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    One


  


  Whichever way you raised the knife to slice it, it was clear that this Jacob Ravens chap was a wretch of a human being. Everything I’d heard told me that he was a scoundrel, a cheat, a blackguard, a taker of other men’s wives and much more. All that was unsavoury about Man wrapped into one individual. My client had given me every scrap of information he had and I’d made other enquiries along the way. I’d heard from a number of sources that he was a sodomite: a husband to women, but most definitely a wife to men. Furthermore, there were whispers that he practised the Dark Arts; that he was so far removed from being a Christian man, he actually indulged in satanic rituals. Everything I’d learned about him over the last few weeks while hunting him, told me that he was a roué and an utter rogue. It was going to be my enormous pleasure to deal with him.


  Algernon Swafford, at your service – Private Investigator.


  People always seemed surprised to find that I was English. Once they heard the crisp tones of my accent, they barely stared at the jagged red scar below my left eye, or really noted that I was probably older than their imaginings – with my refined grey hair and wrinkles. (Fifty-eight last birthday, and still healthier and stronger than most rugby playing undergraduates.) No, it was the accent which always threw them. Baffled and discombobulated them that someone who spoke the proper King’s English should be doing my job in my chosen locale.


  I know that in those lurid dime-store novels which have become popular these last few years, the Private Investigator (or P.I.) is generally a grizzled, bordering on dyspeptic, former policeman, with an eye for the ladies, a shabby office and a filthy mouth – if the publisher would only let him use it.


  Well, I’m a private investigator in downtown Los Angeles too. Only I am a well-educated Englishman, who does not use profanity and can afford a spacious, spruce office in the same building as accountants and insurance brokers. I am a great respecter of womankind and would never indulge in vulgar flirtation with my secretary. Not that the stoically formidable Mrs Dennings, a middle-aged widow with two young sons, who lost her husband in the last World War (so not the one I fought in) would have stood for it. A fact which does her credit.


  So in short, I do not fit the stereotype. But I am better than any of the lowlifes who populate those books, better than most of my competitors. It wouldn’t be hyperbole to state that when it comes to what I do, I am the best.


  Something this vulgar horror scribe, Jacob Ravens was about to find out to his cost.


  The client who hired me to hunt down this foul specimen was as sallow-faced and crushed an individual as I had ever met. If put on the spot, I would have said he was a few years younger than me, but – sat the other side of my desk – he could have passed for my broken-hearted father. He walked into my office one humid Tuesday morning with a stoop and a suit which seemed to have grown too big for him. His haircut had been allowed to reach the point of unkempt and he was a couple of day’s shave away from appearing respectable. His handshake was limp and his voice hesitant. He really was an unprepossessing individual, surely only a small extra stumble from being a broken drunk. If he hadn’t come on a personal recommendation, I might have asked him to leave.


  As it was, I listened intently.


  Slowly, stopping more than once to compose himself, he told me his tale of calamity.


  The man had a son and that son had fallen in love with the most charming girl. A wonderful lady who came from a good family in Georgia. Simply beautiful, he told me, all blonde hair and dimples. She had suitors from every corner of the country, but it was his son who won her heart.


  They’d married right after the war and made their home in Pasadena, where they seemed delightfully happy. They were the very picture of wedded bliss. Until, one day, they weren’t. My client couldn’t really say what the cause of the fissure was. Whether, after two years of marriage, it was the fact that they still had no offspring; or whether there was a part of her always more flighty than she first appeared. But after those first two years of love and wonder, she threw it all in and began an affair with Jacob Ravens.


  I’d never heard of the man before that Tuesday morning, but apparently he was a successful author of pulp horror stories. (Not my kind of thing, although I’d have thought much less of him if he wrote wilfully inaccurate detective fiction.) And, like me, a transported Englishman – although I like to think that’s where our similarities ended. How his daughter-in-law and Ravens met, my client didn’t know. However, the two of them soon embarked on a torrid romance – this once lovely girl falling completely under his depraved spell – and they didn’t even have the courtesy to be discreet about it.


  The two of them were disgracefully open in their relations, with no care given to her reputation. (Ravens’s had already long gone.) They allegedly would fornicate in public, doing it in front of an audience at drugged-out parties he threw. Other depraved individuals joined in whenever they wanted. That was distressing enough, but Ravens – so rumour had it – also introduced her to devil worship. The kind of thing which surely only happened in blackened basements in San Francisco or New York City, now brought to the suburbs of Pasadena. Ravens didn’t merely have a dalliance with this lady, he left her without a shred of decency or morality. It was not an exaggeration to say that he utterly ruined her.


  Across the desk from me, the client took an hour or so to tell me all this. There were whole minutes which passed in pained silence as he tried to hold himself together while perhaps thinking of the correct words with which to express his horror.


  The shamelessness she indulged in with Ravens didn’t last long in reality. A few short months after they met, he abandoned her. Disappeared from town without a word. What he left behind was a husk of a woman. An emaciated, drug addicted whore who was forced to turn tricks on the street to get by. Quite understandably, her husband – my client’s son – didn’t want her back. Nor did her family, or anyone else in polite society. Surely filled with regret, she finally took the one course that was open to her – and put a bullet through her brain on a park bench.


  However, her widower – despite everything which had occurred – found himself heartbroken. Even though he was evidently the wronged party, his wounds still gaped. There were no bandages to heal them or ointment to salve them. Seeing the state of him, my client and his wife had been panicked enough to commit him to a clinic to prevent him self-harming. Over time the doctors hoped to treat him so he was his right self again. But as for now, and my client had come straight from the clinic to my office, his son remained unresponsive and virtually catatonic.


  Not long ago, the man sat before me had a son and a daughter-in-law who were madly in love and he himself was filled with joy as he anticipated grandchildren. Today, he had nothing.


