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Then to lie useless, helpless, still,

Down in the earth, in dark, to fill

The roots of grass or daffodil.

Down in the earth, in dark, alone,

A mockery of the ghost in bone,

The strangeness, passing the unknown.

—The Passing Strange, John Masefield
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It’s not often I visit with Nicky Heath these days, since he put his body in deep-deep-freeze and went off on his low-rent spirit journey, so when I got a text message from him one day last spring asking me to come over I went along just out of curiosity. I hadn’t seen him in months, and didn’t have the slightest idea where he’d been. “Yeah, like I’m handing out my itinerary,” he’d scoffed when I asked him. “Under the radar isn’t a place, Castor. It’s a state of mind.”

I didn’t contradict him, but I knew he was wrong on that one. It’s both. Every since he died at the young age of thirty-six (from a heart attack that his high-stress lifestyle made more or less inevitable) and came back as what the tabloids call a zombie, Nicky has turned paranoia into an art form. Living in a state of self-imposed isolation in the building that used to be the Walthamstow Gaumont, he kept his mortal remains remorselessly chilled to slow down the processes of physical decay and held the world at bay with deadbolts, electrified fences and more lethal gadgetry than you’d find in a Roadrunner cartoon.

Nicky had decided to come back in the flesh because he tended to put his trust in what he could see and feel. But once he’d made that call it was easy to see the downside. Human bodies post mortem have a shelf life, and no matter how much repair work you put in you’re going to hit the expiration date sooner or later. Recently he’d found there was a part of him—a soul, an essence, whatever you want to call it—that wasn’t trapped in all that spoiling meat. And the soul part had an ejector seat: it could pull free of the meat part and take off on its own. Inspired by some bleeding-edge breakthroughs in cryogenics (involving silicon-coated iron oxide particles in a dilute alkaline solution, since you ask), he dropped the meat part of himself into an ice bath at a hundred and thirty or so below zero while the ghost part went…well, see above. “Just exploring my options,” was all Nicky was willing to volunteer on that one.

+++

But now he was back, apparently defrosted and receiving visitors. Well, one visitor at least. So I suited up in my army surplus paletot, tucked my tin whistle in my pocket because you never knew and rode the Victoria line to its eastern end. From there it was a short walk down Hoe Street to Nicky’s place.

A greatcoat might seem like an eccentric choice for mid-April, but the last few springs had been strange. Dawn was later than the Met office schedule by an average of half an hour, which I realise makes no sense at all, and even on a sunny day—which this was—there was a chill in the air that you could feel somewhere other than in your bones. In your soul, maybe. The world was changing. It didn’t matter if you were a rationalist or a holy roller, you could still feel it. Some cosmic constant had tipped, or else God had made a blot in his great big ledger and smeared the whole page in trying to wipe it away. Either way, a lot of the time it felt to me as though there was slick ice under my feet and it might not be a great idea to trust my weight to it.

Nicky was in an upbeat mood, though. Wherever he’d been he seemed to have had a pretty good time there, and his recently thawed body had come out of the deep freeze in great shape. In fact he looked more alive than I’d ever seen him. Still as white as David Duke’s bedsheets, but with a febrile animation in his voice and movements that was brand new. I couldn’t say I felt the same. The frigid temperature in the Gaumont’s projection booth was forcing me to speak in a tight-lipped mumble to avoid taking a deep breath that might shrivel my lungs.

“So you’ve been doing okay?” I asked, by way of small talk.

“Better than okay,” Nicky said. He was lounging at his ease on a canvas chair whose back bore the legend R.I.P. in place of the more usual DIRECTOR. The chair was new and its arch whimsicality made it stand out like a sore thumb in a room filled to bursting with industrial refrigeration equipment. Nicky’s moods were hard to fathom these days. “You want to know what death is, Castor?”

“The beginning of a great adventure?”

“What? No. It’s a fork in the road. Like, you’ve got to make a choice, maybe the most important choice you’ll ever make. And you have to do it without knowing the first damn thing about what the rules are. But here’s the thing, right? If you keep going far enough the roads join up again.”

“So why did you ask me over, Nicky?” I pressed him, rubbing my forearms to keep a little circulation going. “Is there something you need?”

Nicky rolled his eyes. “That’s typical of you, Castor. If you don’t mind me being blunt, you’ve got a very instrumental view of human relationships. You think it’s all about deals done and backs scratched. Where’s the warmth? Where’s the humanity?”

I just held his stare until he grinned and shrugged. “Yeah, of course there’s something I need,” he said. “But I can do you a favour too so, you know, circle of life.”

“Go on,” I said. “But make it quick, okay? I know how you like your privacy, and if I freeze on the spot it will be a lot harder for you to get rid of me.”

“Not that hard. Couple of whacks with a sledgehammer and I can drag the pieces away in a black bag. Okay, okay.” He held up his hands to forestall an acerbic comeback. “I’m going out again soon. I mean, out of this place. Out of—this.” He indicated his body with a circular motion of his finger. “Ghostwalking. And I’m probably going to be gone for a lot longer this time. I’d feel happier knowing someone was checking on the freezers. Making sure there’s no interruption in the power supply, plugging in the back-up generator if it’s needed. And there aren’t that many people I trust. No, correction, I don’t trust anyone, but when it comes to people I almost trust you’re right up at the top of the list.”

“I’m touched,” I said. “Look, it’s not like I’m overburdened with work at the moment. But you know how it is. When a job does come down the pike it tends to be full-on. I’ll take your spare key and keep an eye on the place, sure, but only if you let me delegate the job when I can’t make it over here myself.”

Nicky didn’t look overjoyed at that prospect. “Delegate? Delegate to whom, exactly? Pen Bruckner? Because that doesn’t work for me. Her boyfriend used to be a demon.”

“Her boyfriend used to host a demon.”

“Still close enough for me to sniff the brimstone.”

“But I didn’t mean Pen in any case. I meant Trudie.”

Nicky scratched his chin with his thumbnail, considering. “She’s still around, then?”

“I told you, we’re set up as partners now. Her name’s up on the shingle right next to mine: Castor and Pax, Spiritual Services.”

“Whatever the fuck that means.”

“Well in this case I guess it means checking your thermostat once in a while. Look, it’s up to you, but if you want me you get Trudie too. We’re a package deal.”

“So romantic. I wish I still had a functioning digestive tract so I could barf. Okay, fine. So long as you’re looking over her shoulder. She used to be part of that Catholic outfit back in the day, didn’t she? I’d hate to wake up and find a stake through my heart.”

“That’s vampires, Nicky. Pax wouldn’t make a rookie mistake like that. Relax, you’re in good hands.”

Nicky nodded and let it slide, and so did I. It was the next best thing to a miracle that he was asking this. Since he died Nicky had been his own keeper and put as many barricades as he could between himself and the part of the world that still breathed and had a pulse. But we’d built up a good working relationship over the past twenty years or so, and until very recently it was fair to say that he didn’t get out much. Maybe I really was the closest thing he had to a friend.

“You said you had something for me,” I reminded him, by way of getting the conversation back onto safer ground.

“I do,” he said. “An easy grand. Actually, two grand since you and Mother Teresa are still an item.” He leaned over and picked up a piece of paper from the top of a speaker stack, which he handed over to me—careful as always to avoid skin-to-skin contact with its transfer of unwanted body heat. It turned out to be a page from the Waltham Forest Guardian, the local free-sheet, datelined the previous Thursday. The page was broken into six columns full of tiny self-contained paragraphs, each one ending with a phone number or email address. The small ads, in other words. A circle drawn with a black Sharpie told me which one I was meant to be looking at.

I stared at it, nonplussed. I don’t know what I’d been expecting but it wasn’t this.

london’s exorcists!

Your vital work does not go unseen. I have a reward for all of you, a job for one of you. Come to Brierley, E17 4PP, 20th April, 9.00am. Prompt start. £1000 for all who attend. NB Must be Oriflamme or Thames Collective listed.

“Wow,” I said, without much in the way of inflection. “I feel noticed.”

“A grand is a grand, Castor.”

“Yeah, and there are at least two or three hundred practising exorcists on the Oriflamme list. Who’s going to go to this kind of expense to pat us on the back?”

“Well if I had to guess I’d say Gavril Ustinov.”

“Who now?”

“Gavril Karlevich Ustinov. He’s the registered owner of Brierley House—or just plain Brierley, which seems to be how it’s styled now. He’s also a Russian oligarch, but from the last batch rather than the current one. He came over here in Yeltsin’s day, back when Putin was a taxi driver in Leningrad or some such bullshit. I’m not saying he’s clean, necessarily, but if he’s dirty then his dirt has got a patina on it.”

“And he’s got enough in the bank to blow a quarter of a million on a whim?”

Nicky shrugged. “It sounds more like a screening process to me. The ad says he’s got a job that needs doing. Maybe there’ll be a test or an interview or something. The ad ran in every London free-sheet and on every community message board I could track. Whoever placed it, it looks like they’re serious. And the money is definitely there. The guy’s net worth is somewhere north of three billion. But if he’s lying about the pay-out you can always walk.”

That was true enough. And I’d meant what I said when I told Nicky that I wasn’t overworked just then. My consulting work with the Met had dried up after the catastrophic implosion of the M.O.U. at Queen Mary’s Hospital in Paddington, London’s premiere paranormal research unit. No charges had ever been brought, but word seemed to have got around that I didn’t come out of that shit-storm with my hands clean. Gary Coldwood, my handler for police work, was currently handling me with the wrong end of a bargepole.

So a grand would come in handy, not least because I was now one half of a professional partnership and I was keen to hold up my end.

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess I might drop by at that. You want to give me that spare key?”

Nicky laughed—a quick snort of world-weary derision. “Spare key? How many doors did you have to walk through to get up here?”

I did a mental count. “About ten,” I admitted.

“And I buzzed you through most of them. You’ll need the keys, the codes, the passwords, the map and the cut-outs.” He went to the wall, where a ring of about two dozen keys was hanging from a hook. He took it down and brandished it like the world’s most baroque set of knuckle-dusters. “This is going to take a while,” he said.

“Nicky, I’m already freezing to death.”

“Put another jumper on, then. Because I’m not writing any of this down.”




	2


	< < < < < 







When I told Trudie about Ustinov’s small ad she shook her head.

“What?” I asked her. “You’ve got a thing against free money?”

“I’ve got a thing against billionaires.” Trudie was leaning back on the Strawberry-Thief-patterned sofa in her Pimlico flat with her legs comfortably crossed in my lap. I was sipping a brandy—necessary for medicinal reasons after an hour and a half at zombie-friendly temperatures—and she was drinking strong coffee laced with a little of the same, her favourite tipple. Her three cats, Winken, Black Bolt and Tobey Maguire, were set up in their usual spots—windowsill, recliner, kitten island respectively—and watching us with their usual ironic detachment. They were the most sedentary cats I’d ever met. Trudie swore they led a hectic, exciting double life that only started after we’d gone to bed, but I came and went at all hours and I’d still hardly ever seen them move. I’d started to wonder if some rogue taxidermist had got to them while Trudie wasn’t looking.

Cosy domesticity was something I was still getting used to. For most of the last decade I’d been a boarder in my old friend Pen Bruckner’s house in Turnpike Lane, only moving out at last when her partner Rafi Ditko—recently and violently divorced from the demon Asmodeus—moved in. That event coincided with my meeting Trudie Pax, a former member both of the Anathemata (the militant ghostbusters of the Catholic church) and of Jenna-Jane Mulbridge’s irregulars over at Queen Mary’s Hospital. Either of those things ought to have been a deal-breaker, but we’d hit it off unexpectedly despite Trudie being a good Catholic girl and me being a fire-breathing atheist. So now here the two of us were, living together in what I think the bumper book of hellfire still calls sin. Then again, in a council flat the size of a postage stamp with a large cat population, sin is a thing that has to be carefully scheduled and conducted with due care and attention.

“Nicky reckons this guy Ustinov is relatively kosher,” I counter-argued. “He predates the Putin mob by a couple of decades.”

“That doesn’t make him clean, Fix. The quickest way to get rich after the USSR fell apart was by stuffing big pieces of the economy inside your coat and walking away fast before anyone caught you at it. And you had to do it with the blessing of the regime, right? Yeltsin or Putin, it’s the same poison in different flavours. They carved up Russian industry like a cake and stashed the proceeds in off-shore tax havens.”

I couldn’t argue with that, so I didn’t try. “Still,” I said, “a thousand quid just for turning up. And it might as well come to us rather than go towards buying another MP.”

Trudie took a sip of her coffee, which was as good a way of not responding as any.

“That’s how trickle-down economics is meant to work, right?” I pressed. “Best way to clean dirty money is to run it through the proletarian laundromat.”

“It’s fine if you want to go,” Trudie said at last. “I’ll sit it out. I don’t think I ever put my name on the Oriflamme list anyway. I was church-trained, not street. I never even took on private clients until…” She let an eloquent roll of her eyes stand in for the rest of that sentence. Until the Salisbury, she meant. Until she learned that demons were not a separate creation but a kind of metastasised human soul, and Hell was just the part of the world’s ecosystem that we mostly couldn’t see. That discovery had made her faith wobble a little on its base. So did the fact that her then boss, Father Thomas Gwillam, had lied to her and used her in order to get one over on me—a ruse that had ended very badly for everyone concerned.

“You’re sure?” I said. “I could probably get Reggie Tang to add your name to the Thames Collective’s list. Same difference as far as your license goes.” That was a joke. There were no licenses for exorcists, no professional bodies or approved qualifications. The lists were as close as we got, and they were fluid. The one at the Oriflamme, the exorcist’s bar in Soho, worked as a kind of yellow pages for our peculiar trade. Prospective clients could snag a phone number there and book a consultation. At the Thames Collective it was more about whether you had rights of residence or not, the Collective being a massive houseboat that tacked up and down the river with an ever-changing contingent of practising exorcists onboard. Super-sensitives could usually get a decent night’s sleep there, since most of the undead have an aversion to running water.

“I’ll sit it out,” Trudie said again. “I wouldn’t feel comfortable, Fix. No judgement implied. I’d just rather not.”

I didn’t ask again. And to show there were no hard feelings either way I downed the rest of my Asda-brand Napoleon and started in on massaging her feet. There’s only one way that ever ends, and it’s not something you need to know about.
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Brierley turned out—unsurprisingly—to be in a pretty high-rent area. Every property stood in its own grounds and most presented nothing of themselves to the street except a stone wall or an impenetrable hedge of razor-tipped hawthorn. I’d had to choose between springing for a cab or taking a half-hour hike because this was a long way from anywhere. I’d opted for the walk. It seemed like bad luck to be spending that thousand before it was even in my hand.

So I had plenty of warning that things weren’t going quite as advertised. I heard the crowd before I saw them, a swell of angry voices with more than a few audible swearwords floating above the general ruckus. Rounding a bend I saw a log-jam that was spilling off the pavement onto the road. Exorcists generally aren’t herd animals, but as I closed the distance I found I could put names to at least half of the faces I was seeing. Sita Lovejoy, Bill Schofield, Greg Lockyear, Ada Underwood, Reggie Tang, Saanvi Begum, Dana McClennan—the tarnished ornaments of my dodgy profession. I recognised the expressions on the faces too. Most of these people were pissed off and a few looked badly shaken besides. Ada was sitting at the edge of the kerb with her head down between her knees, Reggie beside her with an arm thrown across her shoulders offering comfort. Schofield was pacing up and down in agitation, one fist pressed to his mouth while the other hand trailed along the stone wall behind him as if there was something written there in braille.

“You’re wasting your time, Fix,” Reggie said as I drifted up to join them. His voice sounded hoarse and ragged. By then I could see that this small cluster was just an off-shoot of a larger mob. They were milling about, angry but seemingly aimless, in a semi-circular recess about twenty yards across. It had been put there to allow visiting cars to pull in off the road, but it was big enough that it looked as though someone had just started work on their own amphitheatre. In the centre of the bay was a pair of massive wrought-iron gates. There was a security booth to one side but it was unmanned and the gates were standing wide—an open invitation to all these ghost-breakers who for some reason were standing out on the street.

On the far side of the gates was a driveway wide enough for an armoured column and a lawn where you could have mislaid Wembley Stadium. The mansion at the far end of the drive was modest by comparison, just a little twenty-up-twenty-down rendered in creamy white stone with fluted columns wherever a column or a flute could be made to go. There was no sign of any welcoming committee up there. Whoever had opened the gates seemed to be leaving their invited guests to make their own way to the front door.

“What’s the problem?” I asked Reggie.

He shook his head in disgust. “We can’t get in,” he told me.

“Why? What’s stopping you?”

“Let him find out for himself,” Dana McClennan said, coming up on my blind side. “Castor’s so damn clever, I bet he’ll figure it out in ten minutes.”

She gave me a look that was two parts cold dislike to one part secret amusement. The two of us had hardly ever exchanged more than a couple of words, but Dana cordially hated me because she believed I’d murdered her father a few years before. I hadn’t. I’d only stood aside and let the demon he’d raised to devour me bite down on him instead, but that’s a matter of nuance and grieving mostly isn’t. I wasn’t going to change Dana’s mind and I wouldn’t have presumed to try.

“There’s a ward,” Reggie said, ignoring Dana’s suggestion. “We can’t see it but we can all feel it.”

“A ward that works against exorcists?” I’d never heard of anything like that. We routinely put up wards against ghosts and the undead, and they’d been known to work pretty well against demons too, but what kind of magical barrier would keep the likes of us out? There was nothing supernatural about us. We didn’t even have anything in common besides the knack we shared, the dark-adapted eye, and even that worked differently for each of us. What I did with my tin whistle—the summoning, the binding, the banishing—Trudie did with knotted string, Reggie with Zen koans, Dana with the kids’ game called knucklebones, and so on.

Reggie grimaced. “I don’t like the sound of it either. Like, who’d even make one, right? And what for? But you’ll feel it as soon as you step inside the gates. None of us got anywhere near the house.”

“So that open invitation…” I said, thinking it through.

“Was a set-up. I think someone just wanted us to come out here so they could watch us flail around and fall down. It fucking hurts, Fix. I mean, it really messes you up. Nobody is claiming that thousand, I can tell you that much.”

There were nods and murmurs of agreement from all sides. “Let it lie, Castor,” Saanvi Begum said. “The best you’re going to get out of it if you go in there is a nosebleed. Look at Ada. She can’t even bloody walk.”

“I’m fine,” Ada said, sounding anything but. She didn’t look up, and from this close up I could see her shoulders were shaking. “I just need a few minutes to… I’ll be fine.”

I turned to look at the gates, and the house beyond.

“Shit,” Saanvi said, “he’s going to try it. Don’t be a macho shithead, Castor. You’re not going to succeed where thirty of us already tried and failed.”

She was right about that, obviously. But I couldn’t come so close to something like this and not try it out for myself. I nodded, but I headed for the gates.

“What do you think you’re going to get out of this?” Saanvi called after me.

“What the rest of you have got already, San,” I said. “A point of view.”

It was a good line as far as it went, but it was slightly undercut a couple of seconds later when I hit the edge of whatever this was and felt the first effects of it. Except that felt was the wrong word: I heard it. It was an atonal screech like the scraping of broken fingernails down a blackboard. In the space of three steps it went from barely perceptible to painfully loud—and I still hadn’t reached the front gates.

Saanvi said something else, but I registered her words as the gloop-gloop-gloop of bubbles rising through tar. The sense didn’t make it through.

Apart from the sound, though, I was fine. There was no sense of a physical obstacle. When Reggie had said there was a ward over the gates I’d imagined something like a force field that I would hit and bounce off. If that was what the others had experienced, I seemed to be immune. With as much bravado as I could muster I walked through the gates. I even managed to make it ten yards or so up the driveway, but with each step I took the shrilling cacophony in my ears seemed to double in volume. And now it really did feel like I was pushing against something solid, as though the pressure of all those sound waves was hitting me squarely in the chest and trying to force me back.

