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BOOK I
~~~~~
CHAPTER 1
Ludwig Van Diermann paced impatiently back and forth across the black and white tiles of the front hall, his hands crossed behind his back and his head bowed deep in concentration. The butler had told him to wait a moment, but that was forty-five minutes earlier when he last checked the time on his silver pocket watch. From time to time he thought he heard footsteps approach the other side of the door, but they faded off to some other part of the building.
This was not the first time he had been to this address on Chippenham road, many years before he’d been invited to witness an initiation ceremony for a cousin of the Royal family into the Free Masonic Order of Solomon. That was a time when Van Diermann was held in high regard by the other members of the Masonic orders, long before he lost his daughter and before the other members of his order began whispering to each other about Ludwig Van Diermann’s sanity.
He flicked opened his pocket watch again to check on the time, one minute before ten o’clock. Ludwig stared dreamily at the picture of his daughter in the opposite face of the watch.
“Oh, Anna,” he whispered wearily to himself. “I am so close. It has been ten years now that I have been searching for him.”
The chime of the grandfather clock awoke him from his daydreaming.
“Ten bells,” he said snapping the watch closed. “What the hell is keeping them?”
Van Diermann turned and caught sight of his reflection in the mirror by the hat stand. Brushing his silver hair back with his hands he tried to present himself to them a little less ruffled looking. Licking his finger tips he smoothed down his silver moustache and re-pointed the beard on his chin. From behind him, the door latch cracked open. The elderly butler stepped though the double mahogany doors.
“This way, sir,” said the butler, gesturing for him to pass through the doors.
Van Diermann entered the room, ignoring the arthritic pain in his knees. The butler silently closed the doors behind him from the other side. The room was a large living room. Sparse on furniture, but the wooden panelled walls were decorated with oil paintings of Grand Masters and other noble Free Masons, past and present. By the thick curtained window there was an oblong board room table with the customary thirteen chairs. The only other furniture in the room was two high backed lounge chairs facing the log fire at an angle.
Although the log fire was the only light in the room, Van Diermann could make out the silhouettes of two men sitting in these chairs. A spice scented puff of tobacco smoke curled above one the chairs as one of the men smoked a pipe. Van Diermann stormed over to the two chairs.
“Since when has it been customary to greet a fellow Mason whilst still sitting in your chair? I assure you that this is not the custom of the Amsterdam order. Do you know you have kept me waiting for nearly an hour?” he protested.
The two men slowly and carefully stood up. Lord Thistlewaite was the stout, well fed one, balding, with a grey handlebar waxed moustache. Doctor Pendlebury was the tall, thin, gaunt looking one.
Lord Thistlewaite tapped the tobacco out of his pipe into the palm of his hand, casting the smouldering weed into the hearth.
“We apologise, Ludwig,” said Pendlebury extending his hand to greet him. Ludwig shook his hand once as if tossing the greeting back at him.
“I have travelled here on a matter of utmost importance from Amsterdam and you keep me waiting in your hall all this time,” said Ludwig protesting further, attempting to dominate the situation.
“We know why you have come to London,” said Lord Thistlewaite coldly. “We received this letter this morning.” He pulled a white envelope from the inside his smoking jacket.
Ludwig took it and read the enclosed letter tilting it towards the fire light to see it more clearly.
“Your membership in the Order of Solomon has been temporarily suspended pending a review of your mental health,” said Thistlewaite. “We have been instructed not to assist you in any way, Ludwig. I am sorry about this old boy.”
“You know why, don’t you,” said Pendlebury. “It’s this vampire business. You have been wasting the Order’s time and money running around Europe chasing after imaginary monsters for far too long now.”
Ludwig crumpled the letter then slowly walked over to the oblong table. He gripped the back of a chair, squeezing it trying to control his temper.
“For ten years now, I have pursued this creature from city to city, from Odessa to Paris, from Stockholm to Madrid. Never have I come so close to catching him as I have now. And the order turns its back on me,” Ludwig explained.
“Everybody in the order has read the paper you published on the vampire creature and everyone has ridiculed you. At first, allowances were made for you because of your daughter’s death but...” Pendlebury started.
“Death!” shouted Ludwig, cutting him off. “If you were to read that report I compiled properly, you would have clearly read that I separated the fact from the myth about the creature.”
Ludwig passed the palm of his hand over the back cushion of the chair. It was warm. Someone had recently been sitting in it. He sniffed the air, detecting several different colognes.
“You kept me waiting in the hall tonight because you had a meeting here. The thirteen senior Masters were here tonight. Why?” he said. “It was hardly because of my suspension? I doubt if it was because of my suspension from the Order. That would have been a matter for my Dutch brothers. No. I would say you were called here tonight because of this Jack the Ripper business.”
Pendlebury and Thistlewaite briefly glanced at each other trying to conceal their embarrassment over the situation. How could Van Diermann have known? Was he listening at the door and how much did he hear?
“That is a matter for the constabulary in Whitechapel,” said Thistlewaite.
“Not if Jack the Ripper is a Freemason.”
“Do you know something about this matter?” Pendlebury asked.
“I know that if we find your Jack the Ripper, he will find my vampire for me.”
“What makes you think that there is a connection between your vampire and our Jack the Ripper?” Pendlebury was staring at Van Diermann.
“It is the same pattern every where the vampire travels. He always manipulates and controls some poor soul to commit even more gruesome murders than his own, drawing attention away from his own foul savagery. A decoy,” said Van Diermann.
“How do you propose to catch Jack?” he asked.
“Will you help me?” he asked cautiously.
“What is it you want us to do?” asked Lord Thistlewaite.
“Meet me here tomorrow night, at ten o’clock. Both of you should bring a pistol. In the mean time I have some arrangements to make. Are we agreed?” Van Diermann asked, with some rhetoric.
Both men extended their hand to shake a Free Masonic bond; sacred, known only to the members of the Order of Solomon.
“Tomorrow night. Ten o’clock,” they agreed.
Ludwig made for the door, but before exiting the room he added “One other thing. I will need a list of every Freemason in London and their occupations. Can that be arranged at such short notice?”
“It will be done,” said Pendlebury.
When Ludwig had departed, Lord Thistlewaite poured two brandies from the crystal decanter on the mantle piece.
“What do you make of him?” he asked.
Pendlebury sat back into his chair, swilling the liquor about his glass, musing over the question.
“I think he is of no great harm to anyone but himself. On the other hand, he has spent the last ten years researching the darker and more fiendish depths of the occult. He has travelled to every city in Europe investigating bizarre murders and deaths. If this Jack the Ripper is a Freemason and Ludwig can track him down, then we will have to entertain his vampire theory for a while.”
“What if Jack is not a Freemason?” proposed Thistlewaite.
“Then it is none of our concern. But if he is, he will have to be executed by us, silently and effectively. We both know that the Order does not desire any kind of attention or publicity, as far as the public are concerned we are as mythical as Van Diermann’s vampire. We are non existent to all, but those with fertile imaginations.”
Silence fell over the two Grand Masters as they sipped on their brandy and stared into the glowing cinders of the hearth.
“If Jack is one of us, who do you think he is?”
Pendlebury shook his head. “I do not know. Van Diermann seems to believe that his occupation has some connection.”
“The doctor or medical student theory that is currently popular with the police.”
“I’m a doctor, remember,” Pendlebury said with a smirk. “I can tell you now that Jack the Ripper is not a doctor, a first year medical student, perhaps, but definitely not a doctor. This Jack the Ripper has tried five times to remove the head of his victims with a blade about five inches long. The blade is simply too short to cut through the spinal column, yet he can operate quickly and silently in dark alleys to remove organs precisely from his victims. I suspect Jack to be ignorant of medical practice and at the same time knowledgeable of human anatomy.”
“A curious one,” said Thistlewaite, casting a suspicious eye on Doctor Pendlebury.
~~~~~
CHAPTER 2
“He’s late,” said Thistlewaite, as the last chime of ten rang out from the grandfather clock in the front hall.
“He’ll be here,” said Pendlebury.
The clattering noise of horse hooves pulling a carriage drew nearer on the cobbled street, slowing to a halt outside the Lodge on Chippenham Road.
Shortly, the doorbell echoed throughout the building and Pendlebury and Thistlewaite waited for the butler to answer the door.
A few moments later the butler tapped gently on the lounge room doors before entering.
“A Mr Ludwig Van Diermann is here to see you, sirs,” he said.
Thistlewaite nodded his head to allow him to enter.
Van Diermann entered the room dressed in a tweed deer stalker cap and matching cape carrying a small but heavy looking black doctor’s case.
“Good evening gentlemen,” he said, taking off his cap. “Let’s get down to the business of the evening. Have you got the list I asked you for?”
“On the table.” Pendlebury indicated with a slow nod.
Van Diermann proceeded to examine the sheets of paper. “I trust this list excludes all Masonic novices.”
“Of course,” said Pendlebury. “The list has the names, Masonic rank, public title or occupation and address of all two hundred and forty three masons ranked as knights or higher in the order.”
“That is good, exactly what I wanted,” replied Van Diermann.
“Do you mind telling us what you are looking for?” asked Thistlewaite.
“The clue to the identity of your Jack the Ripper lies in the way he mutilates his victims.”
“Are you looking for a doctor?” asked Pendlebury.
“No, not necessarily. The man we are looking for knows human anatomy but not its physical limitations. Dare I say our Jack is a little ignorant?”
“Is that not what you said last night,” whispered Thistlewaite to Pendlebury.
“Aha,” Van Diermann exclaimed, snapping up one of the hand written lists. “Tell me. Do you know this man Synod D. Tweede?”
“Tweede is a knight in the order. A good man, he works for the City of London Police. Surely you can’t be accusing him of these grisly Ripper murders,” protested Thistlewaite.
“And what do you know of the work he does for the Metropolitan Police?”
“He is a Coroner.” said Pendlebury realising that Van Dierman was trying to make Thistlewaite and himself come to the same conclusion.
“Wasn’t he a barber?” asked Thistlewaite.
“What did you say he was?” said Van Diermann, as he tried to control himself.
“A barber, but of course I remember now, he got the job as coroner over a year ago, before we made him a Knight in The Order. He is a prosperous fellow. Has a fine house off Edgware road.”
“How do suspect he became so prosperous, from a barber to coroner then to Knight in The Order, so quickly?” asked Van Diermann.
The two elder Masons stared at each other, searching for an answer.
“The vampire has financed and influenced him to where he is now.” he said, studying the sheet of paper. “My God he mocks our intelligence further,” Van Diermann said slapped himself. “Synod D. Tweede is an anagram of none other than Sweeney Todd, the demon barber. This name was created by none other than the vampire himself.”
“The four to five inch blade used in the murders is possibly a barber’s razor,” Pendlebury observed.
“Why then was it necessary for Tweede to infiltrate The Order of Solomon?” asked Thistlewaite.
“The vampire has done this before,” answered Van Diermann. “If he can infiltrate a secret society like ours, with an impostor to carry out a serious of gruesome diversionary attacks, he can get on with his own business of sucking the life’s blood out of innocent children and young women. Should the decoy murderer be discovered, the secret society, that the decoy belongs to, will do what ever is necessary to cover it up, lest they be exposed.”
“It sounds plausible,” said Pendlebury, thinking aloud to himself.
“This is incredible.” said Thistlewaite. “Tweede attended a ball at my manor last weekend, to think that he is Jack the Ripper, it’s absolutely astonishing. He even brought that foreign Count fellow and his young wife along, the ones here on honeymoon.”
“Count. What Count?” he screamed, leaping at Thistlewaite he grabbed him by the lapels.
“Steady on,” said Pendlebury trying to prise Van Diermann from Thistlewaite’s coat.
“What was this Count’s name?” screamed Van Diermann.
“Count Kor, Koron...”
“Koronovsky. Count Kor-on-ov-sky,” said Van Diermann, pronouncing every syllable.
“Yes, that’s him. That’s the fellow,” said Thistlewaite.
“And that is my Vampire.” shouted Van Dierman. “You say he was in your house last weekend.”
“Yes.”
“Have you family?”
“Two sons, John and Anthony, they’re in the army in India, but my daughter Alicia is at home, engaged to be married to Doctor Pendlebury’s son William,” explained Thistlewaite.
“Has she been ill lately?”
“Well she has been tired of late, sleeping a lot. Pre-marriage nerves I suppose.”
“We haven’t much time. We must go to your house immediately. Your daughter Alicia is in great danger. Come, we must go quickly,” said Van Diermann putting on his cap.
“What about Synod Tweede?” Pendlebury asked.
“We will deal with him later, but now the bride of your son William is in grave danger.”
Thistlewaite and Pendlebury quickly put on their coats. Three men hurried outside into the smog soiled night to the awaiting carriage. Thistlewaite gave instructions and directions to the driver to get them to his country house as quickly as possible. It would take at least an hour for them to get to the country house near Slough.
Van Diermann sat opposite the two senior Freemasons in the rocking, carriage, clutching his black case.
Thistlewaite pulled out his revolver from his coat pocket and loaded it with bullets from the other pocket.
“If I remember correctly Ludwig,” said Pendlebury, “you said in your paper on vampires that bullets were an ineffective weapon against these creatures.”
“They are,” he replied. “If you remember correctly, I rectified the superstitions that surround these creatures. I dispelled the legends that they are afraid of the crucifix, holy water and any other religious artefacts, including hallowed ground. Our Count Koronovsky, for instance, has taken refuge in church crypts when circumstances forced him to. Vampires cannot change form into bats or wolves or even turn into a mist. At least I have not come across any evidence to suggest so. Nor can they fly or levitate.”
“Well then, what can they do and what is it that they are so feared for?” asked Pendlebury.
“They live an immortal existence by drinking the blood of young children and young women, preferably virgins. Vampires have an aversion and dislike to garlic. The only effective way of killing them is to decapitate them, drive a stake through their heart and then burn the corpse.
“Direct sunlight can be harmful and painful to them, though not always fatal. Although they don’t turn into mist they do, as a way of protecting themselves, seem to have the ability to create a mist or fog around themselves.”
Thistlewaite peered through the blind to see a smog filled night. “London must be full of them,” he whispered to himself.
Van Diermann opened the black case on the floor of the carriage. He produced a wooden mallet and several wooden stakes.
“These are the tools of my trade,” he said. In the bag was a small saw, along with several cloves of garlic.
“Faster, man,” shouted Thistlewaite, as he thumped the ceiling of the carriage with his cane.
“Nearly there sir,” replied the driver.
“What do you plan to do?” asked Thistlewaite.
“First we must protect your daughter, and then we will find Tweede and hopefully Count Koronovsky.”
The journey seemed to go on for hours but eventually the carriage slowed to a halt at the steps of Lord Thistlewaite’s country manor.
The three men hurried from the carriage, up the granite steps to the large doors.
“Wait for us driver,” ordered Pendlebury.
Thistlewaite pulled on the doorbell until the heavy maid bustled to the door.
“Where is Alicia?” he bellowed at the maid.
“Miss Alicia retired to bed early sir. She was all tired again,” she replied.
“Quickly to her room,” said Van Diermann.
The three men hurried up the stairs to the bed chambers.
Thistlewaite paused outside her door, hesitating to enter. He gave the door two quick raps of his knuckles. Van Diermann reached for the door handle. “It’s locked.”
Thistlewaite took a step back before throwing his full weight at the door. It burst open, splintering the frame at the lock.
“Good God!” shouted Thistlewaite and Van Diermann and Pendlebury rushed in after him.
Kneeling astride the writhing naked and blood smeared body of his daughter was Count Koronovsky, his mouth red with the girl’s blood.
Thistlewaite screamed. Pulling out his revolver he squeezed off two shots directly into the bare chest of the count. Koronovsky fell backwards behind the bed.
Pendlebury ran to the girl’s side. Wrapping her in a bed sheet, he carried her in his arms to the stairs.
“Fetch me some water and a fresh towel,” he shouted at the woman at the bottom of the stairs, as he carried his friend’s daughter to the sofa in the lounge.
“That showed the bastard,” said Thistlewaite to Van Diermann kicking the counts body.
“We don’t have much time,” said Van Diermann. “We must remove the head quickly.”
“What do you mean? The bastard is dead,” replied Thistlewaite.
“Not yet. Not till we remove the head and burn the body. You hold the stake over his heart. I will use the mallet.”
“If you insist,” said Thistlewaite.
He kneeled beside the body of Koronovsky, holding the stake over the heart.
“About there?” he asked.
“Yes.”
Van Diermann drew his arm back at full stretch to strike the stake with the mallet.
As he lowered the mallet to strike, the vampire caught him by the wrist.
“What the...” Before Thistlewaite could exclaim his disbelief, Count Koronovsky slapped him with the back of his hand sending him reeling across the bedroom floor, as the stake slid out of reach.
“You fool, Van Diermann,” seethed Koronovsky in a thick European accent, baring his blood stained fangs to him.
Van Diermann reached to his bag with his free hand to fetch another stake. Koronovsky snatched the mallet from his hand, smacking Van Diermann a blow to the temple with it.
Koronovsky was about to hit him a fatal blow when Thistlewaite fired a shot into his back.
The count turned, throwing the mallet at Thistlewaite striking him on the nose. The bone made a sharp crunching noise and blood gushed down over his lips.
Thistlewaite blindly fired off another shot, despite being stunned by the blow, but it missed.
Koronovsky ran across the room leaping through the leaded glass window. Two more badly aimed shots rang out, filling the room with gun smoke.
Van Diermann staggered to his feet. “Are you all right?” he asked Thistlewaite.
“I think so. The bastard broke my nose with that damn mallet of yours.”
Van Diermann and Thistlewaite staggered, helping each other to the smashed window. There was no sign of Koronovsky’s body.