  A silence fell between us again. The tremble in his fingers was such that he could barely hold the silk handkerchief that he used to wipe the sweat from his brow and the tears from his eyes. He told me, in grave, pained tones that he wanted me to locate this utter bastard, Ravens. The wolf who had come along and slain everything good in his life.


  “Why?” I asked him, my gaze narrowed. How was knowing this man’s whereabouts going to help his son?


  He answered the question by laying a thousand dollars in unmarked bills on my desk.


  To most, I am merely a private investigator. More charming than most, more erudite than most – but a tool to use to hunt down errant wives and grown daughters who think they can have fun without responsibility. However, those in the know – the crème de la crème, as it were – understand that I am more than that. It is all done subtly, the request is always undertaken without fuss – as otherwise it could leave me exposed to unpleasantness. Algernon Swafford is nothing but careful and, more importantly, Algernon Swafford is owned by no man. But for the right trusted contact, and at the right price, I will not only find an individual, I will kill them for you.


  The man across the desk was paying me to execute the reprehensible Jacob Ravens, and given all I’d heard about the man, I had to say it would be my absolute pleasure.


  




  

    Two


  


  If this Ravens character was trying to hide himself away, he really wasn’t making a good job of it. I found his trail through bad debts, obviously poor decisions and – yes – broken hearts right across California. The same names of women and effeminate men were mentioned again and again, and whereas they themselves did their best to avoid talking to me, there were always friends and family nearby willing to offer their version of the truth. They made it clear through gritted teeth and many curse words what this monster had done to them.


  Eventually I was given a location, a place I was assured I could find him with little effort. Apparently, he was up the coast in Monterey. A small town known for its cannery plant and not much else. I’d never been there myself, but understood it to be a smoky and grubby place. No doubt the kind of hidden-from-the-light spot where Ravens thought he could just lurk in the darkness.


  I was told he had made a temporary home there with a Latina waitress. Truly this Ravens man was insatiable. His own wife – yes, he was married – was by all accounts a particularly attractive English lady. (Although ‘lady’ might be a bit strong, as her morals were somewhat dubious too.) Whatever the state of this marriage, it wasn’t stopping him playing the part of a Don Juan.


  It was three weeks later – a wet Thursday evening – when I drove my Pontiac into Monterey. I didn’t, as yet, have a precise address for Ravens, but I did have the name of the bar he frequented and I made it my first stop. He was such a regular that that’s where his mail and royalty cheques were currently being forwarded. My trusty Remington strapped unobtrusively under my arm, I waited for the moment – all I’d need was a moment – when I got him alone.


  McGinity’s was everything you’d expect from a bar called McGinity’s. It was pitch dark even with the sun not quite fully set and everything had a slightly chipped and worn quality. You had to be careful where you rested your lips on the chipped glasses; every stool at the bar seemed wobbly; while the long wooden counter itself was deeply dented, as if more than one skull had been pounded into it over time. Its fragrance was hoppy in a way which didn’t suggest freshly brewed beer, but instead a thousand tankards emptied onto the floorboards and never properly mopped up.


  The old red-headed bastard who glared at me as I walked in – I was the sole customer at that point – was every inch the truculent Irishman. He’d pretend to be lyrical and poetic when someone else was paying for drinks, but would turn into a knife-wielding thug when he determined events were no longer going his way. My first posting during The Great War had been in Dublin and it had given me a healthy distrust and dislike of all things Paddy. On first glance it was clearly the case that this McGinity fellow wasn’t the man to make me change that view.


  I ordered a bottle of the local beer, not that I expected it to be good, but I was unwilling to trust anything which came from the taps. McGinity served me with a mean eye and scarce a word. Happy to do my bidding for now as he recognised me as a better, but eager to spit in my drink the first opportunity he got. A thousand years of English/Irish relations summarised in one commercial transaction.


  Then I waited. I might not have an actual photograph of Ravens – my client hadn’t possessed one – but I had a good enough description. Besides, in an out of the way berg like Monterey, there was surely only ever going to be two Englishmen in attendance on any given day. And I was one of them.


  I’d find the bugger. Absolutely I would.


  Half an hour I waited as the only patron. McGinity, perhaps feeling a little ashamed of what he’d let the bar come to, suddenly making an effort to polish glasses and mop the counter as if he could convince me he’d only let the place go this afternoon. It was obvious from the glares he sent my way that all that effort was going to cease the very second I exited.


  For now, however, I wasn’t going anywhere. And after half an hour the door was thrown open and in strolled a young, tall man in a fancy tan suit. Obviously you don’t last long in my profession without understanding subtlety, so I hunched over my drink and seemingly paid him no attention whatsoever. I didn’t so much as turn my head. Not that I had any need to, as in this empty bar – with half a dozen vacant stools, deserted tables and more than one booth – this man dropped himself right next to yours truly.


  “The usual, please!” He called to the barman. And then turning to regard me with an appraising eye, smiled and said in the most home county English tones. “You’re a fellow countryman of mine, aren’t you?”


  I had the wretch. Arrogant and entitled, he might be, but I had him!


  




  

    Three


  


  I turned slowly in my chair, as if I had all the stiffness of an old man, as if I hadn’t kept my body taut and spry.


  Still, I tried to smile at him, to make a friend – if only temporarily. “How could you possibly know that?” I asked. “You haven’t heard me speak a word.”


  He beamed at me and bounced his bottom a couple of times on his barstool in excitement. Ever since I was first sent to prep school, I have had a great dislike for enthusiasm. I myself never feel it, all my emotions are tempered – it is the best way to be. But as I’ve got older, I realised that I dislike the quality in others as well. It is one of the reasons why I have never married. Women crave passion and stimulation. My betrothed would look forward to our wedding day, for instance, and such a thing would irritate me to my core.


