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Satan has been the best friend the Church has ever had, as he has kept it in business all these years.

– from the prologue to ‘The Satanic Bible’



THIS IS FOR THE FOUR SHINING STARS:

ELIZABETH, ROYSTON, COLIN, AND ANNE-MARIE









Prologue

Years later, the number of people claiming to have been present in Dublin’s central criminal court when sentence was finally passed upon Gabriel Callister ran into the hundreds. Perhaps thousands.

By then, the terrible events following Callister’s incarceration, and subsequent death, had taken on a mythic sheen, caught somewhere between nightmare and legend.

But on that cold Autumn Day inside the grand old building, there was no hint of the future horrors to come.

The twelve souls randomly selected to decide Gabriel Callister’s fate filed into courtroom number one at exactly 4.31pm on September 16th.

Six men and six women, all Irish, ranging in age from 24 to 72. Most bore identical expressions of relief, curdled by exhaustion.

Leading the twelve was Brendan Foyle, a skinny, gangling man with a bulldog face.

After Brendan came Sharon McCone, an attractive, middle-aged redhead;

Eamon Grace, tall, grey haired, immaculately tailored in a three-piece suit, looking every inch the successful businessman he was;

Jenny Fay, the youngest juror, her pale visage almost translucent beneath a spray of olive freckles;

Lorraine Garry, small and whipthin in a turquoise blouse, her eyes tiny chips of blue;

Irene Kelly, a plump brunette with pursed lips and scarred chin, courtesy of a childhood dog attack;

and Kevin Sullivan, red-haired, big-eyed, freckle-faced.

There was a four second pause before the other jurors came in. Such was the ghoulish speculation later surrounding the Callister case that this pause was viewed by many as a mystical ‘cut-off’ point for the first batch of murders. Even then, the forces of evil which later targeted the unfortunate twelve were lining up their souls like clay ducks in a shooting gallery.

In truth, juror eight, Brian Coffey, stopped briefly in the hallway to fasten an unruly shoelace, blocking the other jurors standing behind him.

When he had finished, Coffey, a handsome young man with brown, curly hair and a firm jaw, entered the courtroom.

He was followed by Susan Allehy, a pretty, green-eyed blonde dressed in an elegant suit;

Alison Prendergast, a tiny brunette with a bowlegged gait, wearing a bizarre tartan scarf over a blouse-jeans combo;

Ian O Connill, the oldest Juror, perpetually scowling beneath enormous white eyebrows as his black cane made loud THOCK sounds on the tiled floor;

and finally, the head juror Derek Cahill: swarthy and squat, doing his best to conceal his excitement.

One by one, the twelve jurors took their seats.

Each of them refused to glance at the gaunt man sitting fifteen feet to their right, flanked on either side by his lawyers.

Rumours of an impending verdict had been swirling through the media for days. Consequently, today’s proceedings were packed, with 150 people present in the courtroom. Almost as many journalists and photographers were waiting in the hallways.

The trial had lasted three weeks so far. That it had lasted more than a week was baffling to most observers.

In the eyes of the Irish press, and the millions who read newspapers and watched TV, the final verdict was a foregone conclusion.

Gabriel Callister was clearly guilty. The man’s well-documented obsession with black magic stretched into his childhood, and he was a self-confessed attendee at numerous black masses around the world, particularly America, where he had lived for years. The fact he was originally from Ireland only increased the feverish media frenzy surrounding the case.

Perhaps more importantly—to the general public, at least—was that Mr Callister had the ‘look’ of a murderer: piercing blue eyes and a brooding countenance. His handsome face was known to everyone in the country (and beyond), having been splashed repeatedly across front pages and beamed into homes via nightly news updates. Inevitably, these images and pictures showed the man looking surly, therefore proving his guilt.

Throughout the entire trial, Callister would smile only once.

Ironically, in the fullness of time it would emerge the verdict had not been a unanimous decision.

Two jury members—Jenny Fay and Ian O Connill—opted for not guilty, while three—Brendan Foyle, Sharon McCone, and Alison Prendergast—reluctantly voted guilty only after much anguished discussion.

