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Chapter One
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The severed hand sat on the table palm up. The fingers curled grotesquely, and the livid marking, floridly burned into the flesh, stood out quite distinctly against the grey of the dead skin.

The brand was a pentagram, crude in its shape and obviously put there rather hastily because the edges were blurred and there was clear evidence that the branding iron had moved as it was being pressed against the flesh. He’d seen that mark before – too many times to count – but never on a severed hand. That was a first, and it intrigued him.

Adam surmised that the victim’s pain must have been excruciating. He’d been burned once and the memory of it still made him shudder. He couldn’t imagine the fear and the agony of being held down whilst a red-hot branding iron was pressed into your flesh. Judging by the blurry edges, the victim probably jerked his arm in a desperate attempt to escape his fate, which probably made the pain all the more extreme and ultimately a waste of effort because it was obvious that escape had been impossible. Losing a hand attested to that fact and Adam guessed that the man had, most probably, also lost his life.

He spent some time simply leaning over the table and looking at the hand with wide-eyed interest. It remained in the box it had been delivered in and he hadn’t, as yet, touched it. 

He made no assumptions about what the pentagram represented. It wasn’t only devil-worshipers who used the symbol to mark their victims. Once, he’d come across a young girl with a pentagram carved into her forehead – put there by an over-zealous and crazed mother whose paranoia had compelled her try and protect her daughter from evil spirits by using a craft knife to make the mark. No amount of plastic surgery had ever been sufficient to completely eradicate that branding and the girl had to live with what her mother had done for the rest of her life. The mother – once the medication had kicked in – had been unable to live with what she’d done, so the girl had ended up a motherless orphan.

But, usually, it was the devil-worshipers.

If life had taught Adam anything it was that danger lay in postulating. He appreciated knowing all the facts before drawing conclusions. There was enough danger in his life without succumbing to baseless supposition. To do so would mean he would run the risk of being compelled to react prematurely, and that was something he tried to avoid. But he was already hypothesising that it was an evil cult, or a Satan obsessed psycho, who’d been responsible. The odds were against it being anything else, nevertheless, Adam was a careful man. He was a man who considered every angle, every conceivable explanation, before deciding what action was required. There were, of course, exceptions. Sometimes, a snap decision was in his best interest. When faced with imminent danger, a lightning-quick reaction was warranted. In such circumstances, overthinking the situation could get him killed. But the situation with the hand wasn’t one of those occasions. He felt no sense of urgency and was satisfied that he had the time to investigate properly before deciding what to do.

One of the first questions he wanted answered was – what was the purpose of delivering the hand to him? There had to be a reason and knowing that reason would guide his first steps.

The hand reeked of malevolence. It also stank of decay. He had many such other severed body parts stored in the locked freezer in his garage, each delivered to him over years, and each with its own story. He briefly wondered if the hand was related to the mystery he was currently working on. It had arrived a mere twenty-four hours after a shipment of a pair of ears. Usually, there was at least a couple of months between such deliveries and the fact that one delivery had come so close to another made it difficult to dismiss as coincidence.

He hated coincidences, didn’t trust in them, but he didn’t rule it out – not yet. There could very well be two quite different nutters out there cutting off body parts. Nothing was impossible.

As the kitchen clock ticked away the minutes, he was reminded that, if he dawdled over the hand much longer, he would be late for work. His job was important to him, and he very rarely allowed his extra-curricular activities to interfere with it. He did, however, take another few moments to cast his eye over the hand once more.

It was definitely a man’s hand. Its size told him that. Also, women didn’t tend to have such rough skin or such long, thick fingers. It was difficult to determine age, but Adam made a guess that the victim was in his forties. So, not too young, but not exactly old. 

The age of the victims mattered to Adam. He was a schoolteacher, taught eleven-year-old children, and – although he was immune to horror – child victims did have an effect on him. Although outward appearances might beg otherwise, he was not a heartless person. He had feelings and those feelings ran deep, but he’d learned not to express them. Horror, though... well, he had long become invulnerable to that emotion.

He glanced once more at the clock on the wall, frowned, then turned and picked up his camera. It was always close to hand. First, he took a picture of the box and its packaging. There was blood on the tissue paper, but it had dried black. The box was addressed to him and marked private and confidential. It was a plain cardboard box, just large enough to hold the hand and its protective tissue. It was unremarkable.

Then, he took several photographs of the hand. He took half a dozen from various angles before slipping on a pair of latex gloves, flipping the hand palm down and snapping a similar amount of photographs of its back. 

Apart from the pentagram – which he continued to reserve judgement on – the only thing of significance was the wedding ring.

There was a wife somewhere, missing a husband. He filed that away in his mind and closed the box. He had no time to do anything else with it. 

There was no one to say goodbye to. He lived alone. Since the age of eighteen, he had always lived alone. All those years of aloneness had left its mark on him. The most obvious mark was his quietness. He had very little to say to anyone of his acquaintance... except the children, of course. He had no difficulty conversing with them. With them, he could relax, be the person he knew himself to be. With them, he never felt judged.

