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    One


  


  Emilia Ravens was the most glamourous woman he had ever seen in real life. He found it impossible not to think of her in terms that were ethereal and other-worldly. She was a Sophia Loren, or a Claudia Cardinale, who didn’t just exist made up and sexy on the silver screen, but was living and breathing – in the flesh – right in front of him. An impossible to touch, dream woman. Her sculptured eyebrow arched dismissively, as of course, magnificently beautiful ladies like her were used to cutting down nobody men like him.


  She answered the hotel room door in a thin black slip, a garment which would surely have been deemed a particularly skimpy nightie if they were still back in England. It hung off her naked shoulders on tantalisingly thin straps and stopped high enough up her thighs for him to snatch a glimpse of her stocking tops. He did his best not to stare though; certainly not to salivate. Instead he focused on the black choker she wore around her slender white neck, and the large deep red ruby it held which was pressed against her throat. It was no doubt intrusive the way he stared at it, but the alternative was to openly ogle her figure. Or to marvel at the smooth flawlessness of her face. Given how large the stone was and how intimately close it clung to her skin, it must have made a seriously uncomfortable adornment. And yet, her expression as she swung open the door showed no obvious discomfort whatsoever. Instead she was a woman in complete command of herself and her surroundings.


  Leaning a shoulder casually against the doorframe, she gave him a quick glance up and down. As if that was all she needed to get the full measure of him.


  “Mr Hargreaves?” she asked, her left eyebrow raised.


  “Mrs Ravens, I presume?”


  Her smile maybe became a little tighter as she stepped back to let him into the room. He thought that, perhaps, she was suppressing a sigh.


  “Oh, I haven’t been Mrs Ravens in a very, very long time. I’ve had three more husbands since then. Although Jacob was the only one to actually die on me. He was the only one to leave me rather than vice versa.”


  Feeling somewhat abashed, he crossed the threshold with his shoulders hunched.


  Basic fucking research should have stopped him making such an amateur mistake. Yet the thing was, he had tried. He had worked hard, hour after hour, and got nowhere in finding out more about her life than one got from the basic biography. And now that failure stung again.


  Emilia Ravens appeared in her late husband’s life story as if from nowhere, and disappeared almost immediately at his untimely passing. Hargreaves had tried to fill in the gaps, had probably done more than any other person alive, and yet in his first utterance, he’d managed to give away just how ignorant he still was.


  “Drink?” she asked, shutting the door behind him with a slap. “I’m afraid I only actually have gin. Well, I do have water as well, but it’s from the tap and I personally wouldn’t risk drinking it. It’s entirely up to you. Your prerogative.” A mischievous grin emphasised her sharp, catlike cheekbones.


  Hargreaves hadn’t been prepared for quite how beautiful she would be up close. One could say she was like an angel, but there was something too obviously dark and impish to her for that to be the case. She was like what an angel in Hell might resemble.


  Her hair was thick and jet black and she had wide green eyes which may have seemed a little far apart on another woman, but sat perfectly in her sculptured, feline face. Even though he knew where she was actually from, she seemed Mediterranean. There was nothing of the English rose to her at all.


  How old was she now? He couldn’t hazard a guess. That little dress she was wearing left nothing of her figure to the imagination – her curves still so pert and full. That slip would have put many younger women to shame, and yet here she was looking truly magnificent in it.


  Her actual age though was something else he hadn’t managed to find out. She’d married Jacob Ravens three years before the author died, but that was two decades ago. And she’d already had a husband before him (an Arthur Smethurst; Hargreaves had been successful in some research), so she was hardly a blushing schoolgirl then. The widow Ravens (until he learned her current name, that would just have to do) had to be in her mid-forties at least. But if Hargreaves had had to guess purely based on appearance, he’d have said no more than thirty. And a particularly lovely thirty at that.


  “A gin would be wonderful, thank you.”


