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Praise for Satan’s Fan Club

“Mark Kirkbride’s debut novel, Satan’s Fan Club, explores territories only an experienced novelist would dare attempt. Utilizing a unique pair of protagonists, twins Louise and James, we ride along with them on their trip to ‘hell’ in this well-executed cross-genre thrill-ride. Equal parts horror, thriller, and dark fantasy, Satan’s Fan Club brags the writing skills and storytelling adeptness of a seasoned novelist, with the freshness of a strong new voice. I would urge any fan of cross-genre fiction to pick up a copy of this fine debut novel.”

—Michael Laimo, author of Deep in the Darkness

and Dead Souls

“Mark Kirkbride’s voice is refreshing, original and poetic as he tells the tale about twins named James and Louise. Satan’s Fan Club is tight, dark and wonderfully disturbing—and a treat for fans of dark fiction. A macabre celebration of imagination and some good old-fashioned horror.”

—Sandy DeLuca, Author of Messages from the Dead

and Hell’s Door

“A smart, well-written, and eerie foray into the realm of psychological terror, Kirkbride’s novel will prove a joy for readers who wish to luxuriate in uniquely poetic language pitched starkly against a backdrop of unmitigated horror. Recommended!”

—Ronald Malfi, author of Floating Staircase

“Satan’s Fan Club is a powerful psychological crime chiller where fear stalks every page. Yet Mark Kirkbride is fearless in his portrayal of obsession and treachery. The darkest parts of the human heart. Definitely a writer to watch.”

—Sally Spedding, Author of Cold Remains
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Prologue



Music thump-thump-thumped. Smoke eddied and churned, tinged first with yellow, then blue, then green. And James put a hand up to his brow as the man fixed him with red eyes. This can’t be happening. It just can’t… Because it already has.

“Don’t you ever feel like throwing off society’s shackles, its straitjacket, and running amok?” The man’s dry tongue flicked around even dryer-looking lips as light speared grandiose darkness off to the side and his eyes flashed. “Of course you do. You’re human. And aren’t you tired of that voice in your head, the one that’s been drilled into you by endless repetition, always telling you to do the right thing? Wouldn’t you like to start thinking for yourself?” Another tongue-flick, as animal people stirred in the colored shadows. “Of course you would. That’s why I’m offering you the chance to join a secret society where you can explore these ideas further, debate them at your leisure. I call it Satan’s Fan Club. Wanna join?”

James nodded. Have I fallen off the back of my own mind? I’m stuck in a kink of time.

“I had a feeling you would. There’s just one catch.” The man smiled. “Yeah, I know. There’s always a catch. You have to commit a crime, tailored to you. That’s how you prove your worth. And this crime is the realization of your darkest urges. So you should enjoy it. You’ll never have experienced freedom like it. That, I guarantee. But don’t think it’s going to be easy. Remember, I’m asking you to do the very worst that you can do. Still wanna join?”

Leaning back against the painted brickwork of the wall, James pressed his palms against it, stuck his fingertips into its rough grooves and ran them along it. They say the mad live in a world of dreams, or nightmares. I just need to find the way out.

But the gewgaw world distracted him again. A giant bar of light scanned the entire ceiling, as the man turned to leave.

James heard his own voice: “You haven’t said what the entrance requirement is.”

“You’ve got to kill them,” the man shouted over his shoulder.

Now where in the purgatory of memory—back to the start, or on from here? And apart from pleading puffs of madness or folie à deux, what could he usefully say in his own defense?

The Devil told me to do it.


Chapter 1



The curtains breathe, in and out. The window behind them is open. And while darkness drapes the room, light, gaining ascendancy outside, imbues the gently swaying lengths of material with color.

The complicated twitter of birds comes from all around.

James knows that he has to act now, before anyone stirs.

He leans over and, reaching under the bed, pulls out the meat cleaver he’s hidden there, gets out of bed and cuts and slashes his way through the cobwebby light over to the door.

Stepping out into a drift of darkness, he creaks along the corridor towards the half-light of the landing, which he crosses with the blade swishing at his side, before plunging back into darkness.