“Will he come back?”
“Not tonight,” responded Van Diermann. “Come let us check on your daughter.”
In the lounge, Pendlebury was wiping the blood from Alicia’s body.
“How is she?” asked her father.
“She has a fever and has lost much blood,” replied Pendlebury.
Van Diermann leaned in closer to examine the puncture wounds on the neck and breasts. On examining her teeth and eyes, he proclaimed that she would live but she would need time to recover. The house servants waited anxiously in the hall, dismayed by the confusion.
Van Diermann summoned the overweight maid to him. He handed her several cloves of garlic.
“Take these and crush them. Then wipe the paste all over Miss Alicia’s body and use any excess on the windows and doors of whatever room you keep her in. Make sure that someone stays with her all the time, especially at night. Finally, give her plenty of hot soup until she is well enough for solid food.”
The maid took the garlic and bustled off to the kitchen.
“Gentlemen our mission is not yet over. There is the matter of Synod Tweede,” said Ludwig.
“We must hurry back to London immediately,” said Thistlewaite.
“Not till I take a look at that nose of yours,” Pendlebury insisted.
“No time we must go now,” replied Thistlewaite, taking his handkerchief to wipe the blood from his lip and chin and the three men hurried outside to the carriage.
“To London. Edgware Road,” called Pendlebury to the driver.
The driver turned the coach for London.
“Faster, man,” shouted Thistlewaite. “Make the journey before the hour and I will give you a full Guinea on top of your fare.”
The driver cracked the whip, promising the horses the night off after this trip.
~~~~~
CHAPTER 3
The horses made the journey within the hour. Their black coats white foamed with sweat, their breath heavy and panting, blowing their steamy breath in the cold night air.
“This is the address,” said Pendlebury to his two companions.
Thistlewaite was first up to the door. He rang the doorbell, and then pounded heavily on the door with his fist.
“All right, all right, I’m coming,” a woman’s voice came from behind the door. “What is it that can be so important at this hour?” She opened the door.
“Who are you anyway?” she enquired, looking the three men up and down.
“Is Mr Tweede here?” asked Pendlebury.
“No I don’t think so. He went out about an hour ago. He said he wanted to go for a walk to clear his head,” she replied.
“Then we will wait for him in your parlour,” said Thistlewaite, pushing his way past the woman.
“You can’t do that,” she said. “I’ll call the police.”
“I am the police,” said Thistlewaite, showing her his gun. “Now get yourself off to bed woman, before I arrest you for something.”
The maid picked up her dress and petticoat so as not to trip hurrying up the stairs.
The three men took to the lounge. Thistlewaite sat in a chair beside the fire to reload his pistol. Pendlebury stood by the curtains watching the front of the building. They did not have long to wait.
“Here he comes,” exclaimed Pendlebury.
Van Diermann took his position behind the door to cut off Tweede’s escape.
Tweede entered the house and made straight for the parlour. Without noticing the two men sitting by the fire or the third behind the door, he went straight to the sherry decanter dropping his case and poured himself a drink.
Only after swallowing the drink did he seem to settle. The man was visibly upset and shaken.
Van Diermann slammed the door shut. Tweede turned on his heels, startled by the noise.
“Who are you? Did he send you? Is it over?” said Tweede nervously.
“Oh it’s over all right,” said Thistlewaite by the fire.
“Henry, Tom. What are you doing here?” asked Tweede.
“What’s in the case?” asked Pendlebury.
“Oh God, no, what have I done? Henry, Tom, please protect me. Help me,” cried Tweede, falling to his knees before them, his trembling hands rising to his face.
Pendlebury was quick to point out dried blood under Tweede’s nails. Thistlewaite cocked the hammer of his revolver.
“Wait,” Van Diermann began to reason with Tweede. “We know about the murders Tweede, but you can still make amends for the evil deeds that you have done.”
“How? How can I be forgiven?” sobbed Tweede.
“I know what Count Koronovsky has done to you. I need you to tell us where he is,” said Van Diermann.
“No! I can’t. He will kill me if I do. He knows everything. Everything,” moaned Tweede his eyes wide with fear.
Pendlebury opened Tweede’s case. “My God, look at this,” he said, almost dropping it. Inside in the case were a fresh human heart, liver and kidney.
“What were you going to do with them?” asked Pendlebury.
“He makes me eat them,” said Tweede crying, biting his finger nails to try and control himself.
Pendlebury held the bloodied barber’s razor blade in his hand.
“Where is Koronovsky hiding?” said Van Diermann. “Come now Tweede, we must stop the killing.”
“The cellar,” whispered Tweede pointing to the floor.
“Here in this house?”
Tweede nodded. “Yes.”
“Stay with him. I’ll check the cellar.” Before leaving the room, Van Diermann opened his bag and took out three wooden stakes. He stuffed these down the front of his trousers. The other item he needed was the wooden mallet. He searched his bag for some garlic but could find none. After a moment, he remembered giving all of the garlic cloves to the maid in Thistlewaite’s house.
“Do you want me to come with you?” asked Thistlewaite.
“I will call you if I need help.”
“Good luck,” said Thistlewaite, as Van Diermann left the room.
The door to the cellar was underneath the stairs. On a shelf inside the door was a well-burnt candle stump in a cobweb covered glass jar and beside it was a dusty box of matches.
Lighting the candle, he tossed the lighted match down the dark stairway to see if he could illuminate the cellar. For all the light the match gave in its last burning moments, all that he could make out was that the cellar was deep and dark. His heart pounded out his nervousness.
Van Diermann placed his foot on the first step. His keenly developed sixth sense told him that something was here, lurking in the dark corners of the cellar, waiting for him. The candle in the jar flickered as the dust burned off the wax. He held the jar up as high as he could as he peered into the darkness. He waited on that first step for a few moments, with the excuse that he was adjusting to the darkness or was he fooling himself? Was he really afraid of what might be in the dark?
Ten long years waiting for this moment, said a voice in his head.
The next few steps down into the cellar creaked under his weight. Van Diermann’s palms and finger tips seemed to be moist with sweat. Was it the heat of the candle or was it fear? He clenched the wooden mallet in his right hand.
In the dim candle light, the shape of the cellar slowly formed. At the centre of the cellar there was a table. Stacked up around the walls there were various old pieces of unwanted furniture. Several broken chairs hung from the ceiling beams. Through an arch in the far wall, he could make out several large boxes, big enough for a man to sleep in. He cocked his ear to see if he could hear any movement. For a split second he thought he could hear breathing; his heart thumped heavily in its chest, maybe the breathing was his own. He took a slow, cautious step forward, down to the next step, it creaked under his weight. He took the next step down, the timber cracked under his foot and splintered, sending him crashing through the boards to the floor below.
The candle fell to the floor extinguishing itself. Something squealed in a high pitch from beneath him. Still clutching the mallet he regained his feet and began swiping at the darkness with the mallet.
“Are you all right down there?” called Thistlewaite from the top of the stairs.
Composing himself Van Diermann lit a match.
“Yes! Yes I think I am all right,” he replied.
“What happened?”
“I fell through the stairs. Nobody’s been down here in years,” said Van Diermann looking at the fat grey rat his body had crushed to death when he fell.
He lit another match to look for the candle. He found it beneath the table. Placing the candle on the table, he lit it, giving the wick a few seconds to catch light properly.
Once again Van Diermann focused his eyes, adjusting them to the dim light of the cellar. He could see the wooden boxes more clearly now. There were five boxes all on the floor, all with lids.
Van Diermann took the candle closer to examine them. Branded on the boxes was the name of a shipping company.
HENSON & SON,
SHIPPING,
LONDON.
Carefully he lifted the lid of the first box. It was empty. So was the second and third. Van Diermann lost his temper and began kicking and smashing at the two remaining boxes. His tantrum passed after a few seconds. Calming himself, he turned his attention to getting out of the cellar. Examining the rot infested staircase he realised that no one could have used that staircase recently.
“There must be another way in,” he said to himself.
Van Diermann turned to examine the cellar again. For a split second, he thought he saw a wraith like figure of a woman, standing by the candle. That was just before the room went dark again. Van Diermann fumbled in his pocket for the box of matches. Frantically he struck the match, it sparked to flame. Holding the tiny flame high, he scanned the dark cellar for the wraith. Before the match could burn out, he lit the candle on the table again.
“Papa,” said a soft voice behind him.
Van Diermann froze his hair rising, from his spine to the base of his skull, giving him an unnatural tingling sensation. Slowly he turned to face the woman.
“Anna!” he said, his mouth shaping her name, but the sound almost failed him. “This cannot be.”
“Papa,” she said again, drawing closer.
In the dim candle light Van Diermann studied her features. It was indeed Anna, his Anna. She wore a long dark dress. It was difficult to tell the colour, but it looked purple. Her hair was long and dark, her face was pale but her eyes were radiant and fiery.
“Papa,” she said again, extending her arms to him. She fell onto his chest sobbing. Van Diermann put his arms around her, cradling her in his chest as she cried.
“Oh Papa. I have waited so long for this moment. I knew you would come.”
“Are you all right?” he asked.
“Yes Papa. I am so much better now that you are here,” she said.
They hugged each other. Tears began to well up in his eyes.
“Where is Count Koronovsky?”
“I must make you understand Papa that he has been good to me. You misjudge him. It is not too late.”
“No Anna. He has tricked you. He is an evil man, a monster. I must destroy him.” Van Diermann hugged his daughter tight to his chest.
“No Papa, I must make you understand,” she said sobbing.
He felt a sharp piercing pain in his chest. His head seemed light with a touch of dizziness. A pins and needles sensation swept through his arms and body, weakening him at the knees.
Summoning all his remaining strength he tried to push her away from him. She withdrew, her mouth stained with his blood, her bloodshot eyes flushed with colour. His white shirt stained red with two fang holes just above his heart.
Anna pounced at him, picking him up and pinning him down to the table. The candle was knocked over and it rolled across the floor underneath an old lounge chair.
Kneeling on his arms to restrain him, she then tore open the buttons on the front of her dress. Clutching her own breast in one hand, she pierced the nipple with her razor sharp fingernail, squeezing her breast to force a flow of blood.
Taking her freshly bloodied finger, she ran it over Van Diermann’s lips, allowing him to taste it. Pinching the tip of her index finger to break the skin, she then forced her finger into his mouth.
Van Diermann tasted the blood and he wanted more. It was uncontrollable, addictive, intoxicating him with such emotion and pleasure that he had never tasted before.
Anna lay down on his body and he panted for more blood. His mind filled with confusion and perverse thoughts.
“This is the blood of everlasting life,” she whispered in his ear, before squeezing more blood from her nipple giving it to her father to suckle uncontrollably.
The flame from the candle beneath the chair licked at the hair stuffing hanging from the bottom of the lounge chair. It caught light easily, the fire spreading very quickly to the rest of the stuffing. The timber frame was rotten with woodworm and caught light with terrible ease.
Anna sat astride on her father, as he panted for breath, confused by what was happening to him.
“This is the only way Papa,” she said. “I would not let him harm you and you are too dangerous to us to be allowed to live as a mortal.
“Soon you will thank me for giving you this dark gift of life. You can come with us to America, to a new land where we can feed on the many thousands that flock there.”
“When will the changes be complete?” he panted, as he tried to straighten out his thoughts and focus on what was happening to him.
“Two maybe three nights,” she replied caressing his face.
“When is he leaving for America?” asked Van Diermann still struggling to control his mortal train of thought.
“We leave in the morning before the dawn,” she said as sweet as a little child.
“I don’t have much time then,” he said, thrusting a wooden stake into her breast. She screamed an unnatural whine that filled the house.
The maid upstairs hid under the bed clothes on hearing the wail.
Anna fell onto the floor clutching the wooden stake in her chest, trying to pull it out, coughing up blood.
Van Diermann struck the stake with his mallet, driving it deeper into her chest. He hit it again, sending the stake through her body. With each blow, she screamed and wailed.
Anna writhed and kicked on the floor like an injured wild beast. Moments later, she ceased moving.
“My Anna died ten years ago,” Van Diermann said to the corpse.
The smouldering chair had caught light. Its flames were spreading to the other bits of old furniture nearest to it.
Sobbing, Van Diermann lifted his daughter’s body, placing it on the burning chair. He quickly piled more lighted bits of furniture on her body, ensuring that it would burn.
“Are you all right down there?” Thistlewaite called.
“Get me out of here. There’s a fire,” ordered Van Diermann.
“I’ll fetch something,” he replied.
Van Diermann waited, watching the body of his daughter burn. The flames licked up to the ceiling filling the room with smoke and the dry wood sparked and crackled, as the roaring fire spread to new material to consume.
“Hurry up,” he shouted, as the smoke began to choke him. “Damn them,” he cursed, dragging the table from the middle of the floor. He positioned it below the door where the collapsed stairway was. Climbing onto it, he realised that he was not tall enough to reach the smoke filled doorway.
“Help me,” he screamed.
A hand penetrated the smoke from above. He caught it and was pulled to safety.
“What kept you,” coughed Van Diermann.
Standing almost nose to nose with him was Count Koronovsky, his hair sleek and dark, his pale skin ice cold and taught. The count’s eyes burned with fury.
“Should I destroy you now?” said the count coldly. “Or should I wait until you are immortal? Then I will destroy you, as you murdered my Katherina Perhaps I will let you live long enough to know the pain and hunger I suffer for the want of mortal blood. Only when you have become what I am, know what I am, taken human life, as I have. Then I will make you suffer a slow and painful death beyond mortal imagination.”
“I have suffered. I suffered the loss of my only child to your devilish ways. I vow never to rest until I burn your body on a pyre,” Van Diermann seethed.
“Were it not for me,” said the vampire leaving, “your body would be in the fire that your Masonic friends have left you to burn in.”
The vampire stepped into the night and seemingly disappeared.
Van Diermann staggered to the lounge. On the floor lay the body of Tweede, his throat slit with his own razor. The murder weapon held loosely in his hand to make it look like suicide should anyone find him.
“So you remove the witness and I accidentally burn the evidence, eh Pendlebury,” Van Diermann surmised.
Smoke started to fill the room through the floorboards and he made for the front door.
“To London docks. I must find a ship that sails for America on tomorrow’s tide,” Van Diermann instructed the driver.
The driver of the coach sat motionless in his seat.
“Wake up man. This is no time to sleep,” he called again. Still the driver sat in his seat as if not listening.
Van Diermann shook him. The driver fell to the gravel, his throat ripped open.
“Koronovsky,” Van Diermann screamed at the night.
~~~~~
CHAPTER 4
Captain Hornibrook stood on the deck of his ship, the brig Northern Mariner. He drew a breath of fresh morning air. A shiver crept up his spine as the crew carried the wooden crates past him to be lowered into the hold.
To the east, over the Thames, the purple hue of dawn’s first light crept up to the dark, star-speckled sky. A soft westerly breeze had cleared the London smog about an hour earlier.
The first mate, a young man in his late twenties called Wyse, stood under an oil lantern attached to the mast, ticking the items of cargo off his checklist.
“Care to check the cargo list, sir?” Wyse said holding the loose sheets of paper to the Captain.
“No, Mister Wyse. I take your word for it. Besides, we don’t have much time before we miss the tide. Are all the crew back from shore?”
“No sir. Simpson and Craig have yet to return. Eleven men on board, Captain.”
“If they don’t make it back before were loaded then we sail without them,” the Captain said sternly.
“It does leave us a bit short handed sir; with only ten crew, not including the cabin boy, is stretching the watch a bit, especially if we hit bad weather.”
Captain Hornibrook was not a man to tolerate nonsense from a crew. Forty years at sea had hardened him, but had taught him well in the manner of dealing with people. Whether it was an Oriental trader trying to con him or an insubordinate member of the crew, Hornibrook knew how to treat and deal with them by standing firm and sticking to his principals.
“No Matter, time and tide wait for no man,” said the captain aloud to himself.
“Neither does the Northern Mariner,” said Wyse. “Hurry along with those crates. Make sure they are fastened down,” he shouted at the crewmen below in the hold.
After much sweat and labour the crew hoisted the last heavy crate into the hold using the derrick. Somehow it slipped from its ropes, falling the last few feet to the deck of the hold, hitting the deck boards with a loud crack.
“What the hell’s going on down there?” shouted Wyse into the hold from the deck above.
“Sorry sir,” the reply came from the darkness below.
On impact, two rats ran from behind the barrels of lamp oil for the ship. The ship’s cat, which had been waiting patiently for them to break their cover, dashed after them. Reaching the fallen crate, the cat recoiled, hissing and spitting its eyes wide, fangs exposed, the cat backed away hastily, retreating to another part of the ship.
“Steady up there Puss,” said one of the crewmen.
By now the morning sky was reflecting its peach and pink tones on the white clouds to the east.
“Let go the ropes,” Mister Wyse shouted to the dockers on the quay.
The longshoreman untied the rope from the bollard. As he passed the end of the rope through the loop, a rat dived off the rope, bouncing off his arm onto the quay and scurried away searching for some dark corner to hide in. Throwing the end of the rope towards the ship, he saw a second rat fall from the rope. Standing on the bow of the ship was a crew man hauling in the rope. He too saw the rats flee from the ship.
The longshoreman took off his cap. Clutching it to his chest he made the sign of the cross over himself. “God save all yer souls,” he muttered.
“Thirteen men on a ship is a doomed ship,” said a second longshoreman walking up beside him.
“Aye. Even the rats know.”
~~~~~
CHAPTER 5
The ship made good time to Margate. Rounding the head there, the Northern Mariner headed for the straits of Dover, keeping within sight of the cliffs right through the English Channel until darkness fell on the first night of the voyage.