Unfortunately for Gabriel Callister, in the Irish legal system, ten out of twelve votes was sufficient for a criminal conviction.

Judge Kieran Riordan suddenly appeared at the top of the court, entering through a side-door.

Everyone stood to watch Riordan’s wheezing ascent to his chair (‘akin to watching a wounded elephant limping for home,’ one wit would write a decade hence, adding to the 24 books published about the Callister case by then.)

Riordan’s jowls flapped. His three chins shook. He was a curious sight in Ireland, a legal arena where tall, skinny Judges were the order of the day. But there was nothing curious about Riordan’s penetrating mind, or the harsh sentences he regularly imposed on drug dealers and murderers.

Such zeal brought consequences. Over the last six years, Riordan’s house had been firebombed twice, and he had been shot three times, once in the face (incredibly, the bullet ricocheted off his skull). That he refused to relent one iota in the severity of his verdicts simply added to the man’s legendary status.

Judge Riordan sat.

Everyone else followed suit.

The judge placed a set of keychain glasses on his long, narrow nose.

Apparently oblivious to the fever-pitch tension in the courtroom, he opened a folder and reviewed a number of documents.

Then he took a pen and ticked a couple of pages.

Those assembled waited, breathless.

There was no shuffling of feet. No Beep-Beep of received text messages.

Not even a cough penetrated the silence, for fear of calling Riordan’s attention and perhaps invoking his ire.

Finally, the judge put his pen down.

Turning his leonine head, he addressed Derek Cahill.

“Have you reached a verdict?” Riordan might have been asking a stranger in the street for the time of day.

“We have, your Honour,” replied Derek Cahill, standing. Cahill’s voice was steady, and his face composed. Life had not been kind to this man, and neither would History. As reality became myth, various writers had Cahill, at the moment of announcing the verdict, perspiring palpably: his armpits soaked, his forehead and upper lip beaded with sweat, and his off-kilter eye rolling wildly in its right socket.

None of this was true.

Riordan nodded, and gestured at Callister.

“Gabriel Robert Callister, you may stand and face the jury.”

The gaunt man pushed away his chair, and stood.

He turned and faced the twelve.

“Please announce the verdict,” said Riordan.

There was the slightest pause by Derek Cahill. It was only a matter of seconds, but, to most people in the courtroom that day, it felt like much longer.

Here, at last, after weeks of weeping witnesses and scarcely-credible testimony, was the end. Here was the conclusion so desired; so needed.

There could be only one verdict.

When Derek Cahill spoke, his voice was calm and clear.

“We, the jury, find the defendant guilty, on all counts.”

A loud huuuuuuuahhhhhh rustled through the courtroom: a noise caught somewhere between a cheer and a laugh.

Beneath this sound, a smattering of claps.

Amongst those assembled, various relatives of the victims wept and embraced each other.

Gabriel Callister’s expression did not change.

It remained as it had been through the entire trial: stony and unsurprised, as if he had expected to hear nothing else.

Judge Riordan banged his gavel twice to restore quiet. Twice was all he needed.

Silence quickly descended within the court.

Riordan rolled up the sleeves of his robe, as if to physically rebuke the figure standing before him.

He stared at Callister with barely-concealed contempt: a withering gaze that had cowed countless ne’er-do-wells.

But it did not work on Gabriel Callister, who held Riordan’s gaze firmly.

“Gabriel Callister,” Riordan announced, “you are found guilty by a jury of your peers. The crimes of which you were convicted are terrible indeed. One can scarcely quantify their existence, let alone begin to understand the reason for why they happened. Yet they did happen, nevertheless. All I can do, in my capacity as judge, is to offer the families you destroyed some type of justice, meagre though it may seem.”

Riordan paused.

“I hereby sentence you to life imprisonment, with a recommendation you not be considered for parole for at least twenty years.”

Cheers and whoops rang out.

More clapping.

And if the death penalty were still in force in this country, boyo, Riordan’s stormy gaze seemed to say, you can be 100 percent positive I’d have pronounced it on you.