  The man in front of me positively radiated excitement for the day. With his stupid grin and the eager light in his eyes. Even if I hadn’t come here today to kill him, I would definitely have wanted to.


  I took a long sip and tried to smile, letting him think he’d made a new chum.


  “It’s your bearing,” he told me. “The remarkably straight spine, the impressively balanced shoulders. It transports me to all those drills on the playing fields of my schooldays. You don’t really have men with a bearing like that over this side of the pond. And I’d include the military men in that assessment. They push their chests out rather than holding them high. So as soon as I saw you, I thought there’s a good Englishman. More than that – there’s a good Englishman who was a good soldier.”


  Well, he had me there.


  I nodded once, as if thanking him. His accent was posher than mine, the kind which is only bred by the aristocracy or the finest of public schools. Grinning at me, he sat with legs akimbo and his elbow leant slovenly on the bar, so that the civilian quality to him was impossible to miss. He may have had cadet training as a small boy, but this man had clearly never served in the armed forces, not even in the last war. I bet the whole time bloody Hitler was rampaging across Europe, he sat in an expensive American bar smirking about the fact.


  Professional that I am, I did not let my distaste show.


  “Charmed to meet a fellow countryman in such an out of the way place,” I told him.


  “Likewise,” he said. “In Hollywood you can’t throw a stone without hitting a chap in an ascot who thinks that the English accent alone is enough to make him the next Cary Grant. In Monterey, well, if people do dream of cramming oily fish into small tin cans, I’m sure that Grimsby is still a going concern, isn’t it?”


  “I’m afraid I’ve lived here too long to know anything of the state of Grimsby.”


  “Me too!” he almost cheered. “And when I did live in Blighty, it was unlikely that I’d ever have gone to Grimsby. Maybe if I’d lost a bet or a dare, but otherwise never. I’m guessing it’s the same for you too. We’re both well-educated men of the world, aren’t we?”


  The glass went to my lips again. “Tell me,” I asked. “What’s your name?”


  He didn’t hesitate. “Paul Hollingshead.” Then he reached out his hand for me to shake. He may have played the part of a feckless young pup, but his grip was strong.


  As I said, I had no photograph of Jacob Ravens, but my client had provided me with a description and the others whom he’d wronged had confirmed it.


  Ravens was just shy of six feet tall, with unnaturally bright green eyes (that were described to me as reminiscent of a South Seas Island lagoon: not a description I’ve had any first-hand experience of). His hair was dark, wavy and normally brushed forward over his high forehead; his jaw came to a point that was maybe that bit too sharp; while his lips were full enough to almost appear swollen. I was assured that his skin was smooth and there was a youthfulness to him, despite the dissolute life he’d led. It wasn’t a surprise to hear more than one acquaintance of his tell me that Ravens was a particularly handsome man.


  In any objective way, the man before me was handsome. Not quite good looking enough to be in the films, perhaps, but he would make an impression at most parties.


  His hair was brushed back and it was too dark in the bar for me to really examine his eyes, but almost certainly, the man before me was Jacob Ravens.


  “So,” I asked, keeping my tone polite, “what brings a young fellow like you all the way to Monterey?”


  He sighed, playing the part of a ridiculous young swain to perfection. “Oh, you know, love and heartbreak and all that jazz. I have a passionate and unruly nature and I never quite know where it will take me. But I find it best not to fight against it, no matter where I might end up.”


  As he spoke, the red-headed McGinity poured a glass of pale Californian beer (which I knew from previous experience was absolutely tasteless) and put it in front of Ravens. My new companion hadn’t placed any order, but clearly expected it. As if he had truly made this dank watering hole his second home. He raised his beverage in a toast and I clinked glasses with him. If anything, his smile got broader and more idiotic.


  “What about you, my dear chap?” he asked. “What could possibly bring you to the pretty west of the California coast? Is it a love story yourself, or are you simply seeing America while you have the chance?”


  “No.” I shook my head slowly, then – when McGinty turned away from to us – I clamped my hand tight around his wrist. “I’m here for you, Ravens.”


  




  

    Four


  


  His eyes went as wide and white as they possibly could, then he goggled at me. One can always tell a damned coward the instant you bruise their skin. Some men will instinctively fight, others will immediately crumble.


  He tried to squirm away, but my grip was too strong. Besides, the glare I fixed on him let him know it was hopeless. The only worry I possibly had was that he’d call to his barman chum for assistance. Not that I couldn’t have handled the Irish bastard, but it would have been an unneeded complication.


  Fortunately he kept his voice low. “What on earth do you think you’re doing?”


  “Come, Mr Ravens,” I sneered. “With the disgraceful life you’ve led, you must have suspected that someone like me would eventually come for you. Well, today is that day.”


  “What?”


  “The ruined marriages, the broken minds, the trail of uncaring destruction you’ve left in your wake. You must have known that a righteous comeuppance would smack you in the face eventually.”


  “Honestly, I really don’t know what you mean.”


  Still he tried to slip away off the bar stool. The consequence was that I twisted his skin hard enough to almost leave rope burns; I pulled him closer to me in the bar’s gloom. “Yes, you do. You well know why I am here.”


  I watched his face. His eyebrows practically at the top of that big forehead, his mouth opening and shutting. He must have realised though that he wasn’t fooling anyone.


  There was a wince of pain as my fingers tightened again, before a flash of annoyance and then his features settled into a semblance of calm. As if what we had now was acceptance. I continued to hurt him, but he was going to be something resembling a man about it.