Captain Hornibrook kept watch himself on the first two nights, to make sure the ship was headed on the correct course for the vast open waters of the Atlantic, west by southwest read the compass after losing sight of the lighthouse on Lizard Point on the craggy Cornwall coast.
Captains Log.........Northern Mariner
Sept 4, 1888.
Left port of London yesterday morning at 7 A.M. Made good time in catching the tide. The wind was a fair north westerly for most of the day.
Made straits of Dover by nightfall. Night fell at nine fifteen.
God bless this ship.
Captains Log.........Northern Mariner
Sept 5, 1888.
Had a fair days sailing along the south coast of England today. We lost sight of the light of Lizard Point lighthouse shortly after dark.
I am short of crew on this trip. Ten able seamen on board, one cabin boy, first mate and myself.
The crew seem slightly jumpy. First mate reported that one of the crew saw rats leave ship on London Docks. I will not tolerate superstitious women’s talk on board my ship.
A few days of good sailing should sober them up a bit and change their mood.
There are signs for fair weather ahead.
The cargo manifest has details of cargo, mostly scientific equipment and personal belongings of a Count Koronovsky in Boston.
God bless this ship.
Captains Log.........Northern Mariner
Sept 6, 1888.
Made good of the Easterly gale blowing this morning. The crew are shaping up nicely. Seems the wind blew the cobwebs from them after all.
The gale blew all day then very suddenly calmed down just before dusk. After dark a bank of fog shrouded the ship. No visibility to read stars for accurate navigation. Very uncanny, never seen anything like it before in these waters for this time of the year.
The cabin boy, Tom, took ill last night. He is running a fever. The first mate and I moved him to my cabin where he will be more comfortable.
He may be suffering from some kind of insect bite. First mate noticed two bruised sores on his neck. The boy has restless sleep and scratches at these two sores a lot. First mate suggested applying vinegar to the sores.
I might expect this kind of thing to happen if we were in the tropics but we are nowhere near them. I will ask the crew tomorrow to keep any eye out for any strange insect on board.
God bless this ship.
Captains Log.........Northern Mariner
Sept 7, 1888.
Fog surrounded ship all last night until the easterly gale blew up again this morning just before dawn. Took my reading as best I could from the few remaining stars in the morning sky. We seem not to have drifted too far off course during the night.
We saw another sail heading north westerly this afternoon. We were too far away to identify the ship.
The gale blew all day until night fell upon us and so did the fog again. I still could not see a star in the sky to take a reading from.
Tom the Cabin boy I fear has grown a little worse. His normally dark Negro skin has turned pale and his eyes are sensitive to light.
First mate informed me today that the Middle Watch reported hearing movement in the hold during the night, between two and four bells. On inspecting the cargo every time he found nothing loose or rolling around the deck.
God bless this ship.
Captains Log.........Northern Mariner
Sept 8, 1888.
Another troubled night last night. Shortly after dark, the fog fell upon us again. The man on middle watch was found this morning crouching in a coil of rope on the deck. He was delirious and shaking with a fever.
The first mate found the same sores on the crewman’s neck and wrists as on Tom’s neck. Tom is still in a similar condition.
We searched the ship again today hoping to find some sort of parasite or insect but our search found nothing.
First mate suggested that we leave two men on the middle watch at any one time. It may be the wise thing to do.
I overheard the crew whispering to each other about bad luck and the devil on the ship today. Were I a superstitious man I would be inclined to believe it. I am sure that there is a much more logical explanation, as there always is.
If there is not a parasite on board the ship then it may be something contaminating the food. I will look into it tomorrow.
God bless this ship.
Captains Log.........Northern Mariner
Sept 9, 1888.
Something terrible is happening to this ship. Last night the two men I left on watch were found with their throats torn open. One strange thing, there was hardly a drop of blood left in their bodies.
Later the crew man died that had taken ill from the previous night watch.
Paranoia and suspicion has set in among the crew. None of them trust each other, me or the first mate.
I trust first mate Wyse and he trusts me, but we can not count on any of the crew. I called them all together on deck today to see if they knew if any of them had reason to kill the two men. No one knew of any grudges on board the ship.
One of them suggested that the two men killed each other in a fight. That reason seemed to settle the men, so we all accepted it though I know it not to be the truth.
I will stay on the night watch tonight with the first mate and one of the crew.
This cursed fog still haunts my ship at night.
God bless this ship.
Captains Log.........Northern Mariner
Sept 10, 1888.
At last, the terrible truth was revealed last night. We have a stowaway on board the ship. Not a man, but an evil creature in the shape of a man.
As usual, we had a fair wind behind us all day, then shortly after dark the wind died down and the fog settled in on my ship again.
Shortly after midnight, the crew man on middle watch with the first mate and I was heard screaming from the bow. The First mate and I ran forward only find a man in a cape crouching over the seaman’s body. He looked at us with eyes that glowed fiery red. So red they seemed to burn us with his stare. The lips of this thing were smeared red with blood. This creature was in the act of drinking the man’s blood; sucking the life out of him as it were.
I have heard seamen’s tales of cannibalism by savages on some of the islands of the Pacific but I never thought that a European could do such a thing.
First mate Wyse grabbed a gaff and attacked the creature, breaking the gaff across his neck. The monster responded so quickly I barely got time to react myself.
It grabbed the first mate by the neck pinning him with one hand to the mast. I struck several blows to the creatures head and though I regard myself as no weak man, I swear that the beast never flinched.
The rest of the crew must have heard the struggle for they came running armed with whatever weapons they could muster at the time.
The creature let go of the first mate, tossing him to the deck as though he were a rag doll.
In the battle that ensued on the deck of this ship I swear that the creature was dealt many blows that would have killed any mortal man.
One by one the creature reduced each man to cowering, pleading or begging for his life.
A crew man called Collins had his throat ripped open by the beast. He died instantly.
Satisfied that we were all defeated the creature spoke words in the Queens English. His accent was similar to that of a Pole or maybe a Russian, though I swear he spoke to us in English.
He announced that he was taking over this ship and that we were his crew and would be advised to do what ever he instructed us to do.
Then, as if by magic, the fog grew especially thick around him and he seemingly disappeared.
At the sight of this, one of the crew went insane and threw himself overboard.
Those of us able to carry the wounded returned to my cabin.
I am reduced to five crewmen, the first mate is badly injured and Tom the cabin boy is still in a feverish condition.
It is five weeks to America and less than a week to return home. Should the winds suit I will make for the nearest point of land tomorrow.
God bless this ship.
Captains Log.........Northern Mariner
Sept 11, 1888.
Again the creature manifested itself on the deck of my ship last night. It asked to speak to me privately in my cabin. Reluctantly I agreed to do so.
On seeing the boy Tom in his feverish state the creature bit into his own wrist and for the first time I saw the two large fang teeth it bears. Squeezing some of his blood from his wrist he gave it to Tom to suckle on. The boy seemed to nourish on it.
The creature then asked to see my charts. I showed them to him and he asked me to point out where the ship was on the map.
It quickly became apparent to me that he had no nautical knowledge or experience what so ever. When he asked me if we were still on course for America, I told him that we were. I have contrived a plan to change course tomorrow morning, and had began tacking into the wind in a north easterly direction.
I promptly and discretely informed the crew of our stowaway’s nautical ignorance and that we may be able to use it to our advantage.
The rest of the night passed without incident. The first mate is recovering.
I am beginning to wonder where this creature hides himself by day and could it be possible that he is afraid of daylight.
Though he may rule the night, we may be able to dispose of him by day.
God bless this ship.
P.S. I have just realised that I had better keep this log safe from the creature’s eyes.
Captains Log.........Northern Mariner
Sept 17, 1888.
I have not been able to make an entry in the log for five days now. I fear that the creature suspects that something is wrong with the course we are on.
Two nights ago I found him snooping about my cabin inspecting the charts and other journals. He never questioned me, but made a remark about being able to smell land. The very next morn, I smashed the compass.
We are presently navigating by what stars we can see at night and the position of the sun by day. The creature was furious when he discovered that the compass was smashed. He went into such a rage, I thought he would kill us all.
Later that night he instructed us to report any sightings of other ships we may see.
I fear that he will kill us and abandon this ship to another one heading west.
The crew are tired and weary from living on their wits end with fear. We sleep very little trying to stay awake when the creature is on the deck. He has forbid us to enter the hold night or day, and has threatened to slay any man who dares to enter it.
Today the crew saw some drift wood. I suspect that we are not far from land; possibly the south or west coast of Ireland, although we may have tacked our course farther north towards Scotland. It is difficult to tell, but we should have sighted land yesterday or today.
If the creature sees land, he will surely kill us all. I pray that we are able to reach shore by daylight so we may find help to rid ourselves of this beast.
The first mate has recovered well but Tom the cabin boy is still weak and even more frightened of the daylight than ever.
I pray to God to protect us all tomorrow for I know that our revelation is near at hand.
God bless this ship. God save us all.
~~~~~
CHAPTER 6
An hour before dusk, a crew man that was high above in the main mast mending a rip in a sail sighted land to the East. His first reaction was to cry aloud “Land Ahoy!” but common sense and fear for his life and the lives of his crew mates stopped him from doing so.
Instead he gave one short sharp whistle, a signal used by seamen when a blowing gale inhibited their ability to communicate with each other.
Below, on deck, the captain looked up at the seaman then followed his eyes eastward in the direction of the man’s pointing arm.
Captain Hornibrook rushed to the side of the boat, leaning out to peer at the tops of the purple mountains barely visible in the distance.
He muttered a short prayer of thankfulness to himself and to God for delivering them to the craggy and rocky west coast of Ireland.
It would take a day for them to make the coastline and at that they would hardly make it before dark of the next evening. With a favourable wind, they may be able to beach the ship and run for help, but that was unlikely to happen.
Captain Hornibrook relieved the first mate Wyse from his turn at the wheel.
On doing so, he whispered to him, “Go below and tell the rest of the men to carry on as they have been for the last few days.
“We must have the advantage of surprise over this beast if we are to give him the slip.”
The first mate nodded in agreement and took shelter below decks.
Shortly after dark, Koronovsky appeared on deck. He silently and sternly eyed the captain before going below to the cabins.
The rest of the night was uneventful until an hour before dawn.
Captain Hornibrook had taken a double shift at the wheel to allow the rest of the crew to get rested before their arduous task of trying to beat wind and tide to reach the shores of Ireland. He was startled to alertness by a high-pitched shriek.
At first he thought he had dreamt it, but the unnatural whine rang out from below decks again.
Abandoning the wheel, he dashed below decks through the hatch and met the rest of the crew, already out of their bunks.
“Where did it come from?” asked the captain.
“Your quarters,” a sailor replied.
The captain marched to his cabin door. He clutched the doorknob, pausing to glance behind him at his crew.
Pushing open the door he saw the pale stripped body of Wyse spread across his chart table. Koronovsky and the cabin boy Tom were feeding off the swollen veins of Wyse.
“No!” screamed the captain rushing at Koronovsky fists flying.
The vampire seized the captain by the throat, raising him off the ground. The boy Tom seemed to be in a delirious state, feeding from the first mates wrist.
Frantically reaching to chart table, the captain grasped his steel dividers. He clenched them in his fist, thrusting the two pointed instrument into Koronovsky’s chest.
Koronovsky tossed the captain towards the feet of his crew as they prepared to attack.
“This is punishment for deceiving me,” said Koronovsky, picking up the captain’s log book from the chart table.
“We change course immediately or all of you will end up like Mister Wyse,” he hissed.
Extracting the pointers from his chest, the vampire sucked them clean.
“You will need these,” he said to the captain.
Carrying the dry carcass of Wyse over his shoulder the vampire made for the decks pushing the crew out of his way.
“What do we do?” asked one the crew helping the captain to his feet.
“From now till dawn, we do as he says,” said the captain. “After that we make a run for the coast. If we fail to make it then we take to the skiffs. And leave him to the ship.”
“What about the boy? Has he become possessed with it too?” asked another man.
Tom lay on the floor shaking, curled in a foetal position.
“Nay!” said the captain. “He is ill and was just copying what he saw.”
From above decks there a commotion of destruction.
“Good Lord, he’s wreck’n’ the ship,” said one man.
The captain and crew hastily made their way up the ladder to the deck.
They clambered through the hatch to see Koronovsky hold the last of the skiffs raised above his head ready to smash it on to the decks. He slammed it at the base of the mast reducing it to splintered planks.
“Change course now!” he bellowed, sounding more like a wild beast than a man.
The crew scurried about the deck preparing to hoist extra sail; the captain took the helm and shouted orders at the petrified crew.
A pink hue of sunrise reflected off the clouds to the east.
“Curse it,” shouted Koronovsky, making for the hold. As he descended into the safe dark belly of the schooner, the count glared at the captain baring his blood stained fangs to him.
For hours, the crew tried to defy the wind by tacking the heavily laden schooner into the wind, zigzagging from southeast to northwest.
The strong wind grew stronger into a gale, grey storm clouds rolled in from the east, squall showers came off the land unleashing icy hail and stinging rain.
By noon of that day, the captain ordered the crew to drop all sail and let the ship drift. Finally, he called the crew together.
“I’ve sailed for the best part of forty years and never have I witnessed such evil weather. I think we all know what the cause is.”
The weary crew nodded in agreement cursing the creature in the hold.
“We have but one hope. That is to dump him from the ship during the hours of daylight. He seems not to like the daytime therefore he may be weaker then. If we can find him, we will send him to Davy Jones’ Locker.”
“He’s right,” said one of the crew. The remaining crew agreed.
“Go below,” said the captain, “and find arms to bear against him. Knives, maces, whatever you can lay your hands on.”
Leaving one of the crew at the wheel the captain had preparations of his own to make.
Going to the galley, Captain Hornibrook stoked the pot bellied stove with dry wood making a good fire. Taking a large pot he jammed it down on the stove allowing the pot to heat.
“Jarvis,” the captain called.
Jarvis came running, armed with an old harpoon head he kept as a souvenir from his whaling days.
“Y’all right cap’n,” said the old hardened sailor.
“Fetch me all the lead you can find on board the ship,” the captain instructed. “Cut it off the lead line rope if you have to. I don’t care if you have to rip the flashing off my cabin. Just get all the lead you can find.”
Jarvis was puzzled by this request, but he set off to do as the captain ordered.
Meanwhile the captain went to his cabin. Tom was in a delirious state, hiding under the blanket in the captain’s bunk.
“Easy lad. We have but one hope to break this evil monster’s curse over you. And by God we will do it.”
Searching the drawers in his chart table he found his secret log book. Opening the last entry, he realised that it had been nearly a full week since he had made an entry.
Unfortunately, there was not much time left for him to write a comprehensive final entry. Dipping his pen into the ink he wrote,
George Hornibrook. Captain of the Northern Mariner.
Date unknown. Maybe 20/sept/1888?
I fear that this is the final entry. Most of my crew are dead, murdered by a hideous monster that feeds off the blood of living men. The monster is in the shape of man and lives by day in the hold, coming up at night to feed off us. Very shortly I and the five remaining able crew will try to dump this creature over the side. If not, we will have to kill it or die trying.
God help us.
The captain wrapped the logbook in a torn piece of canvass. Removing a drawer from the table the captain placed the log in the drawer then carried it to the galley.
Jarvis was waiting in the galley with an arm full of candles and lead objects borrowed from various parts of the ship.
“That should do plenty,” the captain said, throwing the candles into one pot and the lead into the other. He poked at the lead pieces with a wooden spoon as they melted into a shiny soup. It did not take long for them to melt into a bubbling liquid.
“You don’t fancy our chances then,” said Jarvis.
“Less of your chatter and give a hand here,” ordered the captain as he soaked the inside of the drawer with water.
After allowing the lead to cool a little, they began to line the drawer with the still liquid lead. Pouring and brushing it on forming a thick seal. Once the lead solidified, they wrapped the logbook in canvas, placed it in the lead lined drawer before pouring in the melted wax covering the log completely. A small sheet of lead was placed on the top and sealed at the sides.
“Please God. Someone will find it someday and know the truth,” said Jarvis.
“We’re not dead yet,” said the determined captain.
The crew assembled on deck at the hatch of the hold. Captain Hornibrook came on deck armed with a navy colt. He was not even sure if it would fire. The weapon was at least twenty years old and it had been well over a year since he had fired it.
“Ready men,” he said to the crew.
“Aye,” they answered.
All five of the crew carried short knives. The type used by sailors for cutting rope and general routine chores about the ship. In addition to these knives, each man armed himself with another weapon of his choice.
Jarvis chose his harpoon head. Two other men armed themselves with hastily manufactured maces, made from table legs with nails driven through one end of the wood.
One man held a machete while the last man tied a sharpened spike to the end of a gaff pole.
“Let’s be at him then,” said the captain, as they pushed open the hatch.
“Drop the hook from the derrick,” he ordered.
“It’s dark down there,” one of the men exclaimed.
“Every man bring a lamp,” Captain Hornibrook shouted fetching a green starboard side lamp. Lighting it with a match, he descended down the ladder first, followed by the crew.
Each man carried either a green or red coloured lamp borrowed from the ship’s port or starboard side.
Lighting the lamps below in the hold, the red and green lenses gave an eerie glow to the many boxes stacked in the hold.
Cautiously, the captain led the way into the dark belly of the hold. Holding their lamps high they probed the darkness looking for Count Koronovsky.
Reaching the back of the hold they realised that he was not readily waiting to pounce on them.
“Where is he?” one of the frightened crew in a whispered.
“I don’t know,” replied the captain, puzzled.
“There is nothing here but his cargo,” Jarvis pointed out.
“That’s it,” said the captain. “He’s in one these crates and the demon sleeps by day.”
“Aye, but which one,” whispered Jarvis fearing that the count may be near.
