.’

‘Sure didn’t turn out that way,’ Jed said, smiling.

Max sighed. ‘We worshipped a devil instead. Asked it to lead us. To manipulate and divide us. To disinvest us of our livelihoods, our freedom, our dignity, and even our lives, in the service of itself.’

‘We all make mistakes, Max. But that was a big one. Though not as big as Molotov’s in forty-one.’ Jed laughed until it petered out into a sound of gas escaping from his big red face. He sounded drunk.

Max spoke as if to himself. ‘I could have stopped her in London. There were enough of us who saw what was happening. And we did nothing but hope. It’s our vain hope that is their fuel.’ Max dropped his hands over his face.

‘Hey Max,’ Jed said. ‘Take a hit off Mr Jack Daniels.’

‘I think I might.’ Max sat up and gracefully accepted the whisky bottle in Jed’s outstretched hand.

Jed smiled at Kyle. ‘So, what we’re dealing with, Max, is some pissant Hitler or Stalin. One of them. And we sure don’t need another one hanging on for too much longer, ain’t that right, Spielberg?’

Max winced through the afterburn following a huge gulp of bourbon. ‘One of them. Precisely. And I extend this to so many of our corporate leaders. I ask you to draw your eye
down to our glorious professional leaders in the commercial arena, in this most material of ages. How many of them should be in charge of anything, let alone other people?’

‘Amen to that,’ Jed said, before gulping at his own whisky.

‘Would have been happy to take a few of my old bosses out of the game. But don’t they get shit done?’

‘Mere public relations.’

Against his will, Kyle felt himself smile. Jed grinned.

‘They’ve been selling us that line since we walked out of the primordial surf, Jed. That we need them. That they are the talent. Born leaders, and we must rely upon their leadership qualities. We must be led by them, or they will go elsewhere. Well go, I say.’

‘I’d drive them to the airport myself, Max. Hell yeah!’ Max chuckled. ‘And you have hit upon a very prescient line of enquiry, Jed. I believe the vulpine greed of the corporate world is cut from the very same cloth as the tyrant of history. Different worlds, different means, same intention. Empowerment, enrichment, self-interest, at the expense of all but itself. Their strength is their suppression of conscience. But is there another way? This is the question we should ask. I would—’

Right around then, Kyle fitted his airline ear plugs and fell asleep.

 


And awoke in darkness with a whimper. From a dream hectic with thin figures he could see little of amongst the rafters of a dark ceiling, before the memory of them was gone. He tried to remember where he had been in the dream, but the noise inside the lightless motel room snatched his attention. Guttural barks interspersed with avian screams poured past the
one earplug still in place. He’d heard similar before. Urgent sounds of alarm, or excitement, clotted by a bronchial wheeze.

There was light. He turned his head. On the far side of the room a door was ajar. The bathroom. Emitting a thin blast of silvery light so sharp it hurt his eyes. Sitting up, he called out for Max, for Jed, but in his terror and disorientation could only manage a low voice from a dry throat.

He could hear the other men. They talked in raised voices to be heard by each other in the din beyond the door haloed in white light.

Kyle scrabbled for the dawn-light simulator lamp beside his bed. It was gone. Yanked at the cord for the reading light above his head. Nothing. Stood up fast and fell forward in the darkness and onto the next bed. From which he thrashed upwards again. He had no balance. His blood didn’t appear to be in his head or legs; he stumbled sideways and hit the wall. Righted himself with a shove. Fell backwards. Sat down hard on his bed. He felt stupid, absurd in his fear.

Anger rushed inside him. He kicked out. Slapped about himself. Got to his feet and staggered across to where he thought the table might be. Wiped his hands across maps and shiny photographic paper, but could not find the holstered pistols.

From behind the bathroom door, he heard Max’s voice. He was speaking in French. A name he recognized was spoken twice, the last syllable raised questioningly. ‘Katherine? Katherine?’ But Max’s voice was drowned out again by a torrent of liquescent rasps.

‘Max! Max!’ Kyle called out at the bathroom door he was too afraid to go through. No answer. Kyle pushed the door
open. White light exploded outwards and turned the hotel room behind him silver-blue.

‘Oh, God,’ he said. A stench of decomposition hit him hot in the face. As if the doorway offered respite, or even salvation, to the origin of torment that issued from inside the bathroom, the rattle and hiss of these last breaths amplified.

And for a few moments, he wasn’t sure what Jed or Max were doing. They were engrossed in an activity their bodies obscured. Jed’s broad back in the blue polo shirt was patterned with sweat under the arms and between his big shoulders. Max stood half behind Jed. His face in profile was twisted with revulsion at what he looked at in the bathtub. At who he attempted to question.

Jed turned his head to the side and barked, ‘Shut the door for chrissakes!’

Max looked at Kyle as if he didn’t recognize him. Then frowned. ‘Get in! Now!’

Kyle stepped into the bathroom and pushed the door closed behind him. It wouldn’t close. A black electrical cable ran outside to a multi-board from which three portable lamps were powered. Which meant Max had taken the lamps into the bathroom as Kyle slept. Had left him outside. Alone and without protection.

Max stepped aside and seized Kyle’s arm under the shoulder, like he was a child. Pulled him out from behind Jed’s back. ‘We caught one!’ he said with such inappropriate excitement, Kyle stared at him and was again convinced the old man was insane.

Kyle coughed to clear his lungs of the sewer gas and rot. Thought he might be sick. Peered into the bath. Then looked away. Covered his mouth and nose with a hand. ‘Oh, God.’
Again, he took in the vision that demanded he run now from this room and not stop until he reached the airport. ‘No.’

Brown acrid smoke, or steam, drifted off the thin figure within the bathtub. There was a pitiful sniffing at life, and its whimpers filled the small space it slowly expired within. It appeared that an unnatural imposition had been made upon the world through a motel bathroom.

Jed had it trapped by the throat. A metal loop was tight about the shrivelled neck. The wire noose was attached to the pole Jed clutched in his meaty hands. Holding the pole took all of the strength in his thick hairy arms, to keep the captive in place at the far end of the bathtub, where it burned alive in the light from three lamps.

Kyle swooned. His vision juddered like he’d been clouted across the skull. He burped fragments of burger and whisky into his mouth.

At the sight of him, in what was left of the black eyes, a savage energy animated the cadaverous face under the bath taps into a sudden roar, that made all three of them step backwards. Emaciated legs kicked at them. The hideous strength in the intruder seemed to have gathered again. Subduing it forced a pop of sweat beads over Jed’s entire strawberry skull. But Jed didn’t flinch, just said, ‘It ain’t got no tongue.’

It had no language then. Just a lipless maw and a cluster of broken teeth set at chaotic angles about the blackened gums. At that point, Kyle realized he was chanting, ‘Kill it. Get rid of it. Kill it.’

The UV lights continued their slow incineration. Above the bath, the ceiling was tar-black and sticky where it had come through. Incongruously, on the counter beside the
wash basin, a large silver salt-shaker stood beside a silver hip-flask.

‘Look, it’s going.’ The crack of bony heels and hands on the enamel diminished in force. The cries softened to mewls that pierced Kyle’s heart. The chest and prominent ribcage appeared translucent in patches. Visible bones were covered by a membrane, reminiscent of that surrounding a vast tadpole or larvae. Black and shrunken eyes deflated into papery creases within dark sockets.

Max grabbed the flask; his hands shook. Gingerly, he turned the flask over the shrunken face of the thing in the bath. A thin stream of dark liquid trickled out of the flask and splashed across the head of the captive. Where the liquid spilled onto the white porcelain it was bright red and syrupy. Blood.

Jed renewed his efforts with the pole. Pressed it down hard. Sweat ran in milky rivulets off his chin. Kyle looked from one man to the other, dizzy with shock and confusion. Until he was distracted by the mottled head in the bath. It bumped about horribly. Twisted its throat inside the wire noose and rubbed a dry mouth against the smears of blood. It gave the impression of trying to lick the porcelain without a tongue. And vigour had returned to the activity of the brown bones inside the bath. A receptacle it had discoloured; tainted with soot and something that glistened like a trail left on a window facing an overgrown garden.

Again, in French, Max hurriedly spoke to it. But the thing was too keen on the blood splattered about it, and too enraptured by its suffering.

‘Hell with this, Max,’ Jed said. ‘Let’s off it.’


Max sighed with disappointment, then nodded. He placed the flask down on the side and picked up the salt-shaker.

‘Quick, Max,’ Jed said. ‘Only takes a drop.’ His voice died into a grunt of exertion as he leaned into the pole to keep the reinvigorated thrashing of the figure inside the bathtub. Max uncapped the shaker and poured the contents over the snatching face. Kyle thought he heard something crackle, like crystals exposed to water. Carefully, holding it high, Max manoeuvred a dawn lamp over the tub, then lowered it slowly.

A mephitic cloud of dark steam made them all cry out with revulsion. An acidic burn across their eyes made them tear up. The shrieks cracked ice inside their ears, then descended into a drawn-out gargle that became a gasp, before a blessed silence thickened inside the room.

The figure lost its angularity and definition; it appeared to be quickly reabsorbed by the stains it had inflicted upon the base and sides of the bath. Kyle looked away. Leaned against the door. When he looked into the bath again, all he could see was a clutter of jet bones and a thin skull inside a bath so dirty it looked as if a fire had been lit inside it. He staggered out of the bathroom, coughing as he fled.

Behind him, he heard Jed say, ‘You weren’t much help, Spielberg. They ain’t easy to catch. Least you could’ve done was film it.’

 


‘You unscrewed the bulbs?’ Kyle looked about himself, aghast, as Jed continued to nonchalantly fit the light bulbs back into the lamps at the top of each bed. The ceiling light socket gaped. ‘To draw them in here?’ Incredulous, he shook his head. Max seemed bored with him, and sat at the table studying the map.


‘For intel. Vital before an operation,’ Jed said. He looked pleased with himself. ‘Ever heard the saying, offence is the best defence?’

Kyle was too angry to speak. He looked from Jed to Max, from Max to Jed. When he found his voice it had a shriek inside it that he loathed to hear. ‘You never thought of involving me in this plan? Or was I the bait? Asleep in the friggin’ dark!’

‘You wouldn’t have agreed and we don’t have time for lengthy debates every time something needs to be done.’ Max didn’t even look up.

‘Amen to that,’ Jed said.

‘Why am I here, Max? Why?’

‘Tryin’ to figure out the same thing myself,’ Jed said with a grin Kyle dearly wanted to smash from the portly man’s ruddy face.

‘You and Colombo don’t seem too bothered that I am. Or have you something else planned I’m not aware of yet? That will get me killed tomorrow?’

Max sighed and rubbed his eyes. Beyond the anecdotes and camaraderie with Jed, the man was shattered. Under the abrasive lights his sallow skin sagged around his mouth and throat. His thin arms were slack with exhaustion inside the tailored shirt and his tremulous fingers constantly played with a bottle of painkillers.

Max must know best, he’d told himself on his way over to California; Max had to know what was the right thing to do in this impossible situation. But fear engulfed him again. Because of his involvement in what amounted to murder in the eyes of the world. He had not wanted to face the truth of the matter until morning, but the bathroom ambush had
suddenly brought the issue forward. They planned to kill, to execute, a sick actor. Max was quite mad; he could see it clearly now. A mad old tyrant. If someone had killed Max in 1967, none of this would be happening now. How about that, Herodotus?

How was it possible that he was back here? Back in America, with a camera in a room full of handguns and two men he hardly knew, with whom he planned to trespass, break into private property, then assassinate a sick man allegedly possessed by the body of a dead female cult leader. Preposterous: his life. A bit of sleep and the attempted interrogation of a Blood Friend had returned reason to his burned-out mind. What had he been thinking?