  “Okay, okay.” The effort to hold back any vestige of pain was obviously leaving him breathless. “I know why you’re here. It’s no coincidence that we’ve met each other this evening. But really, you have to believe me, I’m not Jacob.”


  I squinted menacingly. “And yet you are so much like him.”


  He spoke quickly. Desperate to get out his story before I lost patience and snapped the joint within my grip. “That’s why he wants me, because I resemble him. As if we’re brothers. If you know anything about Jacob, then you’ll already understand that he’s vain. Horribly vain, fascinatingly vain. He’s with me because when we’re in bed, it’s like looking at himself. As if he’s doing it with himself.” Crimson rose to his cheeks. “He adores pretty women, but when it comes to men, the more they resemble him the better.”


  There was no way I could avoid giving a snarl of disgust.


  I let him go.


  In my experience, no man was going to make up something which made him appear so weak and pathetic. Even Ravens – if he knew why I was there – was surely not going to humiliate himself in this manner. Every man has a certain level of self-respect that they cannot and will not fall below. No matter if they’re in the face of certain death. And to tell a lie akin to that one about yourself, with a straight face and every ounce of earnestness, would have revolted pretty much any man who attempted it.


  No, this idiot had confessed to something which made my stomach crawl. But the sheer nature of the confession meant it had to be true.


  He massaged his wrist and whimpered a little. I suppose I was grateful that he hadn’t broken into full-blown womanly tears.


  A grimace on my face, I turned away and took another sip of my beer.


  I realised that while McGinity was all the way down the other end of the counter, he was watching us closely while wiping a shot glass. The fact he hadn’t intervened, offered a kind of confirmation that this wasn’t the real Ravens.


  “So, who the hell are you then?” I demanded.


  “What I told you remains correct. My name really is Paul Hollingshead. I am a friend of Jacob’s.”


  “Friend?”


  He stared with heavy eyes down at his glass. “I no longer apologise for what I am.”


  “And let me guess, Ravens has sent you here today to tell me to back off? He’s heard that I’m on his scent and he’s decided to play the tough guy and warn me away. Except he’s properly limp-wristed and he sent you to do it. Frankly,” I sniffed, “if you’re the best he can offer by way of intimidation, I’ll stay on my path.”


  “No, that’s not it. He didn’t send me.”


  The way my lips curled when I sneered, it always looked as if a knife wound had been opened. Almost like I’d once been made to wear a Glasgow smile. I could tell from the startled fluttering of his eyelids that he wasn’t enjoying the effect.


  “What do you mean?” I snapped. “Did you take it upon yourself to come here to find me? Is your devotion to this man such that you would do that for him?”


  Again his jaw opened and closed, trying to form words that his brain hadn’t yet provided.


  I gave him the nod and let him have his drink; hopefully it would be enough to calm him somewhat.


  His hand shook as he raised the glass for one long swallow, then the words blurted out. “Jacob knows you’re coming for him, that you’re hunting him. He heard you’ve been asking questions and were on your way. He also knows” – the young man swallowed hard again – “you have a certain reputation with the right people. He guesses that means you’re going to harm him. Or worse. It doesn’t worry him though, as he thinks he has ways to deal with you. No, I know for a fact he does have ways to deal with you. But I don’t want that to happen. Despite the fact I’ve not met you before, I want my conscience clean. So, I came here tonight to try and talk you into going away. To persuade you it’s really in your best interests to turn around and forget all about Jacob Ravens and anything to do with him.”


  I chuckled loudly. It’s so rare I laugh and the result always feels surprisingly good.


  The first time someone tried to bully me, it was in my prep school in Richmond, London. An older boy whose name completely escapes me. I broke his nose then and I’ve been breaking noses ever since.


  “Go on, illuminate me – what ways does this Ravens have to deal with me?”


  “He…” The man who called himself Hollingshead stumbled to a halt. Staring at me, no doubt trying to determine if I was as credulous a nincompoop as he was. “Look, what Jacob writes and what Jacob lives are the same thing. The dark realms his words speak of, the other dimensions, the creatures who exist beyond both space and time. His books are about men who summon these entities and destroy themselves. But the thing is, Jacob genuinely can call them and he uses that power to destroy others. It’s all real through and through. Jacob in his books and all those short stories isn’t conjuring up fantasy for adolescents, he is writing his autobiographical confessions.”


  “Fairy stories!” I growled. I was so irritated that this was all the idiot could concoct by way of threat, I nearly knocked him right off his bar stool.


  “In these weeks you’ve been hunting him, have you never read any of his works?”


  “No, of course I haven’t. I don’t need to read ledgers to hunt an accountant. Just as I don’t need to read nonsense to hunt a writer of nonsense.”


  If anything he looked a little hurt. “Don’t you see you’ve put yourself at a major disadvantage coming here without knowing him? You may have your gun, but effectively you’ve arrived unarmed. What Jacob can do, no man should have the power to do. He has made himself into a force beyond nature, a force beyond science. You may think you’re a big man, the private eye strutting around with his British accent, but you are never going to be a match for Jacob. He can unleash powers which will suck all the breath from your body and leave you a wizened cadaver before you’ve realised what’s happening. If he wants, he can kill you in seconds. But even with a death that swift, you will feel a thousand torments and go completely insane before the sweet release of nothingness.”


  Once again, I couldn’t help myself – I actually laughed. Jack Benny, Groucho Marx and all those other radio comedians had nothing on this young man. The fact he said it all with a straight face, believing every nonsense word, just made it funnier.


  I clamped my hand around his wrist again, not wanting my little joke machine to go anywhere without me.


  He winced, but again didn’t cry out.


  “And that’s what I’ll face if I go against Jacob Ravens, is it?”


  “Yes! You have to listen to me!”