When he arrives outside the room he wants, he enters.

The interior is, like his room, different shades of grey. But in the quarter-light he can just make out the seal-like humps the sleeping man and woman form in the double bed.

Fingers tightening on the cleaver, he approaches the side of the mattress.

Although there’s something trustingly childlike about the protracted regularity of the couple’s breathing, there can be no reprieve. He lifts the blade high—as high as his arms will reach—then swings it down.

Instantly awake, the pair scream, but their cries have no effect on him. He repeats the action, over and over. And every stroke tears into one or the other of them.

Escape attempts are easily intercepted, as they give him something to aim at.

Chop. Chop. Chop.

He’s really getting into it now. Depending on the angle of the blade, with each reverse arc of the cleaver a dark spray whips the headboard, the wall, the ceiling. The man’s pajamas and the woman’s nightdress are damp. The bed likewise. That is sopping. Because, visible through the slashed covers, the bone-deep wounds that crisscross the couple’s bodies pump blood.

Some of the flaps of skin resulting from glancing blows are like gills, breathing.

Yet even as the cries die away, he carries on.

Chop.

Chop.

Chop.
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An hour later—back in bed—the thunk of a car boot burst the iridescent bubble of sleep. One by one, strands of birdsong unpicked themselves from the silence. But this was at the outer limit of consciousness. James’ mind was still furred with drowsiness. And he was trying to find a way back into his dream when a blade plunged past his inner vision, causing his eyes to start open.

It was then he remembered the blood-drenched bed.

Fully conscious—hyperconscious—now, he tore the bedclothes from his face. Oh, God, I didn’t… Did I?

Had he dreamt it, or had he done it? He didn’t know.

Yet his insides liquefied. Because he’d fantasized about doing it, and he’d been given to bouts of sleepwalking most of his seventeen years. What if sleep had removed his inhibitions? Was his night-self haunting his place of residence again, unleashing his unconscious on the world?

He looked at his hands, but it didn’t help—if he was capable of killing in his sleep, he was more than capable of getting cleaned up afterwards. It wouldn’t even be the first murder committed in such a state.

James needed to know, one way or the other. He swung his legs out of bed, slid his feet into his slippers and headed for the door. He made his way along the corridor, emerged from the sharp-angled shadows and flitted through spokes of light.

He then trampled more remnants of night until he came to the right room.

Bloody hell, what am I doing? I’ve lost it, either way.

Even as he paused in the hallway, his heart attempted to box its way out of his body. He shook in time to the blows. He wanted to turn back—only that would mean the hell of not knowing. So he pushed open the door and crept in.

The room was still. And though the day was bright, the light coming from behind and around the thick curtains didn’t amount to much. He couldn’t make out anything very clearly. Were the rumpled bedclothes blood-soaked or not? He couldn’t tell. Two bodies lay side by side. Was sleep imitating death or death sleep? It was impossible to say.

The only breathing he could hear as he moved deeper into the room was his own.

Fuck, fuck, fuck…

Stopping at the top of the bed, he could make out a high forehead, thick black eyebrows, closed eyelids, cheeks and a nose. The chin was beard-fuzzy.

Was there a gash in the neck or not? He couldn’t see.

He spotted a scar down the left temple. It ran around the eye socket and across the cheek. And while it looked to him in this light, or lack of it, like an old scar that had healed, there hadn’t been a scar there before. It could only be a new one.

His breathing started running away with itself.

Please, God, no…

He was leaning in for a closer look when the shut eyes opened.

“Agh!” went the mouth.

“Christ.” James sprang back.

A moment later he realized that this was good. He hadn’t done it. The line down the side of the older man’s face was probably just from a crease in the pillow case.

“James?” The deep voice was slow, sleep-thick. “What are you doing?”

James’ cheeks radiated heat, because he could hardly tell the truth—I was just checking I hadn’t murdered you. He had to think of something else.

“I thought I heard something,” he replied, hurrying out of there before he got entangled in a net of questions.

Yet even when he was alone and back in his room, he still shook to every smack of his heart. Because although he’d merely dreamt the double murder, he couldn’t ignore the implications.