  It was so much more pleasant in her hotel room than on the scorching Athens streets outside. The slowly turning ceiling fan seemed to be performing wonders. Or maybe it was that every blind was pulled down, keeping the cool in and the heat out.


  Indicating the two leather chairs nearest the south facing window, she padded to the small mahogany bar which sat next to what must have been the door to the bathroom. (Closed now for discretion’s sake.) There were various bottles lined along the bar, but all of them were empty apart from one. A bottle of Langley’s gin, which was still almost half full.


  Mrs Ravens may not have purchased more drink in anticipation of his arrival, but she had washed up (or had had washed up) a couple of large tumblers. They gleamed, seeming to capture every bit of thin light in the room.


  Moving with effortless grace, she handed him a brimming glass – carrying it over without spilling a single drop. He still stood next to his assigned chair, hadn’t sat down yet, but suddenly being so close to her made him feel even more ridiculous and over-sized than he normally did. It was a horrible contrast to her svelte form and she seemed to purr at his awkwardness. He sipped the drink before his nervous hand spilled the full contents.


  “Shall we?” she asked, her voice trilling with exaggerated politeness.


  He let her take her seat, crossing lithe legs that he did his best not to stare at. Carefully he lowered his glass to the lush carpet. She stared up at him as he clumsily slid his arms out of his battered old backpack and took his place opposite her. A slightly pained smile formed on her face as he recovered his spiral notepad and trusty fountain pen from the backpack’s inside pocket.


  Finally he was ready, a clean page rested upwards on his lap, the cap unscrewed from his pen, nib poised. Then he tried, while still exuding some calm, to get his thoughts together. To work out which of the many questions he had in his mind he should first ask this mysterious, elusive woman. The reclusive and almost impossible to track down widow of the author, Jacob Ravens.


  But, she surprised him by asking a question of her own.


  The charm and welcome of her demeanour disappeared, instantly replaced by a vicious snarl.


  “So, Mr Hargreaves, how the fuck did you find me? And why the fuck can’t you leave poor Jacob be?”


  




  

    Two


  


  Maybe it was simply her glare which made the room feel suddenly so much colder. Hargreaves stared at her and tried his best not to shiver.


  Holding her gaze somehow, he swallowed and just squeezed his pen tighter between his fingers – as if it would be protection enough. Even though he could see that scribbling down in shorthand was going to be a terrible insult to her.


  “How” – her voice boomed out that one word – “did you find me?”


  Hargreaves decided there was no harm at all in being honest. “I heard you were in Athens from a man named Marc Yarrix. He’s an acquaintance of my editor. He said that he saw you at the airport last week and couldn’t believe that it was the same Emilia Ravens he’d known back in New York when he met Jacob Ravens. But he was convinced it was you nonetheless.” Even though the hardness in her eyes was unyielding, he thought that a bit of flattery wouldn’t hurt. “Yarrix thought that you looked ‘too young’ and ‘too radiantly beautiful’ to be the same woman, but he was still sure it was you. Anyway, he told my editor, who told me, and I made my way to Athens and went around every hotel looking for an English lady named Emilia who answered your description. And here I am.”


  Clearly she was not much impressed by his perseverance or his ingenuity. “And they just told you, did they?”


  “Yes.”


  “You had no need to bribe them?”


  “I’m a journalist, the kind of bribe I can afford to pay isn’t going to loosen anyone’s tongue.”


  “You’d be surprised at how far sterling goes in Athens, Mr Hargreaves, you really would.”


  He wouldn’t call it warmth as such, but a certain acceptance came into her face as she stared at him. With a graceful casualness she took a large gulp of gin.


  “How old are you?” she demanded.


  “Twenty-eight.”


  “Where are you from?”


  “Derby.”


  She shrugged. “I’ve never been there myself, but my once upon a time piano tutor was from Derby.”


  “Oh right?”