Before walking to his car, he stood on the step, just outside his front door, and scanned the street. It was a busy street, bustling with the normal activity of a weekday morning and he was pleased that he saw nothing untoward.

Turning, he locked the door, patted his pockets to ensure he had everything he needed, then climbed into his car. 

During the drive to work, he didn’t think about the box or the hand. For the next eight or nine hours, his focus would be on the children and on doing a good job of brightening their minds and educating them on the brilliance of the English language.

Some days, he wished that all he had to think about, worry about, live for, was that job. Being tasked with a life that included dealing with things that were the stuff of nightmares wasn’t something he’d chosen for himself. It had been chosen for him and, although it satisfied something in him, gave him another specific purpose, it exhausted his soul. 

So, thinking about the hand would have to wait until later   but he would remain on his guard. Evil had no qualms about following him to school, entering his classroom, and causing mayhem. He would know if it was present. He always knew. He had an uncanny affinity with the world around him. Every shift in the air, every alteration to the fabric of reality always struck his senses in one way or another. Nothing got passed him. He always saw evil coming, and it never caught him unawares.

The school sat in grounds that were lush with greenery. It was a private school, old, and well established as the place for parents with bank balances with lots of zeroes at the end to entrust their little darlings to. 

Over the years, the school’s various buildings had gone through several renovations, but had kept close to its Victorian heritage. Classroom sizes were small – no more than fifteen pupils – and, for the boarders, rooms were comfortable and airy. There were nooks and crannies, hidden corridors, and huge attics. Adam took pains to warn his pupils to steer clear of those places. He warned them in such a way as to not make them burn with curiosity. Curiosity killed the cat, and he wanted his kids kept safe.

They were all good kids, none of them spoiled or arrogant. Despite, or in spite, of their rich and successful parents, their lavish lifestyles, and wanting for nothing, Adam never witnessed anything superior in their attitudes. He liked to think that he had something to do with that. He liked to believe that his influence had a positive effect on their malleable young minds and that his humanistic approach to teaching had led them towards a belief in fairness and justice for all.

His other life – the life that had been thrust upon him when he was no older than the kids he taught – he kept completely separate. It was a side-line, a freakshow that he kept hidden beneath a scholarly persona and an unextraordinary image. No one looking at him, or talking to him, would ever guess what he truly was. They never saw beneath the surface. They never guessed that he was a killer.

Only one person knew the secret of his other life, of his abilities – his sister, Melanie. 

Melanie was in no state to tell anyone. She’d been lost to the world, trapped in a coma, for the past twenty years. Word was that it was a coma she would never recover from, but Adam didn’t believe that. Just like him, Melanie was special. Unfortunately, and not like him, she had suffered a devastating encounter with evil. In fact, evil had visited upon her many, many times in the years prior to the coma, an evil perpetrated by their father.

Older than him by two years, she was approaching thirty-six. Her birthday was coming up and he planned a visit to the nursing home at the weekend to quietly celebrate the fact that she’d survived for so long.

How had either of them survived for so long? It was a question that he frequently asked himself. Deep down, he knew that Melanie, in her everlasting fugue state, hadn’t really survived. No one could call what she endured surviving. It wasn’t even merely existing, but he found things to be grateful for. He was grateful, most of all, for not being entirely alone in the world.

He planned to make the long drive to the Scottish Highlands on Friday evening, but that all depended on what transpired with the hand. If it had been sent as a warning, as a preceptor to something more sinister, then he couldn’t afford to lay a trail north of the border.

Although Melanie was the only person who knew the truth about him, there were beings, demons, wraiths, and monsters so grotesque that they even came close to scaring him, that were all in the know. They weren’t aware of his sister. Her mind was so deep in the black abys of nothingness, that she was invisible to them, and he wasn’t about to lead them straight to her. If it meant celebrating her birthday another time, another year, then that was how it had to be. He would take no risk with what was left of her life.

Adam didn’t live alone because he wanted to. He lived alone because everyone close to him ended up either traumatised or dead. He lived alone because he didn’t want to be responsible for any more death and destruction of those he cared about.

He was fourteen years old when his father, possessed by a particularly evil spirit, had assaulted Melanie for the final time. She was just sixteen years old. Adam blamed himself, just as he blamed himself for every other act against his friends, his lovers, and even some mere acquaintances. On every occasion, except those occasions when his sister had been brutalised, he’d been the target. He wasn’t an easy target, never had been, so others suffered and even died to prove to him that he could be reached, could be touched, by that evil, regardless of the fact that he would always survive.

They wanted him stopped. They wanted him neutralised and now, the only way they would ever get close to achieving that would be to direct their attention on his sister.

They were disciples of Satan. They were relentless and they were opportunistic. They were also clever, and Adam always had to have his wits about him. He never thought about Melanie any more than he absolutely had to. It was a sacrifice he was prepared to make to keep her safe. When he allowed himself to dwell on her face, on the memory of her smile, her laugh, he built a wall strong enough to keep them out. It wasn’t a wall he could sustain for any more than a few minutes, but it was long enough to ease him a little, to soothe his tortured soul.