It told him just how much he hated his parents.


Chapter 2



In her birch-veneer kitchen, Valerie Glavier smoothed her dark green apron and adjusted the matching Alice band in her brown shoulder-length hair. Her eyes ran over the black ceramic tiles of the floor, searching for specks of dust in the early evening light.

She jumped and put a hand to her bucking heart. “Dear, oh dear…”

Her husband Alistair smiled. “All right if I come in?”

He ducked through the archway into the vaguely steamy kitchen.

“You all right, love?” he asked.

She could feel her blood-rouged cheeks burning. “I’m just a little edgy, that’s all.”

Alistair deposited his slim, black leather briefcase on the kitchen table and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Why? What’s up?”

“They’ve found another body. This side of London.”

“I know. I heard about it on the car radio.” He put his arm around her, squeezed her to him. “It’s not here, though. It’s Fulham. And last time it was Paddington, wasn’t it? Which is even further away.”

“It’s near enough.”

“Well, as the crow flies, maybe, but not given how many people there are in the area in between.” Then, after a pause, “You’ve got to stop worrying so much about everything.”

The “everything” caused her cheeks to burn again. “I’m not worried for myself. I’m worried for the girls.”

She was conscious of Alistair following her with his eyes as she stepped away.

The pot gurgled, the lid got restless and a cluster of bubbles peeped out.

His beard brushed her shoulder as he stepped forward to raise and lower one side of the lid as if it were hinged on the other side. A foul-smelling steam genie mushroomed out and up to the ceiling—gave it a lick, before fading.

“Mmm, boiled face cloths. My favorite.”

This was a glimpse of the shy, tender playfulness that had won her heart twenty-three years before. She’d fallen for that and his inner vibrancy and kaleidoscopic mind.

They’d met at a gathering of the local evangelical church one freezing, December evening. He’d walked her home on streets paved with silver. They’d been transfigured by frost glistening under the alchemy of moonlight.

Roused by laughter from the back yard, Valerie turned around to switch the gas off and for a moment got a Bunsen burner-like whiff of it. The face cloths were new. She’d only been boiling them so the color wouldn’t run in the wash. She removed the lid and left it off to allow them to cool.

“I wasn’t sure when you’d be back,” she said, once she was facing Alistair again.

“I had to check on the shelter.”

He’d set up a hostel for the homeless, recovering drug addicts, alcoholics; anyone in need of getting off the streets or out of temptation’s way.

“Honestly, you’ll wear yourself out.”

She turned and watched—as if from far away and zooming in to bridge the chasm—as a teenager with straight brown hair and an oval face with large brooding brown eyes and a compact mouth came through from the hallway. He had on a tennis T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers, and carried a racket under his right arm. His eyes turned their dark light on them as he slogged across the kitchen floor. Then he passed out of the back door.

A few seconds later it happened all over again. The same elliptical face looked up with the same chocolaty eyes, yet belonged to a girl in a pastel cotton dress. With a swing of her tennis racket and a flick of her long hair, she likewise exited out of the back door.

It wasn’t long before the chock, chock of a tennis ball started up in the yard.

“Have you seen the scissors?” Alistair was going through the drawers. “I need to get in that parcel and I can’t find them.”

Valerie pointed to the second drawer down. “In there.”

Hearing click-click on the tiled floor, she spun around.

A young woman in a tight black top, black liquid-looking leggings and long black boots stood in the doorway.

“Oh, hello, Riika,” said Valerie.

Riika had a face of almost glacial purity. She had a sculptured nose, razor-sharp cheek bones, long blonde hair and eyes as pale as an Arctic husky’s.

“I go out,” she announced, in a Finnish accent.

Riika was their au pair, primarily acting as nanny to Harriet. She had been working for them for two months now and performed her duties diligently, if without distinction. Then in her own time she became this other person, a frequenter of pubs, a creature of the clubs, rarely getting in before one in the morning.

“You must come and go as you please,” Valerie instructed the younger woman. “This is your house now, as much as ours.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Glavier. I go out this way and say goodbye to Harriet.”

The au pair flounced out of the back door, sending a waft of ylang-ylang their way.

