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  Preface


The Hidden Masters and the Unspeakable Evil  was first published in 2006. Sundae Driver was written as a novella to introduce readers to the Hidden Masters universe. This story is set in the years just after the millennium before the events told in the first Hidden Masters novel. The Hidden Masters themselves don’t feature in this story, but one or two of the other characters do.
When referring to this book on social media please use the hashtag 

#SundaeDriver
or 
#HiddenMastersSeries








  
  Chapter 1 ~ Stanley Park


Danny walked dejectedly through Blackpool’s Stanley Park. Stopping at the boating lake, he picked up a flat pebble and looked around. There was always some jobsworth who would tell you not to skim stones on the water, even at five minutes to midnight, even on a night like this… especially on a night like this. 
The park was deserted. Even the tramps seemed to have found somewhere better to go. Christ, what have they got to celebrate? he thought.
The light of the waning moon on the water reflected the bandstand across the lake, the clocktower in the distance silhouetted black against the sky. And it was bloody cold too! Taking the pebble, his forefinger curled around the edge, he drew his arm back, bent backwards a touch to get a lower angle and skimmed the stone out across the lake.
Striking the water, the stone immediately sank without trace. A duck quacked in the darkness.
Aimlessly drifting on, Danny walked down past the jetty. Finding himself at the bandstand, he continued past the Victorian cast-iron structure, looking skeletal in the darkness. He wandered up the tiers of stone seats that formed an amphitheatre around the bandstand, through the gap in the hedge and beyond the tennis courts. It was eerily quiet. He had imagined there might be some revellers in the park tonight, but perhaps they’d all gone down to the seafront.
At the skatepark, he had a choice, left towards the BMX track or right towards the clocktower.
Walking towards the clocktower in the centre of the crossroads—if you can call them roads in a park—he ran it over in his mind again and again. Should he scrap Nellie? No, he couldn’t imagine it. But the repairs were beyond him. The rear chassis welding would cost a small fortune, and that’s without thinking about the outriggers under the main cab. But the guy at the MOT centre said the springs were about to push through the chassis and there was more rust than metal. They always say that stuff, he thought.
Standing at the crossroads, facing the clocktower, he again wondered which way to go. Raising his collar against a sudden chill, he ambled up the steps to the drinking fountain. In the shape of a large shell, it formed a bowl protruding from the tower. The shell was lined with discarded crisp packets and other detritus. Someone had dumped a half-eaten kebab. It stank. Descending the steps, he turned north to head back home. The chimes of the clock struck midnight. Off to the west, towards the seafront, the millennium fireworks lit up the sky, too far away to hear the sounds. What a way to start a new century, a new millennium! Fuck!
If only he could keep her on the road for another season. Ice cream vans were a good business in Blackpool. If only he could do another summer, especially with the deal he’d managed to get on the bulk order of flakes for the 99s. 99s were the big sellers. With the savings on the flakes and the discount he’d got with the milk supplier, he reckoned Nellie would be profitable again. And people loved Nellie; they always commented on her snub-nosed appearance. Pensioners would sometimes say how their dad drove a Bedford CA van, how they were great to work on, a little underpowered, perhaps, but economical with the Perkins diesel. The public were behind him. It was the jobsworths at the MOT centre that were against him. If he could do another season, if he could just keep her on the road for the summer, he felt sure he could put enough away to pay for proper repairs.
“Evening.”
Who the hell was that?
Danny looked around. There was nobody in sight. He hadn’t seen a soul since stepping into the park. All the sensible people were tucked up at home or watching the fireworks down on the promenade. He peered into the darkness past the water fountain, towards the skatepark. From what he could see, it was deserted. The other directions from the crossroads were obscured by the tower, but he felt sure the voice had come from closer than that.
“Who’s there?” he said in that way that people do in heavily cliched scenarios such as this. Turning towards the clocktower, he strained to look into the shadows. The doorway where they used to let the tourists in to climb to the top was in darkness. Danny had never made the trip up the tower, and it had been years since they discontinued them, so he’d missed that opportunity. He’d heard the view was pretty good. Not like Blackpool Tower, mind, but pretty good all the same.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” said a throaty voice from the shadows at the base of the tower.
Peering into the gloom, Danny could just make out that the door, facing him, was open. The doorway was a good foot, perhaps two, above the top step, obviously not intended for casual use. It was never left open, only used for maintenance.
“What you doing there?” asked Danny.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to alarm you,” said the figure, repeating himself. The voice had a slight echo from the hollow stone tower to which the door gave access.
Danny peered into the shadows. Approaching the base of the steps, he could see the shape of someone sitting in the doorway. “What’s that door doing open?” he asked. “They never open that. Do you work for the council?”
“This is just the way I found it,” said the figure. “Perhaps they opened it up for the celebrations.”
Danny felt this was implausible, but at the same time, he found the explanation difficult to resist.
“Okay, I suppose so,” he said. Even though he’d just agreed, he really didn’t believe it.
“Why are you not out celebrating?” asked the still seated figure, his legs almost dangling over the threshold.
“I’m just not into it,” he responded. “Don’t feel like I’ve got anything to celebrate.”