He thought of the thin figure raking about inside his unlit flat while he hung from the window sill. The film. The film. Remember the film. Was that why he was here? He couldn’t fully recall now. He’d unwrapped the camera in the ruin that was his flat and quickly shot his postscript and uploaded it; the screen of his monitor was cracked, but the PC had still worked. The rough cuts were already uploaded. Finger Mouse would be ten hours into the edit by now. But Max should never have mentioned the idea about a final scene. It had burned into his mind. Kyle wanted to save himself too. And the child. Avenge Dan. Dan. Don’t think of Dan. But he could not deny, even now, that he’d been transported by the idea that the greatest climax to any documentary in the history of film-making was in danger of being missed.

After what he’d just witnessed in the bathroom, it offered no consolation. The familiar spin cycle of doubt, recrimination, guilt and terror began to whirl. Back in London he’d wondered if he’d die if he just stayed home. And how would
he know when next they’d come? Because the Blood Friends would visit again and again; or find him wherever he hid, until he was too tired to take one more step. Like Martha Lake and Bridgette Clover; run to ground. Isn’t that what he had told himself in the taxi to Heathrow, and in his seat in first class before he fell dead to sleep? But now he was here, the very idea of destroying a human connection to the inconceivable turned his bones into warm milk. ‘Oh, Jesus.’ Kyle slumped on his bed, face in hands. ‘I’m done. I’m so done with this. I don’t think I can …’

Max eyed Kyle. ‘And you’d let us deal with this alone? Come, come, there is no one else, Kyle. No one left. Just you, me, and Jed. And there is strength in numbers. Don’t you agree?’

‘You better start getting your shit real tight, Spielberg. You choke in there and I won’t flinch. I want you to remember that.’

The room moved around his head, then shuddered still. ‘Max, you hearing this? Who is this fucking clown—’

But he never managed another word. Nor did he get his hands out fast enough to block Jed’s attack. He was thrown backwards, onto the bed, with a thumb bent so painfully into the palm of one hand he yelped like a dog. A great sweaty paw, calloused on the palm, pressed his head into the mattress. A knee, with all of the man’s weight behind it, compressed his solar plexus to the point of ribs going snap, crackle and pop.

Above the pain, he made out Jed’s smile, and a pair of eyes that lacked any trace of humour. They glared in a sadistic delight behind innocuous oval spectacle lenses. ‘Listen up, Spielberg. I ain’t carrying you in there tomorrow.’


‘Jed. Jed, please.’ It was Max, from over by the table, though he didn’t bother to stand up while Jed tortured him. Because that is what it was: torture.

‘Time to step up, Spielberg. You hear? Man-up, you whiney bitch. You done nothing but shit your pants and fuss since you got here. We goin’ head first into some serious shit tomorrow, so you better get with the programme real fast. We’re gonna whack that fuck while the light of Jesus Christ Almighty shines in our eyes. And we’re gonna send those pieces of shit back into hell, you get me? You’re gonna point your camera and do whatever Max says. Period. You don’t even have to pull a trigger. But if I think for one minute you are endangering me, or Max, or this operation, I’ll clip your candy ass and not lose a second’s sleep over it. You hear me?’

Kyle stayed quiet.

Jed’s face came down closer. ‘Do you hear me?’

‘Fuck you,’ Kyle managed in a kind of wheeze without consonants.

The new pain that came to the place where his thumb joined his hand made him pass out for a few seconds. When he came around, he was still being held down on the bed and trying not to be sick. Max implored Jed, ‘Enough! Jed! He heard you. Enough. Please.’

The pressure gradually eased from Kyle’s chest and hand, but not his face. Jed’s fingers stank of the thing they’d burned out of existence inside the bathroom.

Max stood beside the bed. ‘Jed. His friend, they took him. He’s seen more of this than most could bear. We’re all tired. Wound up. So let’s just cool it. We need to trust each other. We have to. So please, enough of this bickering.’

Bickering?


Jed stepped away from the bed. Smiled at Kyle. ‘Just needed to clear the air, Max. Ain’t that right, Spielberg?’

Kyle held the man’s stare. Cradled his thumb against his belly. Tears blurred his vision. Wretchedness dampened his heart. So this is how it is. And in a damning moment of clarity, brought to his mind by the aftershocks of pain, he came to believe he was not supposed to come out of the mansion the following day. His purpose had been reconnaissance from the start. Expendable. Like Dan and Gabriel. They were all expendable, as long as little Max survived. Had Jed even been given instructions to ‘clip’ him once Chet was dead and the connection between the Blood Friends and this world was finally broken? Or was he bait, to be flung like a piece of meat to distract hungry lions? He thought he might throw up all over the white duvet.

Max frowned at him. He seemed to read Kyle’s thoughts. ‘My dear boy, we must have the final scene filmed. Cameras don’t lie. You know that better than anyone. How else are we to cover ourselves? Premeditated murder carries the life sentence in California. If we are caught fleeing the scene, we must be able to defend the necessity of our actions, with proof. So before we leave in a few hours, I suggest you familiarize yourself with your equipment, and make sure you have an ample power supply. Without poor Dan, I’m afraid there is, well, there is only you, dear boy.’

Jed placed a tumbler of Johnny Walker Red next to Kyle’s face, and winked at him. ‘Got my eye on you, Spielberg. All the time.’

Kyle held the glass with his good hand. Knocked the whisky back, and felt like he’d swallowed the last of his free will.

 


 



Five a.m. Face in his hands, Kyle sat on the lowered toilet seat. The bathroom door was locked. Beside him the stench of dead burned things wafted up from the bath. Most of the bones had crumbled and left a layer of dust upon the scorch marks. He could barely breathe, but not because of the smell. Panic had risen through his chest and cut off his air supply. Outside, Max and Jed spoke to each other; seated at the table, they pored over the blueprints and surveillance photographs.

He entertained schemes involving his sudden flight from the motel. Jed wouldn’t gun him down in the street. But he might come after you later. The man was a wacko, with guns. His thumb throbbed. After that special-forces move Jed pulled, Kyle knew he would toe any line Jed drew around him, and hated himself for it. His say in anything had been scrubbed out. Max would sanction any action that abetted his own longevity. Maybe there was a subtext in his Stalin monologue.

The police? But what would he tell them?

Finger Mouse uploaded the following night. Went live. He’d sent Kyle a message to say he’d have a watchable first assembly done by then. Kyle grinned like a mad thing. If he never came back from this, and couldn’t be traced, more weight would be added to the broadcast until Max’s lawyers or the police forced its removal. But once that footage was out of the box, it wouldn’t be going back in. It was all in his final narration to camera: the intended destruction of terminally ill Chet, the incarnation of Katherine inside an adopted child. Few would believe it, but it put Max at the scene of whatever crimes were about to be committed. And it appeared to be a long list. Your PR better be good,
Max. Should he use this as blackmail now, to renegotiate his position? He lit another cigarette and thought on it.

‘Hope you ain’t smoking in there, Spielberg. I already told you, this room ain’t a smoker.’

‘Jed. Leave him.’

Kyle held his middle finger up at the door, then lowered it, because it made him feel as impotent as a petulant teenager within the confines of a bedroom. His phone rang. Kyle tugged it from the pocket of his leather jacket.

‘That’s his phone. He’s on the phone.’ It was Jed from outside. Followed by the sound of a chair pushed back from the table.

Max. ‘Leave it.’

‘Who’s he talkin’ to?’

Max, now with a note of concern in his voice, approached the bathroom door. ‘Kyle?’

Kyle couldn’t speak, because the name of the caller on his phone screen read DAN. Impossible. Dan’s parents then, looking for their missing son, or one of Dan’s mates? Must be. Putting in a call to Dan’s best friend after a police search of the trashed flat. But how had they come by Dan’s phone to get his number? Kyle accepted the call. ‘Hello?’

‘Kyle?’ It was a woman’s voice.

He swallowed. ‘Yes.’

He knew Jed and Max were listening outside. The door would come in on one wrong word.

‘Oh good. My name is Jenna. I’m a nurse at The Royal Free Hospital in Belsize Park. I’m calling on behalf of your friend, Daniel Harvey.’

Kyle closed his eyes and held his breath. They’d found his body. He couldn’t, just could not deal with this. ‘Mmm …’


‘Dan asked me to call you.’

‘Dan!’

‘Yes, he’ll be moving to Outpatients tomorrow morning. Your friend was attacked and he was injured. Quite a few stitches I’m afraid, and a tetanus jab for the bites.’

‘What? He’s alive … I mean he’s OK?’

‘Yes. But his jaw is also broken, so he can’t speak to you. The doctors think he’s fine to go home tomorrow. Can you pick him up?’

Kyle eyed the door. ‘No. I’m in America. Working. On the film. Tell him I’m still working on the film.’

‘OK. He’s written a note. He wants me to read it to you. And he wants you to know that “he believes you now”. That’s what the note says. And he has written a question. He wants to know “Will they come back for me?” It’s not my place, but I can’t help wondering if this is something you should be telling the police, Kyle.’

‘No. No. It’s not about that. It’s about this film. He’s asking me about the film we’re working on—’

Someone tried the bathroom door handle. A rapid knocking followed. It was Max. ‘Kyle? Kyle? Who are you talking to?’

Kyle covered the phone receiver with his hand. ‘Dan! Now piss off!’

Max went silent on the other side of the door for a few seconds, then began to speak with Jed, though Kyle couldn’t hear their conversation. He returned his attention to the phone. ‘Sorry. I’m sorry. Tell Dan that I’m in America to stop that happening. Tell him I went back with Max. I can’t explain now. Oh, tell him to go to Finger Mouse. When he gets out. Yes, yes, Finger Mouse. He knows who that is.’ Kyle
dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘It’s really important that he goes to Finger Mouse.’ Kyle rang off and opened the bathroom door.

Max and Jed stood outside. Max raised the one eyebrow he could still move. Jed smiled and held a handgun.
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‘Max. It’s covered in cameras.’

‘But who’s watching them? Look down anyway. I told you. At your feet. Can you not follow the simplest instruction?’

Too late, he’d been caught out and stared into at least three cameras as he and Max walked the sidewalk to the gate. ‘The front, Max? We’re going in through the bloody main gate!’ Max remained deep in uneasy thoughts that Kyle could only guess at, though assumed they were not dissimilar to his own. But his questions were irritating the producer of this new worst day of his life. Good.

They stopped outside gates designed into an art deco fan of a peacock’s tail; the spines of the long feathers made from steel bars, the centrepiece embossed with the initials: R. F. Posts on either side were stone pillars with crowns similar to the Chrysler building. Long steel flagpoles reached out of the gateposts towards a blue sky empty of cloud. On either side of the gateposts, white stone walls overflowed with ivy and began a total encirclement of the grounds.

From the front, the house was entirely hidden. Nothing more than a path of pink gravel, hemmed by wild flower beds and unruly hedges, was visible through the peacock’s
steel wingspan. Periodically, the small black cameras fixed upon the walls peered through the ivy and surveyed the street and main gate area.

A canvas tool bag was held tightly in one of the executive producer’s small hands. They both wore blue one-piece overalls and baseball caps with ‘Four Horsemen Pest Control’ written on the pockets and cap peaks. Kyle’s camera and batteries were concealed inside a rucksack. Jed hadn’t given him a gun. Before they left the motel he’d asked for one, but Jed had laughed and said, ‘Yeah right.’ A mile away from the mansion, they’d changed vehicles in a dusty valley, moving from Jed’s black transit van to a tradesman’s truck; the colour of the panels and the signage matched their exterminator uniforms.