“Night, Riika. And be careful.”

Valerie turned to her husband. The upward cant of his chin made him look as though he were peering from under a peaked cap.

“What’s the matter?” she said.

“I think you know.”

“She’s good with Harriet. She really is.” Valerie paused for a moment as a mechanical lawn mower clattered, back and forth, outside. “Only you can’t see it.”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“It’s not so much what she does. You just don’t like her.” Valerie had noticed it right from the start. He’d left all dealings with the new au pair to her. She wasn’t sure if he’d ever spoken to Riika.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t even know the girl.”

“Well, maybe you should get to know her, before you start judging her.”

“Don’t you think I’d like to know who this person is we’ve let into our house, into our lives? Of course I would. I mean, for goodness’ sake, she looks after Harriet. The point is, it’s not possible. She just glides across the surface of things.”

“We never got to know Gundula properly, remember? And you never had a problem with her.”

“There was nothing wrong with Gundula. She was just a bit quiet, that’s all. While this girl…” Alistair stared out through the doorway, with his head tilted to one side. “I wouldn’t put anything past her.” He turned back. “Didn’t you see what she was wearing?”

“What she does in her own time is nothing to do with us.”

“It is while she calls this home. Because this is a Christian household, and she sets a bad example for the children.”

“What are you talking about? She only dresses like that to go out.”

“She is an unnecessary distraction.”

“Who on earth for?”

“James.”

“Oh, rubbish. James is a sensible boy.”

“Maybe, but she’s got sloppy morals. Mark my words.”

Valerie tutted her disapproval.

For her, Christianity meant being tolerant towards everyone, even those who failed to live up to her ideals. Her husband, on the other hand, insisted that being a Christian meant making sure that the Lord’s Commandments were upheld. So no wonder they could never agree.

“Let’s just let the matter drop, shall we?” she said.

“All right. Please just remember that you wanted her here, not me.”

“I don’t think you’re likely to let me forget.”

With something like a vacuum forming in her head it was an effort to focus. So she went back to her boiled face cloths.

When Alistair left the room, she gazed out through the hazy folds of the net curtain. She was concerned about Riika’s dress sense too.

Though, in her case, it was for the au pair’s sake. Because of what had happened, not that far away.
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“I’m brilliant at spinning on my points,” Harriet told Riika, as they stood to one side of the lawn in the long back yard with high hedges, tall trees and a brick wall at the bottom. “Mrs. Prentice says my pirouettes are the best in the class.”

The au pair nodded and smiled.

Mirrors set into the rear of The End House dazzled Harriet. The eye of the sinking sun stared back from each one. Yet it wasn’t just the windows the sun transformed. Its low, buttery rays gave the stone a painted appearance. Only the mini castle wall along the top of the building harbored darkness.

Resettling her glasses on her nose, Harriet looked up at Riika. She was short for eight and the au pair was tall for nineteen.

Riika followed James and Louise’s tennis game, so she did as well. And despite their difference in height, their heads turned together left… right… left… right…

The twins thwocked a bright yellow ball back and forth over the washing line.

They reached; they ran.

Louise smiled.

They grunted; they groaned.

James scowled.

They sliced and tapped.

Louise laughed.

They lobbed and smashed.

James super-scowled.

And still the rally went on.

Coming up the lawn, pushing the mower, was Harriet’s friend Verge. The gardener was ten times her age, with posture so bad that his head didn’t sit on top of his shoulders; it stuck out of his chest.

Although he took one step back for every two steps forward, he made steady progress. By the time he came to the edge of the makeshift tennis court, the hay-feverish scent of cut grass tickled her nostrils.

“James, Louise,” she called. The ball jostled a bush. “You’re going to have to stop for a bit.”

While Verge went off to empty the grass collection box, her brother and sister raised the washing line, retrieved the ball and joined her and Riika on the mown side of the lawn.

In the border behind them, a bee thrummed in a flower pouch.

In the trees above them, magpies chattered like harsh football rattles, while smaller birds chirped and cheeped and peeped and tweeted. One of the latter would occasionally pass low overhead with a soft flap of wings like the shake of a salt-cellar.