  “I was an old student, I suppose – mature to be taking up the instrument. I went to her when I was seventeen, as I felt my life was drifting and I thought that a twice weekly series of lessons might give it some structure. Plus, from when I was young, I was always a big fan of piano concertos. Miss Wilberforce, her name was. I let her seduce me on our third lesson.” A smile rose waywardly to her lips. “Do I shock you, Mr Hargreaves?”


  It was impossible for him to truly tell, but maybe a flush had come to his cheeks; they felt warm all of a sudden. “No,” he lied. Trying to give the impression he was a much more worldly man than was actually the case.


  She took another long sip of her drink and stared at him appraisingly. “She was twenty – no, probably more like twenty-five – years older than me and her best days were quite clearly behind her. But I’m still very glad I went to bed with her. She taught me things in the bedroom that I couldn’t have imagined. Things that still come in useful to this day.”


  Despite the coolness of the room, he felt a bead of sweat on his forehead as she continued to regard him with playful eyes that were caught somewhere between tantalisingly sexy and utterly cruel.


  “Do you have a girlfriend?” she asked.


  “Not at the moment, no.”


  “A boyfriend?”


  “No. I’m not that way inclined.”


  “Aren’t you?” Her eyebrow raised. “Are you sure?”


  “I think so.”


  There was a silent chuckle on her lips. “Jacob was. Did you know that?”


  “Yes…” He hesitated a few seconds. “I’ve heard the rumours.”


  “What rumours?” she snapped.


  He swallowed heavily. “That the night he killed himself, he’d been with another man. In bed with another man.”


  She nodded once. “Actually, it was two men. Jacob came to appreciate having a number of warm bodies touching him at once.”


  “Right,” was all he could think of to say.


  “Normally sex made him feel happy. Euphoric even. But that night, for whatever reason, it most definitely didn’t.”


  “Maybe he felt guilty?” he ventured.


  “Over sex?” Her laugh was fulsome. “I’d cured him of any prudish hang-ups a long while back. Not that he was a maiden aunt when I met him. Jacob would never have got worked up over anything as ultimately inconsequential as sex.”


  Hargreaves had arrived with laudable ambitions: eager to know all about Ravens’ life and the man behind the fiction. He really hadn’t wanted to get caught up talking about the tawdriness of his untimely death. But now he was here.


  “The reasons for his suicide have long been speculated on…” He let the sentence trail off.


  “I know,” she almost smirked, “and a lot of them focus on me. A weight of idle gossip painting me as the terrible scarlet woman who drove him to it.”


  “Maybe I can set the record straight for you…”


  She raised her hand. “Don’t bother. After all, I did give him the revolver. Handed it to him with a passionate denunciation that can basically be summed up as ‘do everyone a favour and top yourself!’” She laughed again. “Still though, giving that he’d just screwed two shore-leaving sailors – gorgeous specimens, the pair of them – I was surprised that he did it right then.”


  “I’m sorry?” Without even thinking about it, he’d sat a little further on his seat. “You actually gave him the gun?”


  “Of course,” she said. “I may have loved Jacob, I might have married him, but I wanted him dead more than anything else I have ever wanted in my life.”


  




  

    Three


  


  Hargreaves did his best not to gasp. To hold back any great show of emotions as he processed what she’d told him.


  Not a great deal was known about the life of Jacob Ravens – which was why so much rumour and speculation surrounded him. But his death, by suicide, in a New York City hotel room in 1953 was one of the few incontrovertible facts. Beyond that, Hargreaves knew that he’d been born in Dorking during the First World War; that he’d gone to Harrow public school for a while, but left under dubious circumstances which Hargreaves hadn’t been able to get to the bottom of; and that he’d been married to this beautiful woman sitting in front of him. Of course, the most important fact of all was that he wrote one hundred and fifty-two short stories and four novels of incredible – and disturbingly other-worldly – horror fiction across the course of his short career.