Kyle was told to sit in the truck bed and was thrown about among white plastic tanks, lengths of tubing and spray guns. Max and Jed had sat up front in the cabin. He was told not to film until ‘Max gives you a green light, Spielberg’. Every few minutes, to make sure he complied, Jed monitored him in the rear-view mirror. Whenever Kyle caught his eye, Jed winked.

Before the gate, Max’s hands shook so badly Kyle decided to stand behind him if he drew the handgun. And when Max spoke again, Kyle wasn’t sure how much of the old man had drifted out of his morbid self-absorption. ‘This is not our area of expertise. It’s Jed’s. And you need to trust him, Kyle. Listen to him. This is no joke, Kyle. Our lives depend upon him.’

‘You see me laughing, Max? And I don’t share your confidence. He’s a psycho. And another sweet little surprise you’ve foisted on me. I’m here now for your self-preservation, Max. Let’s be straight about this for once.
Because your ape has a gun that he will use on me if I don’t comply with this bullshit plan. I’ve only ever been used by your self-interest. Right from the beginning. And who does that sound like, eh? So fuck you, Max. You know that. Fuck you for all of this.’

Max ignored him.

‘And salt now? I see that helps too. Might have been fucking useful to me, you know that? Cheers.’

Not even his bad language worked as provocation any more. And Kyle could not place Jed with a background in any kind of military service or police force. The man lacked the fundamental aura of respect and grooming uniformed service seemed to bestow on a man for life. Instead he seemed like the kind of crazy who’d learned his moves from action films and the internet, who lived at home in his mother’s basement and designed homemade bombs destined for federal buildings, because the United Nations were in league with Alien Greys. When Kyle pushed Max on Jed’s background, while the hired gun was urinating into the stained motel bathtub, Max had said he came ‘highly recommended’; that he ‘got results’, was ‘expensive’. But Kyle suspected Jed’s past was still nine parts mystery to Max. He thought again of Malcolm Gonal as a first choice of director; Max was only too happy to involve the discredited and hard up – they were easier to deceive. Himself included. ‘And how do I know …’ He couldn’t even say it. He swallowed to keep his voice firm. ‘That Jed’s not going to kill me.’

Max frowned. Shook his gauze-plastered head in astonished disbelief, which made Kyle feel weak and foolish for voicing the fear. Max continued to stare at the bottom of the gate, as if willing it to swing wide open.


‘I make films, Max. You’re a mind, body and spirit publisher. We’re not bloody commandos. You don’t know who this guy is. Jed’s not even his real name, is it? And you’re carrying a gun, Max. A gun! Have you thought that part through? You’re going to shoot a dying man this morning.’

Max turned his bruised and bandaged face towards Kyle. His smile was not pleasant. ‘Have you learned nothing? It’s not a man, Kyle. Has never been a man. It has no more right to remain in this world than the creature we caught last night. But if the execution of these abominations troubles you, then focus your attention on the boy whose life we will be sparing. Not to mention our own.’

‘And what if it’s too late for the boy? What if Katherine has already made the switch, eh? You going to shoot a kid?’

Max never answered him. No, but Jed might: the meaning in his silence was implicit.

‘Max!’

Max sighed. ‘All you need to do is point your bloody camera at what I tell you to. If you’d not fallen asleep, or locked yourself in the bathroom, you might have learned something last night. Of our strategy.’

‘Strategy? Is that what it is? It feels like a criminal heist. People will be watching this on ITV4, on America’s Dumbest Criminals, forever. There has to be another way.’

‘There isn’t. Weeks of planning have gone into this. We’ve thought of everything. Now, please, be quiet. I need to think.’

‘Weeks of planning’ did nothing to placate his anxiety. Kyle checked his watch, again; they’d been outside the gate for twelve minutes now. Twenty minutes before that, they had left the truck parked beyond the gaze of the wall’s cameras. Jed had ‘moved out’ from the vehicle alone.


‘Three of us, Max. This is it? Couldn’t you have hired some lowlife to do the dirty work?’

‘Loose lips, Kyle. And I will not endanger any more of the innocent than I have done already.’

‘What a saint.’

Dan was alive and no police cars had driven past, yet. He counted his blessings again, but never made it past those two. He fidgeted, sweated, and doubted he could take the sight of another Blood Friend. Images from the Kingdom of Fools flashed into his mind, to be replaced by those from Holland Park, the ghastly walls of the barn in St Mayenne, the urgent search of a thin figure about his bed in Seattle, the thing on all fours in his flat … And he began to lose it; felt his strength drain through his feet. Wished he’d eaten something more than a slice of dry toast at Dennies. ‘How long did Jed say this would take?’

Max ignored him.

Before they left the motel room soon after 7 a.m., with the bathtub still scorched and encrusted with blackened bones, Max told him Jed would open the main gates electronically from a gate house closer to the property. The security codes for the relevant barriers on the inside had been paid for ‘with good money’. Acquired from a member of the disgruntled and unpaid security detail that was no longer on Chet’s payroll. Jed had infiltrated them months before and bribed a man on the inside for all the breaking and entering information required. The security firm were even coming back the following week to rip out the cameras and motion sensors. The guard dogs had gone with them. Foreclosure was imminent on the actual property; it was going to auction in six weeks. According to Jed’s ‘intel’ there was no one
left inside the mansion beside an incapacitated Chet, whom none of the guards had ever seen, and two ‘old girls dressed like red nuns’ who occasionally went into the grounds alone, to sit and talk on phones, but never for very long.

But Jed’s source had never seen a kid, nor had any of his colleagues. The supermodel ex-wife had occasionally visited the house, so they were assuming those visits were an exercise of some kind of visitation right, confirming the presence of a child.

Once Chet was dead, Max presumed the kid would go back to his wealthy mother and evade Chet’s debts, to grow into a life of beauty and luxury in Santa Barbara where his mother lived. Although half of him still refused to accept Max’s theory, Kyle had to admit it all felt very neat as far as the kid’s future was concerned. If you were going to start over, there were worse situations than a life in Santa Barbara with a model; a woman you could torment into suicide to inherit the thirty million dollars she shook Chet down for in a divorce settlement, out of court. Perhaps Chet had seen it as a loan.

Mercifully, the tiger had gone to an animal sanctuary in Montana, the snakes to LA: the only good news he’d heard since emerging from the bathroom in the early hours, before enduring more threats from Jed as he loaded the three handguns. ‘This is a Gloch 25. Military calibre. Prohibited in the civilian market. It has fifteen rounds in the mag. Assure me now that I don’t need to keep one on the side for you, Spielberg.’

There were many things Kyle thought of saying in answer, though he’d kept them all to himself, and chose instead to silently revel in the news that Dan had survived the attack
at his flat. Max’s indifference to the incredible news had not just appalled Kyle, but terrified him. And in the motel room, just before they ‘rolled’, he’d drunk more whisky for courage, mixed with Coke to get a caffeine jag, while watching Jed customize the pistols.

Chet’s mansion was sealed from daylight with a combination of blackout curtains and roller grilles on the ground floor and steel security shutters upstairs to protect the interior against light. In response, Jed slotted a small Maglight and tactical sights into a rail on top of each handgun, and told Max the infrared targeting light was only visible through night vision goggles. Which was fine because he had two pairs, one for himself and one for Max to wear. At that point Kyle had felt it necessary to speak up. ‘What about me? I’d like to see whatever the fuck comes out of the ceiling too.’

‘You got night vision on the camera, Spielberg. And you better be Johnny on the Spot with it too. Them demons move real quick.’

Demons. From what he could gather from the discussions between Jed and his paymaster (that he was entirely left out of), Max appeared to have couched the ‘mission’ in Judeo – Christian terms to Jed from the very beginning of their involvement; and Jed was a man who revered some kind of vengeance-based theology, that sounded vaguely Biblical, in which ‘Jesus Christ would guide my hand’.

When the gate unlocked with a thunk, Kyle wiped at the sweat that leaked from under his baseball cap. Seconds later, to the sound of a low electronic hum, the peacock’s tail began to part down the middle. And Kyle experienced an urgent need to visit the toilet for the immediate expulsion of everything inside him not attached to bone or muscle.


Max touched his arm. His face was pale, stiff with nerves, his little eyes blinked rapidly. ‘Come on,’ he whispered.

 


They found Jed with a big grin on his face waiting beside the gatehouse, his back flat to the wall that faced away from the house, which reared behind like one of the seven follies of the world. The gatehouse was a modern addition intended for a security detail; a small bungalow with tinted windows, festooned inside with small monitor screens that might have revealed changing views of the house and grounds, if they were operational.

Kyle stared in amazement at the mansion; it was just too grand to break into and a photograph did not do it justice. Jed smiled at him. ‘You know, Spielberg, I been reading up on this place. It was built by a guy called Rouben Fischer. You heard of him?’

Mute with nerves, Kyle shook his head.

‘Made a fortune with B-movies. Colour talkies in the thirties. So he had his house designed like a theatre. Pretty cool, huh? You know who’s been here for parties? Jean Harlow. The Swedish Sphinx herself, Garbo. John Wayne too. The friggin’ Duke, man. You believe that? Clark Cable. Johnny Weissmuller. Gary Cooper. All those guys came down here from Hollywood.’

‘Jed,’ Max said. ‘The house. Shall we?’

‘Oh, yeah. We’re going in through some patio doors round the back. Point of entry is the old dining room. Looks like lights out inside. Every window is blacked out. I just checked.’ He smiled conspiratorially. ‘Looks like we gonna have company on the inside.’


Kyle shoved another stick of chewing gum inside his mouth because Jed wouldn’t let him smoke. ‘Butts got DNA on ’em.’ But the gum helped plug the long scream of frustration and fear building inside him. ‘You said there were motion sensors. Alarms.’

‘Come on, Spielberg. Catch up. What am I, an amateur?’

‘You tell me.’

Max frowned at Kyle. Jed’s grin widened. ‘They pulled the plug on old Chet. Cameras and sensors are all out. Couldn’t pay the bills. But when the show starts, Spielberg, we’ll see who’s got the “stones”. But just so you can focus, instead of pissing your panties behind that camera, even if the alarms are still on and get tripped, the signal goes to the security detail. Status: contract expired. Ain’t no one coming out here to wipe your ass today.’

‘Which does not mean we need dilly-dally on the inside,’ Max warned.

Jed guffawed. ‘Dilly what?’

‘Can we get on with this, please?’

Jed grinned. ‘OK. Giddy up. Let’s rock and roll.’ Jed moved out from behind the gatehouse, then paused and turned to them. He grinned. ‘Oh, and fellas, just relax.’

The building’s facade rose forty metres above the wide pink forecourt. It was easily another fifty metres across. Didn’t have a porch so much as an awning that reached all the way to the roof, and looked like an amalgam of an old cinema and the prow of an ocean liner built after the First World War. The walls around it were an ice-cream-pink stone. Where they appeared across the three storeys, the windows were circular and nautical in design, but darkened with whatever was blacking them out from the inside. The building
reminded Kyle of many things, a high-camp tomb amongst them.

‘The windows on every floor are sealed with metal shutters. ’ Max said this like he hoped it wasn’t true, because he’d spent a bit of time in the dark with the Blood Friends. The old producer was also breathless, and they were still only moving towards the front of the building. Kyle considered begging Jed for the spare handgun.

Jed was unfazed. ‘We don’t get to see the roof, but I heard it’s a metal deck. Painted white. Like on a ship. Where they used to throw parties. Imagine the pussy that was up there.’

Max mopped at his forehead. ‘Katherine saw it as a magnet for rich donors. For wealthy acolytes. She bought it with our money.’