‘Sir?’

He turned, shaken from his reverie by the sound of eleven-year-old Samuel Epstein’s voice.

The bell for morning assembly had just rung and, by rights, Samuel shouldn’t be in the foyer. He should be in his seat, in the assembly hall, settling down and waiting on the arrival of the headmaster and the teachers.

‘You’re going to be late,’ he said to the young boy. ‘That will make three times this month. Remember, Samuel, three strikes and it’s detention for a whole week.’

‘I know, sir. Sorry, sir, it’s just...’

His face crumpled. Adam could see that he was fighting back tears. Very few eleven-year-old boys wanted to cry in front of a teacher and Samuel Epstein was no exception.

Adam placed a hand on his shoulder, turned him around and pushed him gently forward, saying, ‘Tell me as we walk. I’m listening.’

It all came gushing out. His parents weren’t having him home for Easter. They were going on a trip to New York, couldn’t take him with them, and that meant being alone at the school over the holiday.

‘You won’t be alone,’ Adam said. ‘Moira Strachan will be here. Her parents are going to Greece.’

‘But she’s a girl.’ His round face stretched in disgust. ‘I can’t be alone here with a girl.’

‘Matron will be here, and John, the caretaker. You’ll be fine... trust me.’

‘But sir...’

‘Go on in, Samuel. Find your seat. We’ll talk some more later.’

The boy reluctantly moved off. His body sagged and his head drooped as he walked to near the front of the hall. Adan watched his progress with rising indignation. Some parents didn’t deserve to have kids.

The assembly followed its usual pattern. First, the Lord’s Prayer. It was a Christian school and was unashamed in its religious practices, not that those practices were over the top... just the morning prayer, prayers before every meal, and a weekly service held in the chapel in the grounds.

The Lord’s prayer was followed by the special announcements. Every child’s birthday was remembered and announced; any detail signalling a change in the day’s timetable was highlighted; and merits were handed out for good behaviour, excellence in either schoolwork or sports, and also for any community service a child had participated in the day before.

Everyone was reminded of the plans for any outings, and then it was time for the first class of the day.

Adam taught English composition, English language, and English literature. That morning, he was going to expound on the brilliance of William Somerset Maugham, and especially his short story entitled The Verger. He was looking forward to it, knowing there would be lots of questions and even some debate on the moral of the tale. That particular class of eleven-year-olds were never backwards at coming forwards whenever an opinion was asked for and he anticipated a lively morning.

He never got to begin the lesson. Even before the class settled, and even before he’d taken his seat at the front of the room, he felt the air shift and knew that evil had arrived at the school. In what form, he wasn’t sure, but he was determined to find out.

Excusing himself, he left the class with instructions for everyone to read the short story and to jot down a few observations. Satisfied that there would be no nonsense from any of them, he went in search of the dark presence that had invaded his consciousness.
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Chapter Two
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The thought of coincidence entered his mind for the second time that morning. The ears, the delivery of the severed hand, and now the presence of evil in the school certainly propelled him towards his almost ingrained belief that there was no such a thing as coincidence.  His instincts told him that all three occurrences were linked, and his instincts were never wrong. They hadn’t been wrong since he woke up on the morning of his eleventh birthday.

On that day, the special features of his psyche – features that had lain dormant during his formative years and which would shape his whole future – rose to the surface. Their emergence wasn’t subtle. They rocked him on his feet and made him physically sick. He was so affected that his mother cancelled his birthday party and put him to bed with a hot water bottle. He’d been too ill to care about the party, but not too ill to appreciate his big sister’s company.

Melanie had sat with him the whole day. It was as if she had an intrinsic understanding that he needed her by his side. She’d been quietly attentive to his needs and waited until late in the afternoon to tell him that she’d also been sick to her stomach on her eleventh birthday and that, on that day, her whole life had shifted almost onto another plane of existence. 

She’d been so serious, so genuinely concerned about him, that he’d paid particular attention to what she’d had to tell him. At first, he hadn’t immediately recognised the significance of what she’d divulged. Despite the solemn telling of it, it appeared so fanciful, so weird, that he’d almost brushed it off. She’d been patient and didn’t rush him into understanding. At only thirteen years of age, Melanie was already older and more mature than her contemporaries. She knew when to sit back and allow information to be absorbed. She recognised the value in patience. 

Between bouts of vomiting, he’d asked questions and she’d answered them honestly. Slowly, he had begun to accept the reason for his apparent illness and what it meant for him moving forward. By nightfall, he already felt different, and by the next morning, his preternatural instincts had taken hold, and nothing was ever the same again.