“Do you have anything to say before you are taken down?”

A number of phrases were later attributed to Callister at this moment, each roared at the top of his lungs as he was hauled away by burly Gardai.

Amongst the most fanciful, and therefore believed, were:

‘Revenge will be sweet!!’

‘I will not go quietly, nor will they die that way!!’

‘Vengeance need not show its face until the proper moment!!’

In truth, the man never said a word.

“Guards. Remove the convicted,” Judge Riordan finished.

A final, sharp tat on the gavel.

As Callister was led from the courtroom in handcuffs, he glanced at the jury.

Despite subsequent claims, he did not fork the sign of the evil eye at the twelve, or make a clawing motion at his throat.

He also did not cackle maniacally, or attempt to break free of his guards.

Gabriel Callister simply looked at the departing jurors… and smiled.

The smile was flat, and grim, devoid of any warmth. Most of the jury did not even see it.

But this single smile, captured on a spectator’s iPhone (cagily smuggled into the court) and destined to be re-printed in publications and books for many years to come, fuelled much of the apocrypha which hung around future events like thick, swirling fog.



Immediately after the verdict, the jurors were led into Judge Riordan’s chambers.

Once inside the room, Riordan congratulated the dozen men and women on their sterling work, and thanked them for their patience and dedication.

There was no final round of handshakes amongst the twelve.

No group hug, or promise of future reunions, or exchange of mobile numbers.

The men and women left the building one at a time, and returned to the lives they’d had before their selection for jury duty.

Each of the jurors slept in their own beds that night for the first time in three weeks… except for jurors three and eight, Kevin Sullivan and Lorraine Garry, who stayed together.

Most slept soundly, grateful the trial was concluded.

A couple of the jurors—Derek Cahill and Ian O Connill—lay awake with regret in their hearts: a lingering sadness that the drama was finally over.

Only one awoke in the dead of night, shivering and petrified, tormented by visions of hospital beds and faceless pursuers.

Only one clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle the shriek she felt barrelling up her throat.

Only one clutched her blankets and stared out at the moonlit sky, listening to an eerie wind moan and shriek, like a lost child left behind in some strange and terrible place.

This was Irene Kelly, and though she tried her best to return to sleep that night, she found it impossible.

Each time she closed her eyes, grotesque visions filled her head.

A bedroom stained with blood, consumed by flames.

A sunlit window shattering as a figure leapt through it.

A spiralling, damned series of shrieks.

Instead, Irene lay awake until the red ascent of dawn, hoping to banish the feeling of imminent doom that cocooned her.



Tuesday, March 23rd, begins like any other day.

Sunrise blooms at 6:23am: russets of blue and pink, seeping through an inky blackness.

One by one, the stars vanish, sheeted by the languid advance of dawn.

The chill which has gripped the country for the last week relents briefly, dropping a couple of degrees.

A rainshower starts at 6:34am, lasting for exactly three minutes.

It is brief but powerful, rattling windows and roofs across the entire northeast of the country.

The shower wakens Ian O Connill from a light slumber. The old man stirs, yawns, and sits up in bed.

He links his hands upon his narrow chest and listens to the patter-slish noise rattling the roof and filling the gutters.

When the shower ends, Ian switches on the bedside lamp and then the radio.

‘Morning Ireland’ will begin soon. It is his favourite.

Hearing the shower, Brendan Foyle snaps awake instantly.

Since the birth of his daughter ten months ago, he has become accustomed to waking at the slightest sound.

Not hearing Emily’s lusty cries, Brendan turns over and drifts off again.

A minute later, Emily does wail, rousing Brendan once more.

He glances at his wife Audrey—comatose and snoring loudly—before getting out of bed with a sigh.

He knows his sleep is done for the day.

Like all single people, Irene Kelly wakes reluctantly.

She curses the sound of the rain—an irritating, incessant rattle booming through the apartment.

Not wanting to, Irene squints at her watch, praying the pale light outside her window signifies 5 am, or even earlier. But it is 6.47.