Kyle gaped. From a side angle it looked like an Aztec temple, the roof ascended in a ziggurat pattern to the distant railings, hung with the life rings. Built between the portholes on the third storey were polished aluminium bas-reliefs depicting Grecian scenes of willowy women in long gowns and what looked like swimming caps. Geometric surrounds of metal bordered the occasional door at ground level. Embossed with a peacock and the initials R.F., the iron doors seemed intended for tall, thin people who lived on pink champagne and cigarettes smoked through lacquer holders. Kyle broke out the camera. Jed grinned. Max nodded. ‘If you have to.’

The grounds at the back, though having seen better days, were still astonishing. Great curving tiers of stone radiated from the rear of the property like ripples on water, until they reached what was either a dance floor, an empty ice rink, or the world’s biggest tiled patio, guarded by chevron-patterned
cornerstones. A gazebo with sides made from iron peacocks stood in the centre of the court. Beyond the court, grounds capable of housing a golf course flowed down to the perimeter wall of white stone and ivy.

‘You see that little house made from birds?’ Jed said, nodding out to where Kyle gawped. ‘That was a bar. Two outside bars here. Other one’s on the roof in a lifeboat.’

‘You’d think he could have stretched to a swimming pool.’

‘That’s inside,’ Jed said.

Six sets of patio doors at the back of the building were sealed from the sunlight by long funeral drapes. Steel grilles were locked in place between the drapery and glass in the door frames. It looked deserted, shut down after a season of frivolity had long concluded.

Jed broke out glass-cutters from his rucksack, then a set of lock-picking tools for the steel grilles. ‘Gimme some room here, boys.’

As Jed cut the beginning of a large circular hole in one of the patio doors, Max continued to sweat heavily, wiping at his scrawny orange neck with a white handkerchief. He peered at Kyle and tried to smile, but his lips quivered instead. His eyes were wild with fear. ‘There won’t be any electric light. Not inside. Chet would have disabled the lights by now. The rooms in the middle of the building don’t even have windows. And it’s the time of Ascent. I’m sure of it. So be prepared. It ends here. The bloodline.’

‘You know that for sure?’

‘Chet goes and Katherine goes with him. Trapped inside his remains. There is no other way. Katherine is the only earthly conduit for the Blood Friends. She calls them, maintains them. Always has done. The way of things must be
re-established today, here. So know that this is a good thing we are about to do.’

Kyle could barely speak, was becoming breathless with fright again. ‘She brought Lorche, or whatever the fuck he was following back, Max. Someone else might.’

‘Who knows how to? Who’s left now? It takes years. Years of determination and belief, concentrated in the right places, with the right offerings. Different world now. One more transparent. It would be near impossible to achieve what she did back in the sixties. The history of their intrusions since 1969 ends with us. The family in Antwerp will keep a careful watch after our business is concluded here. And when the time comes, film them, you have to film them, Kyle. It’s our only security.’

Max looked at the sky for a moment, then back at Kyle with as much remorse as he could summon to his twitchy face. ‘But I’m afraid it’s why the film can never be shown to a soul. It cannot be risked. Because fools will try to speak with the old friends again, as she once did. Your work has been invaluable. But no one can go through what we have, Kyle. Not again.’ Max nodded at his bag. ‘So we’ll need that camera when it’s over. And all copies of the rushes.’ Max nodded at Jed’s back as the man worked at the glass. ‘Please don’t force me to have the material collected from your colleagues. It would be a very foolish thing to broadcast so much as a clip, my dear Kyle. There would be serious repercussions. ’

‘This is my surprised face. There never was a film, Max. What I was forced to take part in was probably going to prevent me from finishing, let alone broadcasting anything. You knew that.’ Kyle nodded at the patio windows. ‘But give
me your word now that you’re not going to leave me inside there.’

‘Of course. Without question. I’m surprised you would think that of me.’

Kyle shook his head. ‘For sure, Max. For sure.’

Jed carefully extracted a ring of intact glass, leaving a hole they could step through. He placed the glass circle on the concrete patio. Reached inside and unlocked the steel grille. Concertinaed it to the side to clear a route, then withdrew and said, ‘Showtime, folks.’

Max opened his holdall and removed the pistol, his silver salt-shaker, night vision goggles and a torch, and pocketed them about his overalls. Kyle shuddered at the very sight of the gun. ‘You even know how to use that, Max?’

‘Pray I won’t need it, but Jed was good enough to give me lessons.’

Jed fitted his weapon onto a black canvas utility belt. Hung bolt cutters upon it and a series of flares. He caught Kyle watching him. ‘Magnesium. In case of emergency. Light the place up like the fourth of July. You seen how much they like gettin’ burned too. Reminds them of the damnation they escaped in hell.’

Max looked at Kyle. ‘In every room we can, we open the curtains, to secure the area behind us. We need to return as much of this building to light as possible as we move through it.’ He looked up at the walls. ‘She’s up there. Somewhere.’

‘You don’t know which room?’

Jed chuckled. ‘Now where’s the fun in that, Spielberg?’

‘What, what if she’s, he’s, whatever it is, is behind a bloody iron door?’

‘Acetylene rig in my pack. Have a little faith, Spielberg.’


‘The child? What do we do with it?’

Jed frowned. ‘Child? No one mentioned a child to me.’

‘The fucking kid he adopted?’

‘Now you sure that it’s a kid, Spielberg. ’Cus I ain’t.’

Kyle looked out at the terraces and court and was momentarily convinced he should run. Jed’s timely checking and cocking of his handgun kept him stationary.

‘Wait here.’ Jed slipped his night vision goggles down and ducked through the hole in the glass.

 


They came into a dining room worthy of the Queen Mary.

Golden light fell onto a broad floor of black and white chequerboard marble. Kyle stared about himself in astonishment, then remembered to resume filming. Max couldn’t get the curtains open fast enough to expose the room to the sun. And there was something undignified in his haste to clear them back to the walls of the room, on either side of the hole they had ducked through.

Behind the giant bar of maple inlaid with chrome, on the right-hand side of the room, the peacock-tail motif was emblazoned across the wall in stainless steel. All of the tables were white and made from Bakelite, but bare and without chairs.

‘No chairs?’ Kyle said.

‘You ain’t here for Home and Garden,’ Jed said, and pushed his goggles on top of his baseball cap. He jogged across to Max, who said, ‘What next? I can’t remember. I can’t …’

Kyle moved to stand behind them. Filmed the conversation. Even if the footage was never going to win awards, if it fell into the hands of the authorities he wanted them to
acknowledge who was calling the shots here. Maybe then he would only need to serve most of his life behind bars, and not all of it.

‘We got the kitchen next door. Beyond that is a laundry. Other side is a lounge and then a billiards room facing the back. We get the sun in there first. Then we know we can always fall back down here.’

Kyle went and filmed the enormous fireplace, tiled in pink and aquamarine, on the opposite side of the dining room to the bar.

‘Spielberg!’

Kyle looked over his shoulder.

Jed grinned. ‘Stay away from the chimneys. Real dark in there. Don’t know what might come down.’

Kyle stepped well away, and turned instead to the elegant arch leading out of the dining room. Zoomed in on it. But couldn’t see beyond a lightless space that seemed to offer the end of existence as they knew it, for anyone foolish enough to step through.

Jed’s voice came back to him. ‘Up front we got the swimming pool, a library, drawing room, morning room and boot room. Oh, yeah, and the lift we ain’t going anywhere near.’

‘That’s right. That’s right,’ Max said, gulping at the cool air, and Kyle was absolutely certain that Jed should disarm the old man now and hand his Gloch over.

‘Max. Swap you the camera for the gun?’ No one answered him.

They approached the arch: Jed first; Kyle in the middle; Max shuffled in the rear, panting with fear and nerves. Before they even switched on the little Maglites on their handguns, the stench hit them. ‘They’re here,’ Max said, coughing in
the miasma of dead birds, stagnant water, and ancient clothing contained in what had been a sealed building. The smell seemed to drop directly from the enormous mausoleum rearing above them, from upstairs.

They came to a wary standstill in the middle of a vast reception, the floor continuing the chequerboard theme. A great marble staircase on the right side rose into darkness. Torch beams and the camera’s spot raked around the space designed like a grand theatre lobby, and briefly illumined the lightless arches leading out of it. The giant porthole windows beside the front door that they’d seen from outside were barred and sealed behind black drapes long as royal flags. All four walls were patterned with tall light-panels of green glass, inset between long strips of red crushed velvet that reached the vaulted ceiling. There was a candy machine, a popcorn machine, even a little box office beside the front doors, its chrome grille resplendent like the front of an old car; a shuttered and locked cloakroom for guests long gone.

Jed ran across the lobby in a crouch to the front doors, looking towards the stairs on his right as he moved. Max hobbled after him. Between them they raked the recalcitrant noisy drapes aside to reveal locked steel security grilles. Shafts of dusty light, barred by shadows, shot through the portholes and illumined the lobby floor. But even with the sudden comfort of sunlight, there was no way out of the building save going back through the hole in the French doors. Kyle was about to suggest creating other points of egress when Jed whispered tensely, ‘Move out. On me.’ And did his crouching run back across the lobby to the doors beside the dining room.

Kyle was happy to see him enter the enormous kitchen
first, pistol out forward, one hand in support of the fingers that held the gun.

‘Kitchen clear!’

And they moved in a huddle through arches or doors of patterned glass, room by room on the ground floor, as if exploring the hull of some forgotten Titanic, preserved and undisturbed in black waters for the best part of a century. Hazy spheres of their lights, in those first few terrifying seconds on entering each room, moved like desperate eyes, cast from their torches to strike distant walls. Jed always out front.

Art deco lamps and strange furniture had a habit of suddenly rearing into sharp focus, to the soundtrack of Kyle’s ‘Shit. Shit. What’s that?’ Max’s sharp inhalations acted as percussion. Glimmers of aluminium, stainless steel, lacquer, and Bakelite were thrown back from fittings, fixtures and furniture hiding in the dark. Chevron patterns, ziggurats, a fountain of chrome, and mirror tiles glared out of the enforced dusk. The peacock spread its tail-feather motif on every wall.

In the larger rooms the darkness was at first so dense it emitted a tangible gravity, that pressed them from all sides, additionally loaded with their terror, until they tore the curtains open, and sometimes even tore the drapes from the rails with both hands when they stubbornly resisted drawing.

They lit the place up with California sunshine. Revealed its sealed treasures. Poured the sun’s gold through the French doors of the lounge bar; doors longing to be opened again to the stately vista beyond. Sweeping curves came back to the world. A step pyramid rose to a rectangular fireplace. Brass-framed screens featuring nouveau fairy mermaids,
encased an elegant gathering of polished maple chairs, each upholstered with satin and fur, positioned about glossy lacquer coffee tables, but appearing mournful at the absence of guests.

When stray torch beams brushed against their icy stillness in the darkness of the drawing room, the chandeliers flashed shards of bluish light. Purifying rays soon shone and sparkled upon the hand-crafted oak bookcases of the library. Ash, maple, and rosewood chairs in the morning room were quickly drenched with solar brilliance. The veneered teak of the boot room was made magical once again by their throwing wide the drapes. Italian marble and the walls gilded with sculpted peacocks in the billiard room rediscovered their familiar burnish. And every room, immaculately preserved from better times, proved empty of life and the animation of those who masqueraded as the living. It encouraged Kyle to hope the building was empty of what they had come to find. That it had vanished, leaving only a scent and a few stains behind, as was often its wont. But if it had, what then? Did he just lie and wait for his throat to be torn out one night by a dirty mouth?

Once Jed had bolted enough water from a black military canteen to satisfy his thirst outside the windowless swimming-pool room, the water within still and black beneath greenhouse walls of white steel and green glass, he said, ‘Things get too hot upstairs, we fall back down to the lobby. Safe zone. But only on my word. No one turns tail until I give the get-the-fuck-out-fast sign.’ He winked at Kyle and said, ‘Oora!’

