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Excerpt from 

A DANCE IN BLOOD VELVET 
by Freda Warrington 

 
Chapter Two. A Deadly Call 

 
Benedict Grey did not consider himself evil. His activities might have generated lurid 

headlines, had he attracted notoriety as other, more flamboyant, occultists did; but such 
attention was merely a measure of the public’s ignorance. They could not comprehend 
that “occult” simply meant “hidden”, that rejection of conventional religion did not equal 
devil-worship, nor that his quest was harmless and scholarly. Benedict would never dream 
of using his knowledge to hurt another living soul, hadn’t even considered such danger. 

Until today. 
In an ashen sunrise, he stood looking out of a window, trying to clear his mind. The 

parlour was a cosy room with cream-washed walls, red rugs on dark floorboards, an 
inglenook fireplace. Outside, the winter-brown garden was sheened with buds. Daffodil 
shoots poked through the soil, and starlings squabbled over bread scraps on the lawn. 
After the previous night, it seemed miraculous that the everyday world was still here. 

Outwardly, Benedict was conventional. A handsome ex-soldier who’d survived the 
War almost unscathed, he’d moved to Ashvale, a small market town in the middle of 
England, to be near his older brother Lancelyn. Ben and his wife, Holly, owned a thriving 
bookshop. That was all outsiders needed to know. 

Their neighbours had no idea what took place in the privacy of the Greys’ home. The 
brown brick cottage, with its slate roof and charming veils of creeper, looked as 
unremarkable as any other in the quiet old street. Only a chosen few knew of his arcane 
book collection, or the temple he’d constructed in the attic. Even Maud, his bookshop 
assistant, suspected nothing. 

Ben and Holly alone knew what had happened in the temple last night. 
Too stunned to talk, they’d retired to bed, but neither had slept. Holly was 

unsettled. Shortly before dawn, when she dropped off at last, Ben came downstairs to 
watch the sunrise while he tried to make sense of the impossible. 

Lancelyn had taught Benedict that the astral plane was subjective; that every 
occultist’s experience was unique, his perception of supernatural entities purely mystical. 
There were no horned demons waiting to be summoned bodily to Earth. 

So what the hell was it that had manifested in his temple last night? 
The ritual had been one of hundreds he’d performed, some with Holly and some 

alone. He recalled fragrant ribbons of smoke, the rhythm of incantation, lamplight 
gleaming on their robes – lavender, for the border between night and day. Infinite 
corridors of reflection in the mirrors. The black Book in the centre of a ten-pointed star. 
And then, coalescing from air, a creature from the astral realm. Not a phantom but solid, 
maggot-white, real. 

The difference, Ben reflected, was the presence of the Book. 

He glanced at a small table, where the volume now lay like a slab of night on the 
lace cloth. 

Holly was right, the creature had looked disgusting: a fossilised skeleton, horribly 
alive. Ben needed no persuasion to banish it. Truth was, he’d been terrified.  
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And now he was shocked rigid to realise he’d actually succeeded: summoned a being 
from the astral plane. Yes, he was appalled by its ghastly appearance, the aura of cold evil 
emanating from its pallid body, but… 

By God – he thumped the wall in exuberance – it was exciting! 
With the safety of distance, he regretted his haste in dispelling it. 
Shouldn’t have panicked, he thought. Should have been more scientific, sent Holly 

out, tried to communicate. What if… 
Holly came in, interrupting his thoughts. Her normally pert face was stamped with 

circles of tiredness, her jaw-length dark hair a mess, but still she looked wonderful: a slim 
beauty in her white silk dressing gown. Their long-haired tabby cat, Sam, was in her arms. 

“Still can’t sleep, darling?” he said. She joined him at the window and stood looking 
out at her beloved garden. “Cigarette?” 

She shook her head, so he lit one for himself and rolled it between his finger and 
thumb. Nervous habit.  

“I’ve been thinking,” he said. “The Book made the difference. We’ve proved there’s 
power in it.” 

Her shoulders tensed under the white silk. She held Sam tighter until he struggled in 
protest and she had to let him down. 