Seeing she has only thirteen minutes of ‘official’ sleep left, Irene curses, “I hate my fucking job,” and turns her face into the pillow.

Kevin Sullivan stirs at 7.02 am, Irish time, not in a bed but in a reclined airplane seat, 35,000 feet above the earth.

The first sound he hears is the inhale-exhale of a hundred different passengers.

Looking around, he sees a number of people are already awake, with TV screens switched on and headphones in place.

Kevin sees his fingers are still linked with his partner’s, Lorraine Garry, who is sleeping soundly in the adjoining seat. He studies Lorraine’s beautiful face for the thousandth time, leaning in close to do so as he inhales her gorgeous scent.

Then, remembering the small object in his suitcase, he whispers a silent prayer for good luck over the next few days.

Brian Coffey wakes at 7.10am – 8.10am, Spanish time—in Villasar de Dalt, a small town 25 kilometres south of Barcelona.

Brian has never needed an alarm to awaken, as he is one of those fortunate souls equipped with an inner buzzer that rings at the exact same time each morning.

There is no lingering in a warm bed for Brian—he is on his feet and into the shower in seconds, whistling cheerily.

His happiness can be simply explained: his girlfriend, Carol, is one day closer to her visit.

Three of the Callister jurors awaken at 7.30am in different parts of Ireland, brought to life by their clocks or mobiles:

Sharon McCone sweeps away her duvet and slaps her husband’s posterior, giggling.

Her husband responds by dragging Sharon back into bed.

Though married for twenty years, their sex life is as healthy as ever.


Derek Cahill remains in bed an extra fifteen minutes, leisurely massaging his scrotum while picturing various men and women with their lips around it. Ironically, one of the faces he pictures is Sharon McCone.

Though the trial ended six months ago, Derek regularly fantasises to Sharon’s image.

Similar to Derek, Susan Allehy lies in her single bed and massages a part of herself before rising—in her case, her stomach.

At last she rises, shucks off her panties and t-shirt, and steps into the shower, thinking: Today’s the day. Today’s the day.


At first, Alison Prendergast has no idea where she is.

Her world is pale-green, and her head is pounding. She thinks she might be in a sleeping bag, one of those funky models designed for two.

A black man lies next to her. Alison can feel his long, flaccid penis pressed against her bare thigh.

Then she spies the empty Vodka bottle on the ground beside her, and groans. She is in a tent, not far from Latigua, a remote Venezuelan village. Her black friend is a local she met the night before.

Alison retrieves her purse, jeans and top, and exits the tent as quietly as possible.


Like Brian Coffey and Alison Prendergast, Eamon Grace comes too in a different country—Canada—not in a house or tent, but a hotel.

After checking his Blackberry for news on Kanako, his latest client, Eamon pads into the shower. His mouth is dry and his tongue furry.

The remains of last night’s party are tossed haphazardly across the sideboard. Two empty wine bottles and six mini-whiskeys, all empty.

The escort Eamon paid for is long gone.


The last of the Callister jurors to rise is also the youngest—Jenny Fay, stirring at eleven minutes past 11.

Jenny stretches and yawns, a long, yowling moan of pleasure.

Then she fishes a semi-smoked spliff from the ashtray on her dressing table and lights up.

When the j is finished, Jenny considers turning over and returning to sleep.


These twelve souls commence their day, blissfully unaware that, within a week, most of them will be dead or hopelessly insane.





One

The Devil pulls the strings which make us dance

We find delight in the most loathsome things

Some furtherance of Hell each new day brings

And yet we feel no horror in that rank advance

– Baudelaire









Chapter One Susan Allehy/ Dublin

1


The killings did not begin unobtrusively and then escalate in intensity, one by one.

There was no build-up of violence from one juror to the next, and certainly no attempt to hide what had happened to the victims.

In fact, the first murder, Susan Allehy, would be remembered by many as the most sickening, by virtue of the fact that the woman was almost four months pregnant.