A noise came from behind the paraffin barrels nearest the hatch.
“Yonder!” Jarvis pointed.
Fear rose up in every man. Bravely the captain led the way to the barrels, each man poised to strike should the count appear. As they neared the barrels, the ship’s cat crept out from behind and each man let out a sigh of relief.
“It’s only the ratter,” said a sailor.
“Maybe the demon is gone,” suggested Jarvis.
“Maybe he only appears at night,” suggested another man.
“Nay!” said the captain. “He’s here all right. I feel him. In one of these here crates, but which one?”
“Remember when were loading her in London; a box fell. I seem to recall that the ratter took a strong dislike to the crate that fell,” Jarvis said.
“Good idea,” said the captain. “The cat will show us which one he is hiding in.”
“We had better hurry though, as it’s going to be dark soon.”
Jarvis picked up the cat. Stroking the animal to calm it, Jarvis walked from crate to crate to see if the cat would react. Nearing the back of the hold the cat grew nervous, shifting on Jarvis’ arm. As he arrived at crate near the corner, the lid burst off, flying at the crew. The men screamed with fright as Koronovsky leaped at them.
The cat dug its claws into Jarvis, scrabbling to be free. Seizing one of the crew, the count pulled the man away from the group into the corner. Baring his fangs, the count plunged his teeth into the man’s neck. Blood squirted from the side of the count’s mouth where he tapped a vein. His eyes rolled, filling with blood as he sucked the life out of the man in seconds. Belching, the count dropped the dry carcass to the deck.
“You fools,” he said.
“At him. At him,” screamed one man in hysterics. The man armed with the gaff lunged forward, jabbing the spiked end at the count.
The captain fired off one shot into the count’s chest. He fell backwards against the bulkhead. The man with the gaff ran the count through the stomach. The vampire screamed an unnatural cry.
Grabbing the gaff in both hands the count pulled it free from his stomach.
“Good God,” said the man.
Breaking the gaff across the side of the seaman’s head knocking him unconscious the count launched the spiked end at another man holding the machete, piercing him in the chest.
The captain took aim again and fired another shot. This time the count only staggered a little.
“You fools,” He seethed again, blood bubbling from his mouth.
Jarvis and the other man armed with the mace made at the count swinging and jabbing their weapons.
“No! Stop!” screamed the captain, trying to get the remaining two men alive away from the fight.
The man armed with the mace tore at the counts chest with his weapon. He swung again. This time the count caught the spiked end in his hand, clenching his fingers around the steel nails.
Seizing the stick from his assailant, the count delivered a fatal crack to the man’s skull. As he did, Jarvis attacked from behind, driving his harpoon through the count’s chest. With the crude club still in his hand, Koronovsky backed Jarvis in between two crates, and then beat him mercilessly. Captain Hornibrook backed away from the carnage. It had all happened so fast. He aimed once more at the count though he knew it was pointless. This creature was truly an immortal. Trying to steady his aim with both hands the captain fired off one more shot. It missed, only succeeding in reminding the count of one last attacker to be dealt with.
Still backing away, the captain tripped, falling backwards. The navy colt fell behind him, going off one last time. The bullet tore a hole in one of the barrels of paraffin. Koronovsky staggered towards the captain, his eyes full of hatred, Jarvis’ harpoon still impaled through his chest. The captain scrambled on his hands and knees to the bottom rung of the ladder.
Koronovsky reached for the captain, only to burn his hand in the remaining daylight that shone down the hold. His hand blistered immediately. Stepping back into the darkness, he cursed the captain.
“It will be dark soon. Then I will have you,” he screamed.
“At least I know now that you burn. I should have thought of that earlier,” he said, reaching the top of the ladder.
From the darkness below, Koronovsky’s shape could be seen standing, waiting for darkness to fall. Exhausted, the captain looked at the sun rapidly setting in the west.
“I don’t have much time, do I?” he said to himself. “But at least I know now that you burn.” Smelling the paraffin leaking onto the deck below in the hold, the captain lit a match from the box in his pocket. The flame picked up, turning the white stick to black as the fire crept towards the captain’s fingers.
He dropped it. The match missed the paraffin, landing on a dry board only inches away. The ship heaved in the swell, rocking to its port side and allowing the paraffin to caress the last moment of the burning matchstick’s life. It was just enough to ignite the paraffin. The blue frame chased along the liquid towards the holed barrel. It cracked open with a dull but loud thud, feeding the blue fire.
Deep in the hold the count screamed cursing the captain for what he had done, damning him to hell. Lying exhausted on the deck, the captain smiled.
A second barrel of paraffin erupted with a loud bang, sending up a plume of oily black smoke from the hold.
Captain Hornibrook straightened himself to stand on the deck of his ship and looked below into the crackling fiery inferno in the hold.
“A suitable hell for the monster,” he said to himself. It felt strange standing on the deck of the Northern Mariner with no crew left to give command to, all dead, but one, the cabin boy, Tom. Heat from the fire cracked the timbers on the deck letting smoke seep through. The captain had not much time left. With the lifeboats destroyed by Koronovsky’s rage, he would have to make a makeshift raft from the hatch of the hold.
Dashing below deck to his cabin, the captain found Tom still feverish and huddled in blankets on the captain’s bunk. From the back of the door, the captain took his oilskin coat and wrapped Tom up in it. Carrying the boy in his arms to the deck, the captain started to make a raft using the hatch and whatever barrels he could find on the deck. The main mast cracked and splintered, keeling over to one side, it fell to the deck dragging its now tangled rigging down with it, while ripping up the deck.
With the crude raft tied together, the captain lifted one side of it on to the gunwale. He tied a long piece of rope to it, so it would not drift away from the ship before he could board it. Pushing with all his remaining strength, he tilted the balance of the raft over the side. Momentarily it submerged, but a second later it bobbed to the surface, much to the relief of the captain. Tying a rope around Tom, he lowered the boy carefully onto the raft.
From below in the hold, a scream like no earthly scream rang out.
“He can’t be still alive,” said the captain in disbelief.
A fist punched up through the deck. The captain untied the rope to the raft throwing it into the sea.
“Good luck and God bless you Tom,” said the captain.
Koronovsky had punched a hole in the deck trying to squeeze through. The captain seized a burning deck plank, striking Koronovsky’s head as it protruded through the hole. Red hot cinders splintered with each blow, but the hole was too small for him to squeeze through.
The captain jabbed the burning plank in Koronovsky’s eye, until he disappeared back down the hole. A hideous hissing noise screamed from the hold, sending up clouds of white steam. The captain ran to the hatch hole. The bulkhead had weakened with the fire and the clinker sides had collapsed letting in seawater, extinguishing the flames in the hold.
At the fore of the ship, the boards of the deck erupted and Koronovsky climbed from the smoking hole.
“Curse you captain,” he raged.
“We are both cursed now. The ship is sinking and we have no way off,” said the captain as the ship listed slightly to port.
Screaming with rage, the vampire ran at Captain Hornibrook, his fangs ready to draw blood. Leaping, almost flying the last few feet, the vampire landed on the captain, knocking him backwards through the door to the cabins below. The two tumbled down the steep ladder to the corridor below.
Koronovsky positioned himself quickly above the captain, ready to draw the life out of him. He quickly realised that there was no struggle in the man. Shaking the captain’s head, he then pounded it in disgust as he discovered that the captain had broken his neck in the fall.
A second mast fell on the deck above, shaking the burning ship. It listed further to the port side, creaking and groaning as it did so. The count rapidly came to the realisation that he was trapped on a burning vessel. Death was almost certain now. Whether he burned on the ship or escaped by clinging to a piece of wreckage, for then the sun’s rays would surely kill him in the morning. Making his way to the captain’s quarters he found his only possible chance of survival, the captain’s wooden chest.
The fire in the hold had weakened the middle of the ship and the Northern Mariner’s hull caved in, allowing the ship to take on water. Gradually the ship listed even further to its port side. As the ship keeled over, its timbers twisted, splitting the ship in two at the mid ship where the fire had weakened her, sending the fore and aft of the Northern Mariner to the bottom.
There was very little flotsam except for a few scorched crates.
~~~~~
BOOK II
~~~~~
CHAPTER 7
Jim Mulligan fought the tiredness that threatened to overtake him. He’d not caught three consecutive hours sleep in nearly three days. Glancing at his watch it was six thirty. To the east the horizon was changing from the navy blue colour of night to the first pinkish glow of dawn’s first light. In another hour he would give the crew a wake up call and rouse them from their sleep, at least they got some sleep.
Jim was a fisherman, and like most men of his profession he was trying hard to harvest a living from the seas; a task, becoming more and more difficult with each passing season.
Folding his arms tightly into his chest, Jim huddled a little for warmth. That and sleep were what he longed for most right now, and the tender touch of his wife, Jean. Jean would be sound asleep in their bed and he felt as though the week would never end so he could go home to her.
He smiled to himself, thinking it was kind of comforting to feel that way after fifteen years of marriage. Fifteen tough years, she’d had several miscarriages when they first married. Rather than risk losing her along with their babies, Jim decided to give up trying for a family, though he knew Jean secretly still hankered after a child of their own. As if they hadn’t suffered enough trouble, the bank manager’s warning letters were never too far from the mail box, reminding them of late mortgage payments, either on the boat or on their house. Jim wondered if life ever would go right for him, like it had for other fishermen his age. Most of them owned their houses and had very little left to pay off on their boats by now. Like Big William McPhee. He seemed to have enough good luck to last him a lifetime.
Still Jim Mulligan never got down hearted about it. He was what true fishermen were made of. Never once did he feel like giving in. Anyway he doubted that even if he sold his old house and the boat that there would be enough money to keep him and Jean going for a week.
As for the boat, it was a seventy-foot trawler, The Belle Nova. It was proof to Jim that all that glittered is not gold. Sure it was young boat, with state of the art technology in the wheel house. That was the glitter. The boats previous owner had hacked it about a lot, never maintaining the engine or winch too much, as a result, Jim Mulligan bought himself a boat full of trouble. The repair bills ran into hundreds, then thousands of pounds, not including the money being lost by not being able to go to sea.
“One of these days, my luck will change,” Jim said to himself or was he talking to the boat. Sometimes he did that. It usually helped him to sort out his life by talking to the boat. An imaginary voice often answered him back. It was time for Jim to find out just how good a fisherman he really was.
The night before, Jim had programmed into the plotter a course that would take him through a patch on the charts that was dotted with every snare and snag imaginable that could rip a net to shreds, spilling its valuable catch of prawns back into the mud.
Jim had planned this tow for weeks. He borrowed every chart he could lay his hands on. He charted every rock, wreck and snare, entering their coordinates into the navigational plotter. He even allowed for tolerances and inaccuracies in the information given to him, so he could give these net wreckers a wide enough berth. He hoped.
No one had ever fished this patch of ground before, so it was likely that there was a lot of good size prawns down there, just waiting to crawl into Jim Mulligan’s net.
Jim glanced at his watch. Stepping back into the galley he lit the gas stove and put on the kettle. Opening the door to the ladder down to the bunk cabin, he yelled down to the crew.
“Wake up down there. Breakfast.”
A dim light came on in the cabin below. The seventy-foot Belle Nova was supposed to be crewed by five or six men, but due to lack of money, Jim had to make do with three.
Pat Dwyer was the eldest of the three at sixty-five years old, he’d never married and as far as he was concerned, he had no family. He had spent his whole life at sea and looked like it too. The old man’s eyes were squinted and his face and hands were leathery. Jim hired him when no one else would. Most other fisherman considered him too slow and out of date with modern fishing technology. Big Bill McPhee had called the old man a liability to any fishing boat one night in Burke’s Bar.
Jim Mulligan knew that Pat Dwyer was a hardy old sea dog in the truest meaning of the term. Often Jim took the old man’s advice about where to fish and when not to go sea because there was a storm coming. Dwyer was not a man of many words but when he did speak it was usually well worth listening. For Jim putting his faith in the old man, Dwyer repaid him with hard work and loyalty.
The second crew man was a young man called Cox. Cox didn’t know much about boats or fishing, but he did what he was told and that meant an awful lot on a fishing boat.
The third and final crew man was Jim’s younger and only brother Paul. Paul was generally the quiet type but a bit too quick with his temper and his fists. When Big Bill McPhee had insulted Dwyer in Burke’s bar, it was Paul who flew into action to defend the old man’s honour and integrity. For his outburst, Paul was barred from the pub, but he didn’t mind, he knew he would weasel his way back in sometime. Burke’s daughter was fond of Paul.
Paul stepped up into the wheelhouse holding a mug of coffee for Jim.
“Did you catch any sleep?” asked Paul.
“Not much,” replied Jim.
Paul shook his head disapprovingly. He knew his big brother needed a break from the wheel. The man was struggling to stay awake.
“Let’s haul her up,” said Jim.
On deck Paul took the winch. It was a two man job but he could do it easily on his own. Dwyer and Cox stood at the stern, manning the gallows ready to chain up the trawl doors when they surfaced.
The morning was calm making the manoeuvre easy. Within a few minutes they were hauling up the slack net forcing the catch to the sock of the net. Jim hauled up the sock himself on the derrick. Paul steadied the catch into a holding bay. The sock was bursting with jumbo-sized prawns. Jim’s gamble had paid off. Secretly, each one of the crew was delighted. Paul tugged at the tail strings spilling the wriggling red catch of prawns onto the deck.
“Jesus,” screamed Paul in pain.
“What’s wrong?” called Jim.
“Something just landed on my foot, I think its fuck’n broke,” he moaned.
“That’s all I need,” sighed Jim. “First good catch in weeks and you go and break your foot.”
Paul hopped around the deck muttering to himself about his pained foot. “What landed on my foot anyway?” He hobbled over to the bay. Scraping away the live prawns he found a square metallic object. “What’s this?” he asked, lifting the block of metal using all his strength.
“Bad luck, throw it back over the side,” said Dwyer.
“No. Wait a minute. If my foot is broken, I would like to know what broke it,” said Paul.
Dwyer lit his pipe. Smelling the air to the west, his facial expression dimmed. “Storm coming,” he said.
“Are you sure?” asked Jim.
The old man shot him a look. “The fish will still be here. Don’t worry,” said Dwyer.
“What about my foot?”
“Pity it didn’t land in your big mouth,” said Jim. “C’mon let’s haul the net and get ashore before the storm comes.”
~~~~~
CHAPTER 8
Built on a cliff near Tintangel on the southwest coast of England, the monastery was once a castle that dated back to the middle ages. Nearly every invading army plundered it until eventually it was given, or what remained of it, to a small peaceful order of monks that were supposed to have descended from Templar knights returning from the first crusade.
Over the centuries, the Most Sacred Order of Saint Maurs, as it was now called, dwindled to virtual obscurity. Centuries earlier, the original structures had collapsed or were deliberately condemned by the monks and the stone was used to build smaller, safer buildings.
Abbot Gregory had been the abbot for twenty years. He had seen the order’s numbers dwindle from twenty-five to just seven. It was late, the rain tapped persistently at his lead glass window. The occasional strobe of lightning illuminated the cliff line view from his window.
Abbot Gregory stroked his grey beard while trying to concentrate. He was confused and knew should the worst come to the worst there would be no easy solution to his problem. That evening, Brother Malachi had taken seriously ill at supper. A doctor was sent for, but had not yet arrived. Abbot Gregory had known this day would come, but not so suddenly. The monk was old, but seemed fit to carry out all his duties and most importantly his early morning duties. Should anything happen to him, who should take his place?
If Brother Malachi should die, that left only six remaining monks at the monastery. Which of them could Abbot Gregory trust to step into the dying brother’s shoes?
The doorknocker sounded three times. Abbot Gregory hurried from his study to the door but another monk, young Brother Andrew, had already been waiting there for the doctor to arrive. The doctor entered, rain dripped from his umbrella and coat despite the fact he’d only run the few yards from his car.
“Terrible night out,” said Dr Phillips.
“Your coat please,” said the young monk taking the umbrella and overcoat from the man.
“This way if you please Dr Phillips,” said Abbot Gregory, ushering the doctor down a dimly lit corridor.
“Who is it?” asked the doctor as they briskly walked through the building to the monk’s cells.
“Brother Malachi,” answered the elder monk.
“Malachi?” the doctor said surprised. “The last time I checked him he was as fit as a fiddle.”
Abbot Gregory opened a heavy wooden door to a simply furnished chamber. A wooden crucifix was affixed on the plastered wall above the bed with an old fashioned square nail. One chair and a single sized wardrobe were the only other furnishings in the little cell.
In the bed lay Brother Malachi, deathly pale but conscious and breathing.
Kneeling in prayer at the foot of the bed were four monks holding candles. They ceased their whispered prayer when the doctor entered.
The doctor opened his case and removing his stethoscope, he examined the dying monk’s chest.
“This man has suffered a heart attack. We must get him to a hospital.”
A hand clenched tightly around the doctor’s. Brother Malachi shakily gripped his hand.
“You will be all right,” said the doctor.
“Must...I must confess,” whispered the monk.
“Don’t worry. You will be all right. We just have to get you to a hospital,” the doctor tried to reassure the monk.
Abbot Gregory stepped in closer. “What did he say?” he asked the doctor.
“I think he wants to confess, last rights or something. That’s your department,” said the doctor. “Call an ambulance immediately and make sure it’s equipped for a cardiac arrest.”
“Brother Michael,” said the elder monk. Brother Michael hurried from the cell to phone for an ambulance.
“Must confess,” said the dying monk, still squeezing the doctor’s hand.
“Here is Abbot Gregory. You can confess to him,” said the doctor, “but for now I want you to relax.” He tried to prise the monk’s fingers from his own hand.
“No! You don’t under...stand. I must confess the feeding.”