  There was no consensus opinion as to where Ravens had lived for most of his life. It seemed like he’d had a vagabond existence almost from birth. Nor had Hargreaves been able to discover whether he held down a job away from writing. And with such a mystery where there should be a man, it was impossible to say what had inspired those magnificent tales, where his imagination went to conjure such images and dreadful creatures. In fact, all the blank spaces where there should be biography, just added to the mythos.


  As bizarre as it might sound, the man’s height even seemed to be in doubt. With some who knew him claiming that his slight frame barely scraped up to five foot eight, while others swearing he was over six foot with a barrel chest.


  Even his first cousin – the famed actor, Charles Ravens – when asked, was unable to offer any insights. Saying that although they were related, an old family feud meant that they’d never actually met.


  And that’s why Hargreaves had come all the way to Athens to speak to the one person who must have known Jacob Ravens better than any other. The elusive woman with whom he shared his life and who surely must have been able to answer all of Hargreaves’ questions and a thousand more beside.


  Now though, the space in which he could ask those questions seemed miles away. All of his pre-prepared talking points felt utterly irrelevant.


  “You wanted him dead?” Hargreaves stated finally.


  “Let me guess.” Her voice was bored and languid. “You discovered Jacob’s work when you were a spotty, hormonal adolescent. All that stuff about ‘the thin gossamer between life and death’, and ‘the maddening allure of youth’ – they spoke to you, didn’t they? His work made you feel connected to something other; a secret place beyond your limited experience or comprehension. Reading them made you feel less alone, that your shy self was plugged in to something which the more popular boys would never understand. Could never understand.


  “So hungrily – like a new lover – you devoured all of Jacob’s stories and then became hooked on the mystery of the man himself. How could a writer who created tale after tale about ‘clinging onto life at all costs’, about ‘resisting the tempting allure of death’s grin’ have ended up killing himself in a poky New York hotel room?


  “To your narrow mind, to your young and enthusiastic consciousness, it didn’t make any sense. And as you got older, and connected with similarly awkward and like-minded men to yourself – arrested adolescents who were also followers – you swapped theories about what on earth could have happened. Once you had spent the standard four hours talking about the terrible and original wonder of his ideas, you moved on to what could have driven him to his demise. Subjecting his memory to amateur, half-baked psychology. You hunted for clues in his oeuvre; treating him as a mystery, rather than a man. It obsesses you, it consumes you. So much so, that when a new collected edition of his works comes out, you, Mr Hargreaves, go out of your way to track down his poor widow.


  “Is my description striking all kinds of bells for you?”


  Almost in spite of himself, he nodded.


  “Tell me, do you genuinely think that you’re the first over-zealous fan to track me down? You’re not. You’re really not. You’re not even the first fucking journalist to find me.” She stared at him with utter disdain. “Well, I’m going to tell you exactly what I told all of those who have preceded you. Jacob Ravens was a grade A shit of a man. A disreputable, uncaring, utterly nasty piece of filth. Of course, I didn’t realise this when I let him seduce me. But once he had me and had dug his claws into me, turned my head in a way no one has done before – or indeed since – then he revealed his true colours. I was too far gone then to do much about it, but I came to know exactly what he was – a vile, nasty and appalling bastard. I knew the real Jacob Ravens and I suffered the consequences.”


  Her voice seemed to crack towards the end and he thought he might – for the flash of a second – have seen the buds of tears in her eyes. But no, her face was utterly calm.


  The moment was intense and it felt like he was intruding on something so private and painful, it embarrassed him. He clearly wasn’t the kind of journalist who poked and prodded, who was prepared to do anything for the scoop. Maybe that meant the career wasn’t really for him. He didn’t care right then though, he just wanted to be out of there.


  As delicately as he could, he placed the cap on his fountain pen. He’d tell his editor that he was very sorry but he couldn’t find her, or that she adamantly refused to speak. Whatever reason he gave, it was the case that this venture was a flop and it was best to wash their hands of it.


  But her gaze, and the flatly no nonsense tone of her voice, stopped him from getting up and just politely making his excuses on his way to the door.