  I tapped the trusty Remington tucked under my breast. “And this is what you go against when you face me, do you understand? I’d wager on myself, any occasion.”


  “You’re a fool!” he spluttered


  “No, you are, Mr Hollingshead, a worthless fool. Do you know where Ravens is now?”


  “A damn fool.”


  I was one twist from actually breaking his wrist. “Where is he?”


  With a gasp, he buckled slightly on the stool. “A stupid, stubborn old fool!”


  “Where is Ravens?” I yelled. Getting McGinity’s full attention now, but after staring in our direction for a fleeting moment, he clearly determined I wasn’t a man to be messed with.


  This Hollingshead’s body was all right angles, pain coursing from his wrist through every part of him. Becoming horribly aware, as they always did, that if he didn’t give me what I wanted in the next ten seconds or so, he was going to have to improvise a whole other system to tie his shoelaces.


  “O-o-okay,” he stammered finally. “I’ll take you to him. You’re making a mistake, I tell you – however, I’ll take you to him.”


  I loosened my grip, but didn’t let go. “Good. You’re finally making sense.”


  




  

    Five


  


  The night-time streets of Monterey had a raucous feel to them. A few hundred feet from us, the Pacific stretched out seemingly to eternity: the country of America had come to an end. There was no more road for this great nation, so the populace was going to enjoy their freedom while they could.


  That cannery plant had closed for the night (although I noticed that the big chimney continued to pump out black smoke, maybe it never stopped), but such was the infectious gaiety all around us, I could only assume it was payday. Everywhere I peered there were people having what they’d term ‘fun’. A mix of blacks, whites and Latinos, who had hit the cheap liquor and were determined to treat each other to the best time possible. Yelling about how much they were enjoying themselves, in a fashion which sounded somewhat forced to my ears.


  It reminded me of my time in the London police after The Great War. Occasionally we’d head into the West End and break heads in a brothel. Some of them had a greater reputation for salaciousness than others, so much so that stories were spreading which were certain to alarm the custodians of polite society. That meant they had to be dealt with, no matter how much in bribes they’d paid. The entire town of Monterey had the feel right then of one of those brothels – as if everything was on offer and you simply had to make your preference known.


  On another night, this Hollingshead character would undoubtedly have revelled in it. Now he shuffled through the cries and raucous laughter with all the forward momentum of a man shuffling to the gallows. He’d slipped onto his heels as we left the bar, maybe intent on making me think twice just through childish stubbornness. The Remington soon put a stop to any nonsense. I shoved it to his belly and told him that I could find other ways to get to Ravens if I had to. After all, I was a patient man who had come this far alone. If he knew what was good for him, he’d understand that he was utterly expendable.


  The damned idiot put his hands up as if being robbed – trying to play the damsel in distress, no doubt – but I spun him around and made him walk. My gun hanging as unobtrusively as possible at my side, Hollingshead was kept a stride or so in front of me. I made it clear that if I started to suspect we were going in the wrong direction, or that he was leading me around in circles, I’d put a bullet in his ankle. Then I’d haul him close to upright and make him hobble me to the right location.


  He swallowed loudly, knowing I was a man of my word. But as we walked, although I’d have preferred quiet acquiescence, he couldn’t resist pleading.


  “You don’t want to do this, you know?” He glanced over his shoulder at me, a fringe of hair having flopped down so he was peering out from beneath it. “This isn’t going to end well for you.”


  “Ha! Because Ravens can commune with the demon fairies? I think not, my friend, I really think not. A degenerate gambler I met in Cincinnati tried to persuade me that he had a guardian angel, who not only let him win at cards, but would smite me dead if I hurt a hair on his precious balding head. However, he was a well-known card cheat and he was buried in a plywood coffin after I blew his worthless brains out. Administering death doesn’t bother me, Mr Hollingshead. And I won’t feel any compulsion if I have to bring it to you. So maybe you should feel a tad more scared of me than you do of Ravens.”


  Incredibly, he actually spun around on his heels and confronted me. Across the road, in a darkened doorway, a black couple actually stopped what they were doing and regarded us. I knew their interest wouldn’t last long, his ravings were surely far less interesting than any cannoodling.


  “Why don’t you listen to me?” There was fire in his eyes and his voice was as shrill and hysterical as any woman’s.


  I shot a glare over to the couple. Making it clear that they better mind their own business or else. The same went for the fat, drunk, white man who’d stopped his staggering down the street. Gawping at us with his belly poking from his stained shirt.


  Damn this pathetic queer!


  It was final warning time. I raised my gun, expecting him to quiver, to duck down and wave his hands again in surrender.


  However – almost impressively – he stood unbowed. He held his ground, didn’t blink as I pointed the business end right at his forehead.


  “You don’t understand, you stupid old man, I am trying to save your life! You are going to die in pain beyond imagining, don’t you comprehend that? He will destroy all sense you have of yourself, toy with your fractured mind and then kill you. Don’t you have loved ones? Or friends you care about? If you continue down this path, you will never see any of them again. You are doomed!”


  My jaw tense, I rested the finger on the trigger. So close to blowing this twist away. “I know how to look after myself.”


  “Yes, you’re a big, hard man, of course you are. But when you were in the trenches, did you actually race towards the machine guns? Did you? Of course not. Or you wouldn’t be here today. Running into no man’s land is exactly what I’m trying to stop you doing. Jacob Ravens is not a man to be messed with. Not a man you can simply walk up to and challenge. Listen to me, I’m trying to stop you being cut into pieces by machine guns!”


  “Speaking of guns…” I told him. With half a step forward, I pushed the barrel right into his forehead.


  Tears ran from the corners of his eyes, he winced and cowered. There was a fraction of a second when I actually considered doing it. Say bugger to that couple and the drunk man – who were the police going to believe, a couple of humping blacks, or an inebriate, or me? I once met Winston Churchill and so could easily have any flatfoot eating from my hand in less time than it takes to boil an egg.