They followed him to the foot of the lobby staircase. Metal banisters chromed and gridded with a Charles Rennie
Mackintosh pattern, pointed upwards to the first-storey landing, partially visible through an arch bordered with a white peacock tail and the now familiar initials of R.F.

‘Y’all ready for this?’ Jed whispered.

Neither Max nor Kyle answered him.

‘Windows upstairs are shuttered. And locked. Ain’t gonna have time to cut them all open, so it’s torches and the camera light from now on. Night vision and flares as backup. We do it room by room. Same as down here. Until we find the queen of the hive. Capiche?’

The connotations of the word hive made the strength liquefy in Kyle’s legs. Max didn’t seem to be faring much better on the stones front. But Jed maintained the confidence and self-assurance of the professionally fearless, or the plain psychopathic. And took the first step up there.

 


They passed through the regal arch and entered a long corridor that ran between the exterior walls of the house, facing north and south. In the thin beams of light from the handguns and camera, every room on the long passageway was fronted with a closed white door, inset between walls of luxurious cream. ‘The guest bedrooms,’ Jed muttered. ‘Wonder who’s staying over, eh Spielberg? Want to go see if they want an interview?’

‘Jed!’ Max hissed.

Occasional drifts of dusty light from the lobby below, filtered up and faded about them, as if distant hatches had been opened in some great surfacing submarine, only to reveal little more in any detail than their feet on the red carpet; the light from below barely made it further than ten feet on either side of them. At both far ends of the corridor, torch light
revealed a great nautical window concealed by a locked shutter. Modern additions. Preparations. Chet. It seemed the man had desired a permanent end to light in his home. Other passages turned off the main concourse before they met the far walls.

Kyle switched the camera spotlight on.

Jed turned the handle of the nearest room. ‘Locked.’

‘We need to check them all?’ Max said.

And then they heard it. Ten feet inside the first corridor: above them. Whistling down the staircase from the floor above. Shot from a mouth none wished to see open. A long avian call that cut to a nasal whine. Kyle knew the sound well; had been chased out of the house on Clarendon Road by something similar.

In response, another whine, more sibilate and canine than birdlike, issued from much further away, perhaps above them, somewhere in the distant confines of the dark house.

Jed and Max both peered at the staircase that led up to the next floor, their eyes wide and guns raised. Max’s business hand trembled like he had palsy. And once their torchlight vanished from where they stood, an intense blackness rushed in and filled the space around Kyle. Which he remedied by flashing his camera down the passage in the other direction.

Something rushed through the far reach of the camera light beam at the end of the long corridor. A scampering. Accompanied by the sudden glimpse of a figure on all fours, thin as a greyhound but trailing cloth long and white. ‘Guys!’ It briefly turned its eyes to him; distant and opaque, a suggestion of blindness. A dark head draped wisps of colourless hair.

Jed and Max spun about and aimed their lights at where
the camera attempted illumination. And lit up an empty corridor. ‘What was it?’ Max said with a stammer.

Kyle peeled his tongue from the roof of his mouth. ‘One of them. In … In … I don’t know. Something white.’

‘Gone now,’ Jed said. ‘They know we’re here. Which way did it go?’

Kyle swallowed. ‘Left. Towards the back.’

‘These floors are built like a ship’s decks. Corridors run around the inside of the building’s outer walls. If these doors are locked, they ain’t got much choice on where to run. Floor plan is a big square. So we smoke them as we go. Come on,’ Jed said and stalked down the corridor quickly, forcing them to hurry behind him. ‘Max in the rear. That way, ain’t nothing gonna take us from behind.’

Kyle thought Jed had just outlined the dimensions of a place perfect for entrapment, but was too tense to speak up. Until Max overtook him. ‘Max, watch behind us. Behind us!’ But Max was intent to push past him to get into Jed’s slipstream, leaving Kyle vulnerable to the darkness behind, and what he could vividly imagine crawling through it.

‘Keep formation, Max.’ Jed called out, but quietly.

‘Yes. Yes.’ Max obeyed, but no longer seemed entirely with it.

At the end of the passage, Jed looked both ways quickly. Then turned and ran to the left and disappeared from sight. Left them behind. They heard his feet bump away quickly, the light from his torch dimmed to nothing.

‘Jed!’ Max cried out, a squeal in his voice. ‘Quick, follow him!’

But it seemed that not all of the doors to the guest rooms were locked. The sound of one opening behind Max in the
dark nearly made Kyle faint away from the world. They turned at the same time. Their frail white lights raked through the unlit burrow behind them. ‘Oh, Jesus,’ Kyle said.

Max fired three shots indiscriminately. A puff of plaster exploded from a wall. The carpet ruffled. But the thing rising to its feet from the floor never flinched. The dry mouth that opened was black inside, toothless. And for a moment neither of them spoke, and the gun was not discharged, and even the earth seemed to stop turning as they gaped at what it had draped upon its foul head and body.

A white wig. Lopsided above a shrunken face, its features diminutive like a chimpanzee’s and as black as ancient leather. Emaciated remains of a small man, who looked to have been busy in a dress-up box. They studied it momentarily, with a grotesque fascination. Looked appalled at its apparel, the satin nightie stained down the front with old blood. Until it screamed with rage, like an ape, and came at them on fleshless legs thin as bamboo.

‘Shoot!’ Kyle bellowed.

Max did, twice. But missed, putting two rounds in the wainscoting four feet above its tatty head. After that Max threw his hands up and over his face and screamed. Kyle tripped over his own feet and sat down with a cry.

It was reaching for Max when it suddenly drew back, as if yanked on a rope from behind. Its bony feet left the carpet. It jerked in mid-air, then dropped hard, to pursue an intermittent twitching on the floor.

‘There was me thinking Spielberg would flip out first. Goddamn it, Max. That’s five rounds going south at fifteen feet.’ Jed stepped around where Kyle still sat on the floor in shock and walked straight past Max to where the thing quivered
on its back. The light from Jed’s torch made it raise its groin as if in some horrible provocation. Jed stamped on its throat and fired from close range into its face. Its limbs fell still. ‘It’s wearing a goddamned dress. And a friggin’ wig, like some bony faggot. Looks like a bitch. Though you can’t tell and I sure as shit ain’t rooting in its panties.’

Max was insensible with fear and leaning against a wall. He bent over and was sick onto his legs. Jed shook his head in dismay. ‘Hey Spielberg, can I trust you with a bit of firepower? Max is strictly intel-gathering from here on.’

‘You bet.’

‘Get your light on this, Spielberg.’

Kyle moved on wooden legs to the corpse. Jed opened his rucksack and fished for the third Gloch. Kyle concentrated the camera on to the thing’s face, open now and glistening like the broken husk of some leathery fruit. Before his eyes and the camera’s light, its entire shape perceptibly dried and withered within its loose apparel.

‘You get it?’

Kyle nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Fucker’s gonna be dust in about twenty seconds. Max, can you get your shit together enough to salt this piece of crap and make sure?’

Kyle looked at him. ‘What about the other one?’

Jed was already flashing his light back and forth, back and forth, around their position in the corridor. ‘Got away. Won’t get far. Let’s move out.’

‘They’re dressing. Dressing?’ Kyle said as he moved after Jed. The Gloch, with the safety clicked off, was now reassuringly heavy in his trouser pocket. Max followed them, wiping at his mouth with a handkerchief. ‘They mimic life.
Which means they have been here for long enough to copy what they once were. They’re being sustained.’

‘Sustained how, Max?’ Jed called back. ‘By the darkness?’

‘I don’t know. But a lack of light wouldn’t be enough to keep them here. Their presence doesn’t last long. In my rooms they would come and go within minutes.’

‘Which is all it takes to get fucked up by one of them. Eyes and ears, men. Eyes and ears. This ship could be full of rats.’

They nearly walked right under the next old friend, without realizing that it had clasped itself to the ceiling behind an ornamental light, tight inside the second turning on the first storey, to lie in wait.

Jed shot it three times before Kyle even got his hand to the thigh bulging with handgun. It let out a scream he was sure had perforated an eardrum. He and Max clutched their ears as it hit the carpet with a muffled clatter of bone in fabric. The sound of the world went underwater like his head was submerged in a pool. Jed grinned, his eyes wide like an excited drunk, or an unmedicated lunatic. ‘Real close, eh boys?’

And this thing was draped in a long gown. Some kind of sleeveless nightdress, or long slip, with a lacy neck, which hung loose about petrified collarbones, beneath a throat no thicker than the neck of a guitar. Like the other one, the front of its commandeered outfit was soiled with blood. ‘These mutha fuckers been feeding on someone, Max.’

‘Jesus Christ,’ the executive producer of the quickly derailing production whispered. His throat worked up and down in panic.

And the sound of gunfire, and of the agony of their own, seemed to have projected outwards far enough to reach other
sets of desiccated ears. At the next bend on the first floor, either above them or even on the same floor, they heard a series of bangs amidst a surge of whistling shrieks. At least two doors slammed shut in the distance.

Kyle was too frightened to speak. Jed’s arm roared into the air, held aloft a flare to momentarily blind them all with a phosphorescent burst. It carried through the corridor the entire length of the building’s rear. ‘Shit,’ Jed said.

Something on all fours, as thin and naked as the embalmed corpse of the Egyptian priest Kyle had once seen at the British Museum, crouched down and clawed at its face about thirty feet ahead of them. Behind it, the suggestion of other thin silhouettes, though it was impossible to deduce how many in the encroaching darkness, retreated like crabs from the flare. Terrible shrieks and hoots filled the corridor.

‘Come on,’ Jed said and carried on, his magnesium flickers thrown forward. Ahead of them sharp feet clawed away, either disappearing back inside the rooms they had emerged from, or fleeing around the next bend to lie in wait.

Jed stopped. Inside the next room on their left, something thrashed about the walls until it settled for the frantic slap of dry hands against the inside of the door. ‘Back up. Back up.’ Jed reversed two steps into Kyle’s camera. ‘’Less that thing has got a cannon in it, Spielberg, you need to put the toy away and draw down in here.’

‘Behind us!’ Max faced the way they had come, his light flashed off the walls, carpet, and ceiling behind them, and eventually found the far wall that leaped with indistinct shadows. ‘I saw something.’

‘Shit. There’s too many of them. We walked into a friggin’ ambush. They could come out any of these doors. We need
more bodies. Assault rifles.’ They retreated back to the last turn in the corridor. Jed’s flare showed it empty. ‘Shit, they’re fast.’

Kyle was grateful for the brief return of his rage. ‘It’s too much for three of us, Max. You fuckin’ idiot!’

Max’s sweating face moved closer to the light in Jed’s hand. ‘We have to finish it. She’s here. It’s the right time. They’re guarding her.’

Jed didn’t seem so sure. ‘Take another clip, Spielberg.’ Jed unclicked a magazine from his utility belt, quickly showed him how to load it into the gun. ‘Real tight till you hear the click.’

‘Gottya.’ Kyle tried to keep his hands steady. Had stuffed the camera back into the rucksack, and now wondered whether he’d switched it off.

Jed wiped sweat off his face. ‘OK. Change of plan. Seek and destroy is off the table. Too many of them, and too risky. We take the next set of stairs. I flare up. We come across another crowd, we fall back to the ground. Operation over. Max, you can’t shoot for shit, and I ain’t putting money on Spielberg being any better. I’ll drop them far out as I can. Any get past me, you two take them close. Heads and chests. Brains and hearts.’

‘OK,’ Kyle said, but barely heard his own voice.