Ponytail tapping first one side of her back, then the other, Harriet skipped over to a small tree frothy with white blossom. She gave the skinny trunk a knock and the branches shuddered—letting loose a shower of petals like silken confetti.

This time she called, “James, Riika.”

Her brother and the au pair came over and she got them to face outwards and link arms. Then she sneaked around the back, got hold of the trunk and pushed, pulled, pushed, pulled. Pale petals twirled and fell. She’d just started humming Here Comes the Bride when James broke free, threw down his racket and strode off.

“Hey, where’s he going?” she said.
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Birdsong unravels all around her and she is left staring at a tense droplet, hanging from a leaf.

It has dribbled along the mid-rib to the point, bending its temporary platform. As soon as it falls, the leaf springs back into place. And in this fashion many tiny drops drip from the leaves of the tall trees—slip from leaf to leaf, to the ground.

A splash in the face had woken her.

For a while she watches droplets falling, horizontally.

Everything is on its side, because she is. But she can see through the trunks of the trees that, apart from black fingers of cloud with red tips, the sky has cleared again. To the right—above her, in this orientation—the last shreds of cloud blaze pink and yellow and gold because of the presence, low down, of the setting sun.

Voices float in the distance.

“Help,” she wants to cry, “Over here,” yet all she can produce are gurgles of blood.

She’s lying in the small wood near the center of the park that’s just a few streets away from home. She’s cold, because it’s wet. Inside a wood is largely dry during a downpour, but it continues raining long after the real rain has stopped. The soil squidges to mud between her fingers, releasing unpleasant boggy odors.

She had taken her run much later than usual because of a phone call from Sean, her boyfriend, and had got caught in a shower half-way round. When, with something like a hiss of release, the rain had gone up a gear, she’d taken shelter in the wood. Despite, or perhaps because of, the slap of rain against the leaves, all had seemed peaceful.

Until she’d heard what she’d taken to be wildlife scuffling in the undergrowth. Before she had a chance to turn around, she’d found herself being hauled, backwards, deeper into the wood. Her arms had been pinned by stronger arms than hers, a hand had covered her mouth to gag her and stale aftershave had enveloped her. Heart thrashing, she’d struggled and fought back—kicked with her sneakers, but her attacker had swung her around and slammed her into a tree.

A woody knock makes her jump. He’s come back. Her heart thuds and she has to strain to hear over it. Yet all that follows is the groan of a branch. Just as the air had been clarified by the rain, so this scare brings everything into sharper focus.

He must have assumed she was dead to leave in the first place. It wouldn’t have taken much to finish her off if he’d known she wasn’t. As numbness wears off and flashes of pain give way to something more palpable, she knows she needs to get help, urgently.

She doesn’t even have her watch, let alone a phone. Keys are the most she’s willing to carry on a run. With her tracksuit bottoms still around her ankles, and pushing back sticky black earth with her elbows, she propels herself towards the dwindling light.

She shivers. How can it be getting dark so quickly?

Ahead, green has drained from the park. The delicate filigree of the trees is like black lace.

The sun has gone down, already. The stratified sky is mauve, orange, yellow and a lucent blue. She consoles herself with the thought that even if it’s nighttime on the Earth, it’s still daytime in the sky.

Until she sees a star and, peering around, discovers that half the firmament has turned black. Stars are coming out above and behind her, winking through the trees.

Darkness is closing the lid on the day. And still she drags herself towards the receding light.
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The rain’s applause had long since petered out. Night had rotated into place. And James no sooner leaned back against the wall of his room than he slid down it.

When his bottom hit the floor, he put his arms around his knees, shuffled his feet to the side and pressed his temple hard against the wall.

It proved a welcome distraction from putrid desires that, once again, he’d struggled, and failed, to keep quarantined inside him.

My nights are spilling out into my days.

He was getting to his feet to look for something more effective to take his mind off today’s lapse when he thought of reading. That always relaxed him.