  “Don’t you want to know?” she asked, “Aren’t you curious what dreadful thing your blessed hero did to me to make me hate him so?”


  “I, um…” He stared at her, suddenly and horribly afraid.


  Her voice rose, a challenge in her tone. “Don’t you want to understand the awful goddamn truth about your beloved Jacob Ravens?”


  Hargreaves and the widow Ravens stared at each other. Little more than three feet apart in that Athens hotel room, they may as well have been on different continents. They might have been different species of being. The look on her face managed to be so cruel and outraged and challenging at once. He could only imagine his own nervous gaze of fear and trepidation. Surely though, there was a kind of dreadful curiosity in his eyes as well. His conscience wanted him to leave, his sense of self-preservation also – but a large part of him desperately wanted to stay.


  




  

    Four


  


  “What did he do?” Hargreaves asked finally.


  Emilia Ravens gave him a nod of satisfaction and then drained the remains of her glass in one satisfied gulp. Having raised his curiosity, despite all his fears, she still kept him waiting. A full minute must have passed before she spoke again.


  “It won’t surprise you to know,” she told him, “in fact it will probably thrill you to your adolescent core, that Jacob Ravens spent most of his life wallowing in darkness. That he wrote about it, but he lived it too.”


  Her sculptured left eyebrow raised into an almost perfectly formed right angle. “Do you think I’m being melodramatic, Mr Hargreaves? Do you imagine I’m being Orson Welles as ‘The Shadow’? I assure you that I am not. Perhaps you’re a happy and well-adjusted enough young man to have consumed all of Jacob’s words and seen them all as fiction. If so, I congratulate you – you’d be the first one I’ve ever met.


  “But no, let’s be honest, I know your sort well. Too well by now, in fact. I can recognise by sight those who have truly dedicated themselves to my late husband’s memory. Those who treat his various writings as if they’re a blood-soaked bible. Convince themselves that somehow – even though they can’t quite explain their reasoning to themselves – that there’s a grain of truth in each and every one of his stories. That Jacob Ravens tapped into a whole other world and as such had a greater sense of authentic reality. There are even those wide-eyed disciples who believe that it’s more than a grain. That it’s a whole rock of salt, in fact a bloody great slab. They believe that what Jacob was writing wasn’t fiction, it was reportage.


  “You’ve sat perusing his works in the night-time darkness at home, haven’t you? Devouring his tales about captured spirits, about the life and loves of demons. In more than one story he writes about how a breath of young life can fuel an old soul for years. And even though you don’t quite know what it means, it speaks to you and you assume that there’s something real and strange and magical to it. You’ve found yourself turned on by the sex and revolted by the blood – or vice versa – and you’ve imagined yourself having a similar life to these characters. A similar life to the one you imagine the mystery man, Jacob Ravens himself, may have lived.


  “Well,” she paused and smiled with her lips so thin, “the most wide-eyed of his adherents are correct. Those stories aren’t fiction. What you read in pages of his stories is exactly the kind of life Jacob Ravens lived.”


  Tension in every muscle of his body, Hargreaves was too still and transfixed to even gasp. Not that she gave him much time for a reaction.


  “He told me that it all came to him when he was young. That he would sit in his bedroom and perform blood rituals on himself. Can you imagine that? Six years old, he said he was. Can you believe that he’d be allowed to sit there in the dark of his nursery, with a sharp implement, and be able to wound himself again and again? Can you credit that no one seemed to even notice? His parents were good, starched collar Edwardians, it wasn’t like they were regularly consulting Doctor Spock’s book. But still there was a nanny. There were others relatives – aunts and uncles – who were around. Jacob insisted it was true though: that even as a small child he would place a sharpened kitchen blade to his arm and slowly pull it across and through his skin. And that the feeling of blood pouring from the wound was heaven sent.