Over time, his instincts had honed to weapons, and his insight and knowledge of everything that was evil in the world began to weigh him down. If it hadn’t been for Melanie, he didn’t think he would have survived those first few years. Thankfully, when she was gone from him, when their father had brutalised and destroyed her mind, he was strong enough to wield his weapons mercilessly and cope with the consequences. Now, he wielded them in the pursuit of the duty he believed he was placed on the Earth to deliver.

The corridor outside his classroom was deserted. Everyone was in class, and he needed an excuse to be out of his. He hated lying but, sometimes, there was nothing better than a massive, stonking falsehood. Over the years, lies had served him well and despising them had never prevented him from using them to his advantage

Lying wasn’t his only vice and it wasn’t the worst.

Murder was the worst, although he didn’t call it that. He called it retribution.

He slayed every form and every shape of demon. Some demons resembled human beings. Some were, indeed, human but he didn’t allow that to stay his hand. He exacted retribution – committed murder in the eyes of the law – on anyone and anything he deemed a threat to the innocent, and he didn’t lose a minute’s sleep over it.

He wasn’t sure whether it was human evil, or demonic evil that now stalked the halls of his school. He wouldn’t know until he was up close. To get close, he would have to lie.

Built for stealth, he succeeded in avoiding everyone who was going about business that didn’t include standing in front of a class. He wasn’t spotted until he approached the foyer at the front of the main building.

‘Ah, Peterson,’ the headmaster said, seeing him advance from the vicinity of the gymnasium. ‘Just the man.’ He frowned a moment. ‘Everything all right? No trouble in the classroom?’

Adam’s eyes fastened on the man standing directly to the left of the headmaster and shook his head, the lie already forming on his tongue. 

‘No trouble, sir. I was heading for the library. I misplaced my copy of The Sacred Flame, and I thought I might have left it there.’

He stood and waited, knowing the man was about to be introduced to him. He was impatient to learn the name of the stranger who was literally seeping malevolence from every pore.

‘’Well, tarry a moment, Peterson. I’ve got someone here who’s interested in enrolling his son.’ The headmaster stepped to the side and gestured the man forward. ‘Let me introduce Lester Andrews. Lester, this is one of our finest tutors... Adam Peterson. Your son would be in his class for English.’

‘Pleased to meet you,’ the man said, his voice resonating as perfectly sincere. 

Lester held out his hand. Before Adam accepted it, he allowed it to hang in the air for a second or two longer than was polite. His reticence to take Lester Andrews’ hand was because he needed a moment to prepare himself. He knew that, when skin came into contact with skin, he would be shown everything that lurked in the man’s heart, mind, and soul.  Such moments, unless he was ready for them, could be extremely – to say the least – uncomfortable. Keeping the disgust from his eyes, and the fury from his expression, was something Adam had learned to do, but he still needed those few moments to compose himself.

Hands clasped, the images hit him square between the eyes. He blinked but otherwise kept his expression neutral. There was nothing particularly unique about those images. They told a familiar story of rape and torment – a story that Adam had seen repeated ever since the first time with his sister.

He saw everything. Thankfully Lester wasn’t blessed with any paranormal abilities and, as such, the information that flowed between them was one-way. Sometimes, the transfer of information left Adam vulnerable. Sometimes the fiend in front of him had the ability to suck information from him simultaneously. Those types of fiends were few and far between, but Adam always took steps to throw up a shield before touching the monster in any way. However – just like the shield he used to protect his thoughts of Melanie – it was strong but short-lived. 

In the few seconds it took to shake the man’s hand, Adam came to know what floated Lester Andrews’ boat, but Lester was left with no clue that he had been so closely and effectively scrutinised. Which was just as well because, apart from causing Lester some embarrassment, it would have had him fleeing from the school as if he was on fire.

Evil came in many guises and Adam was familiar with every one of them. True evil, pure evil with its source flourishing in the bowels of Hell, was not as easily purged as the type of evil that resided in Lester Andrews, but Adam tackled that lesser evil with the same fervour he spent on the greater of Satan’s vile manifestations.

One thing that Adam learned from the handshake was that Lester’s presence at the school was, indeed, a coincidence. Turning up like that had nothing to do with the delivery of the ears or the hand. That meant he had two distinct problems to contend with and he had a feeling that the trip to see his sister would most definitely have to be postponed.

The only thing that made his decision not to make the journey bearable was the fact that she wouldn’t be aware of his absence on her special day. She wouldn’t even know that it was her special day.

‘What’s your son’s name?’ he asked, keen to hear the man’s voice once more. 

‘Archie. He’s eleven.’

He already knew the boy’s name, and what he also knew was that Archie had a sister – a sister who wasn’t afforded a private education. He knew that she was home-schooled, and he knew that every minute of her existence was an absolute misery.

Keeping his voice unaffected, he asked, ‘Are you looking at other schools in the area?’

‘Since returning from America, I’ve visited a couple in Berkshire, but this one comes highly recommended. I think Archie would be happy here.’

‘Good. Good,’ the headmaster said. ‘We like all our pupils to be happy, don’t we, Peterson?’