2


Tuesday March 23rd 5.45pm

Sitting at the window of Yum-Yum’s Cafe in Lower Rathmines, Dublin, the pretty blonde woman nursed a tepid white coffee and thought about life, the universe, and everything in it.

In the sodden street outside, the world turned restlessly. People hurried past each other without a second glance, eager to get home, or to the pub, before the fading light vanished from the sky. Harried-looking businessmen barked into phones whilst sidestepping harried-looking teenagers pushing prams. Cars and vans and Bus Eireann behemoths parped impatiently, creating a vast, undulating mishmash of sound. The homeless sat outside various ‘prime’ locations (Peak Physique, the Camden Casket, Flannery’s pub) with open palms and crumpled cups raised aloft, ignored by 99 percent of the 99 percent.

The attractive blonde—Ms Susan Allehy, 26, from Belmullet, County Mayo—observed every part of this activity without seeing any of it.

Reflexively, she placed a hand on her belly.

Then, grimacing, she took her hand away.

She had repeated this action twenty times in the last twenty minutes.

Less than an hour ago, in a Doctor’s office in nearby Aungier Street, Susan had heard two words she had never expected to hear in her lifetime. Words spoken millions of times over the course of human history. And in an eyeblink, everything she had ever done, or ever would do, had been shunted rudely aside.

You’re pregnant.

Two words.

You’re pregnant.

Unchangeable. Unescapable.

So cliched! So old-fashioned!

So romantic! So awe-inspiring!

So real.

You’re pregnant.

Are you sure? I mean… you haven’t done a scan or anything…

I’m sure, Susan.

Susan sipped her white coffee. It was cold, and tasted like shit.

Gazing through the window, the world around her—the world she had always known—seemed to be the same. It certainly looked the same.

But it had changed.

Changed utterly, as her favourite poet might have said.

A veil of unreality had been strewn across everything now. Everything she saw, and tasted, and heard, and felt. She wondered how long this veil would remain in place, and if she would ever be ‘normal’ Susan Allehy again.

Based on what you’ve told me, you’re at least three months gone. Probably closer to four.

Of course, she had been aware of her ‘condition.’ In truth, she had suspected since the end of last month. And she had been positive for the last two weeks.

But something had stopped her from having a check-up, or even buying a pregnancy kit. Something she couldn’t identify.

Fear? Anger? Disbelief?

All of the above?

None of the above?

Is this how you’re supposed to feel? Susan thought, caressing the top of the coffee cup with one index finger. Is this a common reaction when someone finds out? This emptiness? This nothingness? This numb feeling, like your whole body’s been given a shot of a super tranquiliser?

Susan didn’t know, since this had never happened to her before. Oh, there had been one or two false alarms over the years. During her second year in UCC, a drunken one-night stand resulted in an agonising wait which ended five days after her due time. (When she finally started her cycle, she wept tears of relief in her dorm bathroom.)

Since that night, Susan Allehy had been careful.

Very careful.

You weren’t careful enough, she thought, and sipped the dead coffee.


3


5:52pm

Susan shook her head in wonder and placed the phone in her handbag. Her world had been turned inside out less than an hour ago. To her, the hour felt like a week.

At least.

Remember the veil. It’s everywhere. Affecting everything, even time.

YumYum’s was closing soon. Nearly time to git, as her Granda Pete used to say in a cringy John Wayne drawl. Normally, at this time of the day, she would be in the gym, working the stairmaster or doing crunches. Getting her supple, toned body into even better shape.

No more gym for a while, I think, Susan thought, and burst into tears.

She lowered her head and wept silently, alerting no-one. Not the circling Korean waitress, not the diners behind her, and not the woman two seats to her left, staring at a crossword magazine with a look of mounting exasperation.

Susan snatched the napkin from her saucer and dabbed at her tears. Now was not the time to transform into a quivering mound of jelly. Certainly not here, in this cafe, surrounded by strangers.

Maybe later, she thought, and blew her nose.

Looking up, she saw Alan, the baby’s father, grinning cheerily at her from across the street.

A painful twinge of shock lanced Susan’s body, and she jumped in her seat. Her fingers struck the coffee cup, making it spin.