“What’s he talking about?” said the doctor puzzled, trying to loosen the monk’s grip on him.
Abbot Gregory shook his head, as if he didn’t know what sick man was talking about, but he glared angrily at the dying monk.
“Brother Malachi needs to rest,” said Abbot Gregory to the remaining monks. “Leave now and continue our prayers for him in the oratory.”
Silently they left the room.
“Is there anything you can give him doctor?”
“I am afraid I will have to wait till the ambulance gets here. They will have a full kit, although I may have something to relax him out in the car,” said the doctor, leaving Abbot Gregory alone in the room with the dying monk.
“What have you got to confess?” he said, kneeling beside him bringing his lips to Brother Malachi’s ear.
“The feedings,” he whispered faintly.
“You have no need to confess. What we have done does not exceed the greater evil that we protect this world from.”
“No! I can not die this way,” said the monk wheezing, gasping for breath.
Abbot Gregory shook his head. “I am sorry my old friend,” he whispered.
“See you in hell,” choked the dying monk.
Taking the pillow from behind brother Malachi’s head, Abbot Gregory held it over the monk’s face until he struggled no longer.
Removing the pillow, he replaced it behind Malachi’s head. Closing the dead man’s eyes, he started to cry silently. Tears streamed down the monk’s face when the doctor returned. Abbot Gregory shook his head. “It’s too late.”
Abbot Gregory took a deep breath, his mind switching to another matter. Who would replace Brother Malachi with the feeding?
~~~~~
CHAPTER 9
Every Friday evening, Sinclair paid a visit to his club on Bond Street, one of those exclusive gentlemen’s clubs only found in locations in London that the very rich and successful can afford. It was the kind of club that blatantly flouted the equal rights laws and it was the logical setting for a secret society, shrouded by an historic veil of political, military and Masonic secrecy.
The doorman took Sinclair’s bowler hat and coat.
“Good evening sir.”
“To you too, Manson,” was his automatic reply. “Has he arrived yet?”
“Yes sir.”
Sinclair was in his mid fifties, but passed for a man of forty. He was lean and kept himself fit by training twice a week. Storming through to the drawing room he scanned the oak panelled room through the cigar and pipe smoke that arose from almost every leather upholstered high back winged chair.
Sitting by the fire was Leonard. Sinclair approached and sat in the chair opposite him, ignoring the inconspicuous greetings and signals from the fellow members of the club. Most of them were retired military or political men, leftovers from colonial Great Britain, with memories of when the sun never set on Empire and duties in far off places.
“Did you read it?” said Sinclair, straining to control himself, keeping his voice at a low tone, but full of steam.
“Yes,” replied Leonard solemnly, his large frame wedged into the antique chair.
“How dare they? This new bloody government is going to ruin us. Do you know what this means? This means we will have to declare our all assets. Pay tax on membership fees. Throw open our doors to the Inland Revenue. Worst of all we would have to give a full list of all our members and our activities.
“How did this get rushed through Parliament, without any of us hearing one hint about it? Where are our people? What are we paying them for?”
Leonard put down the newspaper he was reading and glanced around him.
“Sinclair, my good fellow, so what if this gets through the House of Commons; the House of Lords will hardly let it go through. Anyway, this new Clubs and Organisations Bill, isn’t aimed directly at us or any other Masonic society. These new laws on secret societies are aimed at those Nationalist fellows and environmental terrorists. The new legislation is not intentionally aimed at us, and therefore we have room to manoeuvre, to adjust to the climate. We will call a meeting of the elders, to discuss appointing a firm of accountants to make sure our financial affairs are in some presentable order. As for our activities, well the worst crime we can be accused of is a little bit of sexism or apartheid. None of our other affairs are openly discussed or documented. I have a suggestion, why don’t we use your firm of accountants to put our books in order.”
“And link me directly to The Society of Like Minded Gentlemen,” replied Sinclair, aghast at the suggestion.
“Look here Sinclair, if we hire some one to do a bit of public relations, it could be good for the order. Let them dispel the myths about us: that we go around cloak and dagger offering funny hand shakes, have royals in the order concealing the true identity of Jack the Ripper and that every second policeman and judge is a freemason. Why not let a good P.R. company blow the doors wide open on us? Show the world that we are just a rich man’s society having a few snifters over a game of billiards with nothing more than a copy of the Times and our lunch in our briefcases.” He paused watching the progress of the butler. “Then, when it is all blown over, we get back to the business of running the country.”
Sinclair pondered on what Leonard had just said.
A butler passed by with a silver tray balancing several glasses of brandy.
“Here,” said Sinclair taking a glass. “Perhaps you’re right. But if we fail to put our financial affairs in order, it will be you and I who face jail; we are the most senior members in the Order of Solomon. Let me remind you of that Leonard.”
“You are the accountant. You are the one most qualified among us to take care of such matters,” replied Leonard, picking up his newspaper. “Take care of it, Sinclair.”
~~~~~
CHAPTER 10
Jim Mulligan sat at his kitchen table, his head resting in his hands, elbows on the oak table. Strewn around him on the table were the half dozen or so final warnings and letters from creditors threatening to sue him or confiscate goods and property to the value owed.
This type of thing Jim took in his stride. For all outward appearances, he would seem unconcerned, but when he got the chance to sit down and weigh it up, he usually had a knack of paying off something to satisfy the most threatening and closest to actually realising their threat. This time was different.
They all seemed poised to foreclose on him: the bank, Credit Union, leasing agencies and Revenue Commissioners.
“Did you sort it out, honey?” asked Jean, leaving a mug of coffee and a chocolate biscuit on the table beside him.
“That is a luxury we’re drinking,” he said, nodding to the mug of coffee.
“What if I went back to work?” asked Jean.
“I still don’t think it would solve our problems. We would need to win the lottery. Twice!” said Jim, returning his head to his hands.
“What about sinking the boat and claiming on the insurance?” Jean said in jest.
“Seriously. You’re putting ideas in my head, but I would have to go down with it.”
“God forbid such a thing,” said Jean.
Jean stood behind him and gently she started to rub his shoulders.
“You’re all knotted up,” she said softly.
“Are you surprised?” The knots in his neck loosened as he rolled his head.
“I may have one bit of good news,” she said.
“Yeah.”
“I finished restoring that Victorian lounge chair. It’s my best yet. I called my Aunt Jacintha today, you know the freaky antique dealer. Well she expressed an interest in it. She may give me a couple of hundred for it. She’s coming tomorrow for dinner and to look at the chair.”
In her spare time, Jean had turned her hobby of restoring antique furniture into a small commercial enterprise. She never made much money, because she was never too good at haggling over a price, but her pastime kept her amused.
“Oh God, no!” said Jim. “I hope she leaves the tarot cards at home this time, and I hope she takes a bath too.”
“Be nice to her. She is rich and may just buy that chair off me,” said Jean, squeezing his neck.
“Okay,” replied Jim.
“It’s late. You can balance the bills tomorrow when you’re rested. Let’s go to bed,” said Jean.
Jean kissed him then hurried upstairs, he knew she was trying to tease him away from worry with her mock sexy body language, and smiled.
Jim began putting the letters back into their envelopes and after placing them in a drawer by the sink, Jim sipped the last of his coffee. Rinsing out the mug, he then turned out the light. He could not see it before, but now with the kitchen in darkness, he saw that the garage light was on.
At first, he thought that Jean had left it on after finishing off the chair she was working on. Then a shadow moved inside the garage.
The chair was Jim’s first thought. Someone was trying to steal the chair.
Arming himself with the biggest kitchen knife he could find, Jim silently crept out the back door and across the yard to the garage. The door was slightly ajar; he peered inside, but could only see one side of the interior. Sure enough the shadow moved again. Jim cautiously opened the door. A man with his back to him was leaning over the bench. The stranger was holding a hacksaw in his hand, as if he was about to cut something.
“Gotcha,” Jim shouted, blocking the doorway and pointing the knife at the man.
“What in hell are you playing at?” Jim’s brother, Paul, said.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Jim started to feel foolish.
“I used to live here, remember,” said Paul. “Shut the bloody door it’s freezing.” Jim obeyed his younger brother.
“What were you going to do with that?” asked Paul pointing to the knife.
“I was...I was,” stammered Jim feeling even more foolish. “Forget it. What’s that you’ve got there?” asked Jim.
Paul smiled and showed him. It was the curious object that had landed on Paul’s foot earlier that day.
“I thought I told you to dump that over the side,” said Jim.
“You did, but then I got to thinking. What if it’s gold from a Spanish Galleon? There are hundreds of wrecks up and down this coast that haven’t been found yet.”
“And if it was, were you going to cash it and split it with me,” said Jim with more than a hint of brotherly sarcasm.
“Of course,” replied Paul, after a long pause followed by a phoney smile and twitching eyebrows, “what do you say, let’s find out.”
Paul began cutting off a corner of the rectangular object with the hacksaw.
“I remember reading one time that naval captains during the American civil war used to sink their ships log and important documents in lead lined boxes if they were threatened with capture. This thing could be worth more than its weight in gold if that is the case,” said Jim, raising his hopes slightly.
Paul cut off the triangular corner. The two brothers examined it for a yellow metal inside, but there was none.
“If this turns out to be nothing more than ballast, it’ll be weighing you down in the bay,” said Jim to his younger brother.
Paul cut off another slice of lead, deeper into the metal.
“Wax?” he said puzzled, examining the slice of lead, before tossing it on the floor.
“Wait a second,” said Jim. “If it is lead, it probably has a low melting point.”
“So.”
Jim lit the gas blowtorch Jean used to strip layers of paint from old furniture. Holding the flame to the lead block he had not too long to wait before the lead softened and began peeling off. The wax beneath it dripped off liquefied by the heat, but solidifying as it hit the floor.
Seconds later Paul shouted out. “Wait, wait, your burning something.”
Jim knocked off the flame.
“Look! There is some material or fabric inside it,” said Paul excitedly.
They poked at the scorched material with a nail.
Using the knife he had brought as protection, Jim cut away the wax and canvas to reveal a leather covered book.
Jim turned back the cover. The pages were ever so slightly moist. The writing was smudged, but legible, despite the run of blue ink away from the words.
“Northern Mariner, Hudson line, London,” Jim read aloud.
“Never heard of it,” said Paul.
Jim carefully separated the first page from the second. Much of the print was blurred.
“1888,” he read.
“So much for the American civil war,” said Paul, his hopes of riches crumbling. “Go to the last entry. Maybe we can find out what happened to the ship,” suggested Paul.
Jim peeled back the pages to the final entry. Again the writing was badly blurred, except the fist line of one paragraph. Jim read the words aloud, tracing them with his finger.
If the creature sees land it will surely kill us all.
“What the hell does that mean?” asked Paul.
Jim closed the log.
“It’s a forgery,” said Jim.
“How can you say that,” protested Paul, “the date is written on it, 1888?”
“How in hell can a ship’s log survive for one hundred and twenty years at the bottom of the sea?” argued Jim.
“Point taken, but who the hell would go such lengths for an elaborate hoax, and why?” said Paul.
“Someone like you would be who and as for the why. How do I know this isn’t something you’ve concocted is it? How do I know this is the same block of lead we caught today?” said Jim, eyeing his brother suspiciously.
“I’m hurt. I am really hurt, Jim.”
“I’m going to bed, Paul. Dump this thing. If you didn’t make it, then someone else did. The same kinds of people who make crop circles or take fake photographs of UFO’s or the Loch Ness monster.”
“You’re right.” Paul looked at the ship’s log, “a book surviving one hundred and twenty years drifting around the bottom of the Atlantic is impossible. Some bastard dumped it there hoping that someone like us would find it. Then when we appear on the TV claiming to have discovered a ship wrecked by a sea monster, the same bastard is sitting at home busting his gut with laughter.”
“You are invited to dinner tomorrow. Jean’s Aunt Jacintha is going to be there,” said Jim.
“That should be a hoot,” replied Paul.
Jim turned off the light and shut the garage door, leaving the log book of the Northern Mariner on the bench.
***
Aunt Jacintha pulled her large estate car into the back yard. The car was so big she could barely handle it and even had to put two cushions on the driving seat just to get a comfortable view over the dashboard. She considered the car necessary in her line of business. Its spacious interior, when the rear seats were folded down, gave her enough room to load eight full-size dining chairs with plenty of room to spare.
“Darling,” she called aloud, walking to greet Jean with open arms at the rear door of the house. Jean was her favourite niece and had been since she was a child. Even more so now that Jean had taken up her interest in antiques. Jean hugged the woman back, greeting her with the same enthusiasm.
Jim and Paul were sitting on two overturned fish boxes mending a rip in a net.
“She’s landed,” said Paul.
The two stood to greet the woman.
Aunt Jacintha stood beside Jean at the back door waiting for the two men to greet her properly.
Jim leaned in and quickly kissed the woman on the cheek.
Paul dry swallowed and tried to do the same. Aunt Jacintha clutched his two arms, not letting them go and kissed him full on his lips.
“My, you have turned out to be a fine young man,” she said, eyeing him up and down, her gaze fixed on his groin for a moment.
Jean bit her lip, trying not to giggle aloud.
Paul returned a worried smile. “You look great Aunt Jacintha,” he said and thinking of nothing better to say he mumbled, “Nice car.”
“Oh do call me Jacintha young man. Yes, Jacintha will do just fine,” she said with hand gestures waving through the air.
“If you guys are finished out there in the yard, we could start dinner soon,” Jean suggested.
“Yes, let’s go inside. I’m feeling a chill out here,” said the old lady, pulling her shawl tight around her shoulders.
“We’ll just tidy up first,” said Jim.
The two women entered the house, while the two men returned to the net and collected their tools.
“You’re in with a chance there,” teased Jim.
“Huh!” said Paul, still a little stunned. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “There has to a law against that kind of thing.” He shook his head.
“A rich old lady, a quick romance, marriage and in few years time you’d be a very wealthy widower,” Jim said teasing Paul further.
“I don’t care if she is a multimillionaire. It wouldn’t be worth it,” replied Paul.
After dinner, the two men offered to wash the dishes and let the two women talk business. Aunt Jacintha wanted to see the Victorian chair.
After an argument that lingered a few minutes, Paul’s stubbornness gave in and he decided to wash the dishes, letting Jim dry them. The argument was a ritual that stemmed from their childhood. In the end, Paul always washed the dishes under protest, leaving Jim to do the easy bit of drying up. Paul flicked the suds off his hands at his elder brother. Jim ignored it initially, but got his own back by planting a stinger on Paul’s arm with a quick flick of the wet dishcloth.
“Where did you get this?” asked Aunt Jacintha in a stern voice. The two men hadn’t heard Aunt Jacintha and Jean come in the back door.
“What?” Jim asked.
“This,” exclaimed Aunt Jacintha, holding the log of the Northern Mariner with its lead stained wrappings in her hands.
“We caught it in our net yesterday morning. It was encased in lead. Don’t bother with it. It’s a hoax,” said Jim.
“How can you be so sure?” questioned the eccentric lady, placing it carefully on the kitchen table.
“Look at the last entry. It mentions a monster or something going to kill all on board if it sees land. Anyway, I don’t think it likely that a book could be in such good condition if it was lying on the seabed for one hundred and twenty years. It’s a hoax,” declared Jim.
The elderly lady carefully studied the pages and binding of the book. She fumbled in her handbag for glasses, finding them she excitedly put them on.
“Hmm, Yes, Hmm. The binding, Hmm,” she said to herself. “I wish to try something.”
“What’s that?” asked Jim, sitting at the table beside her, Paul close beside him. Jean sat on the other side of her aunt.
“The trick,” she replied.
Again the eccentric woman rummaged in her giant handbag. From it, she pulled a piece of wood covered in dried moss that camouflaged a piece of hard foam glued to the wood. Rummaging again, she found a half burnt blue candle and two sticks of incense. She inserted the candle flanked by the two incense sticks into the hard foam.
Paul nudged his brother wondering what was going on.
“What’s ‘The trick’?” asked Paul.
“Psychometrics,” answered Jean.
“She gets a feel for things,” said Jim, running his hand inside Paul’s leg towards his groin. Paul rapidly slid away from Jim.
“I get the picture,” said Paul. Jim sniggered.
“I don’t get pictures. Just feelings,” said the woman. “Though I know some people in the trade who actually do get pictures from objects they touch.”
“You do your business like this?” asked Paul sceptically.
“I’m the one driving the shiny, new, big car,” she replied smartly, sensing cynicism.
“Now be quiet,” she chided playfully.
The elderly lady took hold of the sides of the book. Closing her eyes, she drew a deep breath then slowly exhaled. She repeated this process three times.
“Oh!” she said softly with a little shudder of her shoulders.
Moments later, her neutral expression changed. Her brow furrowed and her face knotted as if she were wincing.
“Oh dear,” she said, letting go of the book suddenly.
“What’s wrong?” said Jean concerned, as she clutched her aunt’s hand.
“Those poor men,” replied the woman.
“What happened?” Jean asked.
“I could do with a cup of tea now,” said the old lady. Jean rose from the table to make the cup of tea.
“Are you okay,” asked Jim, thinking it was all a bit theatrical.
“The book is genuine,” the old lady said after a pause. “Just because it is dated over one hundred years ago does not mean that it was sunk then. That could have been more recently.”
Jim thought this plausible to some extent.
“Wouldn’t support my theory that it is a fake,” said Jim.
“I’ll pay you five hundred pounds for the chair and the book,” said Aunt Jacintha to Jean. “I have a colleague coming to my shop in Galway tomorrow. He may be able to find out more about the book and should he make more money out of it I will split it with you.”
Jean thought this a very fair deal and accepted it instantly.
“It is an elaborate hoax and I don’t want my name dragged into it. I would end up the laughing stock of every fisherman on the west coast of Ireland,” said Jim.