‘Indeed,’ he returned. ‘Every child should be happy.’

There was only the tiniest flicker in the man’s eyes, but Adam caught it. His words had affected him, as he hoped they would.

‘As you’re heading for the library, perhaps you could show Mister Andrews what a splendid place it is... show him our first editions and the study areas?’

Adam dragged his eyes around to the headmaster and feigned a look of apology. He said, ‘Sorry, headmaster. I’ve just remembered where I left my book, and it wasn’t in the library. I think that I’d best get back to class.’

‘Oh, right you are. I suppose that Mister Andrews will just have to put up with me instead.’ He moved off. ‘This way,’ he said. ‘You’ll be pleased to see...’

His voice trailed away. Adam loitered a moment, watching their backs, and then turned and retraced his steps.

Before he re-entered the classroom, he made a concerted effort to unclench his fists and relax. He handled his countenance with care, knowing that the kids would be quick to pick on any change in his mood.

They were a bright bunch and very perceptive. He liked them that way. It meant they were less likely to fall foul of people like Lester Andrews.

Lester Andrews. He was one of those men who should’ve been drowned at birth. But the devil always took care of his own and would never have permitted such a thing.

He wondered about the son... Archie. Eleven-years-old was a remarkable age... an age of coming into one’s own. He wondered what he knew of his father, of his sister. He hoped that he was in complete ignorance. If not...

He shuddered, pulled open the door, and stepped inside.

Industrious wasn’t a strong enough word to describe the children at their desks. Every head was bent over their books, every pair of eyes swept the pages they were on. Some were taking notes, some were too engrossed in the story to lift their pencils. Not a single head rose when he entered, and it gave him a few moments longer to compose himself.

Children had broken his heart more times than he could remember but the children that had broken his heart the most were the ones that neither he, nor his sister, had brought into the world. He would’ve loved nothing more than to be a father, an uncle, but it would never be. For his sister, it was impossible and much too late, and, for him, it would’ve been disastrous. He would lose them, just as he’d lost almost everyone else.

Patricia King looked up from her book. He particularly liked Patricia. She was feisty and super opinionated. She had character and was destined for great things. She looked at him with a quizzical expression behind her eyes – eyes made owl-like by the large-framed glasses she wore.

‘You have a question, Patricia?’

‘Yes, sir. ‘ 

She tilted her head back and stared at the ceiling, searching for the right words to form the question, and Adam thought, uh oh... here it comes.  

Patricia’s questions were always well thought out and, when they came, they packed a punch.

He waited and the rest of the class, alerted to the attention he was paying to the girl, raised their heads, placed their books or their pencils on their desks, and also waited.

At last, Patricia dropped her eyes. She was ready to ask her question. She said, ‘Smoking is bad for you, isn’t it, sir?’

‘You know it is,’ he returned, keen to know where she was heading.

‘But you gave us a book about a verger who opened a shop... ten shops in the end... that sold tobacco. The book made it look like smoking was a good thing. People smoking made him a lot of money.’

‘The book isn’t about smoking, Patricia, but I take your point.’

‘Don’t you think reading it will make us think that smoking is okay?’

‘I know that you’re all smarter than that.’

She warmed further on the subject. ‘You always told us that young minds are impressionable.’ 

‘True,’ he said. ‘But that doesn’t make them stupid.’

She looked disappointed in him. ‘I think you should’ve chosen a better story.’

Before he could make a further response, he felt a seismic shift in the atmosphere. Suddenly, the room smelled of death. The stench was familiar to him, and it was unmistakable.

He blinked, steadied himself, and noticed that Patricia’s face had taken on a grey cast. Then, as he stood staring at her, her eyes glazed and became opaque. Blood appeared on her lips and deep cuts abruptly slashed across her neck. 

She carried on talking, oblivious to what he was seeing and, as he stood there, looking at her, her flesh fell from her bones, and she became dust.

‘Sir?’

He snapped out of his trance.

‘Are you listening to me, sir?’

‘Yes. Sorry. Of course, I’m listening.’ Patricia was once more whole and untouched. ‘Instead of focussing on tobacco and smoking and the fact that I know none of you sensible children will ever light a cigarette, let’s talk about the moral of the story. Who can tell me what it was? What was Maughan trying to tell his readers?’

He only half listened to the flurry of replies. The vision had shaken him. To witness Patricia’s fate was a terrible thing and he feared that there was nothing he would be able to do to alter it. Sometimes, no matter what steps he took, evil won.
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Chapter Three
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Adam’s special freezer – the one that he kept in the garage, the one with the lock on it – harboured a grotesque array of body parts. If the police ever had a mind to look inside that freezer, they would be sure to label him a psychopath, or a serial killer. He wasn’t a psychopath, but he was quite content with the serial killer moniker. 

In his thirty-four years, he’d brought about the death of thirteen people. His first murder occurred when he was fourteen years old, and his first victim had been his father.