It’s him! How did he get here? How does he even know-

But it wasn’t Alan. It was a guy who looked like him, a little.

Blonde, wavy hair. Prominent nose. But he had too much stubble, and the chin—

“Miss?”

Susan turned her head. It was the Crossword Lady.

The woman’s stern face was lit with a hesitant smile. Her eyes were wide, concerned. They searched Susan’s face, though not unkindly.

“Yes?” Susan said.

“Are—are you okay?”

“Yes. Yes, I’m…” Susan tried for a smile, and was surprised to find one. “I’m grand, thanks. It’s been an odd day, that’s all. Thanks so much for asking.”

“You’re more than welcome.”

Crossword Lady favoured Susan with a final concerned glance, then—blessedly—returned to her crossword.

Susan looked out the window again.

Alan’s double was gone.

Ah, Alan, she thought. Mr Wrafter. My lovely, kind, ever-so-slightly-boring ex. I wonder, I wonder, how you’ll react to the news.
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Susan had met Alan four months ago in an Irish Language school on Harcourt Street called Conradh na Gaeilge. Someone at work knew of her on-off interest in resurrecting her grasp of Gaelic and told her about the school. One evening, she wandered in for a lark, not knowing what to expect. What she found was a friendly basement pub, populated by folk happily blathering away in their native tongue. The following week, she signed on for an evening course.

On the first night of classes, Susan noticed Alan. He was hard not to notice, since he was a muscular guy who looked like he played Rugby a lot (but didn’t). Alan wasn’t too handsome—balding at 28, with pockmarked skin—but he had a great sense of humour, constantly cracking jokes in his fractured Gaelic.

On the second night of classes, Alan asked Susan to go for a drink in Dicey’s, a nearby pub: an invitation she accepted.

The following Tuesday, they went for another drink.

The following Saturday, they were tearing each other’s clothes off in Alan’s Ranelagh apartment.

Like all relationships based primarily on sex, the first months were glorious. Susan saw Alan two or three times a week, depending on how busy they both were at work (she worked in a bank while he had a position in an Insurance company). Alan asked her to stay in his flat a number of times and she readily accepted. Susan shared a house with three girls so that was out.

There were dinners. Trips to the cinema.

The Gaiety Theatre—GlenGarry GlenRoss—and The Tivoli—Get Back! A Beatles Tribute.

The common customs of a healthy pairing.

Then, one day, it occurred to Susan that her mind had a habit of drifting off when Alan was speaking about his workday, or friends, or family, or… well, anything. She seemed unable to concentrate on what the poor lad said for more than a minute.

A horrible fact to admit, but it was the truth.

Ten weeks ago, Susan had rang Alan and said they needed to talk.

About what? he replied.

About us, Alan. Can we meet somewhere? Maybe Thursday or Friday?

Susan, Alan responded calmly, if you’re breaking up with me, I’d prefer you do it here, right this second, over the phone. As unpleasant as it will be, it’ll beat waiting a day or two to hear it face-to-face.

So Susan spat it out. She didn’t mention his ‘boringness’ (God forbid)- she simply said there was no real future for them as a couple. In her mind, the relationship was going nowhere.

Alan took the news with remarkably good grace, neither arguing nor losing his cool. Thanks for being honest with me, were the last words he said to her. It was great while it lasted. All the best to you.

The man’s voice had cracked on the last sentence, jiggling like an adolescent. Then he’d hung up—

“Fucking clown!” someone screamed beyond the window, startling Susan rudely into reality. A pudgy taxi driver, shouting at a careening cyclist.

I think Alan was in love with me, Susan thought, watching the cyclist weave through a line of vehicles with a desperate grin. I really think he was. Maybe that’s why I really ended it.

Fantastic. Wonderful. That’ll be a great help when you reveal he’s about to be a Daddy.

But why tell him? What’s the point?

He’s the father, to start. He has a right to know.

And what will you do if he tells you to piss off, and it’s none of his business anyway?