Aunt Jacintha paid Jean in cash and then sipped her tea as she watched Jim load her belongings, including her newly acquired chair and ships-log, into her car.
Jean and Jim stood at the front door watching the car’s tail lights weave their way back up the coast until they eventually disappeared out of sight.
Paul appeared behind them still pulling up the zip of his fly after coming from the bathroom.
“Pity you didn’t get her to do the trick on the charts for us before going to sea tomorrow. Maybe we could catch something?” Paul mocked.
“Why don’t you try it,” Jean hit back.
“Well she’s the one driving the big, shiny car,” Paul said echoing the eccentric old lady’s words.
~~~~~
CHAPTER 11
Brother Andrew lay sleeping in his cot. After supper, the monks at the monastery of Saint Maurs said evening prayers together and were then allowed two hours of study time before retiring to bed. The young monk was awakened by a gentle knock on his door. At first, he thought he dreamt it, but then it came again, three soft taps.
“Who is it?” he asked quietly, trying not to wake the others sleeping on the same corridor.
There was no reply. Brother Andrew switched on his bedside light. Stepping from his bed the cold stone slab floor sent shivers up his legs. Staring at the door, he noticed a piece of paper had been pushed under it. Rubbing his eyes, he struggled with tiredness, as he staggered to the door. Picking up the note, he read it.
Meet me in Abbot Gregory’s office.
The message was strange and he opened his cell door, curious to see if the messenger was still there. Stepping into the draughty corridor, he looked up and down and in the darkness at the furthest end of the corridor, he thought he saw the hooded figure of a monk turn the corner. His first reaction was to call out to the figure but again he did not want to awaken the other monks.
First dressing himself in his robe and sandals, he took the note to Abbot Gregory’s office. He could see a glow from under the door as he tapped gently on it. The sound of footsteps neared the door and Abbot Gregory opened it.
“Come in,” he said in a hushed voice and a wave of his hand.
“You sent for me?” Andrew said showing him the note.
Abbot Gregory took the note and crumpled it, quietly shutting the door behind him.
“I did,” replied the grey bearded abbot calmly. “Please sit down. There is a matter we must discuss.”
Brother Andrew’s first thought was that he had done something to offend the abbot.
“Have I done something wrong?”
“No. In fact, your work is excellent. I have called you here to ask a favour.”
“Anything you wish done I will do.” The young monk was eager once he realised no one was offended.
Abbot Gregory smiled, but even at this late hour Brother Andrew could see through the thin smile to a troubled man beneath.
“In the wake of Brother Malachi’s untimely death, there are some of his duties that are left unattended,” said the abbot pausing.
“I thought that we had all evenly shared his duties at the monastery.”
“Not quite. There is one other task that remains to be done.”
“And you want me to do it?”
“Yes, but it is not that simple. The task must be carried out in complete silence and secrecy. Only Malachi and I knew about it.”
“What is it you want me to do?” asked Brother Andrew.
Abbot Gregory’s expression grew worried, as he restlessly twirled a pencil in his fingers.
“This task must be done in secrecy every night when the others are asleep. It requires great courage and spiritual strength,” Abbot Gregory paused and sighed. “Once you have started, you will continue until the day comes that you depart this world. Unless of course you become the Abbot here then it will be your responsibility to designate this task to another. Finally,” he paused again. “You may never leave the order or this monastery and so if you have any doubts about your vocation, you would then not be suitable for this devotional task. Do you have any doubts Brother Andrew?”
Brother Andrew shook his head. “I have no doubts whatsoever. I have promised my life to God. I am committed.”
“Do you really believe in God?” asked the abbot.
“Of course I do,” the young monk exclaimed, taken aback by this question.
“Then do you also believe in the existence of the Devil?” asked the elder monk coldly.
“I believe that after God created the world, the Devil became jealous and struggles daily to destroy it. It is the evidence of this struggle that proves that God is infinitely more powerful,” the young monk stated.
Abbot Gregory smiled. “What if the Devil was God in a thin disguise? Or that God was the Devil in a thin disguise?”
“All religious beliefs contain a balancing element to keep its believers in check. But to suggest that both good and evil are the one and same force...would be an interesting theory. What are you getting at Abbot Gregory?”
“I am just testing to see if you are open-minded enough for the chore. I think you are. Now I need your oath.”
“My oath. What for?”
“I will need you to swear on this bible,” said Abbot Gregory handing it to the young monk. “I want you to swear an oath to God that you will never divulge to anyone the devotion that you will carry out nightly and in total secrecy.
I want you to swear an oath to God that you will never listen to the voice or remove the locks from the door.
I want you to swear that you will never bear any guilt for the acts that you may have to do for they are far outweighed by a greater evil.
I want you to swear that you will continue this act of devotion till the day you die.
Amen.”
“What is it that I must do?” asked the young monk confused and puzzled.
“Do you swear to it?” demanded Abbot Gregory sternly.
“I...do,” said Brother Andrew placing his hand on the old bible but not quite sure what was swearing his oath to.
“Then you must swear to it in blood,” said Abbot Gregory handing him a small but sharp knife. “You must cut your hand and sign your name in your blood on the first page of the bible.”
Brother Andrew carefully nicked the fleshier part of his palm. It stung a little but not much. The abbot handed him a quill then opened the first page of the bible for him to sign. Squeezing the cut, Brother Andrew urged his blood to the surface. Dipping the quill in the pooled blood he signed the first page under Brother Malachi’s name. He noted that there were four other names also signed in blood above brother Malachi’s, the names of monks he did not know.
“That is good,” said the abbot leaving the first page open for the blood to dry.
From a drawer beneath the desk Abbot Gregory produced a small plastic bag with a long tube extending from it. Brother Andrew recognised it to be a blood pack.
“You know what this is?” asked the elder monk.
“Yes, I used to take blood from donors on the missions.”
“Of course. You spent some time in Africa. Now I want you to take approximately a half pint of blood from me,” said the abbot.
The young monk tightly tied a tourniquet around the top of the elder monks left arm then waited a moment allowing the veins to fill with blood. After selecting the most prominent vein the young monk inserted the needle into it then loosened the tourniquet.
Abbot Gregory squeezed and relaxed his left hand until there was about half a pint in the plastic pack. Satisfied that there was enough he told Brother Andrew to remove the needle.
“Once a month I will give blood and once a month you will take the same amount from yourself. All other nights you will take it from the farm animals; the big ones, cattle, sheep and the ass.”
“For what purpose?”
“Follow me,” said Abbot Gregory. Walking to the bookcase, he pushed back the fourth row of books to allow him to press a switch in the panel. There was a click, and then the bookcase pulled forward on a hinge to reveal a passage behind it.
“From here on we don’t speak. Bring that newspaper,” he said pointing to The Times on the desk. Abbot Gregory took the pack of blood. It felt warm in his hand.
“Remember. Don’t speak until we return here and the bookcase is closed,” the elder monk reminded him.
Brother Andrew followed him into the passageway. Brother Gregory switched on the dim light bulbs that illuminate the passage. From their position behind the bookcase the passage went down a steep stone stairway. Brother Andrew guessed that it went down at least twenty feet below the floor level of the monastery.
Many of the bulbs that hung from the wire that lit their way were blown, creating dark areas and making it difficult to see the next step. At the bottom of the steps the there was a long straight corridor flanked on either side by cubicles or cells with no doors or gates. Brother Andrew guessed that this was probably part of the old castle the monastery was built on. Then it dawned on him that this could have been the dungeon.
They walked along the passage for about thirty feet, halting at an iron door brown with rust. This was the only cell with a door. Hung on the wall beside the cell was an old set of keys. The door reminded Brother Andrew of a prison door only this one was different. It had two giant padlocks, one on the top and one on the bottom. There were two bracing bars across the door, one on the top and one on the bottom and it had three key holes one on the top, the middle, and bottom.
In the middle of the door, there was a handle. Abbot Gregory pulled it tight. The handle pulled open a small box just big enough for the pack of blood and the newspaper. Abbot Gregory slammed the box shut with its contents in place then took a step back. Brother Andrew noted that the elder monk seemed nervous. It was true that Brother Andrew was scared as hell, but wasn’t he expected to be.
Abbot Gregory signalled for them to return, back up the passage. They hurried along at a pace much quicker than they had approached. Arriving at the top of the stairs Abbot Gregory shut the bookcase door letting out a sigh of relief.
“What was all that about?” Brother Andrew asked full of curiosity.
“That was your devotion. You must do that every night in secrecy until the day you die.”
“But is there some one in the cell?” asked the young monk.
“I will tell you what I know,” said Abbot Gregory reaching for a bottle of the monastery’s own home made liqueur. “A long time ago, before I came here, a man came here seeking asylum. What crime he committed I don’t know. But I do know that these were terms of his incarceration. Every night he receives a copy of The Times and half a pint of blood. No one must ever engage him in conversation and should he speak, no one should reply and finally that his imprisonment must be kept a secret from all here except The Feeder and the Abbot.” The abbot poured a glass of liqueur. “That is as much as I know. And for all I know that man in that cell could be the Devil,” said Abbot Gregory swallowing a large mouthful of the liqueur.
“How do you know that the man in the cell is still alive?”
“Because once a week you will find the empty blood packs in the box. Are you prepared for the devotion?” asked the elder monk growing impatient.
“I am,” replied Brother Andrew though secretly his mind was ablaze with many questions. Who is the man behind the door? How long has he been there? Why the blood and why The Times?
“What food does he eat?” asked Brother Andrew.
“I can only assume that he lives off the blood we give him,” said the abbot.
Brother Andrew winced and his face contorted at the thought of drinking human blood.
“What kind of man is he?” Brother Andrew asked.
“Maybe he is not really a man. As I said, for all we know he could be the Devil,” said Abbot Gregory.
~~~~~
CHAPTER 12
From half a mile out, Jim Mulligan could see his wife Jean standing on the harbour wall. For a moment, it brought back fond memories of carefree times before they’d married, when Jean would stand watching Jim’s boat go out to sea. She would stay there until eventually the boat disappeared out of sight on the horizon and then, as if she never left that spot, she would be waiting when Jim’s boat returned five or six days later.
These days though, Jean only waited on the harbour wall when something was wrong, usually when the bank manager was threatening to confiscate the boat. They had invested everything they had in buying this boat by re-mortgaging the house. Jim wondered if it would ever pay off, would the boat ever be his.
Jim slowed the boat down a couple a hundred yards from Carraigmore Pier. Dwyer stood on the bow ready to throw the head rope on to the harbour when Paul would jump ashore. Cox stood at the stern of the boat waiting for Paul to catch his rope when thrown. Satisfied that the boat was tied to the bollards, Dwyer and Cox hurried down the hold to prepare the catch for landing on the shore. Paul stood ready at the derrick preparing to hoist the fresh harvest up to Jim on the pier.
From the fish factory nearby the trucks were making their way down to the pier as other trawlers came into view steaming home for Carraigmore. Most of the fish landed at Carraigmore were processed at the factory there.
Jim climbed the rusting ladder, as Jean walked confidently toward him. That was something else that Jim had not seen in Jean for a long time. That confident cocky walk she used to do when she felt good about herself. She reminded Jim of a model in a television commercial for designer shampoo.
“Is everything okay?” Jim asked her.
Jean threw her arms around him kissing him. Wolf whistles from the deck of the boat and harbour around them embarrassed Jim but Jean didn’t care.
“What is that for?” asked Jim his face deep red with embarrassment.
“This.” Jean said handing him a white envelope. Jim opened it and removed the cheque for two thousand pounds. It was signed by Jean’s Aunt Jacintha.
“Two thousand pounds! What for?” asked Jim.
“Remember that book you and Paul fished out of the sea a couple of weeks back.”
“Yeah.”
“Well Aunt Jacintha’s colleague in London could not find any information on it because the shipping company had long since stopped trading. He got a friend of a friend to write a little piece in an English newspaper about it.
Within a couple of days, someone offered to buy the book. They paid four thousand pounds for it. This is our cut.”
“Right on Aunt Jacintha,” said Jim.
“I will have dinner ready in an hour,” said Jean as she kissed Jim once more on the cheek, before getting into the truck.
~~~~~
CHAPTER 13
At The Society of Like Minded Gentlemen, or SOLM-G, on Chippenham Road Thomas Sinclair and his hand picked team of twelve accountants, all junior members of the society of course, were finalising their presentation to the Inland Revenue inspector, which was imminent.
It was the same building as Pendlebury and Thistlewaite once occupied but no longer the same organization with Masonic ideals of brotherhood. Gone were notions that all men be equal. The new order of men that broke away from the Masonic code had very different ideals.
After The Second World War, men from the old orders across Europe realized their failure to unite Europe through force, which had for centuries it had been their goal. They realized that human beings are flawed creatures and that the masses must be controlled by the few. A superior few.
The few became invisible and some of them resigned from their brotherhoods to become a nameless, numberless organization of men. For decades, they remained that way, working tirelessly behind the scenes to bring control to the masses. Their approach was subtle; economic unification, financial control, the passive approach to wearing down old enemies. It would take time, lots of time, possibly generations but it was a worthy cause. Someday their heirs would inherit the earth.
SOLM-G Members Club was a focal point for recruiting new people. Philanthropic to the outside world; few members would ever realize the true dominant nature of SOLM-G. Some were brought into the fold and others, those that did not agree to the contradictory raison d’etre, were “dealt with”. Many were used for their position in politics, business, education and publishing. The SOLM-G would never be high profile politicians or great leaders, but they would be the people standing behind them whispering in their ears, influencing them from committees and councils, which they set up and ran. Their course was set. It was only a matter of time before they achieved their goal. This was their grand design, their master plan.
The accountants and lawyers had their laptops on the very same table, in the same room that Pendlebury and Thistlewaite had their meeting with Van Diermann over one hundred years earlier. The room had changed very little in that time. The electric lights and gas fired central heating were probably the only modern additions. The paintings on the oak panelled walls were no longer of deceased Master Masons of The Order; they were now replaced with a rare, but slightly macabre, collection of painting from Escher, Dali and Bosch.
“Bloody terrible day out there,” said Oliver Leonard entering the room shaking his shoulders from a shiver of the cold and rain that fell outside.
“Good afternoon,” Sinclair said rising from his chair and laptop to meet him and quickly guide him aside.
“Is everything all right?” asked Leonard.
“Could not be more perfect,” said Sinclair ushering Leonard to the drinks cabinet and pouring them both large brandies.
“What do you mean?” asked Leonard sensing something amiss.
“Well let me start by telling you that our books are all in order going back as far as fifties. All of our incoming and outgoing financial affairs are now completely transferred to spreadsheets. We had to do a bit of creative accounting, but we have each year stored on individual files burned on to disks.”
“I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about. Disks?” said Leonard.
“Never mind, that’s not the clever bit. One of our fellows Perrot, Warren Perrot, that’s him at the end of the table. Well he has come up with an excellent idea. That if we apply for charity status we may be able to avoid a lot of bother with tax returns and the glory of it is that we only have to elect a puppet board of directors, leaving our entire membership and structure intact and anonymous. The only draw back is that we will have to find a cause to base our charitable activities on and therefore have to donate money.”
“Excellent. Rather excellent,” said Leonard still digesting the information, but not completely understanding.
“Ahem.” Perrot coughed from beside them. Warren Perrot was a slightly built young man. So slight that men’s sized clothing generally did not fit him. Apart from his tailor made suits he usually bought clothing in the boys departments of clothing stores, but despite his slight build he was ruthless at his job and determined to make a name for himself, even if it meant reporting his colleague’s mistakes at work, as he so often did. The result being he did not keep friends for long, but then he didn’t want friends, he wanted to advance his career.
Despite Perrot’s ruthless personality blinded by ambition, he was a damned good accountant prepared to go the extra mile for a client and squeeze a few more pounds out of the tax system. Were he instead a revenue inspector, he would have been described as a bastard.
“Ahem,” he said again, clearing his throat.
“Yes Perrot,” said Sinclair.
“It appears that I have found something rather unusual that occurs in our direct debit file.” said Perrot holding a large wad of folded over paper.
“Go ahead, explain.” said Sinclair.
“Well every year since 1888, we have been paying the sum of five hundred pounds into a bank account in Cornwall. When I checked into it using the banks computer, it appears that the account belongs to a monastery, The Brothers of Saint Maurs. I am just wondering if this direct debit is valid and should it be continued or maybe this could be the charity angle we’ve been looking for.”
Sinclair and Leonard glanced at each other.
“Every year for over a hundred years,” said Sinclair.
“Do you know anything about it?” Sinclair asked Leonard, but he just shook his head. Simultaneously they sipped their brandies.
“Perrot. How do you fancy a trip to Cornwall?” Sinclair asked.
“To do what sir.”
“To investigate this matter very discretely, find out more about this annual donation and see if the monastery still exists. This could be one of those things that nobody remembered to discontinue. On the other hand it could be something very embarrassing.”
“When do I leave sir?” Perrot asked.
“Immediately.”
“Yes sir.”
Perrot turned to leave, but Sinclair asked him one question.
“Perrot. Is that transaction from our main account?”
“No sir. That is the other unusual thing I was about to check on. It comes from a coded sub account. I decoded it. It translates as Van Diermann and it receives money from an account linked to our old Amsterdam chapter.”
“Carry on then,” Sinclair said dismissing Perrot. “What the hell is going on? We’ve not had dealings with Amsterdam in over twenty years.”
“And who the bloody hell was Van Diermann?” Leonard mused.
~~~~~
CHAPTER 14
It took Jim Mulligan a couple of hours longer than he originally thought to get finished on the harbour at Carraigmore. It was dark now and a cool breeze was freshening in from the ocean. Jim thought that it was just as well that they were finished fishing for the week a day early. Anyway, for a short five-day week they had done well. In the morning, he would pick up the cheque from the fish plant and pay the crew.