  “He was proud of it. All those strange and distressing stories he told of his youth weren’t confessions, they were boasts! Even after we were together, he had the capacity to make me shudder. I never knew whether to believe him or not, but he claimed he purloined some of his late grandfather’s skin. That when the old man was lying in grace, he snuck into the room and slipped down the trousers he was to be buried in and sliced off a long piece of epidermis from his unfortunate relative’s thigh. He said he would experiment on it. That he would combine his young and virginal – apparently he already knew that word – blood with the experience inherent in his grandfather’s skin. Bringing them together in the most unholy of ways. He would try to summon spirits, he said. To bring forth actual demons.


  “It didn’t work though. I could see the frustration and bitterness of Jacob’s childhood laid bare when he told me that. The incredible disappointment he still felt that he was in near adulthood before he could fulfil his destiny. He concluded it was because his grandfather had just been far too virtuous a man. That no matter how much Jacob wanted it, the old man’s near saintliness stopped him. And as such he cursed his grandfather’s memory right until his dying day.


  “No, he was sixteen before he found the key. The corpse of a man who was so vile and so debased, he could give Jacob exactly what he needed. This was a man named Drasma.”


  Hargreaves felt a gasp rattle his chest. “Drasma’s corpse,” he muttered under his breath,


  “Well done.” Her voice was completely flat. He hadn’t impressed her. “That really is an obscure reference. You truly are a devotee if you can remember that off the top of your head. The real Drasma was a Russian merchant seaman and a pederast and, so Jacob thought, a murderer. In short, the perfect candidate for Jacob’s dark rituals. Drasma’s bodily fluids – which Jacob described as already deliciously rotting – when combined with Jacob’s own vigorous blood, was enough to open up the gateway into the darkness he needed.”


  She shuddered. With every word, it seemed as if the world around them became noticeably colder. Incredible, given how swelteringly hot it had been outside and how slowly that ceiling fan was turning. He tried to be as surreptitious as possible, but he shifted and pulled his jacket tighter around himself. Even though it was too thin to make much difference.


  The empty glass cradled in her hands, she shook her head and stared in the direction of the window. “What he did those next few years, I don’t really know. He told me some tales, I’m sure a lot of it ended up in his writings – but what was real and what was imagined, I have no idea. At my most optimistic, I like to believe that he made some of it up. That his vision of the world, and the order of things, isn’t actually how it is. But when I’m down and cynical and – let’s face it – at my most realistic, I concede that nearly all of it is true.


  “As it turned out, he had a prose style and he could write. Well enough it provided him with a steady income. Gave him enough money that he could pursue the life he wanted to live. Horror periodicals on both sides of the Atlantic started off wary of him – because he was so strange and so different to all the haunted house, ghost stories out there. He didn’t concern himself with vampires under the virgins’ beds, after all. Bela Lugosi really wasn’t his style.” She smirked. “However, they all ended up pursuing him with larger and larger cheques when it became clear he had an audience. His name on the front of any magazine, a new story promised, could shift an extra ten thousand copies. Twenty thousand copies even.


  “The life he led though, the darkness he courted – whatever truly debased activities he pursued – took their toll on him. He drank too much, indulged in cocaine and opium. Other substances as well. All to keep up his stamina and as a release to hold his sanity in place. But there was the life he lived and the deadlines he had to meet to make money. Undoubtedly it all added up to a huge amount of pressure. At the age of thirty, he looked decidedly closer to fifty. He was alone and lived an existence that he thought would always keep him alone. That is until he met the woman.”


  Suddenly she met his gaze full again, the smile on her face could only be described as lascivious. “Until he met me.”


  Sweat was heavy on his brow, but he made no effort to wipe it.


  “The girl I was back then, well – I’m sure you can imagine. She was vain and bitchy and horribly promiscuous. About two thirds of what she’d done she had managed to keep under wraps, but still she had a terrible reputation. The beautiful young jezebel who would steal a husband as soon as look at him. Steal a wife too if the mood took her.