Another step, and I tasted cold iron. It was my own blood: Saanvi’s prediction had come true and a blood vessel in my nose had burst.

Another. The pressure on my chest increased. My heart was strumming a double-four-time pizzicato and it took a real effort to inflate my lungs.

I turned around and stumbled back to the gates. Dana McClennan greeted my return with a slow handclap and some kind of sarcastic put-down that I couldn’t even hear. Shit! That had been a lot. I leaned against the gateposts, my ears ringing, my head spinning and throbbing like some demon toddler was playing whipping-top with it.

“Told you,” Saanvi said. At least I could hear her now, although the words were muffled and distorted as though we were both underwater.

“What was it like for you?” I asked her. “Was it a deafening…noise?”

Saanvi blinked, then shook her head. “What? No, it wasn’t anything like that. It felt as though my fingers were being twisted. Bent back on themselves. Then it started to spread. When I came out my left arm was dead from the shoulder down and my right felt like someone had burned it with pokers.”

I nodded. “Okay,” I said. “That makes sense.”

“Does it? How?”

“You use deaf sign language when you do exorcisms, right? And Ada dances. Reggie, what happened to you in there? Did you lose your voice?”

Reggie only nodded.

“So we’re all getting a different flavour of this, according to how our talent works. What we do when we perform an exorcism. It hits us all right where we live.”

“We’d already got that far, thanks,” Dana McClennan snapped. “That’s why none of us are going back in there.”

“What, someone’s come up with an anti-exorcist guided missile and you don’t want to know how it works?”

Dana gave me a look of incredulous contempt. “Not enough to kill myself finding out!”

It was a fair answer. When Pax had her arm broken a year or so back she was terrified there might be nerve damage. Losing our connection to the spirit world is a genuinely frightening prospect for us—like being deprived of an eye, or a limb. For an exorcist, the death-sense is a part of how we connect to the world. It’s not a tool that we pick up and put down again but an intrinsic part of us.

Which was precisely why I wasn’t willing to let this rest. A force that could shut us all down like this, no matter how we operated or what we used to touch the invisible kingdoms, was the worst kind of bad news. We needed to know how it worked, and who or what was behind it.

So I steeled myself and went back in.

This time I only managed seven paces before I turned and bolted, and the last three were baby steps. My nose started gushing again and the pain in my head felt like a saw-blade being dragged across. Staggering back, I leaned against the gateposts on the very edge of the zone and tried to acclimatise myself.

“Does anyone want to make book on this?” Dana asked. “I’ll bet a pony Castor comes out on his hands and knees next time.”

“I’ll cover that,” I said. “You’ll take a cheque, right?”

“Sod off.”

Third time around I tried something different. Both the unbearable noise and the pain had a vector. They were coming from right in front of me. So I cut off at an angle, abandoning the driveway for the lawn.

“What the fuck is he up to now?” Dana demanded of nobody in particular.

“I dunno,” Reggie said, “but whatever it is I think it’s working.”

I wouldn’t necessarily go that far, but the pain definitely eased a little as soon as I went off-piste—and the shallower the angle, the less it hurt. Something either in the house or very close to it was pushing back against me as I went forward, and the force of the push was directly proportional to the speed and directness of my approach. By tacking like a sailboat in a strong headwind I could damp it down and make it just about bearable.

It was still a cumulative effect, though, and I couldn’t keep it up for long. The grinding, awful shriek was burrowing through my ears into my brain. After twenty steps I went down on one knee to get my breath back and pull myself together.

“If you strike off sideways you don’t get the full force of it,” I shouted, looking back over my shoulder. “I’m still feeling it, but it’s not nearly as bad as it was.”

I got back on my feet again and moved forward, one or two steps at a time with pauses in between because the physical effort still felt immense—as though this whole little estate had its own gravity that was about ten times what the rest of the world got. When I came level with the mansion’s side wall a tall laurel hedge barred my way so I swung round and went back the way I’d come, still angling my approach so that I was gradually getting closer and closer to the front door nestled coyly under its wedding-cake portico.

Some of the others were following me now, stumbling and groping along on their own trajectories, some shallower than mine and some steeper. Even Dana had joined our little slo-mo caucus race, fists clenched and arms rigidly at her sides. The ridiculousness of all this wasn’t lost on me, but I still felt a perverse surge of pride. Like I said, most exorcists are loners by practice and preference, which meant that this collective act of defiance warmed my heart all the more.

I got to the end of my arc three more times, turning at the end of each pass and trudging back the way I’d come, but always quartering inwards towards that door.

I didn’t make it. On the fourth pass my head was ringing like a cracked bell and the ache had sunk so deep into my bones that lifting my legs off the ground became impossible. I was more than halfway deaf, exhausted and at the end of my rope. When my zig-zag course intersected the driveway again I collapsed onto my knees, jarring every bone in my body. Well this was it, I thought. They’d have to carry me out of here because walking wasn’t an option any more. Most of the others were down too, although Dana was still on her feet and moving. McClennans can get a lot of mileage out of sheer bloody-mindedness.

At that moment, without any warning at all, the pain and the awful sound faded away to nothing. It was sudden enough that I stiffened in shock at the astonishing absence of sensation. I really did go down on all fours, just for a moment or two: nothing to push against meant there was nothing to hold me up.

Dotted around the lawn, the curdled cream of London’s ghostbreakers drew ragged breaths and looked dazedly around like the survivors of a bomb blast. The ones who’d remained at the gates stepped forward, exploring the space in front of them with varying degrees of wariness and disbelief.

The front door of the mansion opened and two figures—a man and a woman—emerged. Being the closest to the door I got the best look at them, and from where I was kneeling they made a very mismatched pair. The woman was in a motorised wheelchair, braced at shoulder and lower back to keep her upright: she was gliding smoothly down a ramp that I hadn’t noticed until now, set off to one side of the big front door and leading all the way down the steps. Her face was broad, with wide cheekbones and a snub nose that was almost flat, her upper body heavily muscled in stark contrast to her stick-thin legs. It was hard to tell her age—anywhere between twenty-five and forty would have seemed reasonable. Her skin was pale, her hair straw-blond. Her right hand rested in her lap. The left, lightly gripping the wheelchair’s arm-mounted control pad, was long-fingered and delicate. She wore an abstracted look, of pain or deep thought or maybe both. She was wearing a Pussy Riot T-shirt, which struck me as a bold choice in a house owned by a Russian oligarch.

The man towered over her—but then he would have towered over most professional basketball players. He had the build of a silverback gorilla, a shaven head and a slab-like scowl. His black suit fitted him about as well as could be expected, given that he probably found buying off the rack something of a challenge.

It was the woman who spoke, and it wasn’t a long speech. “Thank you all for coming. Mull, pay them.” Her voice was very low and full, with an underlying vibrato that suggested speaking up was a strain. She had the slightest trace of a European accent, although the specifics were hard to pin down. I would have said there was some French in there, but that was based on nothing more than a few Jean-Luc Godard movies Trudie had forced me to watch in the hope that culture was like foie gras.

The silverback reached into his capacious pocket and took out a wad of fifty-pound notes. The wad was thick enough to cause some logistical problems, forcing him to peel the material of the pocket away to either side before he could slide it free.

“You,” the woman said. She lifted her left hand momentarily to point to me, then brought it down to the control pad again. “You’re hired.”
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I could have walked away right there and then, and maybe I should have. But the curiosity that had sent me back in through the gates after that first nosebleed was still working on me, and if anything it was a bit more urgent now. I’d never experienced anything like that cloud of shrieking pain—or anything at all that could grab a whole cohort of exorcists by their death-sense and squeeze them until they popped. It felt like a really good idea to find out more. In any case, I told myself, there was nothing irrevocable about going through that door. I was just on a fact-finding mission. If I didn’t like the job—which felt like a racing certainty right then—I could just claim my round thousand and walk right back out.

So I followed the woman in the wheelchair up the ramp and into the house, while the big man strode around the lawn dispensing stacks of fifties to everyone else like the Easter Bunny’s hired muscle.

On the other side of the door was a circular atrium framed on each side by the enormous curved sweep of a staircase. Everything I could see was milk-white marble veined with delicate filaments of grey. The two staircases both seemed to open out onto the same space above us, though it was hard to tell from down here. In between them was a boxy hydraulic lift, presumably for the wheelchair, but the woman steered around it and disappeared through one of about half a dozen open doorways. She still hadn’t said a word to me after those first three.

I followed her again into a very impressive library, a double-height room with a gallery halfway up. Black and white checkerboard tiles, dark wood everywhere, it was trying really hard to be a Victorian gentleman’s inner sanctum. I gave the shelves closest to me a quick once-over. The spines of the books I could see were all leather, in a variety of sizes, colours and states of preservation. It was possible that someone had bought them by the yard but I was prepared to give them the benefit of the doubt. From a couple of alcoves between the books two portraits stared down, both men, both old. One of them was a face I’d never seen before. The other was Boris Yeltsin, former president of the Russian federation, looking either stern and patriarchal or uncomfortably constipated.

The woman in the wheelchair proceeded ahead of me along a central aisle flanked by two massive brown leather sofas, two Tiffany standard lamps, two lecterns with claw-foot bases. Symmetry seemed to be a big deal around this place. It extended to the CCTV cameras too. There were two mounted on opposite walls, covering each other’s blind spots. I hadn’t seen any out in the hall, but then again I hadn’t been looking. There’d been plenty mounted up under the eaves of the house and at the angles of the walls.

“That was a neat trick you pulled out there,” I said to the woman’s back. “Mind telling me how you did it?”

The wheelchair spun round whiplash-fast to face me, rolling backward a yard or two before it came to a stop. “A neat trick?” the woman repeated, her face a near-perfect blank. “Excuse me?”

“The mind-bomb,” I clarified, although I didn’t see much room for ambiguity. “The psychic static. Whatever that was.”

The woman pursed her lips. “It’s a great many things,” she said, with a heavy but unreadable emphasis. “Different for everyone. I call it matins, because that was what Margaret—the housekeeper we inherited from the previous owner—used to call it when we first moved in. And I did not pull it, if that was your word. I don’t even feel it any more. It’s just a thing that happens.”

I gave that statement the fish-eyed deadpan it deserved. “Just a thing that happens,” I said. “Right.”

“What’s your name?” the woman demanded. I still couldn’t place the accent but I was more convinced than ever that it was a composite.

“Felix Castor,” I said. “What’s yours?”

“Ksenia. Ustinova. Are you an exorcist, Mr Castor? Are you on the Oriflamme list?”

“That’s two different questions,” I pointed out. “The answers are yes and it depends.”

The woman frowned, and I didn’t blame her. “On what does it depend, please?”

“On who’s keeping the list on the day you ask.”

“I don’t understand.”

My turn to shrug. “The honourable association of exorcists isn’t a one-size-fits-all kind of deal. And if I’m honest, neither am I.”

“You have enemies?” Now she looked interested, maybe even eager. Something about that idea seemed to strike a chord with her.

“I have people who don’t like me very much. Mostly they don’t put in enough effort to be counted as enemies.” Or maybe my standards are too high, I thought but didn’t say. There had been times recently when anyone who wasn’t actively trying to kill me counted as a friend.

“My father,” Ksenia Ustinova said, and now the animation was unmistakeable, “had a lot of enemies.”

“I’m sorry to hear it.” It was the blandest answer I could think of. “I suppose it comes with the territory when you’re…” I nodded vaguely around the room. I meant when you’re as rich as Croesus’s tax lawyer, rub shoulders with presidents and live in a house that stretches across three time zones.

“With the territory,” Ksenia Ustinova said. “Yes.” The big man, Mull, came into the room right then. He walked right by me and took up his station at the woman’s right hand, arms down at his sides but with clenched fists very much on display. His cold stare locked on me and stayed there, telling me with no need for words that he was there to make damn sure I tried no bullshit of any kind.

“You said you had a job,” I reminded Ksenia. “For an exorcist.” That wasn’t exactly how she’d put it, of course: she’d told me I was employed. Normally I would have met that kind of presumption with my own home-grown bloody-mindedness and the deal would most likely have been off, but right then I was prepared to make more of an effort to be civil. I’d just encountered something—a weapon, a natural phenomenon, an entity maybe—that could incapacitate every exorcist that touched even the outside edge of it, and Ksenia clearly knew a lot more about it than I did. I was ready to put on a solemn face and listen to anything she had to say if it would get me closer to an answer on that one.

“Yes,” Ksenia said. “There is a job. It’s not what you would normally be hired to do, but it seems to me that it ought to be possible at least in theory. And you passed the test, as it were. You kept going in the face of what you didn’t understand. Would you please sit down, Mr Castor?” Without bothering to wait for my response she tapped a button on the wheelchair’s arm rest and leaned down to speak into it. “Hannah, coffee in the library, please.” A muffled blat of sound suggested that the message had been received and acknowledged somewhere else in this massive pile.

I chose one of the leather sofas and put myself down in it, making another heroic effort—this time not to tell Ksenia that my best event was the freestyle and I hated being made to jump hurdles. “I’m listening,” I said.

“You must be familiar with my father, Gavril Ustinov.”

I nodded. I could have said I’d never even heard his name until Nicky mentioned it to me the day before, but a nod would keep things moving along.

“Of course,” Ksenia said approvingly. “Of course you have. Everyone has heard of him. He’s one of the most important men in London. In Europe, perhaps. Because he knows everybody and everybody seeks his favour. This is a house where people come to talk, Mr Castor. Important people. Important conversations. My father facilitates, you understand. He’s not in this faction or that faction. He facilitates, and everybody comes.

“But now he’s missing. He left the house three days ago, in the middle of the night, without saying a word to me. Without taking anyone along with him.” She glanced at Mull, who was still keeping his eyes firmly fixed on me. I was willing to bet that he was the anyone in question—that when Gavril Ustinov went out on the town the Inedible Hulk usually tagged along. “This is not usual, you understand. He travels a great deal but he always gives me his itinerary so I can reach him if there’s a need to. And he tells me a long time in advance. For him to disappear, when there are appointments, engagements…no. This is not usual at all. I’ve called him several times but only obtained his voicemail. He hasn’t responded to any of my messages.”

“Okay,” I said. There had to be more, but I might as well play straight man while I was waiting for the other shoe to drop. “Three days is long enough that the police might agree to open a file, but with adults they’re usually inclined to let the pot sit on the stove a while before they actually do anything about it. That is unless the person who’s missing is vulnerable or there’s some kind of medical reason why…”

I stopped because Ksenia was shaking her head. “I don’t want to go to the police.”

“Why not?”

“If it’s nothing, if he’s well, he’ll be angry that I made a fuss. Colleagues of his who expect discretion might be inconvenienced, and he wouldn’t like that. My father’s work is important. Sensitive. It would be bad if I caused panic or concern without a reason.”

“I see,” I said, which was pretty much an outright lie. “So what do you think an exorcist can do for you that the police can’t?”

Her nostrils flared as she drew in a deep, long breath and let it out again. “I assume you will tell me what’s possible and what isn’t. But to begin with I’d like to know if my father is alive or dead.”

That one caught me off-guard. Ksenia said it in the same calm, neutral tone she’d been using all along and her expression didn’t change. She waited, giving me a chance to step in, to say that I could do it. And normally I wouldn’t have hesitated. It wasn’t core business for an exorcist but I’d handled similar jobs for my detective friend Gary Coldwood back when I was on a consultancy gig with the London Met. And I very much wanted to do some more poking around here, in hopes of figuring out what it was that had hit me out on that driveway, so I was inclined to take Ksenia Ustinova’s shilling and sweat the details afterwards. But what she was asking for wasn’t going to be easy to deliver, and I’m generally wary of making promises I can’t keep.

I was saved from giving an answer by the arrival of the coffee. The woman who brought it shoved the library door open with her backside before turning expertly with the tray and stepping inside before it closed again. She was in late middle age, stocky and stolid-faced, her hair tied back in a severe bun. She was wearing one of those apron dresses with a single big pocket at the front that you only ever expect to see in Victorian melodramas.

“Thank you, Hannah,” Ksenia said. “Just set it down, please. Mr Castor can pour for himself.”

Hannah put the tray down on the table in front of me. It held a silver coffee pot and cream jug, two bone china cups, sugar in a bowl with tongs and a plate of what looked like Turkish delight.

“Please,” Ksenia said, as Hannah left the way she’d come. She’d managed to perform the delivery without once looking me in the face—but Mull’s unrelenting attention kept me from feeling neglected.

I poured myself a coffee, not so much because I wanted a drink as to give me a space to decide what to say. In the end I decided to prowl around the edges of the matter for a little longer before I brought up the elephant in the room. I mean the other elephant. Mull was big enough that he could easily be packing some pachyderm DNA.

“Do you have any reason to think that your father might have come to harm?” I asked Ksenia.

She toyed with the steering joystick of her wheelchair, eyes cast down. “I told you. He has enemies. All powerful men do.”

“Okay. But you said he disappeared in the middle of the night. You’re not suggesting someone broke in here? Killed him under his own roof, and then…” I let the sentence trail off. I didn’t want to get too explicit about the hypothetical disposal of her father’s hypothetical body.

“Of course not,” Mull growled, in a voice that sounded as though he was chewing on builder’s hardcore. “There’s security. Full coverage security. If anyone had come in from outside they’d have tripped a dozen alarms—and we’d have seen them doing it.” His eyes went to the cameras.

Ksenia didn’t say anything. Maybe she did think the house had been breached in some way—or maybe she was just shying away from thinking about it.

“What did you see?” I asked, out of curiosity. “I mean, you’ve looked at the footage, right? What does it show?”

Mull bridled, but Ksenia answered at once. “Nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all. Someone turned the cameras off from inside the house. They also wiped the security logs, so in spite of what Mull just told you we can’t really know who came or went.”

“We know the doors weren’t forced,” Mull put in. I got the sense that his pride was on the line here. “I’ve checked every lock. The same with the windows. Not just the ground floor, the whole house. If someone came in from outside they had access to the system.”

“That narrows things down then.”

“Yes it does,” Ksenia agreed. “It narrows them down to me, my father and Mull. I’m not convinced that’s helpful.”

A locked room mystery, then. It sounded like they needed Hercule Poirot rather than me. In any case it was about time I put my cards on the table. “The rite of exorcism breaks down into three parts, Ms Ustinova,” I told her. “You summon whatever it is you want to get rid of, you bind it—make it answerable to you—and then you send it away. What you’re asking me to do, basically, is the first of those three parts. To find your father’s spirit and to see where it’s currently hanging out. Specifically, if it’s in the same place as the rest of him.”

“Exactly,” Ksenia agreed. “That’s exactly what I want. So is it something you can do?”

“That depends. I can probably tell you whether anything happened to him here. But if he left the house and ran into trouble somewhere else, that’s another matter. His spirit won’t answer my call if I’m calling from too far away.”

Mull’s lip curled back from his teeth in a show of contempt that he obviously meant me to see. He leaned down and murmured something in Ksenia Ustinova’s ear. That part was private, but it wasn’t hard to guess the general idea. This guy is a loser. Let’s cut him loose.

“Here’s one way we could go,” I said. “You said everyone who showed up here would go away with a grand in their pocket. I’m happy to take that round thousand as my call-out fee and read your father’s room for you. Depending on what I find there might be more work that has to be done, in which case I’ll do it or else I’ll tell you why I can’t. And either way I won’t charge you any more until I feel like I’ve earned out the thousand.”

Ksenia considered. “That sounds fair,” she acknowledged. “On the face of it, very fair. But I have questions.”

I showed her my open palms. Go ahead.

“What is the work, exactly? If I agree, what will you do?”

“What a sonar does on a submarine. Or a bat when it’s hunting.” That was a crude and simplistic way of putting something strange and ineffable, something I myself only part-way understand. The dead and the undead present to me as tunes, sequences of musical notes that have an inner logic or pattern. When I play those notes back on my tin whistle (Clarke Original, key of D) I can sometimes make them do what I want them to, including go away.