‘Max in the middle. You pick up the tail, Spielberg. You holler you see anything. And boys, ceilings and doors, ceilings and doors, eyes everywhere. Mutha fuckers can climb like bats.’

 


‘Oh, dear God.’ Max crouched in the darkness. He peered through his fingers with frantic eyes.


‘Shit,’ Jed said.

Kyle stayed quiet and withdrew the camera from the rucksack; it was still running. He pointed it at the walls and ceiling of the second-floor lobby; a miniature reception modelled on those in old theatres, found outside the royal boxes on the upper tiers. The lobby had opened around them as they reached the second floor, before the stench of decomposition and unclean water brought them to a halt and held them fast; a foulness that lingered about the evidence of a great birthing.

In three beams of torchlight, entry points upon the blackened wallpaper were visible; imprints of the Blood Friends as they manifested. The plaster of the ceiling revealed a dozen fossilized silhouettes of those that had dropped to the marble floor, wet and mewling for life. A foetal abhorrence. A postnatal blasphemy.

What he saw in greater detail inside the viewfinder nearly shut Kyle’s mind down. When his thoughts reassembled after the quakes of shock, a disinterest he identified as the numbing of his parts calmed him, but left him unable to move his jaw or his legs. When mobility returned, afterbirth was tacky beneath the soles of his boots.

When reborn to the world, he believed they were like newborn calves: sticky, semi-transparent, clumsy, blind, and amniotic, kicking with half-realized limbs on the other side of where they had been trapped for so long. He had heard their labours in the night during the trauma of gestation. Heard their mouths open to cry for food on waking in the air of the world, before the rooting for sustenance began in earnest.

Another flare from Jed lit up the catacomb mural, this
Neolithic cave patterned with petrified relics of the long buried who had risen again. The Satanic graffiti seemed to fade, immediately, like photographs exposed too early to light. But the flare also brought out the suggestions of scurrying nearby.

Two arches led out of the lobby, and beneath the hem of darkness the flare peeled back, Kyle glimpsed thin limbs kick away into the security of the lightless. From beneath their feet, hoots and whines and whistles came together to form a hellish crescendo one floor down, close to the staircase. Doors opened and slammed shut, opened and slammed shut, as if in protest, or excitement.

‘We gotta find her real quick, Max.’ Jed’s grinning days were over. Their current situation had finally called time on his levity. ‘This is the penthouse floor. Chet’s gotta be in one of the big rooms. There’s twelve up here. Left or right?’

‘I don’t know!’ Max screamed.

‘Gimme one of those flares!’ Kyle called to Jed and shoved the camera back inside the bag. ‘You find the room. Max in the middle. I’ll take the rear.’ Jed threw a flare to Kyle. He snatched it up, said, ‘How does it bloody work?’

‘Light the frigging touchpaper. Strike it like a match.’

‘They’re coming up the stairs.’ It was Max; he fired two rounds down and blindly into the darkness they had just ascended.

‘Make them count, Max.’ Jed threw his flare down to the next landing. Shadows fled until the magnesium burst sputtered on the marble. ‘Let’s move.’ Jed walked to the arch on the left. Crouched, fired twice at the ceiling inside the corridor. A shape dropped from the darkness and smacked the floor. ‘On me.’ Jed walked. Max followed, almost squashed
into Jed’s back. As they moved past the kill, Jed smashed a brittle skull under his boot heel to stop it twitching. Kyle looked down at the thing Jed had shot from the ceiling. It wore a smock so soiled with age and blood the old linen had plastered and dried around a prominent ribcage. He looked away.

Moving as fast as they dared, they moved through another between-decks corridor. The doors were grander: peacocks fanned over the top of each gilt-edged door; a willowy silhouette of a beautiful woman, inlaid into the wood with lacquer, curved around the door handles.

Jed turned the handle of the first penthouse suite door. Stood back and kicked it open. The beam of his torch flashed back and forth in the dark, before he went inside at a crouch and ready to fire. Max followed Jed inside. Kyle heard Jed say, ‘Jesus Christ.’

Kyle remained in the corridor, directly outside the doorway, and held the dripping white flare aloft. It illumined the entire corridor down to its end, where occasional whistles and barks echoed from the mouth of the connecting passage. Back in the lobby, on his left, he could still see through the arch they had just run through. And a thing raced around the surge and retraction of chemical light, bent over and using its hands like feet; the limbs were as thin as a dog’s. The face was turned away, the back of the head was pale and strung with laces of dark hair. He gripped the Gloch’s handgrip tighter.

Behind his back, he heard Max talking frantically to Jed or to himself. He sounded unhinged. ‘The blood is drunk quickly. It keeps them here. In France, Lorche’s angels even cultivated the tastes of the town under siege. They became
cannibals. Their suffering was so terrible, they marked the sky, the air, the world …’

Kyle glanced over his shoulder. And saw plasma bags hanging from a long steel rail on wheels, the sort of rail seen backstage at a fashion show. Flat but stained plasma bags from a blood bank hung and dripped feed from plastic tubes into a trough, as if to suckle piglets. Beside the rail, two elderly women sat side by side on white chairs. Their eyes were wide open and glassy. ‘Sister Gehenna and Sister Bellona. The last of The Seven,’ Max said. ‘Katherine’s most beloved. Most fanatical … they gave themselves. Even after …’ Max never finished, his voice died out into a wheezy hopelessness.

In strobes of torchlight the two bodies were robed in habits like nuns; the red uniforms of The Last Days’ blessed Seven. But once the plasma bags were empty, they had been drained to their sinews and fibres and bones where they sat; emptied by many broken teeth that made incisions in their thin legs, their arms, and finally their throats. It appeared the sisters had let their own blood flow from their wrists, like hellish mothers feeding their young. But it only seemed to have oiled a frantic collusion of the living and the dead; the rusty fragrance of their aged blood must have begun a frenzy; the visible results of which made Max’s knees give way. Jed had to hold him upright and drag him from the room.

Silent with horror and shock, they moved off in formation. Kyle walked backwards and wondered if he would freeze or fire when one of them came at him from down there, from out of the vast lightless tunnels. In that room they had just seen their own end if they made one mistake, up here, in the darkness. Their exhalations were deafening. They
all breathed heavily through open mouths, to stifle the nauseating stench.

‘She’s been collecting them.’ Kyle heard Max say in the next large room they broke into. There were no retorts from either handgun so it must have been clear.

‘Holy shit, Max, we need more firepower. Could be hundreds of them up here.’ At that, Kyle did turn his head, to look at what he really did not want to see. But his first view of the room was anticlimactic. He screwed up his eyes and took another look. It resembled a room in a museum. Display cases lined the three walls he could make out. Beneath their glass screens a suggestion of fragments, of brownish remnants, came back to his imploring eyes.

‘Signs,’ Max said. ‘Artefacts from the beginning. From those Lorche’s angels collected at St Mayenne.’

Kyle put his head inside the room. Glanced into the nearest cabinet. Saw a horrible shoe; small and blackened and pointy. Beside the shoe was a smock small enough for a child, marked with ruddy-brown stains. And further along, a crudely hewn crown of wood was placed on white card, as if with reverence. He wondered if it had once belonged to Lorche, the Father of Lies. It was surrounded by blackened bones mounted by steel pins on purple baize. Heavenly letters. The rain of black bones.

He looked back to what the dying flare lit up in the corridor. A shriek of rage or hysteria pierced the far darkness of the corridor on their right. Bony hands and feet drummed against one of the closed doors. Sounds that made Kyle’s stomach soften as he imagined such a fury howling against his face. He aimed the Gloch down there; the end of the torchlight speared a shape thinner than the starving and as
naked as the newly born. Before he could take the first gunshot of his life, it slapped at the side of a head mercifully bowed and staggered away on bowed legs stained a dysentery-brown. ‘They’re down there,’ Kyle said to Jed as he came out of the exhibition room.

‘They’re everywhere. Come on. There’s another ten suites up here on the plans. Three flares left. Then we’re down to torches. Gonna draw some fire then, boys.’

The sound of what appeared to be a child’s distress gave them pause outside the next room. ‘In there, the child!’ Max shrieked. ‘Get it open.’ Jed tried to catch Max with a swipe of his free hand, but missed his shoulder. ‘Careful Max!’ Jed slapped at a side pocket; tore a photograph from it. ‘The kid. Make sure it’s this kid, Max. Spielberg, get your ass outside. Cover the corridor!’

‘You’re not killing a child. No! You are not killing a child!’

‘Stay outside, Spielberg!’

‘Fuck you!’

Max scrabbled at the handle and threw the door open. Jed crouched into a firing position.

A child. A child. They are not killing a child. Unthinking, compelled by a surge of reckless energy, before he even realized what he had done, Kyle ran at Jed and threw his weight into the man’s back. Falling to his knees, he watched Jed stumble forward with a grunt, into glimpses of a luxury suite lit up by Max’s probing torch. A place decked out in purple, the bed vast. Giant mirrors on each wall reflected their chaotic entrance, expanded their torchlight.

The infant cries descended into a canine growl. Max gasped in shock, then screamed as something came over the bed in one bound and leaped onto Jed. Who stayed down
under a busy mouth and sharp fingers, the snarls of the attacker more terrible than the shaking of the threadbare skull.

Jed screamed. Mottled legs raked at his stomach, like a starving cat trying to empty the abdomen of its prey. An eruption of dark liquid across Jed’s face coincided with a gargle inside the throat of the leathery thing no bigger than a ten-year-old child that hung from him.

In his horror, in his paralysis, Kyle heard the thump and bump of bony limbs in the corridor outside, as if a crowd now rushed towards the room. Jed fired a shot through the little skull tearing at his neck. Twisted onto his stomach. Came up silent, mouth open, a hand clutched to a wet black throat. Their eyes met; there was nothing he recognized in Jed’s but fear and pain. Max screamed again as a scampering of thin bodies came through the door and into the room with them.

 


Kyle fell against the wall beside the top of the bed. Remembered he had a gun. Raised his arm. Lit Jed up on the ground with the Maglite bolt-on. Two ragged shapes scurried through the thin beam of shaky white light to growl about the feed. One dull retort came out of the scrum as Jed’s Gloch went off, and then he stopped moving of his own volition.

Max shrieked and shot at the crowd upon the floor. Missed. The Blood Friends dug clawed toes into the rug and yanked Jed’s limp body backwards, out of the room and back into the fathoms of darkness.

Kyle lit up their hasty retreat, but couldn’t sight the weapon or squeeze the trigger in time, at those things no bigger than children, hauling a grown man like a toy across
their nursery floor. He clutched at his belt for a flare and realized the last three were attached to Jed’s belt.

‘We’ve got to get out!’ Max’s entire face was a quivering of pale flesh about an open mouth. Drool hung from his bottom lip. He ran out of the bedroom and left Kyle pressed into the wall, as still as an art deco lampstand. Kyle found his voice. ‘Max.’ It came out a whimper.

Max’s feet thumped in the corridor outside, heading towards the lobby. Straight into a chorus of avian shrieks. Shots rang out in quick succession. Dull slaps followed the salvo.

Kyle moved to the door, flashed the torch attached to his gun to the right. Saw frantic limbs rake and wet hands slap about in the gloom over the recently felled quarry: Jed. A mottled face rose to show the torch its bleached eyes and a forehead papered in shrivelled flesh. It hissed once before its foul head re-engaged with the grisly business upon the moist carpet.

Kyle looked to the left, following the thin beam of the gun’s Maglite, and sucked in his breath. The lobby suddenly resembled CCTV footage of hell glimpsed through a single ray of light: dark shapes on the walls, the floor, the ceiling; dirty teeth, eyes rolled back and white as billiard balls amidst a writhing around where Max’s little gun still barked and flashed in panic. Kyle dropped his gun hand and put the lobby back into darkness.