  She sighed. “I met Jacob at a party at the Algonquin. One of those colourful affairs New York specialised in after the war. There was an immediate attraction between us. Not that that was a surprise, I’d long got used to nearly everyone being attracted to me. What surprised me, was how attracted I was to him. There was something so different about him. A darkness that was exciting. A tangible evil that was scary. I was used to my life being far from clear white, but he felt far too full of sin even for me.


  “Jacob pursued me though. He chased me in a way I’d never been chased before. When I moved to Paris for the season, he followed me. Persistent. Stalking, you could say. The same with London; the same with Rome. In short, he wore me down. He broke down my defences and took me. Told me that I was lovely and if I listened to him and stayed with him and did what he asked, that I could remain forever lovely.”


  He sat completely still. Taking in her flawless complexion and wishing that – no matter how beautiful she obviously was – he could be somewhere else looking at anything else.


  It was almost as if he could see her breath as she laughed out loud – an utterly mirthless sound. “I’m sure you can’t contemplate being so vain, Mr Hargreaves. Being so spoiled and in love with one’s self that the mere promise of being able to stay youthful and beautiful forever was enough to turn my head. To make me accept things that no woman should ever agree to.


  “I should have known there’d be a cost. Yet Jacob was such a good salesman he made me forget about any small print. It was only later that I realised quite how horrendous this bargain would be.”


  A silence hung sharp and awkward between them. The ceiling fan continued to slowly turn, but cold as the room was, it gave off no breeze.


  “Do you want to know what he did to me?” she asked. “Do you want to know the curse Jacob Ravens put on my life? Will that be exclusive enough for you?”


  




  

    Five


  


  It was like he couldn’t breathe. As she stared at him – remorselessly and unapologetically appraising him – it felt as if all air had been sucked from his lungs.


  Her fingers reached slow and deliberately to the ruby nestled tight against her throat.


  “Do you?” she demanded. “Do you really want to know what that bastard Ravens did to me?”


  Even though her voice was coated with cruelty, it was still so utterly delicious. So impossibly tempting.


  He didn’t want to know. A loud voice in his mind screamed for him to stand up and walk away. More than that – instead he should run away, scarper to the nearest Athens bar and forget everything about her. Whatever it was could not be good. The air was freezing, her gaze was relentless. Obviously what she was offering must only be horrible. Yet he couldn’t stop himself. He may have wanted to leave, but he knew if he turned away now there would be part of him that would hate himself for the rest of his days.


  His mind slipped to the pretty Greek girl in the tight white t-shirt and no bra he’d seen in a nearby park earlier. She’d turned her head and gazed over her shoulder at him, her long straight hair so smooth and silky. For just a moment, he thought she’d winked at him. But surely a girl as attractive as that would never have winked at him. He was too large and ungainly for that. And yet, he didn’t think he’d ever forget the smile she’d sent in his general direction.


  Much more realistic was Felicity. A nice girl who was a friend of a friend and who he thought liked him just as much as he liked her. She’d be far better girlfriend material than a strange, yet beautiful Greek girl; or the incredible looking – but absolutely terrifying – Mrs Ravens. The thought of home flashed through his mind. What you’d laughably call his bachelor pad. Which in fact had very little action going on within its walls, but had all his books and records and creature comforts. The place where he lay down his head.


  All of it seemed a long way away from now. A far distance from that cold and still moment, when Emilia Ravens stared at him with such a challenging gaze.


  It all felt so remote to him as he finally – with his mouth absolutely dry – nodded his head once in assent.


  She offered him a smile crueller than any he’d ever witnessed before as her red painted nails turned that ruby on her neck a full ninety degrees.


  A phenomenal, all-consuming darkness hit him in an instant. It was like gallons of impossibly black ink were spilled into his world from nowhere. Filling his whole vision and flooding his lungs. Viscous ink, living ink – a thick, moving tar which formed itself into tentacles and squeezed him tight.