I reached for the whistle in my pocket, intending to demonstrate.

I didn’t get there, though. Mull moved like lightning, stepping in and grabbing my wrist in one big hand to hold it in place. It was such a spectacular over-reaction that it took me a moment to realise the mistake he’d made. “It’s not a weapon,” I told him, trying to keep my voice level despite the pain of that crimping grip. “It’s a musical instrument.”

He loosened his hold but stood right up close to me while I dipped finger and thumb into my pocket and extracted the tin whistle. Only then did he resume his place at Ksenia’s side.

“This has upset us all,” Ksenia said, by way of a non-apology. “Please go on. The whistle is something you use in your work?”

“Yeah,” I said. Actually the whistle was my entire toolkit, but I didn’t feel like anything would be gained by saying so. “I’ll play a tune. Or some sounds, anyway. They most likely won’t sound much like a tune to anyone but me. And I’ll listen to what comes back. If I’m lucky I’ll build up a picture.”

“Of what?”

“The things most pictures don’t show.”

“The dead?”

“And other things. Most exorcists are sensitive across a wide spectrum. If we’re in a place where something violent or dramatic has happened we can see the residue of it. If we touch an object we might be able to tell who touched it last and how they were feeling. The same if I were to touch you. I’d probably get at least a sense of what was going on inside your head.”

Mull gave a kind of grunt, way down low in his throat. I took it to mean that if I were to touch Ksenia Ustinova I’d get a hell of a lot more than I came looking for.

“Fascinating,” Ksenia said. “And if you do deliver?”

Well that was the big question. “Well then we’ll see what we’ll see,” I said. “I might have to step back at some point and advise you to call in the police, despite your reservations. Alternatively, I might be able to find your father without any outside help—or at least tell you what’s happened to him. That could involve additional outlay, but frankly, a grand in hand will take you a long way. I usually ask for around half that. I’ll tell you straight, in advance, if I think it’s going to need more.”

Mull leaned down to whisper again but Ksenia spoke over whatever he was about to say. “Those terms are acceptable to me, Mr Castor,” she said. “Let’s proceed on that basis.”

“Okay,” I said. I stood up, palming a couple of lumps of Turkish delight for later. I still felt a bit depleted after my skirmish with what Ksenia called matins, and I might need to give my blood sugar a bit of a kick. “You said your father disappeared in the middle of the night. Do you know for a fact that he went to bed the night before?

“Yes. We said goodnight just before eleven. He was going to his room. And his bed has been slept in.”

“Then let’s start there. If you don’t mind…”

“Of course.” Ksenia turned to Mull. “Mull, could you take Mr Castor to my father’s room, please. I’ll come up in the lift and join you.”

She glided away, again without waiting for the man’s answer. Ksenia Ustinova seemed to be quite used to getting her own way. Then again, she was civil with the hired help, me included. I didn’t have any reason to complain.

Mull led the way. I thought we would retrace our steps and go up one of those big sweeping staircases but he took me through a side door out of the library and down a corridor that was narrow enough that his shoulders brushed both walls. At the end of the corridor there were two doors. The right-hand one led to the kitchen. The left one took us up a flight of stairs that was as tight as the corridor. The wooden runners and risers were bare. I took a wild guess and assumed these were the servants’ quarters.

When we came out on the first floor, though, we were back in the slightly over-the-top magnificence. It was a huge space with a whole lot of closed doors leading off it. Burgundy carpets, gold sconces on the walls, mirrors in curlicued frames that made your reflection look like an oil painting.

This upstairs hallway overlooked the one below, with a long curved banister rail at one end. There was an alarmingly wide gap in the middle of the rail that puzzled me for a moment, until I saw the control stanchion next to it, ugly and functional and out of keeping with the decor. The gap was where Ksenia’s lift would arrive, and a soft hum told us the lift was already in motion.

“How long have the Ustinovs lived here?” I asked Mull while we waited. “Is this where they settled as soon as they came to the UK?”

What I was really interested in was how long this whole matins thing had been going on, so that question was just a stalking horse. But it didn’t get to stalk very far: Mull ignored me. He went over to one of the doors and stationed himself in front of it.

“That’s Mr Ustinov’s bedroom?” I asked him. “Can I go in?”

“Ms Ustinova said she would join us.” He clasped his hands together in front of him, but flexed his fingers in a way that suggested he could unclasp in an instant if I gave him a reason to. Ksenia’s chair ascended into view, the lift’s safety bar drew back and she rolled out onto the landing. She kept on going in a straight line until she was right alongside us. She gave the big man a look of mild exasperation. “Mull,” was all she said.

He opened the door and stood aside. I stepped in.
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Gavril Karlevich Ustinov’s bedroom was vast, but it wasn’t vulgar. There was a lot more of that red and gold on display but the ceiling fresco only had a handful of angels with trumpets and the wall-mounted flatscreen was a modest 70 inches or so. Liberace would have been comfortable here; Donald Trump would have thought it was a bit bland. The emperor-of-the-known-world-sized bed was unmade but there was no other sign of disorder. I turned in a slow circle, getting the lay of the land or trying to. The good news was that there was a definite presence in the room, the psychic imprint of the man who lived in it. The trace was weaker and more diffuse than it should be, with a few odd eddies and accents, but it wasn’t a bad start. I just needed to make sure before I went any further that I was on the right track, that the presence I was sensing was that of Gavril Ustinov.

“Does your father sleep alone?” I asked.

“My mother is dead,” Ksenia said tightly. “Long ago.”

And I could have left it at that, but it would be really useful to know whether I was looking for one psychic signature or trying to separate two. “On the night when he left…”

“He was alone. Yes. Nobody comes in here but him.”

I paced it out, passing two interior doors on the way. I opened both without asking. The first belonged to an en suite bathroom: corner bath like Venus’s half-shell in the Botticelli painting, swan-neck taps, chandelier. The second was a walk-in wardrobe. “Anything gone that should be here?” I asked, scanning the cornucopia of tailored shirts, flamboyant ties, dark grey suits. My own face stared back at me out of a colossal mirror with a gilt-edged frame. I stepped inside, let my fingers drift across a few of the shirts and jackets, along the edge of the vanity table. I was trying to get a clearer reading but it still wasn’t coming.

Ksenia looked at Mull, waited for him to field that question. “A suitcase is missing,” the big man confirmed. “The largest. Some clothes. Mr Ustinov’s toiletries too.”

When I was growing up back in Liverpool there was a disreputable but popular manoeuvre called the moonlight flit. It was something you did when you’d fallen so far behind on your rent that you were never going to get in front of it again. You moved out of your house in the middle of the night and posted the key back in through the letterbox, leaving your landlord to whistle for your arrears. But Ksenia must have known about the suitcase and the other stuff, and it had left her unconvinced.

Something else struck me then, and once I’d seen it I was amazed I hadn’t seen it sooner. Ksenia had said she didn’t want to call the police because her father’s friends and/or colleagues might see it as indiscreet. So instead she’d arranged for every exorcist in London to turn up on her front lawn at the one time in the day when they’d be guaranteed to flail around like dying flies trying to form a conga line, which wasn’t exactly unobtrusive. It was almost as though she wanted to call attention to herself, or to her search. Whatever was going on here, there was a part of it I wasn’t getting yet.

What I needed to get, though, was Gavril Karlevich Ustinov, and I wasn’t any closer to that either. It was time to bring out the big batteries, which in my case meant the tin whistle. I came back out into the bedroom and drew it out of my pocket. Ksenia flicked her wheelchair’s controls and rolled it back a little. Mull, in the doorway, didn’t move or react in any way.

“I’m going to need you to be quiet while I work,” I said. “Questions can wait until I’m finished. Okay?”

“Of course,” Ksenia confirmed.

I blew the first note. Then several more. Each of them was a sort of floating question that I was asking the room at large. Who’s out there? I listened to the harmonics coming back to me even as I added more notes to the mix, linking them together into ragged glissandos.

Like I’d told Ksenia downstairs, the first part of an exorcism is a summoning and the first part of a summoning is a description. If I’m lucky, if I’m in the presence of a ghost and I’m on a roll, the tune builds quickly and takes a shape—the shape that for me is a kind of translation of the ghost’s essence or thisness.

That didn’t happen here, mostly because I wasn’t in the presence of a ghost. I was in the presence of more ghosts than I could readily count.

In answer to my tentative invitation a hundred echoes rose, and then a hundred more. They wove in and out of each other, clustered and clamoured for my attention, filling every available gap in the soundscape. This wasn’t like the shrieking tumult I’d experienced outside, the thing that Ksenia Ustinova casually referred to as matins. It was human for one thing, the unmistakeable wake left in the invisible world by a great many people who had once been alive and now were dead. It was impossible to tell whether or not Gavril Ustinov was in the mix because there were just too many fugitive and shifting skirls of sound to sift through.

I carried on playing for a good five minutes, hoping I might be able to find a path through the maze of echoes to one that seemed to match the presence I’d sensed in the room when I first entered. But nothing came, and I was forced to give up.

Ksenia had been containing her impatience heroically, but when I took the whistle away from my lips to draw a breath she reached the end of some invisible teacher. “What have you found?” she demanded.

“A lot,” I said as I lowered the whistle. “But nothing I can use. Is there…has there been some kind of disaster here? Did a lot of people die on the site where your house stands?”

Mull bared his teeth in another frank display of contempt. Ksenia frowned and shook her head. “No. At least I don’t think so. I’ve never heard of anything like that.” Neither had I, and a massacre in West London was something that you’d normally expect to make the news. Maybe the matins effect had sabotaged me in some way, thrown me off my game.

“Why?” Ksenia asked. “What’s here?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Let me try again.”

Before she could answer there was a tap at the door, almost too soft to be audible. Hannah, the maid who’d brought us coffee downstairs, came into the room and bobbed her head at Ksenia. I’d assumed curtseys from household servants went out some time around World War Two, but then I’d never had any so what did I know?

“Mr Portis-Price, Miss,” she said.

“On the phone?”

The maid shook her head.

Ksenia looked surprised and not entirely pleased. “All right,” she said after a moment. “Take him through into the garden, and offer him tea. I’ll join him in a minute or two.” She turned to me as Hannah exited. “Take as long as you need,” she said. “But please don’t leave without telling me what you’ve found. Mull, stay with Mr Castor and bring him to me when he’s finished here. I’ll be in the garden. At the coffin stone.” She reversed the wheelchair adroitly, missing the bed by inches, and rolled out of the room after Hannah, who had anticipated her and left the door open without being asked.

“Okay then,” I said to Mull. “Back to work.” He folded his arms and said nothing.

I took a few steps to the right and played a few halting notes. Then I moved again and did the same. The notes weren’t random, they were in the same register as the presence I was sensing in the room—the presence I was half-sure must be an emotional imprint left by Ustinov when he was last in here. I was hoping that by repeating that pattern in several different places I might coax Ustinov out of the pack, whoever all those others might be, and make him stand forward.

And there was…something. But it was fugitive and fleeting, and the other ghosts, the whole vast swirling cloud of them kept welling up around and over and under it, obscuring its shape and tenor. It kept drifting away into nothingness every time I thought I had it. I chased it around the room, never moving more than a few shuffling steps at a time. I followed it into the walk-in wardrobe. It was getting fainter, not firmer, all but drowned out by the room’s polyphonic din, but what little there was left of it seemed to be centred on a big gilt-framed mirror that was hanging on the wall above a vanity table. I walked right up to it, still playing. The eddies of sound were pulling me forward and down, but there was nothing under the mirror except a bare stretch of wall. I knelt down to examine it, and then the thick carpet under it, the point where the carpet met the wall. I don’t know what I was expecting to find—bloodstains, maybe a torn-off button with a loop of thread still attached. Evidence that something had happened here and that something of Gavril Ustinov still clung to it. There was nothing. I straightened up again.

And turned to find Mull right up in my face. I hadn’t heard him cross the room, which was unsettling: for such a big man he moved really quietly. He glared down at me, not hiding his dislike any more than he had his scepticism about my talents. “I don’t like it,” he said, “when assholes take advantage of her.”

“Good for you,” I said. “Keep an eye open for those assholes. Let me know if you see any coming.”

He chewed this over for a moment or two. He didn’t seem angry, despite the implied challenge. “Do you even believe in all this?” he asked me, almost wearily. “Ghosts? Tin whistles?”

“It’s my job.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“If a chicken crosses the M1 not believing in traffic, do you think it’s going to make it to the other side?”

“Still not an answer.”

“What I do is real. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

“So is this,” Mull said. His hand came up, something slender and metallic glinting in his closed fist. I flinched away, convinced for a hot second that it was a knife. It wasn’t. It was just a lozenge of silver-coated plastic. He held it out to me until I took it. I turned it over in my hand, nonplussed. I could see it was a piece of electronic kit, but I couldn’t narrow it down any further than that. A battery, maybe? But it didn’t have a port or an exposed terminal where it could take a charge.

“GPS tag,” Mull said. “Every one of Mr Ustinov’s cases and bags was fitted with one. This one’s from his briefcase, but they’re all on the same key code. If you can hack it you can find out where the missing suitcase is.”

I stared at him hard, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“What?” he demanded.

“Well,” I said, flicking the plastic tag lightly with the tip of my thumb, “I don’t want to sound paranoid, Mr Mull, but I was getting the impression that you didn’t approve of me.”

“I told you, I don’t like assholes,” he said, sounding irked. “And I don’t like bullshit. Or the people who sell it. So long as you do right by Miss Ksenia we won’t have a problem.”

“And what’s the code?”

His mouth twisted. “Mr Ustinov didn’t tell me. I wanted her to give this to the police, but she won’t call the police. So you take it. It might be useful to have something in your back pocket in case your magic lets you down.” He extruded the word magic slowly but emphatically as if it was something toxic he’d almost swallowed by accident. “Now, if you’re done…”

I was done, for now at least. I pocketed the GPS tag and followed him downstairs, out through the back door of the house into the garden. It was laid out like a miniature Versailles with formal beds separated by fountains and sculptural groups—Greek gods, centaurs, the occasional nymph or shepherd.

Ksenia was sitting on a small patch of open lawn, next to a slab of stone that hadn’t gotten the neo-classical memo. It was just a rough rectangle of grey granite, widened at the top with rounded edges and a simple Celtic knot motif on its long sides. The coffin stone, she’d called it, but it just looked like a bench with a bit of history to it.

The man with her was immediately recognisable. I’d known him by his name when Hannah announced him, but it had seemed like good manners to keep a poker face. Richard Portis-Price—sorry, Sir Richard Portis-Price—was a Conservative party donor and major mover and shaker, the recently knighted head of a faction that I couldn’t really distinguish from all the other factions except that it had more Bullingdon Club members and fewer functional human beings. He had a slim build, a carefully curated mop of dark-brown hair styled to look unruly as if haircuts were somehow beneath his notice, and a suit that probably cost more than the GDP of some small countries.

And he was angry. You couldn’t tell it from his voice, which remained cultured and dry, but the rigidity of his body language suggested a lot of anger only just held in check, and when I got within earshot he was in the middle of chewing Ksenia out for—I was quick to guess—the stunt she’d just pulled with the newspaper ad and a few dozen walk-on exorcists.

“—should have come to me before doing anything,” he was saying, leaning down over her so their faces were close together. Too close, in my view. “Haven’t I always been a friend to this family?”

“To my father,” Ksenia amended, not breaking eye contact despite the point-blank stare.

“That’s absurd. And ungrateful. I paid for three of your operations, Ksenia. I don’t expect you to turn this house into a circus the moment your father steps off the grid.”

“It’s my house, Uncle Richard.”

“And my reputation. I’m well known to be a friend of Gavi’s. If this makes the tabloids it’s a dead bloody certainty they’ll wave my name around to justify giving it a bigger font. In future just consult me. Just ask me, before you go flying off on some—”

It was about then that they both saw they had an audience. Mull hung back as I approached the pair but he stayed in full view, his mouth set in a grim line and his eyebrows coming down like security shutters over his eyes—which looked as though they probably needed them.

“This is the man?” Portis-Price asked, looking at me but talking to Ksenia.

“Felix Castor,” Ksenia said. “This is my Uncle Richard.”

“Your services won’t be required after all,” Portis-Price said. “I’ll take care of this myself. I presume you’ve been paid?”

“Is he your real uncle?” I asked Ksenia. “Or one of those special uncles?”

The outrage and distaste on the man’s face were very quickly replaced by cold dislike and even colder anger. “You’re trying to be amusing,” he said. “But you should beware of making statements that are actionable.”

“Richard is a friend of my father’s,” Ksenia said.

“I caught that part,” I said, still addressing all my remarks to her. “Am I still employed?”

“No,” Portis-Price said.

“Yes.” Ksenia sounded nervous, but she didn’t flinch. She turned from me to him. “I’m sorry, Uncle Richard, but Dad just disappeared in the middle of the night. I’m really worried for him, and I wouldn’t feel right just sitting here doing nothing.”

Portis-Price threw his arms in the air. “Doing nothing is infinitely better than making a spectacle of yourself and creating an enormous fuss with no practical end!” he exclaimed, his face flushed. “And giving your money to a bloody confidence trickster, besides!”

“The word you’re looking for is exorcist,” I suggested mildly.

“No, I assure you that is not the word I’m looking for.”

“I’ll handle things more carefully going forward,” Ksenia said. “I admit it was foolish to invite so many people here but I didn’t know what else to do. Mr Castor won’t do anything without telling me first, and he won’t discuss this with anyone outside the house. Will you, Mr Castor?”

“Of course not, Ms Ustinova. I’ll just leave a mark on your gatepost so other confidence tricksters will know you’re an easy touch.”

“More jokes,” Portis-Price sneered. “And more arrogance. The huckster’s stock in trade.” But I saw a grin appear on Ksenia Ustinova’s face, almost instantly suppressed. “Well go on then, enlighten us. What mysteries have you fathomed?”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll speak to my client about that in private,” I said, giving him a bland smile.

He looked from me to Ksenia, then back again. “I can tell you right now what his line is going to be,” he said. “The spirits weren’t communicative today, but if you pay him just a little bit more he’ll come back tomorrow and try again, probably with some special herbs and potions that will cost a little extra. For the love of God, Ksenia, don’t fall for this utter…” he cast around for a circumlocution before deciding to call a spade a shovel. “…bullshit!”

Ksenia lowered her eyes, putting on a demure act that surely didn’t fool him any more than it did me. “I’ll be careful,” she said. “And I’ll let you know if Mr Castor turns up any promising leads.”

“I won’t hold my breath,” Portis-Price muttered. He bent down to kiss her on the cheek, then turned on his heel and left, pushing past Mull. A glare passed between the two of them that seemed heartfelt on both sides.

“Nothing, then?” Ksenia said, reading it in my face.

“Nothing yet,” I admitted. “Unfortunately Uncle Richard was right about that part. But I don’t feel like I’ve given you a grand’s worth of value yet. And there are a few more approaches I’d like to try.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Well to start with I have a partner. Trudie Pax. She does the same thing I do, but she’s got her own methods. Her own tools.”

“A glockenspiel?”

“A ball of string.”

“Of course.” Ksenia smiled without much conviction. “I should like to see that. And I don’t mean to sound cynical. I wouldn’t have asked you to come if I didn’t believe in what you do. Please, go on.”

“Well if you agree I’d like to come back tomorrow and have the two of us go over your father’s room together.”

“Why would the outcome be any different?”

“Because two heads are better than one, and hers is better than most.”

Ksenia was slow to respond, but at last she nodded. “All right.”

“And in the meantime, with your permission, I’m going to work a couple of other angles.”

“What would those be?”

“Well for starters Mull gave me this.” I held up the GPS tag. “Apparently there’s one just like it in your father’s suitcase, and I know someone who can probably hack it for me. That will tell you where the suitcase went. If your dad is in the same vicinity, that’s your problem solved.”