All he could find in his room, though, were Lord of the Flies, 1980, Border Crossing, Hannibal Rising, 1983, Crash, American Psycho and a couple of Chuck Palahniuks—all of which he’d read. So he headed downstairs to hunt for his copy of Q Magazine, and found it in the lounge.

He breathed in a clean, heady smell—furniture polish, probably. As the main room was nice and quiet, with all the lights on in the wider lower part and nobody about, he sat down in one of the armchairs to read his magazine. It was like degaussing his brain.

He was mid-way through a review of a book on a songwriting duo he’d liked, before they’d split up, when the door opened and he looked up to see Louise, followed by Riika.

He looked down again, straight away. He was still aware of the girls, but at the edges of his vision. One pair of legs made straight for the sofa while the other crossed right in front of him.

The latter, a milk-white pair, lingered a moment on the Persian rug as she took something down from the mantelpiece. He didn’t know what because his sight was only detailed as high as the bump of vein at the back of her knee.

As her perfume reached his nostrils, he tried to appear absorbed in his reading matter. He discovered that customary, silent breathing was beyond him.

When the one rejoined the other, both girls fell back, whump… whump, onto the sofa.

Thankfully, as a couple of glances their way revealed, neither of them paid any attention to him.

Riika sat back with legs crossed. Top leg gently kicking. She opened a magazine and they studied it together. They pointed and giggled, giggled and pointed. The piece they pored over was called The Opposite Species—Love Them or Loathe Them? So Riika let slip. When they finished that one, they found another. Riika read the title aloud: 10 Ways to Tell What Men Are Thinking.

James’ heart thumped as hard as if he were coming to the end of a 10K run. He even had a stitch. What if the tips really did enable them to see right inside the male mind? His was full of degenerate images.

Knowing that such intimate access was impossible didn’t help much. Trying to breathe quietly—through his nose—ended up sounding more like snorting, and he was rocked by the detonations of his heart.

Although he knew that leaving would, temporarily, draw attention to himself, he couldn’t stand it any longer. He jumped up and dashed towards the door.

He shouldn’t have stayed in the lounge in the first place, because it was ridiculous trying to behave like a normal human being when he manifestly wasn’t.

Other teenagers only had their grades to worry about.

He paused out in the hallway.

Why can’t I be like them, and have natural, healthy inclinations? What kind of monster am I?

Sooner or later, something in him was bound to give under the strain.

He just wasn’t sure what.
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When he awoke the following morning, he put his legs out of bed and felt for his slippers.

They weren’t there. Yet that was where he usually left them.

Rubbing his eyes, he looked around. His slippers were halfway across the room. His dressing gown lay near them instead of hanging from the hook on the door.

Putting these small deviations from habitual practice down to his present abstracted state, he gathered his school uniform together for his turn in the bathroom.

Fifteen minutes later, he swung around the post at the foot of the stairs, which had a pineapple-sized carving of an acorn on top, trudged half way up the cream and white hallway and turned left into the dining room.

“…known anything like this.” This was his mother’s voice, strangely modulated, as though starting to fray. “I just heard about it on the radio. It happened last night, yet they only found her body this morning.”

Mum sat with her back to the door; Louise likewise. Dad was at right angles to them.

James made his way around the long oak table, clothless and cluttered with racks of toast, the butter dish, jars of honey, marmalade and jam. He sat down behind a convenient wall of cereal packets.

“It happened in Amberly Park and they say she crawled half way across it in the dark,” Mum went on. “It was too late when they found her, of course. Though they say it’s amazing she managed to cover any distance at all given her injuries. Imagine the—”

Dad pressed a finger to his lips.

James followed his eyes.

Wearing her school uniform and the round spectacles with gold frames that were a permanent fixture, Harriet entered.

As soon as she’d sat down at the table, the eight-year-old shook herself out some Shreddies and splashed milk over them.

Taking a long time to butter a slice of toast, James turned back to Mum.

From the movements of her eyes, darting around, glancing at things that weren’t there, he could tell that her mind was brimming over with all the information she’d intended to relate. Her gaze latched on to him.

“You’ve been sleepwalking. Wasn’t he, Louise?”

His twin looked up from her cereal. She obviously resented being roused from her own reflections to be put on
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