Cox, Dwyer and Paul had hitched a lift up to the village earlier and would probably stop off at Burkes Bar for a couple of pints of Guinness before going home.
Jim pulled his collar up and tucking his jacket tight into his chest he prepared for the mile or so walk up the hill to the warmth of his house. Jean would be waiting with a hot dinner for him. A wave of tiredness hit him, he had not slept much during the week and he longed for lift, but all the other crews had gone about an hour ago.
Jim trudged towards home, as a set of headlights belonging to a car approached then pulled in at the car park at the top of the harbour. Jim had hoped it was someone he could hitch a lift from, but the big black Mercedes certainly did not belong to any of the fishermen from Carraigmore. Jim presumed it to belong to a couple wanting to experience something other than the view. They often came here after dark leaving their rubber refuse littered on the pier.
Walking quickly by the Mercedes Jim noticed the rear window electrically lowering. He felt strange, oddly aware of a quiet humming coming from somewhere close.
“Excuse me. Can you tell me where I might find a Jim Mulligan?” said a well spoken voice from the car’s interior.
“Who is looking for him?” Jim said cautiously, trying to get a good look at who was in the car, suspicious that this could be some type of repossession. No one answered. Jim slowly approached, still unable to see who was talking to him from the rear of the car.
“Are you Jim Mulligan?” The voice eventually asked.
“Yeah I am. Who’s asking?”
The two rear doors of the Mercedes opened. From the near side a tall, athletic looking, bald, black man got out of the car. He was the one who was doing the talking. Jim guessed him to be aged about forty five. Even with a stiff breeze behind him Jim could get a strong whiff of after shave from the black guy, real expensive stuff.
Two men got out from the far door. They were more visible standing under the street light. One was a white guy, short cropped blonde hair; again this guy was in his forties, square jawed and built like a brick shit-house. The other was a small man. Bald with trimmed red beard and glasses with cola bottle lenses, the kind that made his eyeballs seem huge in his head yet if he took them off he would be revealed as a squinty-eyed mole looking man.
The black man approached Jim, extending his hand.
“Allow me to introduce myself. James De Brune,” said the tall black man shaking Jim’s hand, “and this is my advisor Mister John Coarden and my physician Doctor Francis Millet.” Both shook Jim’s hand as they were introduced.
There was a moment of silence where Jim was sizing up the three, and he could tell that they were studying him.
“What can I do for you fellas?” Jim asked eventually.
“Well let me start by confirming if you are the same Jim Mulligan who found this,” said De Brune removing the log of the Northern Mariner from inside his coat.
“Look if you want your money back...” Jim started, but De Brune cut him short.
“No Mr Mulligan. In fact we are here to offer you a very rewarding financial proposition.”
“Haven’t you figured it out yet, that book is an elaborate hoax,” said Jim.
Silence fell over the four men. The three strangers glanced at each other then at Jim.
“Mr Mulligan. I am going to offer you two thousand pounds per day for the use of your boat until we find the wreck of that ship. Now whether you believe that the book is a hoax or not does not matter one bit to me. All that I want from you is to show us where you found it and to let us use your boat for about a week or so until my boat arrives here. Two thousand pounds per day Mr Mulligan, that’s a lot of fishing and I will pay all expenses for your crew and for the running of the boat,” said De Brune.
“You’re treasure hunters,” said Jim.
“No! Two thousand pounds per day no questions asked.”
“Is it illegal? Drugs smuggling?”
The three men chuckled.
“Just because you see a wealthy black man in a Mercedes does not mean that he’s a drug smuggler,” De Brune retorted, rather humorously.
Jim thought about it for a moment. Despite Aunt Jacintha’s money, he still needed lots more.
“If I see any fucking around, you guys are out of here. Is that understood?”
“Understood,” said De Brune, smiling broadly and shaking Jim’s hand.
“When do I get paid?”
De Brune took out his chequebook and pen. Signing his name to a cheque, he tore it from the book and handed it to Jim.
“Here! You fill in the cheque for whatever amount you deem necessary to get us started. I will pay you the balance when we finish.”
“When do we start?” Jim asked.
De Brune looked to Coarden.
“First thing in the morning,” said Coarden.
“Weather permitting,” Jim replied. “I have a video plotter on board the boat with a one megabyte memory. I remember pre-loading that course into it. We were fishing a rocky patch of ground that day; it can make shreds of your nets if you get it wrong. So it should be no problem duplicating the course.”
“Excellent,” said De Brune thumping his gloved fist into the palm of his hand. He nodded to Coarden.
“I may be able to hook your plotter up to a Sat-Nav tracking satellite for pin point accuracy on any further re-runs over the ground,” said Coarden.
Jim picked up on his American accent. “You seem to know your stuff. What do you specialise in?”
“I was systems programmer for The United States Navy.” Coarden replied.
“Programming what?” asked Jim. The American fell silent for brief second before answering.
“Anything from ICBM’s to Smart Torpedoes but mostly deep sea robots and probes. I had a wide field of expertise.”
“How many of your people will be on board?” asked Jim.
“Just the three of us,” said De Brune.
“Are you all sea worthy?”
“I started off my career on ships. Mr Coarden is ex Navy as he just told you, but Dr Millet I am afraid has never sailed before.”
“Why is he coming along, is he strictly necessary?”
“Yes he’s my physician.”
“Are you sick or something?”
“Yes I am. I have a very rare blood disorder. Nothing for you to worry about,” De Brune reassured Jim.
“We will meet here first thing tomorrow morning then,” said Coarden.
“That suits me,” Jim replied.
The three strangers returned to the Mercedes, as the unseen driver started the car, before slowly pulling out of the car park, driving up the hill towards the village of Carraigmore.
Jim stared at the blank cheque, not knowing whether he could trust it. Despite his recent change in luck, with money starting to flow to him instead of away, he somehow felt suspicious. Too much good luck is bad thing his father used to say to him. Then another old saying came to mind. Never look a gift horse in the mouth. Underneath the light on the harbour, he examined the cheque, as the red tail lights vanished over the hill.
“Thanks for the lift fellas.” Stretching his collar tight and pushing his hands deep into his pockets to protect him from the rising bitter wind, Jim started the journey home all the time holding the cheque tight in his pocket.
~~~~~
CHAPTER 15
The cow kicked a little, wincing at the pain of the needle being pushed into its vein. Brother Andrew had become used to his nightly ritual of the feeding in the two short weeks he had been doing his devotional task. Questions still tossed about in his mind about who or what was in the locked cell receiving only a half pint of blood and a newspaper every day for God knows how many years.
The blood-pack full Brother Andrew swiftly, but painlessly, withdrew the needle from the cow. That part of his secret devotional task complete, he patted the cow thanking her for the contribution.
Closing the barn door quietly behind him Brother Andrew scurried across the cobbled yard to the main building. Creeping in the rear door through the kitchens, so as not make any noise and alert the others, he silently made his way to Abbot Gregory’s office where a copy of the Times was waiting on the desk.
Pushing back the books on the shelf, he pressed the catch to open the secret panel. Stepping into the cold stone passage his heart thumped a little faster as it always did when he got to the secret entrance. This night his heart seemed to beat even faster. The sound of his blood pumping thumped heavily, throbbing behind his ears. Taking a slow but deep breath, he placed his left foot on the first descending step followed by the right foot. Clutching the blood pack to his side, he could feel the warmth of its contents against his body.
His eyes focused on the door down the passage, Brother Andrew drew closer, carefully approaching so as not to make a noise. Gripping the handle of the sliding hatch, he pulled it open. The empty blood packs of the last few days were in the box. As always they were bone dry with not so much as a drop of red blood remaining. He emptied its contents on the floor before placing the fresh blood pack and newspaper in the box. He slammed the box through.
As he bent down to pick up the old blood packs, the box slammed back through the door. The noise of this action startled him for it had never happened before. Brother Andrew fell backwards on the floor letting out a frightened yelp. He froze on the floor staring wide-eyed at the heavily sealed door half expecting it to open.
Maybe there was something wrong with the blood or newspaper he thought for a moment after nothing happened. He steadied himself with another deep breath. Standing he wiped the dirt from his robe and hands. Cautiously he leaned in to inspect the box. It was empty. A puzzled expression crossed his face.
“The time has come to open the door,” said a barely audible voice.
Wide eyed and horrified Brother Andrew lifted the hem of his robes and ran down the passage to the steps. He raced up these, skipping every second step to climb them faster. Reaching the top of the steps, he stopped to look back. Again, he tried to calm himself with rapid deep breaths, but over the blood thumping behind his ears he could hear the box in the door being slammed back and forth in the cell. Terrified he slammed the bookcase shut. Some of the books fell to the floor. Running for the door of the office Brother Andrew collided with Abbot Gregory’s chest.
“What is going on here?” said Abbot Gregory holding him firmly by the shoulders.
“He spoke,” mumbled the young monk, his eyes welling up with tears.
“Control yourself, please Brother Andrew,” ordered the abbot slapping him sharply once across the face.
“He spoke,” repeated the young monk, but only slightly calmer.
Abbot Gregory sat him in a chair and going to his desk he opened up the locker pulled out a bottle of the monastery’s liqueur and two glasses. He poured two large measures, handing one of the glasses to Brother Andrew.
The young monk swallowed some. Unaccustomed to such strong alcohol he grimaced and shook, but his reaction was sobering compared to his previous jittery behaviour.
“He spoke,” he repeated.
“Well then what did he say?” asked the abbot eager to hear what was said.
“He said it was time to open the door.”
“Are you sure?” asked the abbot.
“Yes I am sure. Then when I ran away I could hear him pushing and pulling the box as if he were trying break out.”
Abbot Gregory rushed to the secret panel. Opening it he stepped into the passage. It was silent. Quietly he descended the steps. At the bottom, he crept up to the door. All was still and silent. On seeing the empty blood packs, he picked them up. He waited for a while but there was no noise and satisfied that nothing was going to happen he returned to the office.
“Are you sure about this?” he said to the young monk.
“I am not lying.”
“I believe you, but why now? After God knows only how long, I don’t even know why he was put there in the first place. Has he served his sentence? I don’t know,” said Abbot Gregory, half to himself and half talking to the young monk.
“What do we do?” Brother Andrew asked.
Abbot Gregory thought about this for a moment. “We do what we’ve always done. We give him his daily blood and his newspaper. Ignore what he says no matter how remarkable or astonishing it is. Furthermore, we don’t engage him in conversation. Ignore all that he says and continue the devotion silently.”
~~~~~
CHAPTER 16
“What the hell is going here?” Paul asked sitting in the front of the Jim’s truck as they pulled onto the harbour. Parked on the harbour were four white rental trucks and one four-wheel drive.
On the deck of the Belle Nova were about twelve men wearing blue overalls. They seemed to be concentrated around the main hatch to the hold, but there were two on the roof of the wheelhouse, seemingly disassembling some of the radar equipment. Scattered about the deck were a great number of cardboard boxes, and sheets of stainless steel were laying against the wheelhouse. There seemed to be drums of wire and cable strewn up and down the deck.
Jim pulled up and got out, followed by Paul, Dwyer and Cox. Coarden saw them approach so he got out of the four-wheel drive to meet them.
“What the hell is going on here? You never said anything about stripping my boat apart,” bellowed Jim the elder Mulligan brother. Paul had his fist clenched ready to fight.
“Take it easy Mulligan. Any changes we make that you don’t like will be completely rectified at the end of the mission,” said Coarden. “Anyway you get paid for the inconvenience.”
Jim was seething with anger. “What are those two doing?” he said pointing to the two men on the roof of the wheelhouse.
“They are fitting a satellite communications dish,” said Coarden.
“Get them off my boat. Get them all off my boat,” Jim shouted.
Coarden took his mobile from his pocket. He pressed one pre-programmed key and a split second later, he handed the phone to Jim, who didn’t have a doubt that he was being put through to De Brune.
“De Brune! I want these guys off my boat now.”
“Mr Mulligan, I assure that any changes can be fixed after this trip is over.”
“Off now.”
“Mr Mulligan, I thought we had a gentleman’s agreement. I was hoping to avoid the use of legal representation on this, besides I think I am making you a more than fair offer financially.”
“Order your people off my boat now or I am going to throw them off. You never said anything about ripping my boat apart.”
De Brune sighed.
“Look Jim, I was hoping not to have to do this. I have been informed by my colleagues in the banking world that you are up to your neck in debt. Now the money I am paying you could keep them off your back for a very long time. On the other hand should you refuse my offer they would be well within their legal right to confiscate your boat today.
Fortunately, for you, you are the only one who knows where you found the book. So, I need you as much as you need me. Should you refuse to honour our agreement, well then you would lose your boat and I would have to wait a little longer to find the wreck. Time and money are something that I possess and you do not.”
Jim handed the phone back to Coarden.
“I want to sanction all changes being made to the boat. If I don’t like it, it doesn’t happen. Okay,” Jim said, but he still wasn’t happy.
“Come on down. I will show you what we are doing.
Jim and his crew followed Coarden down the ladder to the deck of his boat.
A blue flash from below deck told Jim that they were welding in the hold. Coarden first led them to the stern of the boat.
“We will have no need for your nets or trawl doors so we took the liberty of leaving them on the pier,” said Coarden.
“Seems like you have taken a lot of liberties,” replied Paul sarcastically.
Coarden eyed him for a couple of seconds. “We have not been properly introduced. My name is John Coarden. You are?” he asked pointedly, offering his handshake in a friendly gesture.
“Sorry. This is my brother Paul. Pat Dwyer and Jim Cox,” said Jim getting the formalities out of the way.
“I’ll show you what we have done in your wheel house,” Coarden said leading the way.
The five men crammed themselves into the wheelhouse and Coarden started showing them the new additions.
“This videocom is a direct link to the nerve centre, which is being installed in your hold, so we can display on the monitor anything unusual we may want you to look at. Over there in the corner, we have installed a laser printer. Again, we can send you printed information, but its main function is to print out the latest weather reports direct from the satellite in orbit over northwest Europe. We can call for an update whenever we want it or it will automatically give us a printout if there is dramatic change going to affect our area within a radius of one hundred miles. The guys are fitting the dish to your roof as we speak,” Coarden patted Jim’s video plotter, “we’ve enhanced your video plotter to give us re-trace accuracy down to twenty feet. So should we have to repeatedly run over the same course several times we won’t be too far off. Some of these plotters tend to be a bit jumpy.”
Coarden led them back onto the deck. Standing beside a torpedo shaped object about nine feet long he put his foot on it.
“This is the short-range, side-scan sonar. We’ll tow it pretty close to the bottom so we can map the topography down there, hopefully picking up any unusual shapes or anything hard that may be sticking out of the mud.
Coarden walked up the deck to what was a obviously an underwater robot, its tanks were held together in a ten foot long tubular frame with two rotating swivel screws, one mounted on each side and in a glass bubble at the front was a camera and below it was one robotics arm.
“This is a SQUID and it will do the salvage work for us. We can operate it remotely or else we can fit a hard line to it. It can lift about three hundred pounds underwater,” Coarden said.
“You still haven’t told us why you’re looking for that wreck,” said Jim.
Coarden smiled. “No I haven’t, but I can tell you that what we’re looking for is of no commercial value, there are no gold coins or bullion, nothing like that. Anyway, this operation is costing a lot. A lot more than any treasure that may lying on the bottom of the ocean out there.”
Coarden had made a good point and Jim knew it. He was even more curious now as to what they were looking for if it was not treasure.
“What is going on down the hold?” Paul asked.
“Come on down and I will show you.” Coarden smiled and led them down the ladder. There were still about six men still working there. At first Jim could not believe what they done to his hold. Normally it would be a dark dank place, five ice bays on either side, with the timbers smelling of the damp and slightly stale odour of fish. They had totally gutted the hold removing all the fish boxes, planks and timbers to make as much space as possible. The floor had been covered in sheets of beryllium steel. The sides and ceiling were lined with stainless steel. At the furthest end of the hold were two decks of computer screens four wide.
Coarden led them to these first. He switched on one of the screens and picking up a joystick he moved it. The monitor showed the SQUID’s camera view of the deck of the boat.
“From these computers we can collect all the information we gather and extract it through a graphics software package to get computer generated images of the ocean bed and its contents. We also have up to the minute weather data linked up to your wheel house, satellite, the net, visual contact with the SQUID and technical readout, should the SQUID have problems.”
On the starboard side there were rows of stainless steel cupboards. Jim opened one. Inside it were a couple of diving suits and other equipment. Jim looked at the rest of the contents of the hold. It looked like they were preparing to live down here. In the corner were four steel bunks, one with a glass side.
“Decompression chamber,” Coarden said noticing Jim’s attention to it.
“Don’t worry about the distribution of weight, we have taken it into consideration,” he said, as if he were able to read Jim’s mind.
“Pretty impressive set-up,” said Paul. “But you still have not told us what your looking for, if its not treasure.”
“It’s ninety percent research,” Coarden said.
“What is the other ten percent?” asked Paul. Coarden smiled ignoring this question. He climbed the ladder up to the deck and Jim and his crew followed him.
“When are we for sea then? Jim asked.
“Tonight at eight o’clock.”
“See you then,” said Jim.
~~~~~
CHAPTER 17
Brother Andrew dashed across the cobbled yard to avoid getting soaked by the pouring rain, sneaking quietly through the kitchen and dining room, as he had done every night for over two weeks. His experience from the previous night had left him quite disturbed throughout the day. He crept down the main corridor to Abbot Gregory’s office; his tummy made nervous gurgle. His every movement and sound it caused seemed amplified to him, such was the extent of his perplexity at his experience at the feeding door the previous night.