  But as his spirit crumbled away before me, it didn’t seem all that sporting – so I took a step back and gave him my Glasgow smile.


  “Walk.” I told him, softly.


  His legs clearly wobbling, he turned and led me to the dockside. The moon had risen high in the sky and the docks were much quieter than the streets behind.


  Part of that was because the town had all the bars and places of decadence; part of it was the smell of day-old fish which pervaded the town was unavoidable this close to the flotilla; and part of it was that with the moon so high, the opportunities for drunken fornication at the dockside were less obvious. A faint silver light illuminated everything. The buildings stood too far apart to provide the deep wells of shadow.


  Despite the shakiness of his limbs, he’d got about five feet ahead of me. I thought he was shaping to run and was about to put one into his shoulder to remind him what a stupid idea it would be, when suddenly he stopped and swung around to stare at me.


  “Last chance,” he told me. His voice seemingly more sure of itself. “Last chance to forget about Ravens and the money you’ve been paid. It’s your final opportunity to ignore what you’ve been brought here to do.”


  “Algernon Swafford belongs to no man!” I growled.


  “Look, forget about it all. Put it from your mind that you ever came to Monterey. Return the money, or send it to a home for wounded veterans, for all I care. Walk away, Mr Swafford. It’s the sensible choice. Don’t run pell-mell into the machine guns. Walk away.”


  I took a step closer and raised the trusty pistol so that this time it was pointed right between his bright green eyes. “I know what happens next for your friend Ravens, and I’m pretty sure what’s going to happen next for you too. You have drained away all vestiges of my patience.”


  The man sighed and his shoulders slumped, before his entire posture seemed to alter. He rose up straight and was in an instant a taller and more determined-looking man. It was there in the eyes. That jovial fuzziness was gone, what took its place was an unyielding hardness. Christ! In a second it was clear this wasn’t a milksop, this was a man who destroyed other people’s lives for sport.


  “Fine.” His voice had altered, it was deeper and more gravelly. “I gave you every opportunity to quit your ridiculous quest.”


  I realised his deception in a heartbeat and tried to tighten my finger on the trigger, but I was frozen. A chill seemed to spread from the moonlight itself, sheening my skin and paralysing me. For the first time in my five plus decades of life, I was genuinely and utterly terrified.


  




  

    Six


  


  Fear was a sensation almost completely unknown to me. I’d never been scared. Not when I put my gun in the face of dangerous men, not when I moved to America, not in the trenches, or before that in Ireland. Not even when, as a child, my parents first left me alone at boarding school. Every time I had dared the world to do its worst to me and then felt triumphant. Now, all of a sudden I was a pathetic coward, gawping and squirming on the spot.


  He had so much power over me: this Jacob Ravens, who had played to my prejudices and fooled me so dreadfully. The man stood at the snout of the barrel of my gun, but he just smiled at it. He knew I couldn’t do anything. My hand was frozen and the weapon was starting to tremble in my fingers, becoming heavier and unwieldy.


  In school I had railed against the pompous pastor, then at the Somme I had lost all belief in a Christian God who would let something like that appalling war happen. Nearly all my life I had been a disbeliever. However, this man was surely The Devil. And if The Devil existed, then God had to exist too. I swallowed. That meant I had been mistaken my entire existence. I’d doomed myself to this moment in time. This Lucifer in a tan suit stood in front of me. His smile was crueller than mine had ever been and I saw a thousand deaths in his eyes.


  My gun lowered to my side and then dropped to the ground. I went with it. Not letting go of the firearm, instead crumpling down as if we were one. I felt old – a stupid codger lying on cold paving stones a long way from home with no way of getting myself up again. There was no help coming. Only this man who stood above me with a sardonic grin and his hands behind his back. A man who was surely evil incarnate.


  His voice didn’t sound human. It was harsher than before. The sands of Death Valley given the power to speak.


  “They talk about mankind’s generosity of spirit, but frankly I don’t see it. Not only is man frequently unwilling to show kindness to others, but when he himself is shown kindness, he more often than not spits on it before hurling it back.


  “That’s why I relish these instances of charity, Mr Swafford. As on nearly every occasion, when I offer benevolence, it is thrown into my face. It is utterly rejected. After all these years, I expect it to be refused, but it never fails to give me pleasure when it is. As it always makes what I do next seem all the crueller. As I know the poor bastard in front of me is not only enduring whatever pain I can inflict, but regretting with all of their heart what they have so rudely refused.”


  I was folded on the floor, my bones seeming to have shrunk into my skin so that I was loose and baggy flesh. Still I held onto the gun, but I had no strength to do anything else. My eyes couldn’t raise to look at Ravens. I was conscious, however, that the moon was seemingly changing colour, that the silver was fading and it was becoming blood red.


  Ravens stepped forward, so that his shoes were an easy kicking distance from my skull. I knew he wasn’t going to make it that easy though.


  He said: “I first heard of you about three weeks ago. You really did pop up from nowhere, didn’t you? Asking all kinds of questions and so tremendously eager to find me. Well, I suppose, it is nice to feel wanted.


  “When I enquired about you – as you’d enquired about me – the story I heard was that you were relentless. You didn’t quit. Others, more in the know, told me of the ruthlessness which separated you from other gumshoes. That you were prepared, for a cash payment, to provide extra with your services. Don’t be surprised, I move in both low and high circles. And in those high circles, in whispered voices, they all talk about you and what you can do for them.” I think I heard him crack a smile. “You’re not just a killer, you’re a tremendously good killer, aren’t you? Someone who knows his way around death and is not ashamed to put his skills to a profitable purpose.