Danny could make out nothing of him. The inside of the tower was completely black, the individual in the entrance just perceptible. The moon had been bright for the last few nights. He’d read something in the paper about the recent full moon being one of the brightest in years, but they always said that. It was now a week or more on and the moon had waned to a half, but it was still casting a bit of a glow. Coming from beyond the tower, any illumination lit up the far side, creating a shadow to the north, right where Danny was standing talking to the stranger.
“Nothing to celebrate? That’s a shame, especially on an auspicious night such as this.” The figure in the doorway stood up with a scrape on the stonework; the pitch of his voice shifted, the echo increasing slightly in the hollow tower above him. “What’s the problem?”
“It’s Nellie…”
“Nellie?” enquired the figure, talking over Danny mid-sentence but allowing him to continue.
“Yes, Nellie is my ice cream van,” he explained.
“Oh!” exclaimed the voice gently. Taking a step out of the doorway, the figure dropped onto the top of the steps, landing with a grinding scrape on the stone.
“The MOT declared her dead and—”
“Dead?”
“Yes, he said the rot in the chassis above the rear suspension is beyond reasonable repair—”
“I see.”
“—and the outriggers below the cab are in danger of collapse.”
“Collapse?” The figure took another pace down the steps, his feet clicking.
“He said she’s only good for scrap.”
“Scrap?” The figure took another noisy step down. “That sounds like a real shame.”
“It is, really. She’s a real crowd-pleaser. I just don’t have enough in the bank to get her repaired. Without repairs I can’t make enough money to pay for the repairs.”
“Aww, that’s a pity. You say she’s a crowd-pleaser? What sort of van is it?”
“A 1958 Bedford CA; you know, the type seen in 1960s films, with the snub nose and the frowning grille.”
“Oh, I know. I think I knew someone who had one. Such a shame,” agreed the stranger, taking another step down. “Can’t you get a loan? What about a bank loan?”
“I don’t know anyone with that sort of money, and the banks don’t like my sort of business. I’m too small, too seasonal. I hate them.”
The figure came down another step with a further scrape from his shoes. “No, I hate them too!” he exclaimed gruffly, perhaps a little too forcefully. “Always stepping on the small man.” He sounded a little angry.
Danny could now make him out in the gloom. He was a stout figure, short, perhaps five feet tall. He was plump, with male pattern baldness, the hair at the sides almost shaven away. However, his most distinguishing feature was a flattened, broken nose. He wore a dark jacket and trousers and displayed a watch chain on his waistcoat.
He stepped down the final steps. “It’s a shame about the banks. They could do so much to help people, but they refuse.” He paused. “What will you do?”
“I don’t know. I suppose I’ll have to find another job. I’ll probably end up working in one of the tourist traps. I’ll have to sell Nellie.”
“Noo!” whispered the stranger, his gravelly voice softening.
“Hopefully, whoever buys her will want to restore her rather than break her up.”
“No!” he repeated. There was a moment of silence, in which Danny didn’t want to say anything, feeling slightly uncomfortable. “You seem to be at a crossroads.” The stranger paused, but this time seemed to be thinking before starting again. “You seem to be at a crossroads in your life. You know, I might just be able to help you.”
Somehow, Danny didn’t feel at all surprised to hear this development, but he really didn’t know why.
“I might know someone who could do those repairs,” continued the stranger.
“It’s no good,” countered Danny. “I know people who could do it. I just couldn’t afford them.”
“Oh, don’t you worry about that,” responded the stranger. “I’d sort that out.”
Once more, somehow, Danny didn’t feel surprised at this. He was not completely comfortable with the offer, though.
“I’m a man of means.” The stranger’s voice was once again husky, but somehow more appealing. “I like to do good deeds. After all…” Moving away from the steps, past Danny, he made a scrape on the tarmac as though there were studs in his shoes.
Then he held out his arms, palms upwards, raised his head and spun a half turn towards Danny. “After all, it’s the millennium!” His words were spoken as though they were a celebration.
“Okay,” responded Danny hesitantly.
“I’ll help you… and you can do me a favour sometime.”
“I’m not sure I want to be beholden to anyone. Especially someone I’ve just met in the park.”
“Aww, don’t be like that,” said the stranger.
“No, please don’t take it the wrong way, but… people don’t just make offers like this.”
The stranger took a sidestep closer, dragging one foot behind with a long scrape on the tarmac. Standing next to Danny, he was considerably shorter. With his shoulder close to Danny’s chest, he craned his neck backwards and looked up at him, his round face smiling a broad grin of crooked teeth. “But I’m not people!”
Danny thought he saw a slight wink and didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.
“You know you want to. You know it’s a good deal!” The stranger gave one of those half-sideways nods with a broad smile.
Once more Danny felt this was all too implausible but found it impossible to resist. “Okay, yes, I suppose it is.” As he said it, he knew he didn’t believe it, but he couldn’t help himself.
“That’s my boy!” declared the stranger, his voice now more guttural. He spat into the palm of his hand and held it out. “Put it there!” He hesitated before continuing. “What was your name again?”
“I didn’t say, but it’s Danny.”
“Well, put it there, Danny! I’m Stan.”
Danny shook hands with the stranger, expecting to be sickened by the spittle in his palm, but strangely, he couldn’t feel it at all.
“Nice to meet you, Danny. I’ll arrange for your van to get through the MOT, and I can guarantee you”—he made another flourish—“it’ll never fail again!” Pulling out his pocket watch, he sprung the cover open. “I’d better be going. I’ll make up a contract to keep everything straight.”
“Contract?” asked Danny, suddenly doubtful.
“Oh, it’s just a formality. You don’t need to sign anything. A handshake is as old as the hills. I should know! People have been shaking on deals since before the age of writing.”
“Err…” said Danny.
“It’s okay, I’ll look after the paperwork. I always do.”
Danny still couldn’t think of a response. Then, as the clock chimed
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