His mind screamed: Out! Out! Out! Out! He had to get out. How? He crouched in the darkness, still in the doorway, and used everything he had left to suffocate a scream and to prevent his body breaking into a thrashing rout right into those flitting bones of the dark. Shook the camera from his
shoulder bag and changed the function to night mode, killed the spotlight. Which way? He turned the camera and looked through the viewfinder towards Jed’s remains.

The world in the viewfinder was underwater-dark, green, black, relieved with patches of milky luminance. In it he saw the approach of another Blood Friend across the floor on all fours, from the far end of the corridor, clad in some unrecognizable motley of stained shroud and what must have been Chet’s clothes. It had managed to get inside a tailored shirt. And the figure leaped like a leopard intended for the haunches of a gazelle. It reached its target and fell upon it, kicking and raking, its face snapping at Jed’s wet shape. Kyle couldn’t feel his legs; his wide eyes filmed with tears.

But the trio of Blood Friends were too busy with Jed’s remains to notice his fretting in the dark so near. It was the only reason he was still alive. Trying to keep the contents of his stomach in place, Kyle turned and staggered towards the lobby, using the camera’s viewfinder as his eyes to see if there was a way through to the staircase.

He shuddered to a standstill before he’d taken four steps. Max had not made it very far or cleared any kind of route.

And at first Kyle wasn’t sure whether the grunts and squeals originated from Max or the pale but indistinct bulk that must have recently arrived, or been hiding down there, to snatch Max from his feet as he ran for the stairs. A thing the size of a bear, on its hind legs, now held the executive producer’s small body aloft. Away from those others that Kyle was grateful he could not see in any great detail, who jerked around the rear legs of the bulk, all eager to join the feast. Additional snarls and cackles and cries of bestial delight issued from the scrum of small emaciated silhouettes to fill
the second-floor lobby, and accompanied the sounds of wet leather strops and gristle pops that emerged from whatever was being done to Max’s diminutive body.

The conclusion of the night vision’s furthest reach disintegrated at the top of the staircase, and yet upon the large figure the night vision’s dimming found a wet snout at head height. Beneath that, the great blackened belly of a sow, the teats wet with brine.

A terrible splash beneath its mass was followed by inhuman snuffles and a snatching clomp of a mouth upon what fell wetly from its prize. In his twitching dismal light, Kyle saw an impression of small black eyes too, set deep behind great dark bristles. A suggestion of a wet maw grunted. Tusks were awash with fluid, parts of the moist bulk enshrouded in vestiges of tatty cloth; it was upright and festooned with what may have been the rags of a bishop dispossessed four centuries before this night. And as the Unholy Swine swayed on its rear trotters, about the blasphemous hierophant of St Mayenne, the congregation of scarecrow parts shrieked and wailed and snatched upwards with thin hands and renewed vigour at what began to fall from the noisy feast in progress above them.

Max’s thin ankles twitched, or even still kicked, until the porcine squeals were cut through with the final shriek of a man opened alive. The second wind of Max’s agony and terror only served to increase the spidery antics of the figures that continued to swarm into the lobby from the floor below and from the opposite lightless archway. Maximillian Solomon was gone, was no more, had found his end trying to finish what he unwittingly started in 1967.

Of more concern, the lobby and connecting stairwell were
blocked. Nothing would get through to the stairs alive. What little reason still flickered in a head swimming with nausea and terror told Kyle that he would have to run the other way, back across Jed’s remains and amongst those who were busy upon his fallen comrade. The thought of which made his entire being shudder, while his face screwed up for tears he did not have time to shed. Panic electrified him. He knew he had to run now, somewhere, deeper inside the building, but could only fight the desperate competing urge to just sit down and shake until they came for him too.

End. The end. The end of him right here. Katherine wins. Goes into the child. The child. Another child. Kyle whimpered. Then snapped alert the very instant a clear idea broke from the maelstrom in his mind.

Holding the camera with one hand, he raised the Gloch and aimed it at the squealing commotion in the lobby. Kyle took aim at the indistinct bulk and talked out loud, but was unsure what he said or to whom he spoke. Acting on some instinct he could barely account for, he stood with his legs apart and pumped five rounds down the corridor in the direction of what fed so intently and greedily down there in the dark.

A wet thump sounded as the great shape went down to its haunches. A scream seared then muffled Kyle’s ears like gloved hands. Inside the trembling viewfinder, the black-haired flanks of the swine shuddered in the pallid light and between the green-white walls that juddered as if it were they that had been hit. But the wet bulk, that had been so busy with Max’s carcass, turned heavily upon the floor, and rose unsteadily to what might have been all fours, with the limp remains of the old man still clutched to its belly.


In a heartbeat, the wounded bulk was covered by an opportunist scramble of the thin limbs and clawing hands that had previously only been able to clutch and snatch at the prize held above them. Kyle turned his face and camera away as the vile parish pulled out the first parts of their Unholy Swine.

He withdrew back to the room where Jed had fallen. He was still trapped. The lobby represented an orgy of pain and dismemberment; behind him, the old friends still stripped Jed down to wet bones. But as he’d hoped, Jed’s assailants began to rouse, stirred from their increasingly meagre fare by the sounds of fresh excitement bursting from the lobby. In the viewfinder he watched three dark heads emerge like hyenas from the ribcage of something felled, whinnying, on the grasslands of Africa. The faces were stained but within their white eyes Kyle identified a desire to satiate their mindless appetite elsewhere, to feed anew using those dirty fingers and what black teeth they could summon within their mouths. At the sight of their distraction, and then their eager scurry through the corridor, and right before the toes of his boots, Kyle thought of putting the gun inside his mouth. But on they scraped and bumped and raced to the lobby, where the felled swine bleated and splashed and flopped amidst the scrum of old bones.

From hopeless despair and grief, Kyle passed into lunatic hope, and before it fully registered that he was even moving, he was engaged in a stagger away from where so many small brittle figures now crouched and noisily suckled.

He stopped a few feet before Jed’s now insubstantial silhouette on the carpet of the hallway. He looked down through the viewfinder, and tried not to see, and then un-see,
what was left of Jed and his one eye that still stared upwards. One of the flares that he sought was broken, the other two were wet, but intact, and still attached to the discarded utility webbing. Kyle retrieved them both. Wiped them on his jeans. Clenched his teeth as he did so, to stifle the desire to sob.

He let the camera swing away, under his shoulder on the strap. Gripped the Gloch tight and lit one of the flares between his knees as quickly as he was able. Thrust it above his head in enough time to see three figures pause in a stalk across the ceiling towards him from the lobby, their jaws black with blood.

Kyle lurched to the end of the corridor, peering back over his shoulder at those that had paused and clutched at their faces in shock and pain before the flare. Turned right. Remembered what Jed had said about there being twelve rooms. How many had they checked? One, two, three. ‘Shit!’ He had to break into another nine before the two flares ran out. The clip inside the Gloch gave him another ten rounds … he thought. Should he go back and find Jed’s weapon and spare clips? He hadn’t seen any weapon or magazines back there; Jed’s gun could be anywhere in the corridor too, or even in the last room they checked, where he fell. And without night vision goggles, once the flares were gone Kyle would have to hold the camera again with one hand and look through the viewfinder while shooting at thin, fast-moving targets at the same time; he’d be dead in seconds. He was no marksman; fighting his way out was not an option. He carried on.

In the long corridor across the rear of the mansion he saw three doors; another three would be further down, another three at the front, on the opposite side of the lobby to the
one they had searched. He thought of what was down there waiting for him and felt faint. Where would Chet be? Where, where, where? Max said it ended with him. Hoots and shrieks echoed from the other side of the building about the swine’s still-grunting remains, and pierced the darkness at the far end of the corridor he faced. He dithered. Looked about himself. ‘Shit!’

A door. Try a door. Any door. The first one was locked. The flare guttered. He ran down to the next, yanked at the handle: locked. ‘Fuck!’ The third opened. He kicked the door in. Turned and looked about the corridor left and right. Walls, ceiling and floor would soon be a highway of hideous traffic; he could hear it baying in both directions now, underwritten by a determined scurrying through the shadows. The lobby banquet must be winding down. There was no way he could stand and fight. He had nowhere else to go. An urge to cry out for his mother came to him.

Instead, Kyle lobbed the first dying flare into the room and saw that it was big. Full of chairs facing away from the door. Were they occupied? He whimpered. The flare died. He lit up the second flare after three attempts. It came up frothing and fizzing and beautifully white with intense light and he heard the encroaching tide of mottled bones in the corridor outside pause, then scamper into a reluctant and temporary retreat.

Gun arm outstretched, flare held high and out from his body, Kyle stalked into the room and slammed the door behind him with a foot. He went inside, amongst the chairs. And he stood mute at what sat up straight and grinned within the room he’d shut himself inside.

 


 



He didn’t know what to scream at first, because there were so many things to scream at. And he found himself reduced to a strengthless thing that remained still and mute and gaping.

It took him a few seconds to realize that none of the seated figures were moving. The audience propped upright on the white chairs, or even tied in place with silk scarves, were long dead. Mostly bone. A few had teeth, long horsey teeth, still yellow, that protruded from cartilage mouths. Where flesh still existed it was beef-jerky dry as if preserved by dusty, airless places. Eye sockets were empty and noses were long gone. But all brought here? For what? To be seated as if for a performance on chairs from the dining room, which explained the empty tables downstairs.

The silent, fragrant dead sat and looked at the two beds at the far side of the penthouse. Kyle forgot to breathe, until it panted out of him as he moved deeper inside the room, the walls entirely draped with purple cloth, satiny in the flare’s icy reach. Maybe he was still hyperventilating at the atrocity outside, out there, and behind him; the continual display of horror that had marked his progress from the first day of principal photography in London to the top of a mansion in San Diego. He followed the unseeing line of sight from the hollow eye sockets about him. Walked to the two beds.

‘Jesus no,’ he spoke to himself and for the world that should never behold, in any of its parts, no matter how remote or forgotten or Godforsaken, the sight of such things. And he remembered so vividly his own haunted nights when he too had risen in dreadful sleep from off his bed while unconscious, as if occupied by a nocturnal intrusion that
rebuilt his dimensions with the limbs and hands and feet of another. This other. In the large bed, surrounded by a clear plastic tent, to protect it and the white instrument panels from the very air of the room, and from those inside it that sat as still as the embalmed on the white chairs, he could just make out the dim shape of a wasted body within.

But he should not have been able to see the soles of its ivory feet or its buttocks shrivelled like figs, or the long carcinoma-mottled limbs, these arms that dropped beneath it and the legs that stuck out straight. Nor should he have borne witness to the hairless head, yellowy with jaundice, the facial skin sucked back to the bone. He should not have been able to see any of this, but as it was raised at least three feet from the bedclothes where it hung suspended on unseen threads like some horizontal puppet, he could see the wasted remnants of a human being in all of its horror.

Hard hands and feet hammered at the door behind him. Kyle turned. The door clicked open and swung wide and the shrieking crowd outside in the corridor darted back and forth across the open space. Grisly heads turned inwards, then away at the hateful light of the diminishing flare that held them back. But as soon as the flare died, they would be inside and he would be overcome. Down amongst the chairs of the already dead he would meet his end. Unfilmed. Undocumented. Untold.