  “As you can imagine, with the kind of life I’ve lived, I have more than one enemy. Not only is there your silly client – who, believe me, will have a biblical plague visited upon his head – but there are others. More than one who might employ their own bravos; another skilled individual able to track me down and – if I don’t take action – surely kill me. And that’s why I could use a man with your skills. One who understands these hunters in pinstripe suits and who can act to cut them off before they reach yours truly. Protect me while I get on with the more pleasurable aspects of my life.”


  He bent down and stroked a hand through my hair. It seemed so stringy now that no doubt a few strands came away in his grip. Even with the cold consuming every part of me, I felt like I was being touched by a cadaver.


  “So, that’s where we are, Mr Swafford. I tried to be generous with you and let you walk away, but you chose not to. As a result, we have a decision to make. I am prepared to release you tonight. To not allow the creatures I keep forever at my shoulder to suck your soul and all the life right out of you. I am prepared to let you stand again, to make you a strong man once more. But when I do, you will be mine. You will do my bidding. You will hurt who I want you to hurt and kill who I want you to kill. From now on, you will be my tool to stop any threat foolish enough to approach me.”


  Trying to turn my head, I saw that he was glowing. That hellish light wasn’t coming from a transformed moon at all, but from him.


  Ravens clutched those terrible chill fingers around my jaw and raised my face to look at his. To stare into the visage of The Devil himself. His grin so cruelly confident.


  “What do you say, Algernon Swafford, esquire? Tonight your life will be spared, but it will be mine.”


  Staring at him, I realised that I could move the gun in my hand. It was slow and painful, but I could pull it from under me.


  That bastard grinned as I did. There was no flinch or sign of fear as I raised it up.


  “No, no,” he murmured. “You won’t be able to kill me. That’s obviously one of the conditions.”


  Of course he was right. When I tried to push the gun in his direction, my nerves went into a spasm and I could barely cling onto it. My grip was only strong when I aimed away.


  “Come,” the glowing man smirked. “It’s a simple enough choice, do my bidding or die.”


  It physically hurt me to utter the words, but I meant every syllable, “Algernon Swafford belongs to no man.”


  Then I swung the Remington to my own temple and before he could stop me, squeezed the trigger.


  There was bang – deafening my right ear – and the requisite flash, but nothing else. My blood and brains did not splatter over the dockside. Instead, intense heat coursed down from the barrel and into the grip, so that – finally – I could hold the weapon no more. Giving a woman-like shriek of pain, I stared down at the scarlet, blistering skin of my hand.


  As my Remington bounced once, I heard the bullet slide out and clink harmlessly to the ground.


  He had stopped it! The bastard had halted that projectile of my salvation before it even left the gun!


  Jacob Ravens crouched down next to me, an expression of utter satisfaction on his glowing red face. “No, I’m afraid you don’t die so easily. We have come too far for that. You will do as I command now, whether you like it or not. Truly, I admire your persistence, your coldness. But know this, if you do find some way to not comply with my wishes, I will make sure you die excruciatingly slowly. Over many months, or even years. For however long it amuses me to watch you suffer. You will live to serve me from this moment on. As, let’s be honest, Algernon Swafford may belong to no man, but I am not merely a man anymore, am I?”


  And then he smiled the coldest smile I have ever seen. A grin which took great pleasure in my pathetic whimpering.


  




  

    A plea from the author
 


  


  If you enjoyed Algernon Swafford: Private Investigator, could you please take the time to leave a short review of it on Amazon?


   


  Reviews are the lifeblood of an indie author. They make the difference between scrabbling along and actually making a living out of our writing. So, if you’re able to find the time to leave your thoughts on Algernon Swafford: Private Investigator (the title is a bit of a mouthful, I know) – or any of my other Ghostly Shadows tales, long or short – then I would be tremendously grateful.


   


  Kind regards,


   


  FRJ.


   


  




  The Ghostly Shadow series!
Check out the others today!


   


  




  Nothing was going to ruin Castle's holiday, except the mocking laughter of the dead...


   


  Larry Castle was anticipating a lovely few days at the seaside. Basking in the sunshine, canoodling with his mistress and playing the big man visiting town. However, a chance encounter leaves his confidence reeling.


   


  There’s a possibility that someone knows his darkest secret. The thing that made him, but which could equally break him. No matter what, Castle is going to have to deal with this problem. Otherwise it could cost him everything.


   


  This weekend Castle is going to confront the ghosts of his past, but some ghosts are more real than others…


   


  Death at the Seaside – a gripping new supernatural thriller which could chill on even the most uncomfortably hot day.


   


  The first of the F.R. Jameson’s Ghostly Shadows series.


   


  Get your copy now!


   


  




  What are those voices from the past? And why are they screaming at her?


   


  It all started when she witnessed a car crash. A brutal smash which left a gorgeous young couple dead. But for Alice, it reawakened strange memories of childhood: a sinister old house, a dead boy in the woods and an other-worldly power lurking forever in the darkness.


   


  Desperate to make sense of the bizarre pictures in her mind, Alice’s enquires lead her to a hidden away clinic in the Surrey Hills. Within those walls though, are the terrifying secrets she’s been running from her whole life.


   


  Now, for Alice, the truth could not only break apart her sanity, it could destroy the whole world…


   


  Certain Danger – A brand new British horror tale perfect for all fans of James Herbert, Clive Barker, Iain Rob Wright and Hammer/Amicus films of the 1970s.


   


  Get your copy now!


   


  




  The actress might be dead, but her voice keeps singing to him…


   


  Something about that murdered woman got to the detective. She was a missing person he was tracing – a young starlet – but by the time he found her, she was a bloated corpse on a dockside. One moonless night she’d been beaten, strangled and dumped in the Thames.