“So by other angles you mean amateur detective work?” Ksenia sounded more than a little disappointed.

“Whatever does the job, right? If all you want is an answer, does it matter how I get it?”

“I suppose that’s true.”

“I’ve also got a contact in the Met who I’d like to talk to. He’s discreet,” I said quickly, as Ksenia opened her mouth to object, “and he’ll keep it between the two of us if I ask him to. I don’t want him to open an investigation. I’m just thinking he might have some ideas about where we could start looking if your father is still alive. And Trudie and I should be able to tell you if he’s dead, so…”

So one way or another we’ve got this covered, was what I was doing my best to suggest. Ksenia teased the wheelchair’s joystick round in small circles. The chair didn’t move so its power must be switched off. “I’m going to be frank with you, Mr Castor,” she said at last. “I don’t for one moment believe my father will be found alive. Or that he left this house of his own accord. So as far as time goes, I’m prepared to be patient. But if as I expect you find out that he’s dead, I will need to have some further matters resolved.”

“You want to know how he died?” I hazarded.

“How, yes. And who. Who is responsible. That’s the most important thing of all.”

“You’re assuming he’s been murdered then?” In the bright spring sunshine the question sounded ridiculous, but Ksenia nodded gravely. “Can I ask why you’re so sure?”

“I already told you.” Her hand flicked the question away impatiently. “Because no other explanation makes sense. He knows I worry about him. He worries about me too. Since my mother died…since she killed herself…we have each other and nothing else. So we keep watch over each other. He doesn’t go anywhere without telling me. He comes back as quickly as he can, and calls me every day while he’s away. It’s not possible that he’s alive and well and yet not coming home.”

“I’m sorry about your mother,” I said. The rest was pretty hard to argue with unless I started exploring kidnap scenarios, which I really didn’t want to do.

“It happened a long time ago. I was only seven years old. It’s hard for me even to remember her.”

“Can I ask you one more question before I go? It’s not about your father, it’s about…what happened this morning. Matins.”

“Very well.”

“You said you’re barely aware of it any more. Does that mean you used to feel it when you were younger?”

“When I was a child. It gave me nightmares.”

Thinking that through, I got snagged on the logical contradiction almost at once. “If it comes at nine in the morning…”

“Yes, I was awake. It gave me nightmares when my eyes were open. I saw my bedroom filling up with people. People swirling around and around like bubbles in boiling water. They were the dead, my mother said. I was seeing the dead, down in Hell. She saw them too. She told me what it was called. What the old housekeeper called it, back when they first moved in here towards the end of the 1970s. Matins.

“But my father couldn’t see. He had no idea what we were talking about. He thought…” She stopped in mid-sentence. Maybe she was wondering why she’d chosen to unpack all this for a complete stranger. I had to admit I was asking myself the same question. She swallowed, and the sound of it was audible. “He thought she was delusional, and that she had passed her delusions onto me. He was very angry with her, for a long…well, until she died. After that he believed. And did something about it.”

“Can I ask what the something was?”

“Experimental neurosurgery. A Russian doctor, Skolimovsky. His techniques were considered revolutionary. They involved rapid-decay radioactives, among other things, targeting the furrow that runs between the frontal and parietal lobes of the brain. The central sulcus, it’s called. The idea was to prevent involuntary visual ideation. To make it impossible for me to hallucinate.”

It sounded like a hideous thing to do to anyone, let alone a seven-year-old child. “Did it work?” I asked.

“Yes, it did. I stopped seeing the dead. I stopped feeling the pain and the pressure when matins came around. Unfortunately, the central sulcus is a very close neighbour to the motor cortex.” She tapped the arms of the wheelchair. “So there was a downside as well as an upside.”

Even the people who love me will tell you for free that I’ve got a loud mouth on me, and it doesn’t often happen that I’m left with no idea what to say. But it happened then. It felt like a long time before I was able to stammer out “So…you weren’t born with…?” In my own defence, those feeble words were standing in for Your father did this to you?

“I think I’ve detained you for long enough.” Ksenia’s tone was flat, emphatic. “And burdened you with enough of my story. I’m sure you have other clients besides me, and I wouldn’t want to keep you from your work.”

It was an elegant way of fending off my clumsy pity, for which any idiot could see Ksenia Ustinova had no use at all. But I stood my ground, because like it or not I had some skin in this game too and it would have been a shitty move to try to hide that fact. “Listen,” I said, “you must know by now that neither you nor your mother were delusional. The matins…effect, or whatever you want to call it, it hits other people too. You saw that today, and it didn’t seem to take you by surprise.”

“No. I’ve seen it work on other people many times.”

“Has it ever occurred to you to investigate it?”

She raised one eyebrow. “I’ve discussed it with my father many times, Mr Castor. I left the ultimate decision with him.”

“Okay, but in his absence…”

“Yes?”

“Do you mind if I try to address that question too? What this…matins thing is. Why it’s happening. Where it’s coming from.”

Ksenia Ustinova’s hand made another of those dismissive flicks. “If you like, yes. Why not? But my father is the priority. Get me my answers first, before you spend time on your own.”

“I’m on it,” I said.

Mull saw me to the door. Then he watched me to the front gate. Then he took a remote out of his pocket and closed the gate behind me. I’m pretty sure he watched my back until I was out of sight. After all, you never know who might turn out to be an asshole.
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First things first. Since I was still in the neighbourhood I went back to the Gaumont and handed over the GPS tracker to Nicky.

He wasn’t thrilled to see me again. He’d been tinkering with his main projector when I walked in and he clearly resented the intrusion. “I point you at a free grand and suddenly you’re trying to put me to work? I told you I wasn’t sticking around here for long, Castor.”

“Stick around for a while, at least,” I suggested. “You might learn something new.”

He made a tuh sound. He had to suck in some air on purpose in order to do it, since he’d given up breathing a long time ago. “Such as?”

I told him about how matins had felt, not just for me but for a caucus of several dozen random exorcists, and what I’d learned about it afterwards from Ksenia Ustinova. He couldn’t entirely hide his interest but he still rallied enough to deliver a sarcastic “So?” when I got to the end of the recitation.

“So this is a phenomenon that’s been happening regularly for at least three decades—Ksenia said her parents moved into the house some time in the late 1970s—and maybe for a lot longer than that. It’s stable over time, and it affects every exorcist who goes near it. Maybe it goes beyond that, but it doesn’t hit everyone. Ustinov didn’t feel it. And you’ve got to assume most of the household servants don’t, or why would they stay?”

“Again, Castor, so what? I’m not saying I know what it is. I’m asking why I should care.”

“Nicky, has it ever occurred to you to wonder why we came along at the same time?”

“Who’s this we, paleface?”

“You and me. Exorcists and the risen. As soon as dead people started to exercise their options there were exorcists standing by to push them back down again. Why was that?”

“Search me.” He slipped the GPS tag into his breast pocket and went back to disassembling the projector’s lens turret, turning his back on me a little pointedly. “I always assumed you bastards were there already. Standing around looking for something to do. Then we came along and you were like, great, we can pretend these undead guys are vermin and get paid to exterminate them.”

“Cheap shot.”

“So keep the change.”

“When did that happen, Nicky? Best guess.”

“I have no idea, Castor.” He spoke over his shoulder, exaggeratedly bored and detached. “I didn’t pay attention until I hit my own expiration date. Best guess? Maybe late nineties. Maybe just after. Around the millennium, anyway. Sort of an age of Aquarius thing. Precession of the equinoxes. Mayan calendar spinning up. Who the fuck knows?”

“Well someone did.”

Nicky didn’t turn around, but he stopped pretending to fix the lens turret. In fact he stopped moving altogether.

“I just told you, Nicky, the matins phenomenon goes back at least to the 1970s. It’s an anti-exorcist ballistic missile dating back to before anyone knew exorcists were even a thing.”

He put the lens turret down on the bench with elaborate care and turned around to face me again. “Why are you so sure it’s a weapon?”

“I’m not,” I said. “Maybe its effect on people like me is incidental. Maybe it was designed for some other purpose entirely.”

“Or maybe it wasn’t designed at all.”

“Also possible. But it’s a phenomenon I’ve never seen before, and I’m willing to bet you never came across it either. If it’s something that can be controlled, moved around, switched off, switched on, dialled up or down, then it changes the game. Shifts the balance of power between…” I hesitated. I was trying to think of a way of saying it that was less crude than “us and them”, mostly because my us was Nicky’s them and vice versa.

He got the point, and didn’t wait for me to finish. “Okay,” he admitted. “That does tickle my curiosity more than somewhat. I don’t think it’s the balance of power that’s got you so hot and bothered, though.”

“No?”

“No, if I had to guess I’d say this was more personal for you. On account of it pretty much always is. You’re trying to figure out what it is you’re doing when you do what you do. Which, you should excuse me, is like trying to see the back of your own head in a mirror. It’s bold, for sure, but nobody is going to give you short odds on bringing it home.”

I waited him out. He’d talked himself onto territory that was painfully familiar to both of us, so my end of the conversation could be taken as read. The first exorcism I’d ever performed had been on my own dead sister. Accidentally, without knowing the first thing about what I was doing, I’d banished her small, scared ghost from the place it had come back to for refuge after she fell under the wheels of a truck. And then, yeah, I’d taken a good long swig from the poisoned chalice and turned that peculiar knack into a paying job. I’d told myself that ghosts were just echoes of old emotions. I’d convinced myself that I wasn’t doing any harm, not because I had any real evidence to go on but because I needed so badly to believe it. Now I’d come out on the far side of that and admitted I knew sweet sod all about what happened to the ghosts I banished. Socrates said admitting your ignorance was the first step towards wisdom. All I can say is that I’d been looking for the second step for a good long while by this point.

“Okay,” Nicky said at last. “What do you need? I mean, besides hacking that GPS tag which I can do inside of five minutes.”

“How about researching the site? The location of Ustinov’s mansion, I mean. I went into Ustinov’s bedroom to do a summoning and as soon as I started to play it was standing room only. Was there a hospital nearby? A cemetery? It would be good to know.”

“Done. You want me to look into Ustinov too?”

“I was going to ask Gary Coldwood about that. But anything you can find would be great. How long before you go on the road again?”

He shrugged. “A few days. A week. Maybe I’ll stick around until you’ve figured this out. You’ve piqued my curiosity.”

That was good enough, and better than I’d been expecting. I thanked him and got out of there before hypothermia set in. On the way to the tube station I called Trudie, both to let her know how things had gone at Brierley and to enlist her help in a summoning.

“To find out whether this man is alive or dead?” she asked when I’d finished.

“Yeah. Exactly.”

“And if he’s dead, what?”

“Well that’s the trickier part. His daughter thinks he might have been murdered. She wants to know who did it.”

“But she doesn’t want to ask the police.”

“Not yet.”

Trudie sighed, a long, slow exhalation that cut in and out as it whistled across the phone’s speaker. “And that’s a red flag right there, isn’t it? Felix, you shouldn’t get into this. If Gavril Ustinov was murdered, it wasn’t a mugging or a hit and run. It was a targeted assassination, probably carried out by people who you really wouldn’t want to meet. And shaking the bushes just tells those people where you are.”

That part had already occurred to me, and I didn’t try to deny it. “I can walk away whenever I feel like,” I said, aware that I was echoing Nicky’s argument from the day before.

“I’m saying you should walk away now.”

“I know that, Pax, but I don’t want to. I’d like to find out a little more about this…anti-exorcist force field thing.”

“Matins.”

“That.”

“You realise that’s the wrong name.”

“Well it happens every morning, so…”

“And matins is one of the canonical hours for morning prayer. I know that, Fix. Good Catholic girl, remember? But the naming of the hours dates back to the middle ages, and they prayed hard back then. Matins wasn’t when you woke up, it was the middle of the night. In fact, between midnight and three a.m. If this thing happens around nine o’clock then it should be called lauds or prime, not matins.”

I mentally put that one aside for later. Maybe Ustinova’s mother was just sloppier with her terminology than Trudie was. Not everyone had been a soldier with the Church Militant. Or maybe the effect used to kick off earlier in the day. Food for thought.

“But you don’t want in,” I said, cutting to the chase.

“Let me think about it. You could make do with someone else, right? If I say no?”

“Of course,” I said. “I’ll just throw a dart at the rolodex.” I knew I could mesh a whole lot better with Trudie than with anyone else: we’d worked together often enough by this point that we’d made a routine out of it. Plus I’d been confident enough about talking her round to the idea that I’d already announced her to Ksenia Ustinova as a done deal. But the last thing I wanted to do was to twist her arm, especially if she turned out to be right about how dangerous this was. It was one thing to die on a hill you’d chosen yourself, another thing entirely to invite company along.

“Go ahead and eat without me,” I told her. “I’ve got a little bit of consulting to do.”

“If that means Juliet, send her my love.”

Trudie had come a long day since her Christian Soldier days. There was no trace of unease in her voice, even though Juliet Salazar was technically a demon—to be more specific, a succubus. For most of her very long life her diet had consisted of the bodies and souls of men whose cardinal sin was lust. And if you didn’t happen to bring the lust along yourself, she could just look at you from under lowered lids and you’d be all set. But now Juliet had discovered true love with a mild-mannered librarian named Susan Book and her hunting days were over. Actually, not strictly true. She’d joined my profession, which was pretty much the ultimate poacher-turned-gamekeeper move. And yes, she was very much on my list. If she didn’t make top place that was only because I owed her too many favours already.

Come to think of it, that was probably true of most of my friends. It was definitely true of detective sergeant Gary Coldwood. But Gary couldn’t pull my soul out through my balls, so he was where I started.
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The Angel of St Giles sits right behind Tottenham Court Road tube station, opposite the candy-coloured eyesore where Google are slumming it until their King’s Cross mega-scraper is finished. It’s generally fairly quiet by the standard of central London pubs and it has a back room upstairs that looks out over the cemetery of St Giles in the Fields. I like it for all the above reasons except the proximity to Google. My search engines tend to be aggressively analogue.

“For the record,” Coldwood said when I’d handed him his pint of Old Brewery and sat down, “I’m with Pax on this one. You’re out of your depth, Fix. I mean a long way out. You shouldn’t get within a million miles of Gavril Ustinov.”

“Well I don’t know where he is, Gary. So the distance is sort of moot.”

Coldwood winced and shook his head. “Don’t be funny. I hate it when you try to be funny.” He sipped his drink to take away the taste. “Ustinov is bad news. Most Russian oligarchs are if you’re stupid enough to annoy them, but Ustinov in particular is someone you should go out of your way to avoid.”

“Nicky Heath told me he was clean.”

“Then he’s behind the curve for once.” Coldwood thought about that sentence, which on the face of it seemed to lack plausibility. “Wait, did Heath really say that? That Ustinov was clean?”

I cast my mind back. “No,” I admitted. “He just said there was no provable link between Ustinov and the Russian government.”

“Which was always Ustinov’s major selling point. And it’s true he moved to the UK before the Putin regime got going. But it’s always been obvious that he was in the business of buying and selling influence. Donations to both major parties, at council level as well as in Westminster. Funding for good causes, especially where there’s a political angle. Hospitals, libraries, youth centres, mentoring schemes. Half the time when you hear an MP is putting their money where their mouth is, they’re really not. It’s Ustinov’s money, either loaned at zero interest or given as a straight bung. And he never gets anything in exchange. At least, not on paper.”

“A true humanitarian, then.”

“On paper that’s exactly what he is. There’s a very bad smell there but nothing else has ever stuck to him. And it’s not for lack of effort, either. Quite a few people have leaned in to take a closer look over the years.”

“And?”

“Those people are no longer with us.” Coldwood raised a hand, counted off on his fingers. “Frances Bickle, Guardian journalist. Went missing in 1992. Oliver Carroll, Serious and Organised Crime Agency, disappeared 2004. Babak Rafsanjani, select committee on campaign finance… I don’t remember, but that was fairly recent. Now admittedly all three of those people were peeking up the skirts of a good many dodgy geezers, but if you drew a Venn diagram then you’d find Ustinov sitting right in the middle.”

I thought about that vast horde of ghosts, lurking just offstage in Ustinov’s bedroom in Brierley. Was there any chance that Ustinov was a mass murderer on that scale? It didn’t feel plausible. I’d felt as though I was in the presence of thousands, a whole army of the dead—more than I’d ever sensed in one place before. There were only a few hundred murders in the UK in a given year. Unless Ustinov was responsible for pretty near all of them he couldn’t have got close to a score like that.

“Anyway,” I said, “now he’s done his own vanishing act. Is there any chance he was just running ahead of the pack, Gary? I mean, clearing off because someone was getting too close?”

Coldwood looked out of the window at the homeless guys drinking Special Brew on the church porch down below. He didn’t answer me.

“Gary, is it possible that Ustinov—”

“I heard you,” Coldwood said. He made further inroads into his pint. “The trouble with you, Fix,” he said when he set it down again, “is that every time I see you you’re somewhere where you’re not meant to be. That was why you were shit all use as a civilian informant. I always felt like it was me that was doing the informing. Not to mention the fact that on half those cases you ended up being the prime suspect.”

It was my turn to drink some beer and look out of the window, and I did it for as long as I could. “If I’m understanding you right,” I said, “there’s an active investigation into Ustinov that you don’t want to tell me about because I’m now being employed by Ustinov’s daughter to find out where he’s got to. But you probably don’t want to confirm that because if Ustinov didn’t know about it already and happened to hear it from me you’d have bloody Hell to pay.”

“It’s funny how the blossoms open up earlier every year,” Coldwood said. “It’s almost like the world’s getting warmer or something.”

“Don’t confuse weather with climate.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. If there was an investigation like the one you just hypothetically proposed, it might be doing a very complicated dance to avoid kicking its reports up to people—permanent parliamentary liaisons, say—who might be getting a mention in said reports. It might have reached a point where every time the investigating officers step on a crack someone’s back is on the line and they’re afraid that at some point it’s going to end up being theirs.”

“I hear you,” I said.

“That’s odd because I never said anything.”

“And I heard you not say it. Before we leave the subject, can I throw one name down on the table?” His nod was so slight it was virtually subliminal. “Richard Portis-Price.”

Coldwood looked as if he’d bitten into an apple and found half a worm. “Most political parties turn into cesspits sooner or later,” he muttered. “And as cesspits go, Portis-Price is a prime example of the kind of thing that tends to float to the top.”

“Fingers in the till?”

“Up to the elbow. Why him specifically?”

I shook my head. “No reason,” I said. “Except that he was round at Ustinov’s gaff this morning shouting very loudly about how Ksenia Ustinova shouldn’t be making waves. Made me wonder if he’s got something to hide.”

“Oh, he’s got plenty to hide, but most of it’s in plain sight. Massive government contracts awarded to companies where he’s a major investor. Friends of friends getting gifts and favours left, right and centre with no procurement process or pack drill. The kind of thing that was illegal before the Brexit vote and now just counts as politics. I didn’t know he was cosying up with Ustinov, but it doesn’t surprise me.”

I nodded. It hadn’t surprised me either, which maybe says something about my view of human nature. “Same again?” I asked.

“I’m good,” Coldwood assured me, against all the evidence. He stood up. “Got to get back to the shop. Seriously, Fix, consider getting out of the blast radius on this one. It’s going to be a mile wide when it goes up—and Ustinov dropping off the grid probably means it’s going up sooner than you think.”

He left me to ponder a fistful of vexed questions. Some of them were about the matins effect, and the bodiless cohort that came to say hello when I was whistling for someone else. Were those two things connected, and was either of them connected to Ustinov’s disappearance? And had he disappeared himself or been pre-emptively disappeared by somebody else? As far as that last puzzle went, it was starting to look like a racing certainty that the police investigation that dared not speak its name was the catalyst for whatever had happened. Ustinov had left his daughter behind to face the music, which suggested that he might not have been given much choice in the matter. But people will do strange and stupid things when the wolves are at the door. Maybe he intended to contact Ksenia once the heat died down a little. Maybe she already knew where he was and was making a show of looking for him to throw off whoever else might have eyes on the house.