  Possibly he screamed, but it was as if all sound had been sucked from him. Surely he must have cried out though. Such was his fear, such was the burning sensation of all that blackness latching onto him.


  He tried to wriggle in his chair, to throw himself down and away from this formless assailant. But he couldn’t move at all. That blackness covered his whole body, burnt away his skin, ate him up so that every part of him became one with the blackness. It poured through his mouth and his eyes and his nostrils and his ears – wrapping itself around his organs and devouring him entire.


  It was as if he was nothing.


  That, even though he still had some kind of consciousness, he had no body and no soul anymore.


  The world as he’d experienced it, seemed to slip away from him. All that was left was the void of space. An impossible-to-penetrate blankness, where any stars were unattainably distant and no longer twinkled. The darkness was everything. It was him now.


  Millions of years went by, where all he knew and understood was that blackness. Where the only creature in existence was himself. There was him and the blackness and nothing else. Aeons passed in which he lost the sense of himself as a man, all hints of what it had felt like to be a person. He was part of the blackness and the blackness was all of him.


  Until one dreadful moment – suddenly, unbearably – pain racked once again through his body and he spasmed in shock and utter confusion. He didn’t know who he was or what he was. The agonies of the flesh were burning and intense. But then he couldn’t recall feeling anything at all before.


  His now grey and misty eyes blinked, petrified at seeing light as opposed to endless darkness. He stared up, unable to focus, but finally made out a young creature in front of him.


  Terrifyingly she was sucking up all the blackness. Taking all the wonderful and consuming darkness away from him. Something glittered in the light, too bright for him to look at. It was pulling everything of him away as she turned it.


  Suddenly she was making sounds – which, right then, seemed like screams in his mind. He couldn’t understand them, but they echoed around his skull.


  “I always feel less guilty when I do this to one of Jacob Ravens’ little followers. If you are going to worship blindly at the bastard’s shrine, it’s probably the very least you deserve.”


  She moved away and he didn’t know where she went. His eyes couldn’t follow her.


  There were other noises in his head now. Sad sounds, desperate sounds, lost sounds. They came feebly from him. The blackness was gone, and all that was left was ghastly light.


  




  

    Six


  


  It was the following morning that the old man was found.


  He was gibbering on the floor of room 316, totally unintelligible. The authorities asked him in Greek, English, French, Russian, Spanish and even Serbo-Croat what his name was, but he couldn’t seem to answer them. It was as if he didn’t understand the question, no matter how patiently or in how many different ways it was asked.


  The papers he had in his pocket belonged to a much younger man. A British man in his twenties who, curiously, had disappeared. Enquiries in both England and Greece found no trace of him.


  As for Frau Kurten, the lady in whose room he was found, there was no trace of her either. The hotel had no record of her checking out. Indeed she had paid for the room for another three nights.


  The young man whose papers now sat on a curious embassy attaché’s desk had come to Athens to interview a particular woman. But this woman, from all that was known about her, was obviously much older than Frau Kurten. The receptionist said that this Frau Kurten was no older than thirty-five. The bell-hop, who seemed to be the last member of staff to lay eyes on her, went further and said that he thought she was no more than twenty-five. And quite lovely with it, so he said. “Breath-taking”, was the word he used.


  Until he got some of his senses back, all that could be done for the old man was to confine him to a bed in a sanatorium. Since he obviously wasn’t the English man whose papers he’d had, the British Embassy declined to do any more.


  He just lay helpless and disconnected from the world around him. Weeping all day long and seeming to only find morsels of comfort at night.


  Whatever happened to that young man and to Frau Kurten, and just who this strange old man with the broken mind was, are mysteries which remain open.


  Mysteries that could almost have come from an old horror story.


  




  

    A plea from the author
 


  


  If you enjoyed The Widow Ravens, 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 The Widow Ravens – 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.


   


  Pre-order your copy today!


   


  




  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…


   


  Algernon Swafford: Private Investigator
Algernon Swafford belongs to no man!


   


  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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