   


  Her gangster boyfriend thinks he’s got away with murder, but the detective is coming for him. The need for revenge burning at his soul. He might look like an average man, but there’s a new force within him – one that craves bloody vengeance…


   


  Every night her song gets louder in his ears, but what will happen when its power is truly unleashed?


   


  Won’t You Come and Save Me, Oh Soldier – A brand new British horror tale perfect for all fans of James Herbert, Clive Barker, Iain Rob Wright and Dennis Wheatley.


   


  Get your copy now!


   


  




  What terrible secrets are the town’s women hiding?


   


  Beddnic, on the South Wales coast, has shut itself off from the outside world. Days after a number of its men were reported missing, the road in was closed and all communications ceased. No strangers are welcome there anymore.


   


  Now, two agents – Ludo and Mick – are venturing across the water, anxious to know what’s going on and desperate to help. And no amount of threats or horrors will make them turn back. The awful curse which has befallen this town is about to be revealed, and the dead shall walk…


   


  But in this cruel place by the sea, will these two men really be able to help?


   


  Call of the Mandrake – A brand new British horror tale perfect for all fans of Stephen King, H.P. Lovecraft, James Herbert and the adventures of Sherlock Holmes.


   


  The fourth of F.R. Jameson’s Ghostly Shadows series.


   


  Pre-order your copy today!


   


  




  

    Ghostly Shadows Shorts


  


  Foliage
You cannot outrun the end of the world…
 


   


  The Strange Fate of Lord Bruton
Debauchery, violence and scandal are about to destroy Bruton Hall…


   


  The Widow Ravens
She was the interview from hell…


   


  Sacrifice at St. Nick’s
His grave was screaming out to her!


   


  




  Also by F.R. Jameson: 
The Screen Siren Noir series


  




  He's been threatened, beaten and broken - but still he doesn't regret meeting the actress who disappeared...


   


  Michael, a young film journalist, is sent to interview the reclusive movie star Diana Christmas. Twenty years prior, the red-headed starlet suddenly abandoned her career, leaving her fans puzzled and shocked.


   


  Their attraction is instant. Between the sheets, Diana tells him of the blackmail and betrayal which ruined her. And how – even now – she’s being tormented.


   


  Emboldened, Michael sets out on a mission to track down a compromising roll of film – unaware that around the next corner lurks deadly peril.


   


  Can Michael save Diana from her past? Or will the secrets which crushed her life destroy them both?


   


  Diana Christmas: Blackmail, Death and a British Film Star – a new thriller of desire and betrayal from F.R. Jameson.


   


  The first in the Screen Siren Noir series.


   


  Available now!


  




  Avenging her secret could put a noose around both their necks…


   


  Joe might be a stuntman, but still he’d never expect to end up in bed with a genuine movie star. However, that’s what happens the night he meets the ultra-glamorous, Eden St. Michel. Swiftly they’re the talk of the town. Their passion fast, intense and dangerous.


   


  But Eden has scars from her past, both mental and physical. Joe needs to be her hero, although retribution won’t be easy. One misstep could mean the end of their careers and – maybe – their lives.


   


  After a sudden moment of violence, Joe finds himself in deadly trouble. He may have the love of a good woman, yet it’s leading him to the gallows.


   


  But what if the only way to save Eden is to make that ultimate sacrifice?


   


  Eden St. Michel: Scandal, Death and a British Film Star – a new tale of film stars, gangsters and death from F.R. Jameson.


   


  The second book in the ‘Screen Siren Noir’ series.


   


  Available now!


   


  




  Theirs is an affair destined to end in murder!


   


  Thomas had never met a woman like Alice Rackham. A film-star: sophisticated and uninhibited. Not only is their passion intense, but she could help this impoverished young actor with his own career. Surely it doesn’t really matter that she has danger written all over her…


   


  As he isn’t the only one smitten with Alice: her ex-lover skulks ceaselessly outside her home and keeps a former policeman on retainer. A giant of a man who would relish making both their lives torture.


   


  With Thomas rattled, Alice suggests a relaxing trip to an English country house. But trouble isn’t just going to follow them out there, it’s about to turn deadly.


   


  Can Thomas save Alice from her past? Or will it destroy them both?


   


  Alice Rackham: Obsession, Death and a British Film Star - a new thriller of passion, jealousy and suspense from F.R. Jameson.


   


  The third novel in the Screen Siren Noir series.


   


  Available now!


   


  




  

    Get a free novel by F.R. Jameson today!


  


  




  His friend has been murdered, but he can't be responsible... Can he?


  Clay has arrived back in London and rekindled the spark with Belinda, his flame-haired ex. However, one night he suffers a terrible nightmare. He dreams that he brutally murders one of his best friends.


  The next morning – horrifically – he learns that said friend has indeed been slaughtered.


  His dreams continue and each dawn there’s another fresh body. Desperate, Clay and Belinda investigate. Each horribly aware that Clay himself is the number one suspect!


  Will he discover the terrifying truth? And can he do it before his next gruesome nightmare?


  The Wannabes


  F.R. Jameson’s debut novel – a supernatural thriller of ambition, lust and death – is available free and exclusive today!


  




  

    About the author


  


  F.R. Jameson was born in Wales, but now lives with his wife and daughter in London. He writes thrillers; sometimes of the supernatural variety, and sometimes historical, set around the British film industry.


  His debut novel, The Wannabes, which contains both horror and British actresses is available for free now. Get your copy here!


  He has a regularly updated blog (https://frjameson.com/) where he puts book reviews, film reviews and the occasional writing diary, and you can also find him on Facebook, and follow him on Twitter, Instagram and Pinterest: @frjameson.
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