Reaching for the door handle, he realised that his hand was trembling. He clenched a fist, took a deep breath before grabbing the door handle. Abbot Gregory was working in his office at the desk. Closing the door behind him, Brother Andrew said, “I am greatly relieved that you are here.”
“Why is that?” said the elder monk, taking off his reading glasses.
“Well after what happened last night. The voice.”
Abbot Gregory rubbed his eyes from tiredness. “I have been thinking about the incident last night. Do you think it possible that, out of tiredness or the great weight of the burden that you now carry, maybe you were so wound-up you only thought that this happened?”
“No. I know what happened. I heard a voice speak and saw the box slam back and forth in the door.”
Gregory studied the young monk and wondered if Brother Andrew was the wrong choice after all. What worried him most of all was the possibility of having to introduce Brother Andrew to the next stage of the feeding. Would he have the conviction in this being God’s will to jail and gradually bleed another human to death to feed the unseen monster behind the door.
Brother Malachi had done it at least twice a year. The victims were always life’s loners and strays, old men with no home or family, sometimes young girls and boys, runaways from unhappy homes.
The abbot had lied to Brother Andrew. The voice had spoken from the door many times before, but only to demand more human blood. Animal blood could only satisfy and sustain it for two to three months before it would call for human blood again. The abbot always believed that these sacrificial lambs were expendable, to save the world from the greater evil behind the rusting iron door in the old dungeons beneath the monastery.
What particularly disturbed the abbot was that the voice had asked for the door to be opened. This had never occurred before.
“Carry on then,” said the abbot nodding towards the bookcase.
Brother Andrew took The Times from the desk before opening the secret panel in the bookcase. Stepping into the passage he felt his knees give slightly as he made his way down the steps, cursing himself silently, he tried to give himself the courage to carry out the devotion. Then without consciously meaning to do so, his lips started to mouth a prayer, a prayer that always gave him courage when he needed it most; a prayer he’d learned as a child in a Catholic school, Our Father.
“Our Father who art in heaven...” His lips shaped the words without verbalizing them. Step-by-step down the passage, his eyes narrowed on the brown door as if he were developing tunnel vision.
“Give us this day our daily bread...”
The plastic pack of blood he held in his hand, the animal’s blood, still warm enough to feed it.
“Lead us not into temptation and deliver us from evil...”
Brother Andrew reached the door. He pulled at the box, but it seemed to be jammed, he tugged harder tightening his grip on the handle. The box came loose suddenly and Brother Andrew fell backwards against the far wall.
“Free me,” a gravely voice whispered through the box. “Open the door, the time has come.”
“Be gone Satan,” said the monk almost in a frenzy, but the devotion had to be done. Brother Andrew quickly placed the newspaper in the box and with his left hand he deposited the blood pack on top of the newspaper. The box slammed shut catching the young monk’s hand. He tried to pull his hand free, but the creature on the other side of the door held it tight.
“Free me. You must open the door now,” it said.
“No Satan. I deny you,” replied the monk almost hysterically.
“Curse you, I am no devil. Open the door,” demanded the voice.
“No! In the name of God, I say no,” cried the monk as the box pulled tighter on his wrist. “Dear God help me. Help me,” he screamed. The box tugged once then Brother Andrew fell backwards on the floor. With his right hand he reached to hold his left hand, which was now burning with unspeakable pain. Holding his forearm up he saw that his left hand was missing, severed at the wrist. Blood squirted and pumped from the exposed arteries like a scarlet fountain.
The door buckled from the inside outwards, as if the monster was bursting out. The dent swelled with a second blow sending reddish flakes of rust flying from the surface of the door. A third mighty blow burst the frame from the damp stone walls, but the two cross beams held back the furious beast from within. Another ferocious blow loosened the bolts of the top beam from the wall; the door still hinged and locked to the frame fell into the passage.
Van Diermann stepped from the cell holding a large cut stone prised from the wall in his arms, his clothes were rotting and caked in one hundred and twenty years of filth; his skin was blue in tone and his hair matted with dirt. For a moment, Brother Andrew forgot his pain. He was sure that he was staring at the face of the Devil; a face that was thin and gaunt with eyes that were coal black, but boiling, like tar and bubbling with fury. Van Diermann’s hungry fangs extended as looked at the monk.
Dropping the stone to the floor, Van Diermann picked up the monk’s severed hand from the box in the door. Sniffing it first, he licked at the blood that trickled down the palm.
Abbot Gregory stopped writing when he heard the sound of Brother Andrew’s first scream pierce the bookcase wall from the depths of the dungeon below. At the sound of the loud crash made by the heavy iron door falling to the passage floor, he jumped, dropping the pen from his hand, his worst fear thrashing around inside his head. Now that fear was reality, the creature behind the door had escaped. Abbot Gregory clenched the rosary beads around his neck and before leaving his desk, he withdrew the ornamental letter opener from its desk-mounted scabbard. The blade was not particularly sharp but it had a pointed tip.
Holding the knife aggressively in one hand he opened the secret book case panel and waited for a second listening to the painful sobs of Brother Andrew coming from the passage below. Quietly he descended the stone cut steps and reaching the bottom few he crouched low, trying to get a look at what might be going on, as it had now gone silent.
Brother Andrew was propped up against the wall holding his injured arm, no one else appeared to be in the passage. Abbot Gregory moved towards him and as he did, a shape stepped from the cell. In the dimly lit passageway, the shape looked like a tall thin man with long silver hair and a thin grey beard. The figure stood with his head cocked to the left, as if sensing that someone was there and then he looked straight at Abbot Gregory, stopping the elder monk in his tracks.
Van Diermann glanced at the bleeding wretch at his feet then back to Abbot Gregory and stepped toward him.
“Get back! Get back in your cell,” demanded Abbot Gregory, holding a tiny wooden crucifix up to the approaching demon. The demon chuckled at the futility of his actions and continued advancing toward him.
When he realised the cross had no effect, the abbot held the knife at arms length, threatening to use it.
“One hundred and twenty years ago I voluntarily came here for sanctuary. And when the time came for the door to be opened, you did not comply,” said Van Diermann.
“In the name of God, I command you to get back in your cell, Satan,” screamed the abbot backing away.
“Satan? Satan? What has he got to do with it, is that what you really think I am? The Devil, oh how wrong you are. I am a man. A man cursed by an ancient evil but I am not The Devil,” said Van Diermann still advancing.
“Get thee to Hell,” screamed the abbot throwing the knife at Van Diermann. The pointed letter opener entered Van Diermann’s throat. He coughed and blood dribbled from his mouth, swaying he reached for the moist, damp walls to steady himself. Grabbing the hilt of the knife, Van Diermann slowly withdrew the blade and as he did, the wound healed almost immediately.
Abbot Gregory screamed on seeing this, turned and ran up the steps, although his legs felt like jelly. Reaching the bookcase panel he slammed it shut and shaking with fear, he leaned all his weight against it. A long nailed almost claw like hand punched through the panel, sending several books flying across the room. The hand groped in mid air for a second before seizing Abbot Gregory’s cassock.
Abbot Gregory tried to prise the icy cold fingers loose, but they would not free their grip on his grey cowl. A second hand burst through the panel catching the abbot by the nape of the neck and smacked his head once against the bookshelf before letting him go. He fell onto his desk holding a bleeding wound on his forehead. Half stunned, he fumbled for the phone, picking up the receiver he dialled 999.
The bookcase burst open, Van Diermann launched himself at the abbot catching him. They fell to the floor and Van Diermann pinned him there. Seeing the bleeding wound on Abbot Gregory’s forehead, Van Diermann was seized by an uncontrollable urge to feed from a live human and his fangs extended to full length, as his jaw dropping slightly to allow a full bite. Rolling his black eyes back behind their lids, his head fell onto the abbot’s neck. The fangs found the jugular vein, puncturing the skin deep into the flesh, Van Diermann’s lips latched tightly on with limpet suction.
The abbot screamed while his fists pounded Van Diermann’s body, but with each blow he grew weaker until eventually his arms hung loosely from his shoulders. Van Diermann fed further off the dying man, ripping open his robes he fed off the thighs, chest and wrists. The feeding intoxicated him, making him dizzy. Eventually sated, he got to his feet knowing he must move on and find somewhere to hide before morning.
“Hello. Hello. Are you still there? Can you speak to me? A quiet voice asked from somewhere in the room. Van Diermann spun around looking for whoever was talking to him, but no one was there.
“Hold the line please. Help is on its way,” said the tiny voice again. This time Van Diermann’s senses drew him to the odd shaped black object lying on the floor. Picking up the telephone receiver, he examined it, listening to the tiny voice coming from inside it.
“A tele...phone,” he said in awe. He had read about these objects in the newspapers over his one hundred and twenty years of confinement in the cell. Part of him could not wait to experience all the other wonders he’d read about, television, motor cars, aeroplanes and many other wonders of science and technology, but first he had to seek out the logbook of the Northern Mariner. He’d read of its discovery by a trawler off the west coast of Ireland and now he had to determine the fate Koronovsky.
Failing to destroy Koronovsky in London in 1888, he had waited for word of the fate of the ship that Koronovsky had escaped on. Within a couple of months, he had heard that the ship had never made it to America or any other port on the Atlantic for that matter. Not satisfied that Koronovsky had gone down with the Northern Mariner, Van Diermann decided that it would be safer if he could hide himself until he knew for sure the fate of the vampire. Van Diermann’s problem was that the blood he’d unwillingly received from Anna had cursed him to the same life as Koronovsky. He must now feed off the blood of humans and hide from the light of day. To add to his problems, he was now being hunted by the Order of Solomon; their assassins had tried to kill him several times, but each time they failed.
His only hope was an old ally and fellow freemason from Amsterdam to whom he wrote seeking assistance. This friend, William Kinder, came to London and assisted Van Diermann in setting up a trust account from Van Diermann’s wealthy estate in Amsterdam. The money was used in a coded Masonic account to finance his concealment in the monastery and it could be easily accessed should it be necessary for him to liquidate the account if Koronovsky surfaced again.
Kinder negotiated the terms of Van Diermann’s stay with the then abbot. These terms were to include the secrecy and security of Van Diermann’s presence and most importantly the nightly feeding. It was instigated only as a temporary arrangement, Van Diermann having already lost control of his blood lust in London leaving several victims in his wake. Kinder was left to confirm the whereabouts of Koronovsky, but the years went by without any sign of the vampire surfacing anywhere in the world. Kinder eventually died of fever in Argentina in 1935 while investigating reports of vampire style killings there.
The nightly feedings at the monastery were passed on from generation to generation. After the first monk and abbot responsible for the devotional task died, not one of their successors knew why they were doing it. However, they accepted that it must be done to prevent a greater evil from escaping, even if their devotion meant human sacrifice.
Now, after over a hundred years of wondering what could have happened to Koronovsky, Van Diermann finally had a clue. The Captain’s log of the Northern Mariner had been found. If he could read it and satisfy himself that Koronovsky was dead he would be able to put his obsession of destroying the vampire to rest by finally destroying himself. Van Diermann had cursed God on many nights in his cell for allowing him to become the creature he set out to destroy. Somehow, Van Diermann’s obsession had been so strong that it had crossed the divide with him from mortal to immortal.
“Abbot Gregory, are you all right in there?” a voice asked over the sound of knocking at the office door. Van Diermann sensed that there was more than one person on the other side of the door. He looked at the leaded glass window and leaped at it using all his strength.
For a split second, as the monks entered the office, they glimpsed a dark figure with grey hair smashing through the leaded glass. Abbot Gregory’s body lay sprawled on the floor naked and exposed. The monks stood petrified by shock, as the monster they had unknowingly shared their home with escaped.
~~~~~
CHAPTER 18
John Perritt arrived in the village of Lockswith, just four miles from the coastal monastery, on the night of the abbot’s murder. He had left London as soon as he was instructed to by Leonard and Sinclair, not even taking the time to stop by his flat to pack a change of clothes and a wash bag. The only item of luggage he considered worth taking with him was his laptop.
No sooner had his journey begun when the rain poured down on the M25 motorway, dragging down the speed of the traffic. The trip down to Cornwall was tedious and no matter how he tried to avoid the traffic jams he seemed to run into more of them. To break the frustration he pulled into a service station to get something to eat, hoping that the traffic would ease off by the time he was finished. He ate his oily, tasteless vegetarian burger in silence and after the meal he contemplated spending the night at a motor lodge, but he decided to press on until he got closer to his destination.
Arriving in the little village of Lockswith at midnight, he decided that would be better to find somewhere to sleep for the night and start fresh in the morning. The village was little more than a picturesque hamlet with two pubs, the necessary stores and an antique shop for the tourists. One pub called “The Man at Arms” still had its lights on. The sign swayed back and forth squeaking in the wind. The door to the pub opened and a young couple ran to a parked car.
Perritt parked his midrange company car close to the front door. Grabbing his laptop he ran to the door of the pub. He armed the central locking and alarm by remote control. He tried the handle of the door, but it was locked from the inside. With the rain pouring down on him he hammered his fist on the door hoping it was not too late to find somewhere to sleep.
“Hold on, hold on a minute,” said a woman with a thick Cornish accent. The bolt slid back and the door opened to reveal a middle-aged woman, stout in build; the motherly looking creature beckoned Perritt inside.
“Get in out o’ th’ rain,” she said, her accent sounded warm and welcoming to the cold, wet Perrit.
Perritt thanked her and apologised for dripping on the floor. The pub was homely looking, decorated with Tudor ceiling beams and feature brown brick fireplace. Two old men, that Perritt presumed to be regulars, sat on stools at the end of the bar with half empty pint tumblers of ale in front of them. They puffed on pipes filled with heavy wood scented tobacco.
“I apologise for arriving so late but I wonder do you have a room to let or if you could direct me to a hotel or guest house where I may stay the night.”
The portly lady frowned before shaking her head saying, “They be all closed now my ducks, or too far away. You best stay here tonight, I got rooms upstairs; if that suits yer?”
“Oh that would be perfect.”
The landlady showed him to a room and enquired if he was hungry or would like a drink, he declined, as he was eager to shower and sleep, but not before checking in with Sinclair. He opened up his laptop, plugged his mobile into the mains and left a message on Sinclair’s answering machine telling where he was and that he intended to arrive at the monastery in the morning. He started to access the spreadsheet on the mysterious account when there was a gentle knock on his door. The landlady entered carrying a tray of chocolate biscuits and a mug of hot chocolate.
“Allo sir, just thought you might like something warm to drink and I forgot to take your breakfast order, English or Continental?”
“Continental would do fine.”
“What time in the morning sir?”
“Would eight be okay?”
“Fine.”
She left the tray on the dresser and turned to leave the room bidding him goodnight. Before she could close the door, he asked her about the whereabouts of the monastery. The directions she gave were simple enough, so he didn’t bother to Google it. He closed his laptop, sipped his hot chocolate and turned in for the night.
The young couple that were leaving the pub when Perritt arrived were Helen Dobson and John Trafford. They’d been dating for a couple of months and often met in the Man at Arms for a drink before driving to the cliffs for the kind of fun that was invented along with the automobile. The cliffs were a popular spot for couples, especially at weekends, but definitely not on stormy nights like tonight, as a gust of wind could topple a car quite easily up on the exposed crags. John and Helen were still in the first flush of sexual attraction to each other. After the drinks, she suggested they go there and John needed little or no coaxing.
After their first enthusiastic bout of sex in the car, they huddled naked and close to each other under the convenient blanket on the passenger seat. Sex in the car was a cramped affair, but they had it down to a fine art; even varying positions. John dozed with Helen in his arms, he always slept after sex. Helen snuggled into his chest listening to the incessant rapid tapping of the rain on the glass and steel of the car. An occasional gust of wind would shake the car violently scaring Helen, but she always felt safe in John’s arms. Every one minute and thirty seconds the bright beam of the lighthouse would pass over them.
John awoke from his post-coitial doze. “What time is it?”
“Time for more,” whispered Helen.
“I gotta go first,” he replied.
“You’re not going to go for leak in that weather are you? You’ll get your clothes wet.”
John smiled. “All right then I won’t wear any clothes,” he said smugly.
“You’re crazy,” she said laughing. He loved it when she called him crazy.
John opened the door of the car and stepped naked into the elements. The cold wind and rain did not deter him from his necessary bodily function. The idea of stepping naked into the night gave him a primitive sensation of what it must have been like for his ancient ancestors.
Walking to the back of the car, he took his now flaccid penis in hand and let nature have its way. A healthy flow gushed forth and seemed never to end. He was now sorry he drank so much beer in the pub. The warmth of his urine flowed to under his feet and he cursed himself, stepping back from the puddle. The lighthouse beam passed across him. He looked up as it illuminated the hard rocky landscape and, to his surprise, there was someone standing only a few feet in front of him. An old man dressed in dark clothes with a long grey mane; his pale face dominated by black eyes and crimson red lips. From these lips, two large fangs protruded.
Helen cuddled into the blanket for warmth; John’s scent was all over it. There was no way she would do what John was doing. It was crazy, just the type of crazy things that attracted her to him. He was so much fun to be with and besides he was great in bed or wherever they had sex. Closing her eyes she listened to the rain pelting down on the car, but unbeknown to her, the rear windscreen had just turned red with a spray from John’s carotid artery. The blood mixed with drops of rain when Van Diermann slashed at John’s throat with razor sharp nails and the swipe damaged his vocal chords so he could not scream. It was a manoeuvre Van Diermann had perfected early in his vampire life. John’s jugular vein gushed blood and the vampire pounced on his helpless victim, pinning him down while sucking both of the severed ends of the vein until it became hard to do so.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/41218 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!