Maybe.

I checked my phone, hoping there might be some kind of a response from Juliet. I’d told her where I’d be and asked her to stop by if she got the chance. There was nothing, but while the phone was in my hand it started to play the opening bars of Beethoven’s Für Elise. It was Nicky.

“That was a bit longer than five minutes,” I said when I picked up.

“Feel free to shop elsewhere,” he suggested. “Or to, I don’t know, go fuck yourself or something. I found your suitcase.”

“Great. Somewhere close?”

“Not so much. Number 23, Intrarea Bistretu.”

“Which is…?”

“You hang a left at the Strada Cozieni.”

I waited him out, and he broke first. “Bucharest. The Ferentari district.”

It was hard to say whether that was good news or bad, but the main thing I was feeling was something like disappointment. “Bucharest in Romania?”

“No, Castor. Bucharest in Neasden. I’m still working on your other request, so stay tuned. It’s actually going to be pretty juicy.”

I almost told him not to bother. If Ustinov had done a runner then the case was closed and the job was done. In the morning I’d have to tell Ksenia her dad was still on the mortal plane, just in a different time zone—which was fine as far as it went, except that it put a dead stop to the other investigation I’d had in mind. I was never going to find out what the matins effect was all about.

In a souring mood I went to the bar to score another pint.

On the way there I barged pretty spectacularly into a broad-shouldered young scruff with wild dirty-blond hair and a leather jacket adorned with more silver studs than the recommended daily average. He gave me a ferocious glare, although from where I was standing he’d walked into the collision with his eyes wide open. “Fucking watch it, mate!” he said. His voice was thickly slurred, and loud enough that a lot of people turned around to look at us.

“Watching it,” I confirmed. “Any further instructions?”

He poked his finger into my chest. “You’re looking for a smack, you tosser!” he said, at the same inconsiderate volume.

I took a step back, doing a quick tactical evaluation in my head. The guy looked as though he could handle himself, but on the balance of probabilities he was also two-thirds drunk. If he insisted on getting physical, I thought I had a reasonable chance of putting him down quickly without doing him any serious damage. But I would very much prefer it didn’t come to that. A bar brawl would put the tin hat on a tiring and stressful day. “Look, friend,” I said. “No drink was spilled, and no tears so far. Why don’t we both just look where we’re going next time?”

He gave me a myopic blink while he thought it over. Going by the state he was in that could have been a long, slow process, but after only a couple of seconds he shouldered on past me with a muttered “Fucker!” Conversations resumed around us, and people who had been tensed to intervene or else get well and truly out of the way relaxed again.

I took the second pint into the snug where I’d be a little more visible if Juliet stopped by, and worked my way through it over the space of about twenty minutes. I used the time to compose a text message to Ksenia Ustinova summing up what I’d found—or rather what Nicky had found, acting on my brief—but I kept hitting the same stumbling block. I couldn’t really say “your dad’s alive”. Not with what you might call a one hundred per cent guarantee. I could only say I knew where his luggage had ended up. At the very least, so I could convince myself I’d earned my hire, I should try to scare up a phone number for 23 Intrarea Bistretu and give them a ring. Hi, I’m doing a survey. How many fleeing oligarchs are in your household?

But it would wait until morning. It would have to, because I was through for the day. I set my empty glass down on the bar, left the Angel by the side door and rounded the corner into New Compton Street. There’s a little maze of alleys there between Charing Cross Road and the bottom end of Shaftesbury Avenue. I tacked my way through them at random, because any of them will bring you out on one or other of the big thoroughfares.

It took me less than a minute to realise that I was being followed, but that’s not because I’ve got instincts like a jungle cat. There were two of them and they weren’t being subtle about it. One of them was right behind me, the other keeping pace with me on the opposite side of the street.

I turned to face them, not even slightly surprised to discover that the one dogging my shadow was the silver-studded biker from the pub. The other was a burly-looking guy with ginger curls and a face like the side of a cliff, wearing a tan mackintosh over a pair of dark blue overalls. They made an unlikely couple.

“Anything I can do for you, gents?” I asked mildly. I’d dipped into my pocket for my keys and was holding them so they stuck out between the fingers of my clenched right hand, because anything more obviously like a shake-down would be hard to imagine.

The two men didn’t pause. Both of them reached down to their belts and came up with knives. That changed the odds significantly, and I hadn’t been too keen to start with. I turned to run, only to see a third man coming up fast from behind me. He had a knife too, and he was close enough that I could see the general design. It was a switch-blade, easy to keep hidden until it was used but needing a certain amount of skill to flick it open without slicing your thumb off.

Not a mugging, then. An ambush, with a degree of professionalism to it. I still had the same very sparse range of options, though. I ran at the third man, hoping he might flinch or stumble and let me get by. He didn’t. He came striding in quickly to meet me, holding the knife down low so I couldn’t easily grab hold of it, ready for an upward thrust as soon as I came in range.

I drew the only weapon I had, which was my whistle. I didn’t have any illusions about how much use it would be in a knife fight, I was just hoping it might pull the man’s attention. Gripping the whistle by the mouthpiece end I brought my hand up and back as though I was looking to stab him in the chest. When he swung his own blade up to deflect, I kicked him in the place where men are most averse to being kicked. He sank down on his knees with a grunt of shock and pain. A moment later I realised that he’d connected too. The sleeve of my coat sagged open where his blade had gone by. The fabric darkened as my blood started to seep through from the inside. The adrenalin rush held off any actual pain for now, but it had to be a pretty deep wound. Also, I loved that coat.

But there was no time to mourn, or to assess the damage. The other two were closing on me and I had nothing to throw back at them except harsh language. I could have cut and run, but a flick-knife is nicely balanced for throwing and I’d already seen how sharp these bastards kept their blades. I backed away quickly, keeping my back to the wall so they couldn’t flank me. They didn’t even slow. Leather jacket went left, mackintosh forked right. I was half a second from being perforated like a Tetley teabag.

But a lot can happen in half a second. In this case what happened was a bottle. It came out of nowhere, spinning end over end like a shuriken, and hit Mr Mackintosh on the side of the head. He didn’t go down but he staggered, and Blondie instantly swung round to see where the new threat was coming from.

The woman who was walking towards us from the Charing Cross Road end of the street was as pretty as a picture. Specifically, one of the Doré woodcuts from Dante’s Inferno. She was tall, pale-skinned, dressed down in jeans and T-shirt as if the chill evening air didn’t touch her. Her hair was raven-wing black and her eyes were darker still. Her feet were bare, because she sometimes forgets to care about little details like that. Her hands were empty, because when you’re Juliet you’ve already got all the weapons you need.

The blond biker didn’t see her as a threat, only as an interruption. He swung with his fist, not with his knife. Juliet caught his wrist, broke it with a sudden twist and pushed him aside. She hadn’t even broken her stride: she just walked right on by to tackle the man she’d already brained long-distance with the bottle. He saw her coming, shook his head to clear it and started to bring his knife up.

Juliet arched her back like a ballet dancer, her upper body bowing almost to the ground as her leg came up to kick him in the head. Her foot landed under his chin with a meaty thud, lifting him off his feet. He came down like a bag of spanners, already unconscious. His jaw was probably broken too.

In taking him out, Juliet had turned her back on the blond man. He took the invitation, running in behind her with the knife reversed for a sideways slash across her throat. She reached behind her without turning, hooked her first two fingers into his collar and drew him sharply forward, at the same time leaning back so that the back of her head slammed into his face. He managed to stab her anyway, low down on the side, but she didn’t seem to notice. She released her grip, spun round in a tight pirouette and knocked him off his feet with a roundhouse punch, delivered with much more force than her slender frame seemed good for.

The man I’d tackled had clambered to his feet by this time. He made a run for it, heading back towards Shaftesbury Avenue. Without undue haste Juliet picked up one of the fallen knives and took aim. Her arm whipped round, slingshot fast, and the knife flew. It embedded itself in the man’s lower leg and he went sprawling.

I was relieved at that, for the most part. “Thank Christ,” I said. “I thought you were going to kill him.”

Juliet shrugged indifferently. “I was in two minds. I thought you might need to talk to him.”

“Thank you,” I said. “That was really thoughtful.”

“I’d be more than happy to kill him afterwards. I haven’t eaten in a while.”

I was almost sure she was joking. One of the rules of engagement we’d agreed when Juliet decided to move from the seventh circle of Hell to West London was that casual murder was generally a bad thing.

We both went over to the downed thug, Juliet hanging back to let me take the lead. I knelt down at his side. He still had his knife clenched in his fist and he made a more than token effort to use it, but Juliet trod down on his forearm and pinned it to the ground.

“Okay,” I said, “here’s how this is going to go. You’re going to tell me who hired you, and in return I’m going to ask the nice lady here not to make you wear your entrails as a hat. How does that sound?”

“You got it wrong, mate,” the man muttered, wincing as Juliet shifted her weight. “We were just going to grab your wallet.”

I blew out my cheek like a garage mechanic about to deliver the bad news about your MOT. “Yeah,” I said, “no. Your blond friend picked a fight with me back at the pub, and he made sure it was loud enough so plenty of people would clock it. That was so when I turned up dead there’d be a plausible story. Just a fight over a spilled pint, nothing to see.”

The man bared his teeth. “I don’t know anything about that,” he said.

I tapped the hilt of the knife where it was sticking out of his calf. He drew in a sharp breath but he didn’t cry out. “You normally go in three to one when you lift a purse?” I asked him. “Three to one and blades out? That doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. Does it to you?”

He said nothing.

“Let me ask him,” Juliet suggested. She said it with dangerous mildness, but I knew exactly what it would entail.

“Last chance,” I told the man on the ground. “Things are about to get ugly.”

“Fuck off,” he suggested.

“Okay. Fine.” I got up and stepped back. “When you’re ready, Jules.”

She leaned in, cupping the man’s head in both her hands. She turned him to face her, staring into his eyes at point-blank range. She held him that way for the space of about a minute. Then when she released him he didn’t move but kept right on staring. His face flushed red, then deeper red. The street light showed a sheen of sweat on his cheek.

“What would you do to make me happy?” she asked him gently.

The man had to swallow three times before he could get any words out. “An…any…anything!” he gulped at last. “Oh please! Anything!”

He tried to sit up but she pushed him down again with a single finger in the middle of his chest. “My friend Felix asked you a question. Who hired you? Answer him.”

The man groaned. “I can’t,” he said. “Please!”

“Why can’t you? Explain.”

“It’s…” A look of agony passed across his face. I didn’t think it was the knife wound that was bothering him. He was taking the full impact of Juliet’s million-degree-Celsius gaze. His mind was a bird caught on the wire, and a part of him probably already knew that he wasn’t ever getting free again. “It’s a dead letter box. When we take a number like this we don’t meet the client. We pick up the name, we do the job, the money turns up in our accounts.”

“Who runs the letter-box?” I asked.

The man’s eyes stayed on Juliet. “Answer him,” she said.

“A firm over in Belfast. Ex-IRA. They don’t use names either.”

“That’s all you’ve got?”

“It’s all I know! I swear to God!”

Juliet turned her attention to me. “Anything else?”

I shook my head. I knew a dead end when I saw one. If Nicky turned over enough stones he’d probably be able to give me something, but what then? I’d have to take a ferry over to Northern Ireland and try to convince a bunch of battle-hardened Provos to cough up the name of a client who’d put down good money to get my ticket punched. It wouldn’t fly.

“Okay then,” Juliet said. She touched the man’s cheek, very lightly. “You’ve been doing very bad things for very bad reasons,” she told him. “If you do only good things from now on, selfless and saintly things, I may decide to pay you a visit one night. Live in hope, and let’s review the situation in fifty years or so.”

We left him sitting at the edge of the kerb, his head in his hands and his life upside down. If it hadn’t been for the throbbing wound in my left arm I might have been able to scrape up some sympathy for him. The other two had got off lightly, all things considered.

“You’d better let me look at that,” Juliet said, when she saw me gingerly exploring the sodden rent in my sleeve.

“Why?” I asked. “Can you do first aid?”

“No, but I can make blood obey me, up to a point. It’s an easy enough trick.”

She took my arm in both of hers, one hand gripping my wrist and the other resting lightly on my shoulder. She whispered into the blood-soaked tear while I thought about tax returns and shipping forecasts and John Major. It was very hard being this close to Juliet. Very hard indeed. “Okay,” she said at last. “That will hold for an hour or two. Put a bandage on it before you sleep, though. It’s just a stop-gap.”

“Thanks,” I said, wondering if I should go for broke and ask if she could mend Melton twill. I really did love that coat. But there was a slightly more urgent question I needed to ask first. “Does this mean you’re going to work the case with me?”

Juliet gave me a quizzical look—one my mother would have called old-fashioned, although it never really goes out of style. “Is there a case?”

“Ten minutes ago I would have said no. My missing man’s suitcase has turned up in Romania. I was more or less convinced he was over there keeping it company, until those goons showed up to let some daylight into me. Now I’m thinking there must be a bit more to it. Something I’m not supposed to find out.”

“No.”

It was my turn to throw the side-eye. “No there isn’t?”

“No I won’t. Be working with you.” We’d reached Tottenham Court Road Station, with its forced-perspective glass corridors that always reminded me of the mouths of loudspeakers from some dystopian future. She turned at the top of the escalator to face me. “Here’s the thing,” she said. “You remember I told you once that there were certain matters I couldn’t discuss with you? Ever? Under any conceivable circumstances?”

“Yeah. You told me you’d sworn an oath or something. Dib dib dib. Succubus’s honour.”

“You scoff at what you don’t understand.”

“Always,” I agreed.

“This morning you encountered one of those forbidden things. You walked right into it.”

I tried hard to keep my jaw from dropping. “You mean the matins effect?” I’d had a gut feeling that it was important, and that it might be old, but I’d been a very long way from making the connection. “Does this have something to do with your great project?”

Juliet frowned, letting out an impatient huff of breath. “I tell you I can’t talk about it and you go straight to asking questions. Just listen. A little while back, when you were investigating the deaths at the Salisbury estate, I warned you that I was prepared to intervene if I thought you’d acquired information that went against the interests of my kindred. Do I have to be explicit about what I mean by intervene, Castor?”

“No.”

“But things have changed since then. One of them being me. When I…lost myself. When Asmodeus twisted me and made me forget what I had become, you helped to bring me back. If you hadn’t, I might have hurt someone I love very much. So now I find myself in a strange position. I still think we may end up on opposite sides of a fight at some point, and perhaps that time is not too far away. If that happens I won’t be able to spare you. But right now I owe you a debt that’s not easily paid back.”

To be honest I wasn’t too sure about Juliet’s arithmetic on that one. She’d just saved my life back in that alley, to point out the immediately obvious—and it was far from being the first time she’d done it. But I wasn’t inclined to argue.

“So,” she concluded, her dark eyes looking over my shoulder because she knows what a straight look from her can do to mere flesh and blood, “I’m going to sit this one out. I won’t help you, Castor, but I won’t get in your way either—or kill you if you start walking into places you shouldn’t and seeing things best kept hidden. It was probably inevitable, eventually. I just didn’t expect to be watching it from this strange angle. And I didn’t expect to be in a relationship with a human woman when it happened. It complicates things.”

“Love always does,” I said, without even blushing because cliché or not it was still true. “Look, Juliet, if you could just give me a hint about what I should be looking for…”

“No.” She bit the word off short and sharp. “No hints. No collaborations. No questions. You do this on your own—and the next time someone comes at you with a knife, run faster or fight harder.”

“I had that situation back there well in hand,” I lied.

“Yes, I saw. I’m very sorry I spoiled your play. I’m going away now. I’ll see you on the other side of this. Or not.”

“Wish me luck?”

She gave that more thought than it deserved. “No, Castor,” she said at last. “I don’t think I can go that far.”




	8


	< < < < < 







“Jesus, Mary and Joseph!” Trudie cried out when she saw my blood-soaked coat and limping gait. “Fix, what have you been up to? Bathroom! Now!”

When I peeled my coat off my wound was just starting to bleed again. Trudie anointed it with TCP, careful to get it into all the nooks and crannies. I’m no stoic so I did a fair amount of gasping and yelping, but to be honest I was more dismayed by the damage to the paletot. It had been with me through the trials and tribulations of the last twenty years, but the sleeve was beyond repair. Maybe I could cut them both off and turn it into a very long, very heavy T-shirt.

“Do you want me to stitch this up?” Trudie asked me. She didn’t mean the sleeve, she meant my arm. One of the disciplines she’d picked up back when she was part of a front-line paramilitary unit was field medicine, and she’d kept her skills up to date with regular practice—which if you look at it from the wrong angle was a damning indictment of our shared lifestyle. I accepted the offer with thanks. Not only was Trudie’s make-do-and-mend quicker than a visit to St Thomas’s or UCH, there was also no danger that the police would get involved on the back end. I’d promised my new employer not to make too many waves. If I broke the promise this early in the game there was no way I was getting back into Brierley, and I wasn’t prepared to let this drop on account of an open wound—or even a tragically truncated overcoat.

While Trudie stitched I filled her in on the various events of the evening, not just the ambush but the conversations with Coldwood and Juliet that had book-ended it. Being intent on her work she didn’t answer, only nodding from time to time or frowning in thought.

“So you don’t think it’s as simple as Ustinov getting out before the water’s too hot?” she asked me when she’d finished and tied off.

I flexed my arm, admiring the neatness of her handiwork and the not-bleeding-any-more. “It’s still possible,” I admitted. “But if someone dropped the man’s suitcase off in Romania to make a false trail, it has to be a different someone who paid those guys to roll me. I mean, there’s no point pulling the wool over my eyes if I’m dead. And they weren’t low-rent thugs, either. They were no match for Juliet, obviously, but they knew what they were doing. Enough to pick that fight with me in the Angel so nobody would look past the obvious.”

“Which is proof that there’s something beyond the obvious to look at.”

“That’s what I’m thinking, yeah. And even if there isn’t there’s still matins. Which was already scaring the shit out of me even before Juliet weighed in.”

Trudie was putting her sewing kit away, but I could tell from the set of her shoulders that she was as tense as I was. “The thing she wasn’t allowed to discuss with you,” she said. “Is that what you figured out at the Salisbury? That demons are…can be…part of a human life cycle?”

“Or life-after-death cycle,” I amended scrupulously. “Yeah, that’s part of it. A big part. The rest is what Moloch told me.” I’d learned a lot from the demon Moloch back when we’d still been on speaking terms, mostly because he’d been very keen at the time to make me mistrust Juliet and form an alliance with him. He’d told me that there had been a struggle between factions of demons, a long time ago in human terms, and that somehow one of the side effects was a sudden shift in the mechanics of human life and death. Demonkind called it the great project. From our point of view it was a glitch in the matrix that kept human souls—in one form or another—lingering on Earth when the custom in times gone by was for them to move on to a new address when their body’s lease expired.

“Do you think there’s any connection?” Trudie asked. “Between Ustinov’s disappearance and the matins thing?”

I chewed that one over before answering. I was inclined to say no. The family had lived at Brierley for a long time—and the matins effect seemed to have already been there when they arrived. The fact that there was an active police investigation closing in on Ustinov’s operation seemed much more relevant than the fact that the house was the site of some weird phenomenon that Ustinov himself couldn’t even feel.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t my main focus. I mean, I’ve taken the case and I’m going to do my best to deliver. I really want to help Ksenia Ustinova if I can. If her dad’s genuinely done a runner then she’s been left holding a really ugly baby.”

“And if he’s been murdered?”