Alan would never do that… never…

“Excuse me, Miss,” said a voice.

Susan started again.

She turned to see the Korean waitress standing beside her. There was a curious expression on the girl’s moon face.

“Uh, I’m sorry, miss,” the waitress said, “but we’re closing.”

Susan looked around, and was amazed to see the cafe was empty.

Even Crossword Lady was gone.

Talk about deep thinking, Susan Allehy thought, and left Yum Yum’s in a hurry.
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The last glittering remnants of March ice streaked the streets and crusted the shoplights. Looking at this, Susan felt the new veil of unreality draped over her world tighten. Every doorway was twinkling, every roof pulsing with light.

At the end of Aungier Street, she paused at a set of traffic lights. People surrounded her, jostling, talking, rubbing their hands. In front of her, a spikyhaired teenager dragged on a cigarette and blew toxic carcinogens over one shoulder, into Susan’s face.

Susan coughed. Her hand shot reflexively to her stomach.

All I want is to go home, sit in front of the fire, and relax. That’s all. Nothing else. Maybe have a glass of wine. It’ll be good for the baby, haha. Then I’ll decide who to ring first. Mam? Breda? Or maybe tell the girls first.

—what is that—

Sensing a presence to her right, Susan turned her head.

Standing across the street, outside Fredo’s Grill and Pizza, she saw Gabriel Callister staring at her intently.

Callister wore a bulky jacket and a baseball cap. Those awful, piercing eyes looked like two tiny spotlights in the thickening gloom.

“Huaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!“ Susan Allehy screamed. She clapped her hands across her mouth and gaped at Callister in terror.

Jesus Christ, no, no, no, it can’t be him, of course it can’t—

At that moment, a bus surged by, blotting Callister out.

Susan stood rooted to the spot, shivering, barely breathing. Her heart thundered and spun inside her. Her pulse galloped along like a wild current.

The bus passed, and though she didn’t want to see, Susan held her gaze.

Gabriel Callister was gone.

“My God… my God…” Susan wheezed.

“Miss?” a voice said. “Is… is everything alright?”

Susan turned to the speaker. A tall, stooped man with arching eyebrows.

She looked around, and saw at least a dozen people staring at her. Each wore a different expression, like masks at a costume party. Concern, pity, amusement, contempt.
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The bus journey home was torture.

Every single second of Susan’s trip to Rathfarnham, and the subsequent five-minute walk to Acacia Avenue, was consumed by the squabbling hemispheres of her tired brain.

One side focused diligently on her upcoming bundle of joy. The other was determined to replay Gabriel’s Callister’s ‘re-appearance,’ over and over.

As the minutes ticked by, the Callister side gradually gained the upper hand.

Of course, it wasn’t him… just someone who looked like the man, that’s all…

Jesus, first Alan, then Callister. I didn’t know pregnancy brought on visions of ex-lovers and ghosts. Who will I see next, Granda Pete?

Susan had not even thought of Gabriel Callister since his death in prison… when was that? Two months ago? Three?

Weeks in a courtroom, sat metres away from that evil bastard, was enough to last anyone a lifetime. Ten lifetimes.

Her clearest memories of the trial, when she thought about it at all, were the horrible final days of debate and argument amongst the jurors. It had taken a superhuman effort by everyone (her included) to get Brendan Foyle, Sharon McCone, and Alison Prendergast to change their vote to guilty. Ian O Connill and Jenny Fay—one very old, the other very young, and both equally stubborn—had refused to budge an inch on their ‘innocent’ verdict. Too many inconsistencies, they claimed. Too much circumstantial evidence. No motive.

By the end of it, Susan just wanted out of the room they were cooped up in, and fuck Gabriel Callister, even if he was innocent.

She felt no remorse when she heard about Callister’s suicide (it was impossible not to hear about it, since every paper in the country carried it as front-page news). In her opinion, the bastard had gotten what he deserved. Why, in a different country, he would have been executed on the spot, no question.

The things the man had done… the sheer depravity of his actions…

Oh please please PLEASE will you stop thinking about that crap that garbage that terrible three weeks? Will you focus on what you have to do tonight and who you have to ring? PLEASE!