“Not still upset about it, are you?” 
“I wasn’t upset,” she whispered. “I only wish I’d never seen the damned Book. I 

knew there was something evil about it.” 
“Oh, evil is subjective!” Ben exclaimed. “Just because something scares the life out 

of us, that doesn’t make it evil. Simply unknown. Waiting to be investigated.” 
Holly turned to him, her eyes bright with fear. “You’re not planning to try again, 

Ben.” It was a statement, not a question. “You mustn’t even think of it!” 
Her emotional reaction began to annoy him. She wasn’t saying what he wanted to 

hear. “But think, Holly; we succeeded! We summoned an entity from the astral realm. 
Even Lancelyn’s never done that!” 

“But it was horrible.” She shivered. “Hideous.” 
“You couldn’t see it properly.” 
“My eyesight may be poor, but I saw quite enough.” 
“It wasn’t what I expected, that’s true. But fascinating, you must admit.” 
“You have to draw the line at this, Ben. Fascinating, maybe, but dangerous.” 
Growing exasperated, he said, “Time of the month?” 
She glared at him. “What has that to do with anything?” 
“Well, you always get prickly–” 
“Ben, I’m prickly because last night you materialised a thing in our attic that defied 

description! And you think it’s interesting?” 
He sighed, breathing out smoke. “I’m sorry, darling. I never meant to alarm you.” 
“Are you going to tell Lancelyn?” she asked sharply. 
For some reason, the prospect was unwelcome. “Yes, yes, I’ll tell him,” he muttered. 

Holly walked towards the stairs, smoothing her hair. He didn’t want her to go; he wanted 
to talk, if only she’d calm down. “Where are you going?” 

“To have my bath,” she replied, brisk now. “If Mrs Potter arrives before I’m dressed, 
would you give her the shopping list?” 

“Yes,” Ben said distractedly. Then, “Holly?” 
She stopped in the doorway. Even angry and tired, she looked charming. “Yes?” 



 

3 

“You won’t mention it to Lancelyn, will you? I intend to tell him in my own good 
time.” 

“Of course I won’t,” she said indignantly. “I never speak of such matters without 
your approval, not even to your brother.” 

Alone again, Ben drew on his cigarette and eyed the Book. Several hundred years 
old, perhaps a thousand, the volume was beautifully preserved. One of many books 
Lancelyn had lent him, this volume was exceptional, not least for the strange 
circumstances in which they’d found it. 

Ben and Lancelyn were trying to translate the text. There were lists of names, 
apparently some kind of medieval register, pages of scribbled notes in Latinate code, 
virtually illegible. Hard going. During the experimental summoning, Ben had held certain 
passages in his mind like photographs, delving for power behind their unknown meaning. 
And a being from the other-world had responded. 

I must tell Lancelyn, of course. 
Lancelyn was head of the Order. He should be told, but Ben felt reluctant. He said 

aloud, “That’s just it. I tell him everything, because he’s the Magus and I’m still his 
apprentice. Eh, Sam?” The cat, sitting on the hearthrug, stared at him with large yellow 
eyes. “I never minded, but this is different. My first true breakthrough. My secret.” He 
sighed. “But I’m being childish. Lancelyn and I share all knowledge. He didn’t have to lend 
me the Book!” 

Benedict had constructed his attic temple for his and Holly’s use alone. The official 
group – the Neophytes of Meter Theon, as they styled themselves – met at Lancelyn’s 
house every Friday night. Members came from all over the country, not gullible thrill-
seekers, but intellectual men and women: writers, artists, even scientists. They sought 
higher spiritual advancement than convention could offer. The occult was one of many 
post-War crazes, but special because – Lancelyn asserted – a new spirituality was needed. 

Of course, every little group thought their Magus held the truth, but Benedict 
believed Lancelyn was different. He saw through foggy nonsense to the bright clear path 
of Wisdom. 

Once a month, Lancelyn spent the weekend fishing, leaving Benedict in charge of the 
meeting. Magus Adeptus for an evening. He loved those times. Always a wrench to hand 
the reins back to his brother. Imagine the Neophytes’ reaction if he summoned such an 
entity in front of them! 

I have to try again. Have to. But tell Lancelyn? Well… not yet. 
Fear soared into excitement, and he forgave Holly her doubts. He sang as he shaved 

and got ready for work. Nothing more exhilarating than power. Mrs Potter the 
housekeeper arrived, made breakfast, fed the cat and went to the shops; Holly thawed 
and forgave him. They made small talk over the breakfast table. An ordinary couple. 