“Then she might be in an even worse situation.” I thought again about the grand parade of exorcists she’d arranged that morning. Was she trying to shake the tree to see what fell out? It was a gutsy move, if so. Sure, she had protection. Mull looked as though he might be pretty formidable in a fight. But anyone who’d been able to kill Gavril Ustinov in his own bedroom and spirit him away without anyone being the wiser probably wouldn’t have too much trouble disposing of a woman confined to a wheelchair. “Anyway,” I concluded, “the bottom line is that I’m not letting it go just yet.”

Trudie gave me a searching stare. “Even after someone tried to kill you?”

“Someone’s always trying to kill me, Pax. I don’t take it personally any more.”

“All right.” Trudie closed the medicine cabinet and prodded the door with one fingertip to make sure the lock had caught. It was an old magnetic latch that sometimes wasn’t quite magnetic enough these days. She nodded, not to me but to herself. She’d just squared something with her conscience, on terms that were almost certainly very different from mine. “I’ll help you.”

“Are you sure?” This was what I’d been angling for all along, but now that I’d got it I wasn’t sure I was okay with dragging her into the line of fire. “I can ask Reggie. Or put the word out at the Oriflamme.”

“No. I’ll do it. If only to make sure you come back in one piece.”

“All I’m asking is for you to do a reading up at the house for me,” I told her. “In Ustinov’s bedroom. See if the two of us together can get any further than I did by myself.”

“Okay.”

“And after that I’ll go it alone again.”

She glanced down at my wound, which was looking a lot better than before but was still a little angry and red around the newly installed stitching. “After that we’ll see,” she said.
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My phone went off in the middle of the night, catapulting me out of uneasy, fragmented dreams. I groped for it and looked at the screen through bleary eyes that took a while to focus. Nicky.

I took the phone out into the hall with me. Trudie hadn’t stirred, and I wanted to keep it that way.

“Hey Nicky,” I said. “Is this something that couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”

“What?” He sounded genuinely puzzled. Then he must have looked at his watch. “Oh. Sorry.” To be fair, there were no windows at the Gaumont. You couldn’t let light in without risking a little heat too, and when it came to temperature gradients Nicky preferred to err on the side of paranoia.

“Never mind,” I said. “Is this about Brierley?”

“Exactly. You want to wait, or…?”

“No, go ahead and hit me.”

“Well I already did. The documents are in your inbox. I was calling to see if you had any follow-ups. Or, you know, expletives. Because it’s pretty crazy stuff.”

“Okay,” I said. “Give me five minutes. I’ll call you back.”

“Take ten. And grab a whiskey.”

“Nicky, it’s four in the morning.”

“Trust me.”

I went downstairs, fired up Trudie’s laptop and opened up the package he’d sent. I didn’t have any whiskey to hand but I got some coffee going and worked my way slowly through the parish registry photocopies, scans from old books and incunabula and semi-coherent summaries packed into marginal notes that seemed to visibly bulge under the weight of Nicky’s liberally sprinkled hyperlinks.

The picture that formed was every bit as strange as he’d promised. Brierley House hadn’t been built until the late seventeenth century. Before that Brierley was just the name of the parish, and the site had been occupied by a church called Sancta Maria Virgo. The church was old, dating back to the ninth century, but there were at least two or maybe three different buildings that all shared the same name. The oldest one had fallen into a sinkhole just after the Norman invasion, a dark miracle that the locals put down to God disapproving of Frenchmen. The second one was bigger and more ambitious—and built a couple of hundred yards to the north in case God got tetchy again. It had its own small cemetery and a lazaret that saw a fair amount of action during the fourteenth century’s outbreak of bubonic plague.

That was where the narrative veered sharply towards the weird. The fourteenth century saw a lot of communities collapse under the catastrophic weight of the plague deaths. Brierley parish survived, just about, but it suspended normal burials for the best part of fifty years. During that time bodies were interred in the cemetery with temporary headstones, then dug up again a few years later and transferred to an ossuary under the church’s crypt.

The scare stories began around the turn of the fifteenth century. People walking past the church at night heard screams carried on the wind. Some swore they saw the dead walking in the churchyard of Sancta Maria Virgo, weeping and wringing their hands. Others were struck with fainting fits and mysterious ailments, supposedly contracted just by walking too close to the cemetery’s outer wall.

The ossuary took the blame for most of this. Nicky had found two or three medieval screeds arguing that it had been wrong to disinter the dead and bring their bones together in what was effectively one mass grave. Wel schendful is it, one of these texts fulminated. The bones sholde ha beene by som gode prieste lange ynow disseueren. Ac ouer lateful let, it maie not hennesfor be ycompassed.

I called Nicky back. “My Middle English isn’t up to this.”

“Which bit are you on?”

“Wel schendful, et cetera.”

“Very roughly: it’s a damn shame they threw all those bones in a hole and then threw the hole in afterwards. Some good man should have separated the bones out again a long time ago, but they left it too long and now they can’t.”

“Why can’t they?”

“Doesn’t say. Maybe they lost the labels. Probably wouldn’t have helped much anyway, right? Give an ossuary a bad name…”

I hung up again and read on. Sancta Maria reverted to proper graves and proper burials in 1511, but they didn’t get much passing trade. The neighbouring village was emptying out by this point. Nobody wanted to hang around in the shadow of “the church where the dead scream”. By the time of the civil war there was no parish of Brierley any more. The church was a ruin where some parliamentarians were trapped by royalist forces and wiped out after a bloody last stand. Cromwell got his own back, though, giving the land to one of his generals as a reward for services rendered. The general was Thomas Brierley, and he built the eponymous house “on a hill with a fair prospect”, using some of the stone from the ruined church.

He didn’t get to enjoy it long. He killed himself three years later. His son, also Thomas, said later that his father felt himself to be haunted by the ghosts of the men he’d killed during the war. “They shrieked and lamented around him at night, that he knew no peace and felt himself bereft of Grace.”

He wasn’t the only one. The stories that had persisted through the middle ages started to resurface now that the site was occupied again, mostly couched in very much the same terms. Terrifying encounters after dark, weeping or screaming spirits, people saying their strength failed them and their souls were tested.

I tracked the stories down through the centuries, attached to a timeline Nicky had thoughtfully provided. It was pretty obvious to me that I was reading descriptions of the matins effect, refracted through the perceptions of people who had no reference point for what they were experiencing beyond the religious one. The Devil was abroad. For some reason he liked to hang out in the environs of Brierley House and if you recklessly wandered by in the small hours he was guaranteed to give you a rough time of it.

The last few documents were maps, a modern ordnance survey effort in 1:1250 scale and half a dozen more going back about as many centuries. They all covered more or less the same site, although it was hard to tell how the older ones related to the modern one. The one that held my attention the longest was of the parish of Brierley complete with church, circa 1610. The church was dead centre, shown large enough that the gate to the cemetery was drawn in, at the end of a road called—predictably enough—Church Lane. Just the one gate, I noticed. That got me thinking, but not along any lines that would help in finding Gavril Ustinov.

I went back to bed at last, but not to sleep. I just lay there turning all this crazy stuff over and over in my head. When Trudie woke in the morning she found me up and dressed. I handed her a tray modestly laden with a cup of fresh coffee and a breakfast roll from the local café.

“Wow,” she remarked, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “Is it my birthday?”

“Every day is your birthday when you hang out with me, Pax,” I said. “Can I consult you on an ecclesiastical matter?”

She was wary. “What kind of ecclesiastical matter?”

“Christian burial rites. Middle ages onwards."

“Of course. Every day is a synod when you hang out with me, Castor.”

“The lych gate of a church is traditionally the gate that funeral processions go through, right?”

“Right. Lych is just the Anglo-Saxon word for a dead body.”

“And a coffin stone would typically have stood where, exactly? Next to the lych gate?”

“No, inside it. That’s why most lych gates have a roof. The coffin—or the cerements, if there wasn’t any coffin—might be kept at the gate for a long time. People even used to sit vigil there. So there needed to be some protection from the elements. The coffin stone was put there so the coffin or the grave-wrapped body didn’t have to be laid on the ground where rats and damp could get at it. Only in some churches it wasn’t a stone, it was a wooden trestle that could be removed. The trestle was called a coffin stool.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Where is this coming from?”

“There’s a coffin stone at Brierley. It’s in the garden behind the house. Maybe forty yards away.”

“So?”

I showed her the maps, the old and the new, along with a print-out from Google maps that just showed the house at Brierley with the roads on either side of it. I’d marked the position of the coffin stone with an X in black biro. “Am I missing something?” Trudie asked. “Oh. Wait.” She put her fingertip against the church gate on the seventeenth-century map, then swivelled it through about 90 degrees. “Just the one gate.”

“Just the one,” I agreed. “So that’s the only place where they could have put a coffin stone. Which means—if this is north, and this Church Lane is the same as the modern one—that Brierley House is standing in exactly the same place where the church used to stand. The history books say Thomas Brierley used some of the stone of the old church when he built his house. They forgot to add that he used the actual foundations. He built on the same ground.”

Trudie was silent for half a minute or so while she thought this through. “The matins effect might date from before the house was even there. From when that site was a church.”

“I’m pretty certain it does. There’s a lot of folklore that seems to point that way.”

“Okay.” She nodded slowly. “Let’s get out there. I want to take a look at this.”
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Matins didn’t sit any better with Trudie than it did with me. She tried to push against it directly. Then she tried my trick of tacking cross-wise. Finally she knelt down on the lawn and stayed there with her fists clenched and her head down until the storm broke.

“That was fucking awful,” she said when I went and joined her. She waved away my hand and stood up, a little shakily, under her own steam. I knew from the profanity that she’d been badly shaken. Trudie didn’t generally do vulgar language. She might have been a bad-ass when she was with the Anathemata but scratch that impervious surface and there was a Catholic schoolgirl lurking not too far underneath.

We went and knocked on the door. The housekeeper, Hannah, opened it and moved aside to let us in.

“We haven’t met,” Trudie said, putting out her hand. “Hi. I’m Trudie.”

Hannah didn’t seem to know what to do with the hand, but she took it eventually and gave it an uncertain squeeze. “Hannah,” she said. “I’ll tell Ms Ksenia you’re here. If you don’t mind waiting.”

“Not at all,” Trudie assured her.

Hannah headed up one of the two curved staircases and disappeared into the bowels of the house. Less than twenty seconds later she came back down again. “Ms Ksenia will see you in the gymnasium,” she said.

“In the what now?” I echoed. I was thrown by my past experience of gymnasia, which was that schools and community centres had them while houses emphatically didn’t.

“It’s this way,” Hannah said, tactfully ignoring my confusion. She led us past the empty lift station—Ksenia’s lift was up on the first floor, where she was—and up the stairs to the upper landing. “Have you worked here long?” Trudie asked her, by way of small talk.

“Since Russia,” Hannah said. That meant more than thirty years. She’d known Ksenia for the whole of her life. Must have known her mother too. She pointed to one of the many doors, which was standing open. From inside came the sound of strained breathing punctuated by grunts of intense effort.

“In there,” Hannah said, unnecessarily.

We went inside. The gym was a fairly austere space after the opulence of the hallway outside. White walls, tiled grey rubber mats for the flooring and no furniture apart from half a dozen complicated devices that looked like torture engines to me but were probably exercise machines. Ksenia was doing chin-ups on a horizontal bar set a couple of feet lower than the usual height. She was in a lycra body-suit, the muscles in her upper arms bulging spectacularly. Her relatively underdeveloped legs dangled underneath her—and underneath them was her wheelchair, ready for her to lower herself back into it when she was done. Her face was glistening with sweat.

“Sorry,” she said, in a voice that was impressively close to normal. “I didn’t want to make you wait. And I was most of the way through my routine. Is this your partner?”

“Trudie Pax,” Trudie said. “It’s good to meet you.”

“It’s good to meet you too.” Ksenia lowered herself back into her chair at last, grabbed a towel off the arm of it and wiped her face. “I understand that you and Mr Castor intend to search my father’s bedroom again.”

“The bedroom first. Then perhaps the rest of the house, depending on what we find. I’m not sure that search is the right word, though. We’re hoping to pick up an emotional or spiritual trail rather than physical evidence of anything.”

“Yes. I understand that.” Ksenia looked past us towards the door. “Mull, please unlock my father’s door.” I glanced over my shoulder. The big man had come in behind us without a sound. He looked twice as dour and downbeat as he had the day before, but then again I guess there were two of us this time. “I had it locked so it wouldn’t be disturbed,” Ksenia explained, speaking to us again. “I suppose that means I still am thinking of the two of you as being like detectives. Though to be fair, you did say you had worked for the Metropolitan police, Mr Castor. And that you still have contacts there.”

“I did,” I confirmed. “I do. That conversation is ongoing.”

“And your hacker friend? The one you said might be able to trace my father’s suitcase?”

“Also ongoing. No firm results as yet.” The lie came out easily. The signal from the luggage tag might be legitimate, but my gut told me it was a herring with plenty of reason to blush. The last thing I wanted to do was to get Ksenia’s hopes up before I was sure. “I’ve got my guy looking at it, and he’s going to call me later. Right now I’d like to work this end of the trail a little harder.”

“Do we have a trail yet?” Ksenia asked.

I opened my mouth to give an equivocal answer but Trudie got in before me. “Yes,” she said. “We do. It was too faint for Castor working alone, but there’s more than enough for the two of us working together. We’re going to use a technique called psychic amplification. I’ve never known it to fail.”

“Okay, then.” Ksenia looked sceptical—and I saw Mull’s lip curl in what looked like a grimace of distaste—but she threw out her arm in a gesture of invitation. “Mull, please stay with them. I’ll join you as soon as I’ve showered.”

“Actually,” Trudie said, “the two of you will need to wait outside while we work. Otherwise you’ll disturb the flow of chthonic energies. Mr Mull, once you’ve let us in I’d be grateful if you’d get some distance from us and not enter the room again until we come out.”

Mull stared at her, then at Ksenia who shrugged and nodded, indicating that she was fine with those arrangements. With visible reluctance, Mull led the way out of the gym and across the landing to Gavril Ustinov’s door. He unlocked it, then stood watching us.

“Thank you,” Trudie said, much more bluntly than was usual for her. “We’ll let you know when we’re finished.”

Mull made a tchah sound of deep disapproval, turned on his heel and lumbered away.

“What was all that about?” I asked her once we’d closed the bedroom door behind us and it was just the two of us. “Psychic amplification? Chthonic energies?”

“Sorry,” Trudie said, but she didn’t look particularly repentant. “I was saying whatever came into my head. The big man. Mull. Were you looking at his face at all?”

“Yeah. It’s about as expressive as the back end of a bus.”

She flashed me a slightly arch look as she took her string loop out of her pocket. She started to wrap the loop carefully around her fingers. “I think he gave away quite a lot, actually. When Ksenia Ustinova asked you about the suitcase he sucked in one of his cheeks. I think he was biting on it. It’s a nervous habit. Like chewing your nails, except that it’s harder to spot. I used to do it myself whenever I was in church and the sermon touched on something I felt guilty about.”

“What, like not brushing your teeth for the full three minutes?”

“I wasn’t the little angel you think I was, Castor. I had my sins, the same as anyone else. Anyway, that was why I came out with all that stuff about how there was definitely a trail and the two of us were certain to pick it up. I only said it to see how Mull would react, and he did the same thing again. Bit down on the inside of his cheek. Hard. He clenched his right fist too. He was not happy right then. Not even a little bit.”

“Okay,” I said. “I trust your instincts, Pax. One of the things I love about you is how finely attuned you are to the wavelength of human depravity. Probably because of all that crazy sinning when you were a kid. It’s not a lot to go on, though.”

“No it’s not. And I’m not saying we do anything about it. Just that it would be a good idea to watch him. He definitely knows more than he’s saying.” She flexed her fingers, with the string now wound around them in a web of tight little ins-and-outs. “Now. How do you want to do this?”

“Suppose you read the room blind?” I suggested. “Rooms, I should say. There’s a bathroom and a walk-in as well as the main bedroom. It should give you a good sense of what we’re up against.”

“Fair enough,” Trudie agreed, and went straight to it.

It was a pleasure watching her work. It always is. Where my knack expresses itself through music—or at least through sequences of sounds—Trudie’s works via the children’s game of cat’s cradle. It’s not a game I ever played. Back in Liverpool when I was growing up there was a fairly rigid demarcation line as far as playground games were concerned. If a game was designated as girly stuff then boys weren’t allowed to go near it. I’d never even seen the thing done until I met Trudie, so I had no idea until I’d seen her do her thing how many different shapes you could weave a piece of string into and how intricate and clever the movements were. There was a two-player version too, and she’d tried to coax me into learning it, but the sight of her shuttling fingers, the string flexing and sliding as if it were a living thing, made me feel as though my hands were lumps of play-doh.

She did a circuit of the room, her fingers flickering too quick to see. Evanescent shapes appeared and disappeared within the ragged oval of the string’s perimeter. Trudie’s face was blank. She never seemed as though she was concentrating on what she was doing. It was more as though she was letting the string lead her where it wanted her to go.

When she’d gone twice around the bedroom she moved into the en suite, then into the walk-in wardrobe. When she came out again she dropped the mask and let her concern and perplexity show. “It’s like there are a million ghosts here,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“And they’re all…I don’t know, tied together somehow. As soon as you start reaching out towards one, the others all come rushing up. I think I might be getting little glimpses of Ustinov, but it’s hard to get a clear reading. There’s too much…” She snapped her fingers, trying to make the words come.

“Noise?” I suggested.

“It probably feels like noise to you. To me it’s as though I can’t make a pattern because everything is pattern. The slightest movement of the strings brings a dozen different responses. I’m like the little girl in the fairy tale, but I can’t weave straw into gold because the straw is packed in so tight all around me that I can hardly move. But there’s definitely something here, in the walk-in. Something…” She gestured with both hands, still with the string taut between them. She was indicating the area around the mirror.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I got that too. It’s not strong, exactly, but it’s stronger than anything else I’m sensing. I’d be willing to bet it was the last thought on Ustinov’s mind the last time he was here. Or almost the last. Something he wanted, or was afraid of, or…” I shrugged, letting the unfinished sentence just hang there. It was pointless speculating about what Ustinov’s emotional state might have been. There was too much noise and too little signal.

“So what do we do?” Trudie asked. “Keep hammering away at it until something gives?”

“We could do that,” I said. “But I’d like to try something else first.”

“Go on.”

I unshipped my whistle. “Well the problem is that we can’t do a proper reading here because there are too many voices.”

“Patterns.”

“You see them as patterns. I hear them as sounds. We’re both picking up some stray emotions in the room that we think might belong to Ustinov, but as soon as we get started the other stuff comes flooding in. As though we’re trying to pick out one voice in a massed choir.”

“One thread in a tapestry.”

“Same difference. But the way we normally work is to pick up whatever’s there and amplify it. Bring it into sharper focus so we know what it is and we can figure out what to do with it. We want to boost the signal.”

“And isn’t that what we’re trying to do here?”

“For Ustinov, yeah. Not for the others. So let’s work the problem from both ends. Do you know how noise-cancelling headphones work?”

“They fight fire with fire—hitting the background noise with sounds that are out of phase with it so the different frequencies cancel out.”

“Exactly. I’ll try to do that. When the choir starts up I’ll play against them, not with them. Run interference for you. Hopefully that will free you up to work on whatever traces of himself Ustinov has left in this room.”

“But how will you know what sounds are out of phase with the ghosts that we’re sensing?”

“I’ll just fight my instincts. If I feel like I should play high I’ll play low. If my gut says to hit a sharp I’ll go with a flat. It’s going to sound god-awful, but it might scatter the background chatter and give you some space to work in.”

Trudie nodded, not agreeing with me but showing that she understood the principle. The first stage of an exorcism, despite its name, is as much about describing as it is about summoning. You try to find the pattern that corresponds to the ghost or presence, and when you’ve found it you try to model it in your chosen medium. And you don’t do that just the once, you do it again and again, refining each time, using your talent to hone and amplify the signal that’s already there until you’ve got a solid fix on it. Then you reel it in.