From the age of eleven to fourteen, Adam had watched his sister disintegrate. The annihilation of her spirit happened slowly and was invisible to all but him. If his father had known the affect his actions were having on her, or if he’d guessed, then it had made no difference to what he had inflicted on her on an almost daily basis. Day by day, he’d slowly destroyed her until, finally, there was nothing left of her.

A man without empathy, a man without conscience, was a foul thing. The potential effects of being the son of such a man were so deep-rooted that Adam had to constantly remind himself that he was formed in the image of God and not the man who’d sired him. He had to convince himself that nothing had been inherited, that the apple did have a chance to fall far from the tree, and that his genes weren’t tainted. It had taken years before he’d fully believed that his instinct to kill had nothing to do with his father’s evil intent, that his motives were pure and nothing close to his father’s self-absorbed motivation. He had ceased questioning his own motives after numerous occasions of looking into the vacant eyes of his sister as she lay motionless and wholly dependent on the care of others and then looking into the eyes of those he’d succeeded in saving. It hadn’t taken a genius to work out how justified his motives actually were.  

When he’d killed his father it had been wholly an act of revenge. There had been fury in the act and there had been a sense of satisfaction never again felt with any other kill. There was always satisfaction – he would never deny that fact – however no other kill had touched him at a fundamental level. Only the death of his father had exhilarated him, had left him feeling reborn. His only regret had been that he’d left it too long.  His father’s death had been in no way timely, but he’d only been fourteen and there had been no way to know just how critical the timing of an act could be. If only he’d struck him down the day before, the hour before. Even a minute sooner could have resulted in the saving of his sister. 

Now, he knew the value of good timing, but knowing was no help to him because time confounded everything in its path and dictated its own terms. He’d lost count of the number of occasions when he’d been too late. He was determined to be on time now. He was going to save Lester Andrew’s daughter and hopefully save Patricia from the fate foretold in his earlier vision. As for the ears and the hand? He knew he was already too late to save their owners but, if he could only work it all out, perhaps he would be in time to save the next ones.

He unlocked and pulled open the door to the freezer, then stood back and surveyed its contents.  If the police did prise open the door and saw what lay on the shelves, they would consider them the trophies of his kills.

They would be wrong in their assumption. They weren’t trophies. They were clues.

The means of delivery remained a mystery. They hadn’t arrived by post or by courier. No one had rung his doorbell and handed them to him. Over the years, they had simply appeared on his doorstep. Adam had gone so far as to install a CCTV camera at the front and another one at rear of his house, hoping to capture an image of whoever had left them. Strangely, spookily, neither camera had captured a thing. The arrival of the boxes had never been recorded. In the blink of an eye, they had simply been there.

If Adam had one failing it was that evil had to be close by for him to be affected by it. It had to be within a mile or so of his vicinity for him to know of its presence. The closer it was, the clearer he understood it and the easier he could deal with it. That didn’t mean that he saw or felt everything within his sphere of control. There were things that remained invisible to him and there were things that could circumnavigate modern technology. He accepted that failing and the restrictions placed on his talent with a grim resignation and took whatever measures he could to prevent it from making him particularly vulnerable.

The failure of the CCTV cameras was frustrating but, as was his nature, he shrugged it off and concentrated on the information he could glean from the actual packages.

On the shelves and in the drawers of the freezer were nine different objects, all organic, and all in various stages of decay. Not all were human remains. The bag containing two eyes were definitely not human, nor were they from any animal he had knowledge of. He’d spent many weeks researching their origin and, to date, he’d come up blank. That didn’t disappoint him. By failing to identify them as either human or animal, he deduced that they had to be demon.

He removed the hand but couldn’t concentrate sufficiently to absorb any message it secreted. He was preoccupied with thoughts of Lester Andrews and the torture of his daughter. He was also terribly afraid for Patricia. If he didn’t act, and act quickly, both girls were doomed. The ears and the hand would have to wait. The children had to be his priority.

Finding out about Andrews’ daughter and then almost immediately having the vision of Patricia’s death was yet another example of why coincidences weren’t acceptable to him. He instinctively knew that Patricia’s impending death was somehow attributed to the arrival on the scene of Andrews, and Adam realised that he could eliminate the risk to her quite easily. He was certain that, by eliminating Lester, he would save both girls.

Usually, what stalked the innocent was too clever to leave much of a trail, however the homicidal maniac, the rapist, the sociopath, were much easier for Adam to recognise and track than were the demonic creations of Satan. Those slaves of the devil moved in shadow, bent reality to disguise their presence, and created blinding darkness where the light of truth could never shine. Not so the Lester Andrews of the world. Finding and taking them out was easier than shelling peas.

What if Lester wasn’t destined to be the one responsible for Patricia’s demise? The thought caught him unawares. What if it was all a coincidence?

It would mean he might end up saving one and not the other. He couldn’t be in two places at once and had banked on Lester being the common denominator. Get rid of him and both problems would be solved. 

But...

He placed the box back in the freezer, closed it and locked up. He now had no time to waste.