Susan reached the end of Ellington Avenue and turned the corner.

There, twenty yards away, was the front gate of her house.

Thank God! Oh thank you thank you thank you!

She walked to the gate and pushed it open, her high heels clipclopping on the stone path.

Through the frosted glass of the front door, she saw the kitchen lights were on. Probably Della, making her bi-monthly pot of spaghetti.

Susan stopped at the door and hunted through her purse for the keyring.

At that moment, her mobile burred.

It’s Alan, she thought. I know it’s him. That’s why I saw his face… those psychic flashes you read about in magazines… he knows, too…

Checking her phone, she saw the name DES on the screen. Des was a new employee, almost a month in the bank. A nice enough guy. Vaguely cute. Why she’d given him her number was a mystery.

Not now, Des, Susan thought.

She slotted her key into the lock, pushed open the door, and went to her death.
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The second she stepped through the door, Susan felt a wrongness within the house.

She didn’t know how to describe it—couldn’t put her finger on it.

But she knew.

A sixth sense… a blind intuition…

Everything was wrong.

It was a feeling in the air: a sense of bad, everywhere, like a charge of electricity recently departed. The unreal world she had entered an hour ago had intensified, only tenfold.

The lights in the kitchen blazed like gleaming torches.

The sound of her breathing roared like a storm.

The interior of 32 Acacia Avenue, her home for the last four years, looked the same. Same stained WELCOME mat, dotted with cigarette burns. Same narrow hallway, leading into the kitchen. Same rickety stairs.

But there was no sound of tramping feet overhead as Bernie paced her bedroom while she talked with her latest boyfriend.

No tinny noise coming from the living room as Georgina listened to music through her laptop headphones.

No welcoming cry of ‘Hey Suzie!’ from Della, standing at the cooker.

Susan advanced two steps into the hallway… except it wasn’t a hallway any more.

Now it was the world’s longest, coldest tunnel, filled with damp air and strange sounds.

A giant, narrow tube, full of danger and menace, into which she had unwittingly wandered.

There was danger here. It capered gleefully beside her, around her—within her.

Even as she took a third step, Susan sensed a presence.

Movement.

She heard (and felt) the front door swing shut.

Creeeeeeaaaakk—

Never did get that fixed, Susan Allehy thought, and turned to see who it was.

When she did, all the blood drained from her face.

All the feeling departed from her body.

“Hello, Susan,” said Gabriel Callister.






Chapter Two
 Ainsworth

1


Tuesday March 23rd 8:24pm

Superintendent Eimhin Ainsworth knew the situation was bad when he pulled up outside the house and spotted his old partner, Mike Molloy, bent over with his hands on his thighs, dryheaving.

Molloy was a 16 year veteran, and not a man to scare easily… or puke, for that matter.

Ainsworth got out of the unmarked Nissan and approached 32 Acacia Avenue, skirting four Squad cars. The entire area was bathed in a haze of flickering blue lights. Crowds were already forming behind the red tape barriers.

Ducking underneath a section of tape, Ainsworth did not show his ID to the lone officer standing sentinel. Practically everyone in the Dublin Gardai knew who Eimhin Ainsworth was. If not by his appearance, then certainly by his reputation.

Royston McNally and Gay Halley (‘The Rathgar Rats’ as they were popularly known to everyone but themselves) stood on either side of Molloy while a group of young officers hovered nearby, pretending not to stare. Halley was patting Molloy tentatively on the shoulder, struggling not to look embarrassed.

Ainsworth stopped beside Molloy. He nodded at Halley, who stepped away. Then he placed a comforting hand on Molloy’s shoulder.

“Mike, it’s me. It’s Eimhin.”

Mike Molloy raised his head, and Eimhin Ainsworth nearly gasped.

He had been shocked to see Mike getting sick at a crime scene (that would have stopped anyone in their tracks) but he was genuinely astonished by the man’s red, wet eyes.

Mike Molloy was crying.
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