But in this room the one man we were looking for was getting lost in a vast crowd. I was offering to become a crowd barrier, or at least to try.

“It’s worth a go,” Trudie said.

There didn’t seem to be anything left to say, so I led off. I put my whistle to my lips and played one of my standard handshake pieces, The Bonny Swans. Trudie just stood and listened for a while with her eyes closed and her head tilted back. Then when I was about a minute or so in her fingers started to move again.

I looked away and concentrated on my playing. I didn’t want to see the shapes she was making in the string in case they somehow insinuated themselves into my own very different patterning. I had the same sense I’d received the last time I was here, that the room was filling up with invisible presences, so many that they seemed to bleed into each other, the gaps between them filling up and disappearing until what was left was monolithic and endless.

Against this wall of sound I flung the single fluting sound of my whistle, as light as thistledown, as solid as breath. And at first it made about as much difference as you’d expect. My thin, reedy tune was lost in the immensity, too soft to hear. I couldn’t even hear it myself, but I carried on playing, feeling that vastness above me and around me. Not a wall now but a wave, bearing down on me, poised to carry me away.

Instead, when I’d given up on hoping, it broke apart and sank back down below the reach of hearing.

“I’ve got it!” Trudie whispered. “Fix, I’ve got it. Don’t stop!”

I risked a glance in her direction. She had her hands raised, the string between them rendered almost invisible by the swiftness of her fingers’ movements. The area around the mirror, right in front of her, was roiling with half-formed shapes. Most of them were suggestive of a human body, or parts of it—a shoulder, a neck, an elbow. We were seeing Gavril Ustinov in some of the final moments of his life, even if we were only seeing him piecemeal and imperfectly. As through a glass darkly, Trudie described it to me later, and I could have sworn I heard Saint Paul turn in his grave when she said it. This wasn’t Ustinov’s soul, it was the final fading traces of his memories and emotions performing the last dance they’d ever rehearsed.

His hands were groping at the underside of the mirror, about a third of the way along its width. Even in these disjointed and imperfect echoes we could read the urgency in his posture, in his movements. He was struggling with something, seeming to fumble it in his haste. Then he was wrestling with someone else who we couldn’t see at all, his back arched, his hands scrabbling for purchase. Then, as he started to fall, he was abruptly gone. The truncated reflections and refractions of him that we were seeing all faded out at once.

I knew beyond any shadow of a doubt that I’d just watched the exact moment of a man’s death. And I could tell from Trudie’s wide eyes and rigid stance that she knew it too. Her hands fell to her sides, and my tune faltered into silence.

“My god!” she gasped.

“The mirror…” I said, but she was already moving. She felt under the bottom of the mirror’s ornate gilt frame, in the place where we’d just seen Ustinov or that distorted remnant of him place his hands. “There’s a kind of latch,” she said, and I heard a muffled click as some spring-loaded mechanism responded to her touch.

There was a small hidden compartment set flush with the wall, its edges perfectly concealed by the shadow of the mirror’s frame. Out of it Trudie drew three things, one after another. The first was a roll of bills, with the green and pale gold of 100-euro notes predominating. The second was a blue European Union passport. The third was a stubby little gun with a very short barrel.

Trudie looked at me, the corners of her mouth tugging down. The ugliness of all this had wiped away the triumph she’d been feeling a few moments before. “I wonder which of these he was reaching for,” she murmured.

“Maybe all three.” I picked up the passport to take a closer look. Trudie went for the gun. The passport was in the name of Gavril Karlevich Ustinov, but even before I read it the lugubrious heavy-jowled face in the photo was instantly recognisable from the portrait in the library. The secret space under the mirror was where Ustinov had stashed his go-bag, close at hand in case the roof should fall in. Only it fell in just a little too quickly.

“Long rifle,” Trudie murmured inexplicably, turning the tiny gun over in her hands to squint along the barrel.

“Are you joking?” I asked. “Or lacking a suitable yardstick?”

She clicked her tongue. “Long rifle is the name of the ammunition. The gun is an NAA .22. Look, the grip folds back up like this so you can carry it in your sleeve. A lot of undercover cops use them. And spies, I suppose. And paid assassins.”

“Put it down, Pax,” I chided her. “If you shoot yourself in the head you’ll void the warranty.” The truth is I tend to let myself forget that the outfit she used to belong to, the Anathemata, is essentially a paramilitary group. It’s not a topic I like to dwell on.

She deposited the gun on a vanity table and pushed it away from her with her thumbs. Her face took on a sombre look. “Fix,” she said, “if Gavril Ustinov died right here in the house, then how did his suitcase get to Romania?”

“That’s a really good question,” I admitted. “Along with who packed it for him? And who took it out of here? It’s got to be someone who can come and go as often as they like, and that’s a pretty short list. I’m willing to go with your gut at this point. Mull was the one who gave me the GPS tag. If it’s a false lead, he fed it to me with a straight face.”

“So what do we do now?”

“We can’t do anything. Not yet.”

Trudie was incredulous, not to mention angry. “Fix, we just saw a man murdered. You have to tell Ksenia Ustinova and she has to tell the police. Whatever gets done now, it’s other people who need to do it.”

“Except that we can’t scrape up a single shred of proof.”

“We saw what we saw.”

“In our minds’ eye. In a mystical vision. It won’t fly, Pax. And just take a look around you. There’s no blood, no mess, nothing to suggest a struggle. Someone’s done a nice job cleaning up in here.”

“And that someone could kill Ksenia next. She’s disabled and sharing her house with a killer. She needs to know.”

“You’re right,” I said. “She does. But we can’t go to her with nothing. Right now we can’t even prove that Mull intentionally misled me, let alone that he murdered her dad.”

“All right.” Trudie looked around the room, still angry and shaken, visibly pulling herself together. “Okay then. What do we need?”

“At the risk of being obvious, the body would be a good start.”

Trudie turned her gaze back to me and nodded. “Agreed. So let’s find it.”
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Here’s the thing about the modern age, and it’s a thing that a lot of people are still struggling to deal with—or in some cases to avoid dealing with. We know, those of us who allow ourselves to know, that death isn’t the end. We know that human existence in some form goes on past the moment when your heart stops and your brain cools. But beyond that there aren’t a lot of hard and fast rules. Some people go one way, some another. You can come back in the spirit or persist in the flesh, blood and bone. You can borrow a new receptacle or stick stubbornly to the old one. You can even transform into something else entirely, a category of being for which we’ve always used the convenient shorthand demon without really knowing what that meant.

But there are a few fixed points in all this ontological chaos that you can more or less rely on. One of them is that the recently deceased, especially if they died by violence, don’t stray too far from their own mortal remains. I suppose when you’re going through a time of traumatic change it’s comforting to cling to what you know.

That was good news for me and Trudie, because we had a solid handle on Gavril Ustinov now. Or rather she did. She’d found the shape of him in knotted string, the knitting pattern for his soul. In spite of the weird psychic interference in this house she could use that to follow Ustinov’s ghost to wherever it now was. If our luck was in then we’d find his body in close proximity.

I struck up the same tune again. It had strayed a very long way from The Bonny Swans now. It had become more or less atonal, its fractured soundscape painful and piecemeal. Trudie’s hands flickered, working to their own very different rhythm as she traced the slender filament of Gavril Ustinov back to wherever it had its origin.

“Down,” she said at last. “A long way down. He’s maybe fifty feet below us.”

That would put him in a sub-basement, I thought. Or a sub-sub-basement.

“What now?” Trudie unravelled her string with a quick flick of her wrist so it dangled down loosely from her right thumb. “You want to go take a look? Because I’m betting when we open that door right there we’ll find Lurch the butler standing on the other side of it.”

I wasn’t going to take that bet, because my mother didn’t raise any fools. “How about this,” I said. “We split up as soon as we’re out of the room. Mull can’t follow both of us.”

“He won’t need to, will he? He’s got the keys. And in any case it will take both of us to find Ustinov. I’ve got his pattern now but I won’t be able to follow it unless you’re chasing all the others away with your playing.”

That wasn’t the most tactful way of putting it, but I couldn’t argue with the conclusion. “Okay then,” I said, “plan B. One of us distracts Mull, the other does an end-run and tells Ksenia what we’ve found.” I picked up the passport from the vanity table and slapped it against my palm. “This should be proof enough that her father didn’t go anywhere. She’s already more than half convinced he’s dead. If we tell her the body is definitely still in the house I don’t think she’ll balk at calling the police and getting a proper search going.”

“Okay. You keep the passport, I’ll do the distracting.”

“Other way around,” I said. “I was here first, Pax. I get to call it.”

“No.” Trudie didn’t let any expression show on her face. “Look, we don’t know for sure that Mull is our murderer, but say he is. I had him good and rattled out there with all that psychic vibration stuff. I think if I blow in his ear he’ll follow me anywhere I want to go.”

“He might also break your neck if he suspects you’re onto him.”

“That would be a pretty stupid move, though. Too many witnesses, unless he’s planning to kill everyone in the house. Anyway, you’re the one Ksenia knows and presumably trusts. Me she only just met. Also, you can call Gary Coldwood and get the police to come straight away rather than a week next Tuesday. This way just makes more sense. What’s a part of the house you haven’t been in yet?”

“Most of it, to be honest. This place is huge. The kitchen?”

“The kitchen it is. I’ll tell him I’ve tracked Ustinov’s spirit into the pantry. He’ll know that’s miles out, so he’s not going to get spooked. I should be fine. And then the police will be here and it will be out of our hands.”

We exited the bedroom together. Just as Trudie predicted Mull was loitering with intent about ten feet away. As agreed I hefted my tin whistle and pretended to be playing a lively little jig for the benefit of the doorframe while Trudie tackled the big man directly. “Could you please show me to the kitchen?” she asked him in a butter-wouldn’t-melt tone. “We’re getting the sense that something may have happened there.”

Mull led her away without demur, leaving me to guess which door had Ksenia Ustinova behind it. I checked the gym, but she was finished in there. I knocked on a couple more doors at random without getting any response and stood there nonplussed for a few seconds before I clocked that Hannah the housemaid was watching me from the head of the stairs.

“Can I help you?” she asked warily.

“Could you tell me where Ms Ustinova is?” I asked.

She pointed to a door on the other side of the hallway. “In the morning room.” I moved in that direction but she moved faster. It seemed to be a matter of professional pride to her that I shouldn’t barge in unannounced. She knocked and entered. “Mr Castor, Miss,” she said.

Over her shoulder I could see Ksenia sitting at the far end of a spacious, high-ceilinged room, her chair close to the middle one of three huge picture windows that gave onto the garden behind. I could see the coffin stone down there, and the little tame wilderness behind it. The room was awash with the same colours, provided by what looked like a couple of hundredweight of flowers in dozens of cut glass vases positioned on every surface or hanging in baskets above our heads.

The remains of a breakfast sat on a silver tray on a table next to Ksenia. She’d been opening her mail, the discarded envelopes stacked at one end of the tray. I was pleased to see that her phone was there too: the quicker we moved this forward the better I’d like it. “Thank you, Hannah,” she said. “Let him come.”

I followed Hannah into the room and closed the door behind me. Hannah went and took up a position behind her mistress, her arms clasped in front of her and her stare taking in whatever the middle distance had to offer.

“What is it?” Ksenia asked me, presumably reading something in my face. She put down the letter she was holding.

“It’s this,” I said. I held out the passport and she took it. After a moment she opened it and scanned it. Her eyes widened, then narrowed again. She bit her lip.

“Where did you find this?” she asked.

“In your father’s bedroom. Behind the mirror. There was a little stash of cash there too. And a gun.”

“My father never carried a gun,” she objected.

“He still had one tucked away in case of accidents. Ms Ustinova—Ksenia—I wasn’t being entirely honest with you earlier, mostly because I was afraid of giving you false hopes about your father’s whereabouts. The suitcase he supposedly packed turned up in Romania. Or at least the tag that was attached to it did. But it seems really unlikely that he went with it. Unless he had a second passport that he could have used?”

She shook her head. “No. Absolutely not. He renounced his Russian citizenship. This is his only passport.”

“And the money seems to have been put by for an emergency that might involve moving quickly—maybe without access to cashpoints and bank accounts. But clearly he didn’t take it. You told me when I first came here that you thought your father might have been murdered. I’m sorry to say it, but I’m certain now that you were right.”

She took that one on the chin. More surprisingly, so did Hannah. Neither one of them flinched for so much as a second.

“How?” Ksenia asked. “When?”

“On the night he disappeared. He was probably getting ready to run—there’s a police investigation that might have been getting too close for comfort—but someone got to him first. Tell me, do you have a basement?”

She rolled her eyes at my naivety. “We have three. The cinema is down there, and the bowling alley.” Well of course they were. Where else would you put them?

“I think if you search you’ll find your father’s body somewhere down there too. I’m going to suggest that you call the police right now, or better, that you let me call my contact there. I’d also advise that you don’t say a word about this to Mull until they get here.”

“To Mull?” Ksenia looked sick and horrified, but again she didn’t flinch. “You think Mull had something to do with all this?”

“I’m not a police officer,” I pointed out. “I’ve got reason to believe, yeah, but this is the point where you need to call in the professionals. I know you didn’t want to embarrass your father in front of his clients, but the one thing I can tell you for certain is that you’re past that point now. Someone killed your father. They did it right here, and you said yourself there was no record of a break-in that night. It all points to somebody under your own roof.”

“But what did you see? Tell me!” Ksenia’s mouth was twisted in a grimace of pain but she still seemed incredibly self-possessed. I wasn’t sure whether she was still clinging to a doubt or two when it came to the faithful family retainer or whether she just wanted to get all the bad news at once. Either way she hadn’t made a move towards her phone, or asked me to use mine.

“The moment of his death,” I said bluntly. “It wasn’t pretty.”

For a moment I was afraid she was going to press me for details, but she didn’t. For a few moments she didn’t move or say a word. Then finally she reached for her phone.

At the same time Hannah picked up one of the many vases from the window ledge beside her. As Ksenia began to dial, Hannah lifted the vase and brought it down with massive force on the back of Ksenia’s head. Ksenia uttered a truncated grunt of shock and pain. She sagged sideways in her chair, then slid all the way out of it.

I lunged forward, but I was way too slow out of the gate. Before I could make it to the far side of the table Hannah had dropped the vase, delved into the pocket of her apron and come up with a gun, which she was pointing directly at my chest. It must have been nestling in there all this time among the dusters and the clothes pegs. And it wasn’t a twee little thing like the .22 we’d just found in Gavril Ustinov’s bedroom. It was a serious-looking item with saw-toothed bosses spaced along the forward part of its squared-off barrel.

“Stay there,” she said tersely.

“Can I check if she’s all right?” I asked, pointing to Ksenia. She was lying full length on the floor now. The vase hadn’t shattered when it hit the thick carpet, so it was easy to see the line of blood on its rim where it had contacted the base of Ksenia’s skull.

“No,” Hannah said. “She’s not, and neither are you.” She dipped into the apron pocket again and pulled out her own phone. With one eye on me she tapped it a couple of times to bring up a number, then put it to her ear. “Where are you?” she demanded. After a pause she added “And the woman? Okay then. Stay there. I’ll join you.”

She stowed the phone. After a moment’s thought she took Ksenia’s too. “Turn around,” she said. “I’m not going to tell you to put your hands on your head because I’m going to need you to open a few doors along the way, but if you turn to face me again for any reason or even if you just tense up as if you’re going to, I’ll take it as fair warning and put some holes in you. Before you ask, the nearest neighbours are three hundred yards away and this gun has an integrated suppressor. All anyone will hear is a sound like the cat sicking up.”

“Do you even have a cat?” I asked, but I did as I was told.

“There are plenty of strays. Open the door and walk ahead of me. Really slowly. Pretend you’ve got arthritis.”

I opened the door and stepped out onto the landing. I drew it out as long as I could, hoping that if I took the go-slow rule to the limit Hannah might come in too close behind me and give me an opening. But she kept her distance and she carried the gun low down at her side where I’d have to dive right across her line of fire to get to it. I was beginning to suspect that when it came to violence she might not be an enthusiastic amateur.

“Wait,” she told me. Keeping the gun on me the whole time she walked over to the end of the landing where Ksenia’s lift platform was. She hit the button to send the lift down to the ground floor, then swiped the key from the control column. If Ksenia did wake up from that devastating blow she wasn’t going to be able to go anywhere.

“Okay,” Hannah said when she was done. “Down. Keep going until I tell you to stop.”

We descended into the entrance hall. “Third door,” Hannah said, once again avoiding the rookie error of using the gun to point. I opened the door to find another staircase going down. The lights were already on.

We did the grand tour of the house’s basements. The home cinema set-up was pretty impressive but the bowling alley only had the one lane. Personally I would have used the space for a tiki bar. There was a second gym down here too, presumably used by Gavril Ustinov in the days when he’d still had to worry about his waistline and his muscle tone. All of that was on the first level. The second was mostly storage space, including a very impressive-looking wine collection that filled a space bigger than Trudie’s entire apartment.

The third level, by contrast, was very small. It was just the one room, with unpainted plaster on the walls. A single door stood facing the bottom of the staircase. It was a door that meant business: steel-plated and with at least three visible locks including what looked to my eye to be the formidable Banham 2000 deadbolt. Trudie was sitting right next to the door with her face to the wall. Mull stood over her holding a kitchen cleaver in his hand. I was relieved to see her intact and unharmed, although I revised that estimate a moment later when I saw that Mull had bound her wrists behind her back with a plastic zip tie. She turned round as I approached and gave me a look that was mostly chagrin but with some real fear mixed in, a “things don’t look good for the home team” look. And they really didn’t. We’d fallen right on our respective arses, which is a thing that often happens when you lean too hard on your unwarranted assumptions.

“This is on you,” Hannah said, her voice thick with anger. Since I still wasn’t allowed to turn my head I couldn’t look around to see who she was talking to, but Mull settled the question by answering her.

“I did what I was told to do,” he growled.

“You were told to close up shop.”

“That just meant Gavi.”

“Maybe. But as soon as she put that ad in the paper you should have used your initiative and taken care of her too.”

“I held her when she was a baby, Hannah.”

“So did I, and she was a whiny little bitch. Open the door.”

Mull shook his head. He wasn’t refusing the order, just lamenting that things had come to this sad pass. “Where is she?” he asked.

“Upstairs. Bleeding out on the carpet. Open the fucking door. I’m not going to tell you again.”

Mull sighed, his shoulders sagging a little. He threw the cleaver into a corner, took out a big, bristling ring of keys and got busy with those locks. “You didn’t need to kill her,” he muttered as he worked. “She didn’t know anything.”

“She was looking, wasn’t she? Only an idiot would wait until she got results.”

The last lock clicked and Mull threw the door wide. For a moment there was only darkness on the other side. Then the lights flickered on and I could see the top of a flight of grey stone steps, dished at the centre in a way that suggested they must be really old. The ceiling above them looked pretty ancient too, a rough stone vault segmented by four thick ribs. One of the ribs had been reinforced by a steel joist that stood out like a bishop in a bar fight.

“In,” Hannah said. “Both of you. Go on.”

I threw a longing look at that cleaver, but it wouldn’t have been much use against a gun even if I could have got to it. I really didn’t fancy our chances once we went though that door. But Trudie took her own sweet time getting up, making it seem like her zip-tied hands were more of an encumbrance than they actually were, and that gave me a little time to think. I still had the one card left to play. It wasn’t a good one, but it wasn’t as though we had anything much to lose.

“You should check with head office before you do anything rash,” I said to Hannah. “Your employer is going to want to talk to us.”

“Our employer is dead, jackass,” she told me impatiently. “Just get inside.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I meant your other employer.” I was aware that I was gambling a lot on that line about Mull doing what he was told—and on the timing of Gavril Ustinov’s demise, just when a major police investigation was closing in on him. Someone had given that order to close up shop: presumably it was someone who felt exposed and was keen to tie up loose ends. “You see,” I improvised, “we know something you don’t know.”