Adam’s compassion for the innocent knew no bounds and his almost limitless capacity to love didn’t make him vulnerable as it would an ordinary man. An ordinary man, suffering the quandary of helplessness, would – in trying to save everyone – ultimately save no one. Not so, Adam. He was able to make the difficult decisions, to choose and to act without fear and without favour. 

If fate deemed that Lester wasn’t Patricia’s killer, then it might mean that he could do nothing to save her – not yet anyway – but he could save the Andrews girl, and that was exactly what he intended to do. With luck – he still believed in luck – he would, after all, kill two birds with the one stone. Only time would tell.

He walked the breadth of the garage to a lockbox he kept beneath an ancient workbench.

The lockbox was another thing that would give the police pause for thought. Its contents, alongside what was in the freezer, would confirm their suspicions about the owner. 

Inside, there were three plastic compartments. They contained an array of tools and other items that, in other circumstances, at the sight of them, a casual observer would show no undue concern. The police, however, would see the potential for mayhem and murder in every item. They would see exactly what the claw hammer could be used for and, as the plastic garden ties were a tried and tested method of restraining victims, they would be secure in the knowledge that they were looking at either a rape kit, or a murder kit.

Adam removed the drill and replaced it with a large roll of heavy-duty bin liners and then placed the lockbox in the boot of his car.

Thirty minutes later, he sat parked across the street from Lester Andrews’ house.

He’d required no directions to get there, had depended on no map nor satnav. From the moment he’d pulled off his driveway, he knew precisely where he was headed.

It wasn’t quite dark. The evening sky was just beginning to bloom with grey. There were no shadows to hide in and yet, no one noticed him or the car.

No one ever noticed him. If he had been a mere vigilante, a burglar staking out the house before robbing it, or a stalker watching his prey, then there would’ve been no hiding in plain sight. The neighbours would know the make and model of his car and because they’d stood behind their twitching curtains and watched him cross the road, they would’ve been able to describe him perfectly.

But he wasn’t a vigilante, a rapist, a stalker, or a burglar. He was something quite apart and he had protection. No prying eye would spy his approach or bear witness to him entering the Andrews’ house.

Despite the divine protection that would strive to keep him safe, Adam waited until night dropped its dark cloak before making his move. If his intended victim also had protection – protection of a more sinister nature – then there would be a risk to taking him in the fading daylight. There was no such a thing as an all-powerful entity, or one that was wholly infallible. If there was, then there wouldn’t be, by any stretch of the imagination, any evil in the world.

That meant Adam took the time to be careful.

He knew that there were four people in the house – Lester Andrews, his wife, and their two children. The girl was in her bedroom and, although it wasn’t quite nine o’clock, she was in bed. He could feel her fear and apprehension. It left a bitter taste in his mouth. 

Don’t worry, little girl, he said under his breath. There will be no more nights like this.

The boy, Archie, was watching television in the lounge. Lester’s wife was at the kitchen sink, washing up the supper dishes and, as luck would have it, Andrews was in the garage. Taking him would be easier than he’d imagined.

He left the lockbox in the car, strode across the road, and pushed through the gate at the front of the house. It creaked but the sound didn’t worry him. 

He didn’t immediately make for the door to the garage. There was something he had to do first.

To ensure that the girl would forever be safe, he had to check out every member of her family. If Lester’s bad seed had infected the boy, or if his wife shared his lust for power and pain, he would deal with them in the same way he planned on dealing with Lester. He wouldn’t leave anyone behind who could further torment the girl or make her future an uncertain one.

Innocence and purity had an unmistakable aura. It hummed to its own rhythm and touched him in such a way that he never doubted its authenticity.

Placing both hands on the nearest window, he leaned forward and pressed his forehead against the glass. He closed his eyes and inhaled slowly.

Every molecule between him and the occupants of the house shifted to make way for the passage of the auras from within. The girl’s was dark but that was understandable. No child who had suffered as she had, ever exhibited a bright aura. He disregarded the pulsing muddy grey light emanating from her being and homed in on the other two.

He smiled. The boy would hate to discover that his aura was pink. What boy liked pink? A few, maybe, but certainly not Archie. 

He moved his mind further on. He was aware of the sounds coming from the garage, but he didn’t allow them to distract him.

The woman’s aura initially confused him, but it only took him a few seconds to adjust to its frequency. Like the girl’s, it was dark, and just like her aura, there was an awful reason for its particular shade of grey.

The woman knew pain and she knew anguish and Adam realised that the girl wasn’t the only one who would be saved that night.

Job done, he turned for the man.

‘Oh, hello,’ Lester said, on seeing Adam in the doorway. ‘What brings you here? Did the headmaster send you?’

Adam merely looked at him. 

Suddenly nervous, but not understanding why, Lester rambled on. ‘It’s rather late for a visit. In fact, I didn’t realise that a home check was a prerequisite to accepting my son. Is that why you’re here... to check up on us... to make sure Archie comes from a good home?’