Ben didn’t hear the door-knocker. Entering the hallway, about to leave for work, he 
found Holly opening the door to a visitor: a plump woman enveloped in a full-length cloak 
of brown velvet with a matching floppy hat.  

It was Deirdre, one of the Neophytes. She and her lover, James, were frequent 
visitors to the cottage. A strong-faced, attractive Dubliner of forty-odd, Deirdre favoured 
the unconventional look of an artist. Her face was white between wings of faded-red hair, 
and she clutched a carpetbag. 

“I can’t stay long,” she was telling Holly. “I’ve a train to catch.” 
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Ben greeted her, leading her into the parlour. “Come in, come in. We don’t usually 
see you this early. Nothing wrong, I hope?” 

Deirdre, usually full of life, was subdued. She said quietly, “You haven’t heard, have 
you?” 

“Heard what?” 
“It’s James,” she said on a short breath. “He’s killed himself.” 
Deirdre went grey. Ben caught her and helped her to the sofa before she fell to the 

floor. Holly unfastened the cloak, removed Deirdre’s hat and used it to fan her face, while 
Ben fetched a glass of brandy. 

James had been a member of the order, albeit an erratic one. And Deirdre, despite 
the fact that he was years younger and would never have married her, had loved him.  

Holly said, “Oh, Deirdre, I’m so sorry. We had no idea.” She glanced at Ben, her 
expression reflecting his shock. “What happened?” 

Deirdre gulped brandy and composed herself. Sam jumped on her knee and she 
stroked him, oblivious to his claws catching her clothes. “I’m sorry. I refuse to cry, this is 
too important for tears.”  

“Take your time,” said Ben. The news wouldn’t sink in; unbelievable. Dreadful to see 
her upset when usually she was flamboyant and carefree. 

“He hanged himself. It’ll be in the papers tomorrow: a young barrister with 
everything to live for… You know the things they say.” 

“But why?” said Holly. She sat down by Deirdre, holding her hands, not far from 
tears herself. “He always seemed so happy and sure of himself.” 

“He didn’t want to die,” Deirdre said softly. “He was driven to it. A few days ago he 
told me he believed that someone had launched a magical attack against him.” 

Her words woke a degree of scepticism in Ben, but no surprise. He knew such 
supposed attacks took place among rival occultists; whether they worked could never be 
proved. He asked, “Who would do that? Had he made an enemy?” 

Deirdre looked at him with expressive brown eyes. He realised she was concerned 
for him. “It’s difficult. The person he quarrelled with was Lancelyn.” 

Ben was incredulous. “Are you suggesting that Lancelyn would launch such an 
attack?” 

He hadn’t meant to speak harshly, but Deirdre flinched. “Please, Ben. I know you’re 
close, but Lancelyn’s no angel. He has a wicked temper on him.” 

“But what did they quarrel about? If there was a disagreement within the Order, I’d 
know.” 

Again a hesitation. “I – I don’t know. But it was rancorous, and that’s when James’ 
troubles started. Nightmares, feelings of persecution. I could hardly believe what James 
told me, but I went and confronted Lancelyn and he –” she foundered, shaking. 

“Take your time,” said Holly. “Go on.” 
“Well, Lancelyn denied it, but his manner disturbed me. You know how he is. And 

now things are happening to me, too. That’s why I’m leaving. So I came to say goodbye 
and –” 

Ben cut across her. “What sort of things?” 
They made a maudlin tableau in the half-light; a fading poetess with the younger 

woman sitting over her in concern.  
Deirdre began softly, “I hear voices in my house when no one’s there. My 

housekeeper seems to look at me with Lancelyn’s eyes…” 
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“No,” Holly whispered. 
“Last night I had a nightmare. I was lying in bed when the room filled up with dank 

air, so thick I could hardly breathe. Usually I see a strip of light between my curtains but 
this time it was pitch dark. I sensed a thing coming towards me. Something heavy and 
massive. A current of absolute evil. The bedclothes held me down as if they weighed a 
ton. 