And it came to him them; these upright rags and bones upon the chairs may have once been followers, her constituency. The dried fruits of Sister Katherine’s former following. Those who had the temerity, the unforgivable audacity, to desert her. To reject her. Perhaps the silent dead were the disinterred victims of the farm and the copper mine; the runaways,
the missing who had been hunted down and taken to another place, or disinterred from whatever unmarked grave she had left them inside. Another exhibition, but one so exclusive as to be held in the royal bedchamber of a queen. Dry, cadaverous, eyeless, even in death these husks of the misguided must have been brought forth to sit upon chairs against their will. Witnesses. Revenge. At which the thing in the giant bed could gloat. Even in death, and what a terrible end they had seen, they were summoned again to their queen to witness her blasphemous miracles, her monstrous vanity, because all must serve it, for ever.

Once a corpulent madam, a confidence trickster, a psychopath weaned on Scientology, even a woman once, but one that had crowned herself an eternal queen of dust and damnation and the destruction of innocence. A terrible spirit that had journeyed into a child and become this disease-ravaged man, this shell rendered skeletal and effeminate by a parasite’s excesses.

After all he had seen, Kyle wanted it dead. Before it could get, by some invisible and dreadful byway, into that. The small body concealed by white silk sheets in the neighbouring bed, where the small dark head of a child was visible upon deep pillows.

The child moved under the bedlinen, but was not awake. It moved fitfully, kicked out under the covers, muttered. Appeared engaged in some kind of struggle. Perhaps a fight against an unnatural visitor. One who wished to rise again.

Kyle tried to tear through the plastic tent. It was sealed. He stood back, to the side of the plastic cube, so that he could see the narrow flanks of its hovering occupant, and took aim. And fired and fired and fired and fired at the levitating
ruin of Chet Regal. And he kept firing until he saw the thin figure jerk and jerk and jerk again. Then fall with a clatter more than a thump, upon the bed, into which it bled black.

Through the bullet-torn plastic, Kyle kicked and clawed and rent and tore until he was inside and at the foot of the bed, where the bullet-ruined thing shuddered and wheezed. A monitor screamed a single note of alarm at the head of the bed. Kyle looked across at the boy. Who had reared up too, tousled, sweat-peppered and mumbling. Had she made it across?

He stared down at the dying figure in the large bed. Its eyes opened, and in the lapis lazuli irises he saw the faintest trace of the beautiful male actor, Chet Regal, the adopted son. The receptacle for Sister Katherine in 1975, on her second Night of Ascent since the siege of St Mayenne in 1566. He looked into the eyes of what poor Irvine Levine had called the ‘mother of abomination’.

It opened its mouth and tried to speak. A claw more than a hand jerked at him. The head came off the darkening sheets. It spat blood onto its withered chin. Choked out a sound so pitiful and foul, Kyle wanted to turn away. It gargled. Then into its eyes seemed to come a realization so terrible, it throated a thin scream. Of rage. Which turned to grief just as quickly. It whimpered. ‘Emperor … reign … thousand …’

To make sure it never would, Kyle emptied the Gloch into its face from three inches away, until there was no longer much of a face left at all.

The flare guttered to a spark and he turned to see what would come to put an end to him too.

 


 



Three rows of human remains in their white chairs continued to stare at Kyle from their hollow sockets. Mouths open, he imagined they were cheering him. Beyond them, the doorway in his torchlight was no longer hectic with the Blood Friends. The great house was silent. Empty.

The child in the bed looked feverish, delirious, its eyes stayed closed. Kyle began to cry. He wasn’t sure why, but he said, ‘Sorry,’ to the boy in the bed. Maybe because when he awoke, he’d see his dead father, or surrogate mother, or whatever it was so ruined and ravaged beside him. He’d better call an ambulance. One might even be on its way. The police too; there had been a lot of gunfire. He looked about the room. What to do?

He sat down, cross-legged, and played the torch beam from an empty handgun over the faces of his dead audience. He wondered if even they would believe him; what he had seen and done and knew to be true. His eyes wandered around Max’s endgame. The final scene of the film. Would anyone believe him? That he shot Chet Regal repeatedly while he was incarnating into his adopted son. That Regal wasn’t actually an A-List actor, but a woman who called herself Sister Katherine, the leader of The Temple of the Last Days, who carried a bloodline that began with the Blood Friends in sixteenth-century France.

‘Jesus Christ.’ The catalogue of his downfall reeled through his mind with an unexpected clarity. He felt so cold he began to shiver. Because the authorities would find the last of The Seven in that room: Sisters Gehenna and Bellona. Old women bled out by mouths now unseen and unable to be held accountable. Mouths that could not possibly exist, not according to natural law. Max was no longer around to back
him up. Nor Jed. Their remains were both outside too. If there was anything left of him, Max’s bones might even be found amongst the ancient remnants of a pig, draped in antique ecclesiastical garb.

‘Fuck’s sake,’ he said, to the eyeless, the open-mouthed gawkers on the white art deco chairs. A good crowd was in tonight. Very patient. Kyle started to laugh. There was no Susan, or Gabriel, or Martha to defend his actions. He looked back at the door.

Kyle lit up a cigarette. Wiped at his eyes. There would be stories in True Crime Bestsellers about the sound of dogs and pigs inside a celebrity’s mansion, days before a gun battle, after which bodies were found. Only he and a child would be found alive inside the empty building. The child had been unconscious and endured horrendous nightmares while all of the killing took place. Sweet. The police and the FBI would look at his rushes and talk to Dan and question him. Then they would question and interrogate and cross-examine him in prison for years. Decades. He would be studied like the Blue Oak Copper Mine killer, Brother Belial. History had repeated itself neatly, but so horribly. Every trail led back to him. The obsessive film-maker, broke, harbouring grudges, who investigated The Temple of the Last Days. Indisputably crowned by his final narration to camera in his flat about the conspiracy madness of Chet’s connection to Sister Katherine. Good ole boys Conway and Sweeney, those decorated police officers, would confirm his avid interest.

He had been used by Max, and Max and the survivors had been hunted and destroyed by Chet, who had been used by Katherine. The Karmic Wheel had not so much turned as gone backwards.


As resigned as the condemned after sentence has been passed, he pondered the paintings in Antwerp and the story they told. Could they help him out here? The Saints of Filth. Believed lost, now untraceable, owned by some Belgian family of guardians he didn’t even have a name for.

He was fucked. Royally fucked. He was going to end up in San Quentin with Charles Manson. He was still alive. They could shuffle about the common room in orange boiler suits and ankle chains and talk about The White Album. But first, would he be forced to recount this tale in court? Would the footage be beamed around the world? The police would trail through the rushes of Clarendon Road, Normandy, Arizona and listen to the strange interviews, see the murky glimpses of those things that would be dismissed as special effects, before the footage was sealed in an evidence room. One man’s horror-show lunacy. One day someone would make a documentary about him making the documentary, about how his mania and delusion had led to mass murder; a bloodbath that included a celebrity and his staff. It all ran through him like a film on fast forward.

While he was in the mood, Kyle looked at the gun and wondered again if he should put the end of the barrel inside his mouth and toe the friggin’ trigger. But the gun was empty. ‘Shit.’ He stubbed out his cigarette and dropped it in his pocket.

Eventually he got to his feet, lit another cigarette, and did what he did best: he held the camera aloft and began to film the room in night vision. When he stood over the defunct body of Chet, this pharaoh without a sarcophagus, he said a few lines for a film that would never include its final scene. ‘Maybe Max was right. We revere the narcissist. Because
maybe the biggest stars are those who shed oceans of blood for their immortality. The freaks that consider themselves immortal. Who thought they were Gods. Tyrants for sure. But never Gods.’

 


Outside the penthouse, the Blood Friends were gone, but their marks remained, as did their stench. Those that died in the battle left only their miserable bones behind. But Kyle filmed it all; he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps because he could not shake the notion that it was the last scene for his final film. His masterpiece. His legacy. The director’s cut that would be consigned to performances in courtrooms and evidence lockers.

When he found poor Jed, he wiped the grip of his empty Gloch and placed it next to Jed’s remaining hand. When he got to the remains he assumed were Max’s, there was no pig, no Unholy Swine to be seen, and he stepped over the mess of bone and dust and rags without a word and carried on downstairs.

On the ground floor, he switched off the camera’s night vision function and took his time going from room to room. He might as well make the most of it before the distant sirens called for him.

When the batteries were dead, he went out through the hole in the glass and sat outside on the patio in the sun. Lit up and drank his last bottle of water. His head throbbed and his eyes stung. His hair was caked in dried sweat. He nearly threw up.

There were no sirens.

Nothing.

No one came.

He walked back down the drive and climbed over the
peacock gate. Waited in the street. But still there was nothing, and no one came for him with cuffs. He heard cicadas and crickets, but no sirens, or even a single car engine. The vapour trails of three planes marked the blue heavens. He decided he better make a call for the kid in the penthouse; he’d need help soon enough, perhaps for the rest of his life. Kyle fished his phone out of his rucksack.

And had another idea. One that came so suddenly he gasped.

He smiled for what felt like the first time in his life. If no one had heard the gunshots and screams way out here, issuing from inside a large sealed building, then perhaps no one was coming to arrest him. Kyle looked at the gate. There were no alarms to be tripped. There had been no closed-circuit surveillance. Paramedics would come when he called them for the kid, but if he called from a safe distance, anonymously, the medics would radio the police soon enough after their arrival here, but he needn’t be around to explain the impossible mess they’d discover stuck to their shoes.

He took a long drag on his cigarette and as the smoke drifted from his mouth and passed in front of his eyes, he followed the line of thought. It was even plausible that no one would connect him to the slaughter. There wasn’t a great deal left of Max to analyze and his DNA and dental records wouldn’t be on file in the US anyway. And Max would have erased or artfully concealed anything that might have connected him to the murder of Chet. Who could connect Kyle to Jed? Conway and Sweeney didn’t know Chet Regal was the clean boy. And who else was left alive with any working knowledge of the production? Dan, Finger Mouse … so only his mates back in England then …


‘Christ!’

Kyle frantically called the most recent number in his calls list. When a sleepy voice answered the phone, he said, ‘Finger Mouse! Thank fuck! Tell me you haven’t uploaded the film. For Christ’s sake! Tell me you haven’t!’
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Membership in my own temple of gratitude goes out to the many writers, book reviewers and bloggers who have offered kind words for such a creature of the literary shadows as I: Eric Browne at the Guardian, Alison Flood of the Sunday Times, David Moody, Jonathan Maberry, Joseph D’Lacey, Mark Charan Newton, Tim Lebbon, Stephen Volk, Mark Morris, Brian Showers, Peter Tennant, Black Static, SFX, Teddy Jamieson at the Sunday Herald, the News of the World, Graeme’s Fantasy Review, Jared at Pornokitsch, Fantasy Book Review, Spooky Reads, LEC Book Reviews, Black Abyss, Speculative Scotsman, Ginger Nuts of Horror, Read Horror, Iwillread blog, Hagelrat, and Kamvision, among others.

Finally, to the readers who took a chance on me, or who have stayed with me, I salute you.



Don’t miss the next book from ADAM NEVILL…

Available April 2015!
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“Adam Nevill is a spine-chiller in the classic tradition, a writer who draws you in from the world of the familiar, eases you into the world of terror, and then locks the door behind you.”

—Michael Koryta, New York Times Bestselling author of The Prophet
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“A mind-twisting journey into the dark backwoods of terror. Deeply disturbing and absolutely riveting.”—Jonathan Maberry

 


 


IN A FOREST DEEP IN SWEDEN, 
UNTOUCHED FOR MILLENNIA, SOMETHING EVIL LURKS
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It was supposed to be a chance to escape their personal problems and reconnect with each other. But a shortcut through the woods turns into a nightmare for four friends as they stumble lost and starving into an old habitation where sinister things lurk behind ancient trees. And it is watching them …
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sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: image]

Or visit us online at
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For email updates on the author, click here.
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