Adam cast his eyes around the immaculate interior of the garage. There wasn’t a speck of dust or a smear of oil on any surface and the floor had been swept within an inch of its life. Amongst other things, it seemed that Lester was a germaphobe and Adam determined to make his end particularly filthy.

‘I want you to come with me.’ Adam drew the words out slowly. ‘Just stop what you’re doing and follow me to my car. It’s just across the street... not far.’

‘I’m sorry? You want me to do what?’ Lester pulled off the pair of nitrile gloves protecting his hands and stuffed them in his trouser pockets but kept his eyes on Adam. ‘Is this some sort of joke?’ His nervousness was morphing into impatience and anger began to bubble just below the surface. ‘I think you’d better leave. You’re trespassing. I’ll ring the headmaster in the morning... find out what this is all about.’

‘You won’t do that,’ Adam said, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. ‘So, it would be best to simply come quietly. There’s really no point in making a song and dance about it.’

‘What are you... some sort of maniac?’ He tried to make a joke of it. ‘You’ll get much better pickings a few doors down the street. There’s a young woman...’

‘It’s you I want,’ Adam said.

‘Me? But why? You still haven’t told me what this is all about.’

‘You know why I’m here. Think about it and it’ll come to you.’

Lester’s eyes darted to the side, looking for an escape. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed back hard. He was beginning to understand that he was in some sort of shit, but he wasn’t a man who was used to getting himself waist deep in trouble. He was a careful man, a clever man. To all intents and purposes, he was an ordinary man. Until that moment, he never believed that anyone would be able to see right through his expertly contrived persona. But the man standing in front of him with the stupid smile on his face seemed to know him... really know him... and, for the first time in his life, he understood what it felt like to experience fear.

‘I’ll scream,’ he said.

‘I’d love to hear that.’

‘I mean it.’ Lester opened his mouth wide, dragged in a 

breath, then paused, not really wanting to draw attention to his predicament. How would he be able to explain things? Would he end up being questioned by the police? He couldn’t risk that.

Adam took a step towards him. ‘Did anyone come running when your daughter screamed... when your wife screamed?’

‘I mean it... I’ll scream.’ He backed up, suddenly realising that the police were the least of his worries. 

‘Go on... try.’ Adam was now almost nose to nose with him. ‘Give it your best shot.’

Lester backed off another step, bumped the wall, chugged in a breath, and opened his mouth wide once more, intending to let his breath out in a long wail.

No sound emerged. 

Adam reached out and laid a hand on his arm. Despite the touch causing him to feel a revulsion so strong that he almost withdrew it, Adam kept it there.

Lester sagged at the knees but didn’t go down. Adam made sure of that by gripping him under the elbow and holding him on his feet. He bore the man’s weight as if it was nothing. Hauling him straighter, he said, ‘Come on. Although you don’t deserve it, I promise to make it quick... dirty, but quick.’
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Chapter Four
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Adam wished that he’d been blessed with the power to simply reach into someone’s chest and rip out their heart. He liked the idea of that – knowing it would be quicker, cleaner and less time consuming – but he wasn’t given that power and, so, he had no choice but to do the deed the slow and messy way.

He drove to a quiet spot on the outskirts of the city where he knew he wouldn’t be disturbed and where he knew he could dispose of the body undetected.

Lester made the journey in silence. Even if he had an inkling of what was in store for him, he was unable to voice his terror or plead for his life. He no longer had a voice. It was the first thing that Adam took from him. He’d then taken his will to fight. Next, his eyes would be taken, then his genitals, and finally his life.

Essentially, Adam wasn’t a cruel man. He did things that normal people would consider cruel however he never went out of his way to inflict more than he deemed necessary to send a message or to end a life. After his victims were rendered helpless, he rarely spoke to them, believing any words he might utter would needlessly alarm or hurt them. He wasn’t into torture for torture’s sake, but he had no qualms about talking to and at Andrews. 

‘You took with impunity,’ he began by saying. ‘You took the innocence of a small child and you tried to take her future. You took your wife’s will and bent it to your own and then you carried on taking and taking and taking.’ 

He glanced at Lester’s still form sitting next to him. He watched as his mouth tried to form a response – an impossibility – and Adam smiled a slow, cold smile.

‘I’ll bet that you never thought you would be caught. I’ll bet that you believed you were too clever and too wily to be exposed for what you are. Well, Mister Andrews, what you don’t know is that you stink. I could smell you a mile off. Your mask of respectability couldn’t stand up to the stench of your corruption and there was no hiding from me.’

A low guttural sound, as if from an animal, was the only response Lester was able to muster, that and a keening moan. 

‘They already feel your absence,’ Adam went on. ‘The house is breathing a little easier. Your daughter already feels the benefit of your disappearance and your wife – although she’s confused – has hope in her heart for the first time in years.’ 

He drew the car to a halt, parallel to a small, wooded area, switched off the engine, and turned to fully face him.

‘I can’t give back what you stole but I can ensure that you pay the cost of it. You’ll find the
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