“I heard a creature snuffling outside, like a huge pig. It got closer. Then the darkness 
split and I saw my curtains blown wide apart. A beast came surging in over the window 
sill, breaking the glass and half the wall with it. It filled the room. And it was ugly, like an 
armoured rhinoceros, covered in tarnished brass plates, with a great head all dents and 
dimples. No eyes. A bluish-white steam came from under the armour plates, icy cold and 
stinking. I knew when the beast reached me, I’d be crushed to death. And it kept coming, 
pushing me up the bed until I was squeezed flat against the wall. I was suffocating. The 
weight on my chest was unbearable and I couldn’t breathe –” she broke off, coughing. 

Ben stroked her forehead. “Hush, you’re safe. How did it end?” 
“I woke up. I was dripping with sweat, but everything seemed normal otherwise. 

The window was intact and the curtains hadn’t moved. I went to look out and all was 
quiet… but on the sill there were gouges in the wood like great claw marks. I looked again 
in daylight and the marks were gone, but the night before – I saw them.” 

Ben’s reaction was absolute denial. He went to the window; birds fluttered and 
quarrelled outside. No one spoke. The clock cut the silence into hard sections. 

At last he said, “I’m at a loss, Deirdre. I’m sure you’re telling the truth, but Lancelyn 
can’t be responsible. He’s a scholar; he’d never hurt his friends.” 

Deirdre bowed her head, revealing grey strands in the copper. “I didn’t come here to 
argue. I’m telling you what happened, that’s all. If I don’t leave, it will be me next.” Her 
voice faded to a whisper. “It’ll be me.” 

“No,” Holly said firmly. “Lancelyn wouldn’t harm a woman.” 
Ben stared indignantly at his wife. Was she implying that he might harm a man?  
He said, “Have you considered that your mind is over-active because of James’ 

death? That James and yourself might be the victims of suggestion, rather than actual 
magic?” 

“Of course I have!” Deirdre snapped with a trace of her old spirit. “Don’t you 
understand that control of someone’s mind is the greatest power there is?” 

Ben felt drained. This, on top of last night’s work! “Look, if it will make you feel 
better, I’ll visit Lancelyn, sort this out.” 

Terror flashed in her eyes. “No, don’t! Don’t tell him. I only came to say, be careful, 
both of you. Just be careful.” 

Disentangling herself from the cat, Deirdre stood up and squashed the floppy hat on 
her head.  

Holly rose with her, concerned. “Where are you going?” 
“Home to my family in Dublin. I’ll be safe there.” 
“Don’t go,” Ben said helplessly. “You’ll be such a loss to the Order.” 
“No I won’t, because I don’t care anymore. I’m sick of the occult. The secrets were 

never meant to be used like this. Grown-ups dressing in silly costumes and playing power 
games; it’s not worth dying for, is it?” 

Ben smiled sadly. “That sentiment could apply equally to any great British 
institution. Why single us out?” 
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“Well, damn the whole lot of them, then,” Deirdre said with feeling, trying to smile 
back. “God go with you.” 

They saw her off. Ben rocked on his heels, watching the autumnal gleam of her hair 
as her figure dwindled along the street. Then he and Holly went back inside, closed the 
door, and hugged each other. 

“I don’t believe it,” he said. “Poor James, poor Deirdre. But how could she accuse 
Lancelyn?” 

“It’s true he has a temper, and the power to control people,” said Holly. “But he 
wouldn’t… He’s like a father to me, more than my own father ever was. He wouldn’t!”  

“I don’t think she told us everything.” 
“Probably not, but you didn’t want to listen, did you?” she said. Ben glared at her, 

but couldn’t reply. “Will you see Lancelyn? Will you tell him about last night?” 
Ben looked into her bird-bright eyes, and read beneath the surface of the question: 

Do you still trust Lancelyn? Tell me you do, so that we can both still trust him. 
“Yes, of course I’ll see him.” 
“And promise me one thing. Never, ever try to repeat last night’s summoning 

again!” 
Deirdre’s description of her nightmare had brought metallic revulsion to the back of 

his throat, a disgust that now extended to the previous night’s visitation. He’d been too 
arrogant. Some things were not to be meddled with.  

“I promise,” he said easily. “I promise.” 
 