“About what?” This wasn’t Hannah but Mull. He moved to stand in our way, glowering down at me.

“It doesn’t matter,” Hannah snapped. “It’s his royal highness’s fucking problem, not ours. Let’s just get this done.”

“About how a certain police investigation is going,” I said. “About whose names are in the frame. Which premises are going to be searched. That kind of stuff. Mostly pretty dull, unless your name is on one of the warrants.”

There was a gratifying silence. Mull looked over our heads at Hannah. I decided not to risk a glance in that direction. She might be better at reading my poker face than the big man was.

“We should call him,” Mull said.

“Shut up.”

“Just in case this fucker is telling the—”

“I know. Shut up. Have you got any more of those ties?”

Mull produced a whole handful of them from that seemingly bottomless pocket. They were in a range of bright colours.

“Okay,” Hannah said, “zip him up too.”

Now at last she came in close, but it was to press the gun’s barrel against the back of my neck. She held it there while Mull secured my wrists with three ties, one after another. Then she nudged me towards the open door.

“The two of you,” she said, “get down those steps. No more talking. Not one word.”

I let Trudie go ahead of me. I was still halfway expecting Hannah to shoot us as soon as our backs were turned, and since it had been me that dragged us both into this mess it seemed courteous to take the first bullet. But no bullets came. We made our way down the steps, slowly because they were very uneven, into another even narrower room. The door slammed closed above us and we heard the keys turn in those formidable locks.

“Shit!” Trudie gasped. “Oh shit!” She turned to face me. She was shaking and her eyes looked a little wild. “I’m sorry, Fix! As soon as we were in the kitchen he put that bloody cleaver to my throat and brought me down here. I didn’t have a chance to do anything about it.”

“Not your fault, Pax,” I said, which was gospel truth. “I’m sorry I asked you to come. Show me your hands.”

She turned around to do it. Mull had used three ties on her too. Now that I got a good look at them I could see that they were ordinary garden ties, not the thicker restraint ties the police sometimes use, but with three at once that news didn’t bring me much comfort. The old downward-swing-arm-flex trick would be more likely to dislocate our shoulders than break the ties. A shim wouldn’t work either, because you’d only be able to loosen one tie at a time.

“We need a rough edge,” I said. “We’re going to have to saw these things off.” I knew we weren’t likely to get the time but I started looking around anyway. There didn’t seem to be anything down here that we could use. The edges and sides of the steps were rounded, not sharp. There was no furniture and no lumber, no old bedframes or rusted lawnmowers. The walls were flat and uniform.

While I was still in the middle of this dispiriting inventory the lights went out. I cursed freely. As if the odds hadn’t been long enough already!

“We were standing too still,” Trudie said. “There’s a sensor.” I heard her feet shuffle on the stone as she moved around. After a second the lights came on again.

“Castor,” Trudie said. “Look.” She nodded not just with her head but with her whole upper body. There was another doorway at the opposite side of the room, the door standing open. She walked across to it, lifted one foot and brought it forward across the threshold. More lights flickered on, revealing yet another set of stone steps.

I went and joined her. There was a strong chemical reek coming up from the room below us—a complex bouquet with high notes of ammonia only half-covering the richer odours of decay. I’m no connoisseur, but I thought I could detect piss, salt and vinegar in the mix too.

“Makes you think,” Trudie observed grimly.

“About…?”

“Well I’m guessing that we’re standing in Sancta Maria Virgo. The crypt, anyway. This is all that’s left of a medieval ruin. But someone comes down here often enough that they put these lights in. Don’t you want to know why?”

To be honest my curiosity was blunted right then by that vile stink, as well as by a general sense that we probably didn’t have much time to play with. But this room wasn’t offering either a rough edge to serve as a saw or any cover to hide behind, so we might as well keep going. I nodded, and Trudie led the way. I came down behind her, almost stumbling on the wildly uneven steps.

The lower room was mostly made of bone. The walls were lined with skulls, either cemented in or packed so densely that they held together by themselves. Groins made of ribs and vertebrae lined up in careful parallel punctuated them at regular intervals. In the centre of the room there was a stone catafalque on which a great mound of bones had been piled up high. Some thought had been given to its stability, with larger bones stacked at the bottom of the pile and shorter or thinner ones towards the top. The crown, though, was another row of skulls.

I’d seen ossuaries before. I’d done the tour of the Paris catacombs back when I was a feckless undergraduate with a macabre set of hobbies and a grant cheque burning a hole in my pocket. More recently I’d visited the Skull Tower in Serbia and the Capela Dos Ossos in Evora. Some of my best friends were dead people, after all. But this was different. Going down into that room felt like wading into the sea as the tide was coming in, feeling icy water rolling over you, claiming you, taking you into itself. I knew at once that this was why playing my whistle upstairs had raised so many echoes they’d all but deafened me. This wasn’t just a roomful of bones, it was a roomful of souls.

“They’re all still here,” Trudie whispered in a strangled voice.

I nodded. I didn’t trust myself to speak.

“But… Fix, they can’t be!”

In the normal run of things she was right. Sancta Maria had housed a lazaret during the Black Death, the bubonic plague pandemic that decimated Europe in the middle of the fourteenth century. These remains didn’t have to date from that exact time, but they had to pre-date the building of Brierley House in the late 1600s. I knew of exactly one ghost who’d managed to hang around that long after the death of her body. Her name was Rosie Crucis, and she was a special case in a lot of ways. Rosie aside, the oldest ghosts I’d ever seen—to my knowledge, the oldest anyone had ever seen—dated from no further back than eighty or ninety years. Ghosts tended to dissipate slowly as their memories and their sense of themselves faded over time. It took an extraordinary personality or a shit-ton of raw power to maintain coherence as a spirit once the supporting jelly mould of a physical body had been removed.

To be fair, I wasn’t sure how much coherence there was here. Up in Ustinov’s bedroom I’d been focused on blocking out the interference so I hadn’t interrogated what I was sensing too closely. But at this point-blank range there was no need for a tin whistle, no need to seek out or to summon. The presence in this room was made up of a great many souls, but it was impossible to count them, not because they were so many but because there were no discernible spaces between them. They might have—must have—begun as hundreds or thousands of individual ghosts, but like rivulets pouring into rivers pouring into one great ocean they’d come together into a knot or confluence, a critical mass of residual human identity and selfhood. Not the risen dead so much as risen deadness.

“How?” Trudie sounded unhappy. She sounded afraid. I was feeling both those things in about equal measure. I shook my head, confessing that I had no answers. I wasn’t even sure what the right questions might be. How was certainly one of them. Maybe another was who, because whatever this was it hadn’t happened by itself.

And it hadn’t been done by Gavril Ustinov. Whatever had come to pass here happened long before he came to Brierley House—almost certainly before there was a Brierley House. But even as that thought occurred to me I saw the anomaly. There were a few pieces here that belonged to an entirely different jigsaw.

Most of the bones we could see were the colour of dark caramel, with curdled cream highlights. But on a trestle table at the opposite end of the room there were some bones that offered a wider colour palette. Trudie was already on the way over there. I went and joined her, already pretty much certain what I was going to find.

The bones on the table, as opposed to the ones that made up the walls of the room and the decorative conversation piece in the middle, weren’t neatly arranged. Someone had thrown them down seemingly at random. All the same, we could see we were looking at a single disarticulated skeleton. There was one skull, one set of ribs, a pile of vertebrae, two long femurs set next to two long fibulas, several heaps of smaller bones that probably included all the component parts of knuckles, fingers and toes. The arm bones were missing, but that was because they were steeping in a big plastic bucket full of milky liquid—the source of that evil stench.

The thing that was immediately obvious about the bones on the table was that they were parti-coloured. Some of them, the ones in the piles closest to us, were the same brown-and-cream mix as the ones in the walls. The ones further back were white with a pinkish cast, a colour that wasn’t present anywhere else in the room. That was because these bones were fresh—although someone was in the process of staining them to make that fact less obvious.

“Trudie Pax,” I said, “meet Gavril Ustinov.”

Trudie gave me a sidelong stare. “Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure,” I said. “Obviously there’s no way for either of us to check while we’ve got our hands tied like this, but I’m thinking about something Gary Coldwood told me. How everyone who got too close to Ustinov’s dirty little secrets over the years tended to softly and suddenly vanish away. I’m going to venture a guess that most of them ended up down here. Maybe it was a service Ustinov offered to friends too, I don’t know. I mean, if you’ve got an ossuary lying around in the first place, and a strong stomach, this is a neat way to make a whole bunch of mortal remains plausibly deniable. These bones may all look old, but what do you bet that some of them are lamb dressed as mutton?”

“And then what?” Trudie was visibly trying the idea on for size. “How does Ustinov end up dismembered in his own slaughterhouse?”

I shrugged, the only gesture I could make with my hands tied. “I suppose…the investigation looks like it’s getting too close. Someone in the know starts to sweat, and it’s a big, important someone. Someone Mull and Hannah take orders from, even when the orders include ‘kill your employer and stew the meat off his bones.’ Hannah called him his royal highness, so my money is on Prince Charles.”

“Not Andrew?”

“He wouldn’t be messing with anything this old, would he?” It wasn’t just a sick joke, it was a really feeble one, but in my own defence I was still trying to think of a way out of this mess and coming up with nothing much at all.

But Trudie’s face twisted in a grin. “You know, Castor,” she said, “most of what you’re saying is pretty plausible, but you’re wrong about one thing.”

“Yeah?” I said. “What’s that, Pax?”

“Some of us do our best work with our hands tied.”

A loud boom chased echoes around the ossuary as the door in the room above was thrown open. A few moments later Hannah appeared at the head of the stairs. She was still holding the gun. She pointed it at Trudie, then at me, and in case we missed the point she thumbed the safety with an extremely audible click.

“He’ll see you now,” she said, like the worst receptionist in corporate history.
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We went back up through the various basement levels without stopping for a bowling match or a movie screening. Obviously Mr Big, whoever he might be, was a busy little bee and couldn’t wait for the likes of us.

In fact it was Richard Portis-Price, and he was in a vile mood. He was pacing backwards and forwards in the entrance hall when we got there, but he wheeled on us as soon as we appeared and gave us both a glare that would have stripped the paint off a freshly dyed femur. Mull was standing off to one side looking hangdog, as if he’d just been given a serious telling-off.

“All right,” Portis-Price said, “I’m listening.”

“Are you hearing anything?” I asked blandly.

Portis-Price waved impatiently at Hannah. “Hit him with…some part of the gun,” he said.

I’m not up on the terminology, but I’m guessing she used the blunt end. Pain exploded between my shoulder blades and dropped me to my knees. I stayed down there. I didn’t have any pressing business up top.

“Do that again if he says anything flippant, or if I ask him a question and he doesn’t answer.” Portis-Price took a few steps forward, which brought him right in front of me. That was fine. Like everyone else he was more or less ignoring Trudie, standing a few feet to my left with her head down and not saying a word. With one hand he massaged that stupid mop of hair without making any difference to its lack of shape. He used the other to stab a warning finger in my direction. “Who knows?” he demanded. “Who have you told?”

“Can we clarify what we’re talking about?” I asked.

“Hit him again,” Portis-Price told Hannah.

“If you mean the bodies in the ossuary,” I said quickly, “then I told detective sergeant Gary Coldwood of the London Metropolitan police that this house was the site of multiple murders. Political opponents. Investigative journalists. Anyone who might have interfered with the lucrative little gig you’ve got going on here—which is probably feeding Russian money to British fifth columnists, and keeping a little finder’s fee for yourselves. He promised to pass the word along to his colleagues in the serious and organised crime division.”

“He’s lying,” Hannah said from behind me. “They only just saw what was down there. They didn’t know anything about it before.”

“Here’s the thing, though,” I said, flinching just a little as the barrel of Hannah’s gun loomed into my field of vision. “The dead talk to me. I didn’t need to see it to know it was there.”

“Then why did you come back?” Hannah said, with a sneer in her voice. “And why is it just you and this one? If you already told the police then they’d be here, wouldn’t they?

“You asked who knew,” I pointed out, still stalling for time while Trudie did her thing. “So I told you. I never said I was with the police, though. I’m not. I just pass the word along.”

Portis-Price’s teeth showed. It wasn’t a snarl exactly, just a nervous twitch with a feral edge to it. None of this was improving his mood, which seemed to have been piss-poor to start with. “Who are you with, then?” he asked me. At his shoulder something was coalescing out of a patch of shadow that was a little thicker and a little darker than it had any right to be. I risked a glance over my shoulder. Hannah was staring into that darkness with a look of perplexity on her face.

I managed a bored tone, even though I could see her fingers tightening on the grip of the gun. She could easily blow my head off my shoulders if a sudden shock made her start, and she was about to get a really nasty one. “Listen,” I said, “none of this was up to me, okay? I work for whoever pays my hire. I deliver what I’m asked to. And this time around my employer was pretty specific. Make him pay, he said. Make him pay for murdering me. Make them all pay.”

Portis-Price blinked. His mouth quirked asymmetrically, which wasn’t a pleasant thing to see. “Don’t be so bloody imbecilic,” he snapped. “It was Ksenia who hired you.”

I smiled. “Only at first.”

Hannah gave a ragged gasp, staring past Portis-Price’s left shoulder. He was a little slow to realise that he wasn’t the centre of attention any more—a perennial problem with malignant narcissists—but finally he turned.

Gavril Ustinov’s ghost, eyes bulging out of a livid face, met his stare at point blank range. Portis-Price screamed.

That was Trudie’s and my cue to move. I came up fast, bending back just a fraction so that the top of my head caught Hannah under the chin. I’m not the biggest or brawniest man you’ve ever met by a long way, but I had gravity and leverage on my side. The force of the impact lifted her off her feet, her upper and lower jaw clacking together very loudly. She dropped the gun as she sprawled over backwards.

Mull and Trudie went for the gun at the same time. Trudie had been busy with her cat’s cradle all this time, her fingers working deftly behind her back where nobody could see. She’d summoned Ustinov, which was a lot easier when she was this close to the body and when she’d fixed his pattern so clearly in her mind. She didn’t need him now though. She let the string drop from her fingers as she ran forward.

She didn’t need her hands either, as it turned out. As Mull leaned in and down to grab the gun she brought her knee up into his face. It wasn’t enough to take him down but he staggered, flailing blindly for a moment and presumably seeing stars. Trudie took the opportunity to kick the gun away across the floor.

Portis-Price was still staring in dumb-struck horror at Ustinov’s ghost, but he saw the gun skitter across the floor and snapped out of his funk to chase after it. That worked out nicely, because I’m not sure what my line of attack would have been if he’d stayed still. As it was I did a sliding tackle and hooked my foot around his leading ankle as he ran. He went down hard, the smack of his skull hitting the Italian marble satisfactorily loud and crisp.

Mull shook his head, spraying flecks of blood from his broken nose. He was dazed and obviously in a fair bit of pain, but he found his balance and his sense of direction just as Trudie went for him again. He swung his huge fist and sent her flying. I didn’t see where the blow connected but I heard the uncompromising thud of the impact and I saw her fall.

I saw something else too, out of the corner of my eye. Ksenia Ustinova had brought her wheelchair to the edge of the landing and was staring down at us, taking in the spilled blood, the sprawled bodies, her uncle Richard and her father’s ghost. Her hair was matted with red-black streaks of drying blood and her face was pale, but her eyes were clear and they scanned the chaotic scene with intelligent interest. She met my gaze. She made a sign with her right hand, pulling it back into her chest and then bringing it forward again with a forceful thrust.

Yeah, I thought. I can work with that. I tried not to think about how badly Trudie might be hurt. As Mull strode towards me I backed away, feinting left before retreating to the right in a dancing shuffle. With a scowl he came after me. At the last moment, when he’d committed his weight to a forward lunge, I ducked under his clutching hands and dodged away again. It was very close, his fingers pawing at my shoulder before I squirmed out of his grip. The toothy snarl on his face told me he wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

The two staircases beckoned invitingly on both sides. I could have tried to break for either one but I took the middle ground, backing away towards the bare wall in between. Mull came on slowly and methodically, arms spread, herding me into the corner. He saw my eyes flicking to left and right, looking for a way past him. With a nasty grin he bent down and picked up the gun. He took leisurely aim at my head.

“Forgot about this, did you?” he asked.

“No, mate,” I said. “I just nudged it with my foot as I went by. X marks the spot.”

I shouldn’t have looked up. It was pure reflex, but it gave the big man a moment to realise what was about to happen. I saw Ksenia Ustinova’s wheelchair drive at its very moderate top speed right over the edge of the landing above, aimed at the gap in the banisters where her lift was meant to dock.

Mull’s mouth gaped open in shock and disbelief. He swung the gun up, but I don’t know what the hell he thought he was going to do with it. The motorised wheelchair, all two or three hundred pounds of it, landed on top of him like the crushing foot in the Monty Python title sequence. He folded, concertina-like, legs bent back under him as his upper body was slammed to the ground by the devastating force of what was more or less a vertical car crash.

Ksenia Ustinova had grabbed the banister rail as she went by and was hanging by one arm with no apparent effort—a living testament to the added value of all those gym sessions. As I watched she hauled herself hand over hand back onto the landing, from where she levered herself up on one elbow to survey the carnage below.

I ran to check on Trudie. Her cheek was already swelling up where Mull’s fist had landed, promising a colossal bruise later, but she nodded as I knelt beside her and sat up unaided in spite of her bound hands. “I’m fine,” she said, her voice only slightly slurred. “Sucker-punched me.”

“I saw,” I said. I glanced over at Mull’s crushed body and the vermilion pool that was spreading out from the general vicinity of his head. “Ksenia returned the favour, though. With interest.”

For a long time Pax just sat there, her chest rising and falling as her breathing returned to normal. “That’s that, then,” she said at last, as if she was ending a discussion.
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“It was pretty much exactly what you said it was,” Gary Coldwood said. “Ustinov’s little ring was mostly about distribution. Buying off politicians and influencers with Kremlin money. They only resorted to murder when someone was getting in the way of business as usual. We’ve identified seven bodies so far from bone marrow DNA. We think there might be a couple more.”

He turned the car adroitly through the gates of Brierley and parked up at the bottom of the drive. There were seven police cars on the lawn and a couple of unmarked vans besides. One or two of them had left ruinous tracks in the herbaceous borders, but it was unlikely that Ksenia Ustinova would mind too much. She was selling up, she’d told me, and moving north. The house held too many memories, and it had only ever been her father who wanted to stay there. She’d told me this in the course of a conversation that also included an argument about money. She’d transferred an embarrassingly large amount of it into my personal account, and I wasn’t sure what to do with it. Presumably her father’s assets were going to be frozen at some point? And if this cash was a gift from Russia’s ever-amiable president…

“It isn’t,” Ksenia assured me. “Wasn’t. It’s part of my mother’s bequest to me. And I’m not going to be poor, Castor. Even if they confiscate the house. Even if they take everything that was my father’s. You should take the money and buy something nice for your girlfriend.”

“Like a Caribbean island?”

“If she wants one. The truth is, I already knew that if my father had been murdered it had to be someone in the house who’d done it. And I had my doubts about uncle…about Portis-Price. I hired you on to stir things up, hoping they’d make a mistake. I put you in danger—you and Trudie—and I want to compensate you both for that.”

I didn’t argue. It was novel enough getting paid, let alone getting overpaid. I didn’t want to spoil the moment.

So now Ksenia was long gone and Brierley’s only occupants were the Met’s forensics boffins and an observer from the Monuments Commission. The place looked a little sad, but at least I was less likely to run into a psychopath.

“Tell me why I’m here again,” I said as we got out of the car and headed for the front door.

“I didn’t tell you the first time,” Coldwood said. “Let’s call it returning a favour.”

“I haven’t done you any favours, Gary. I’m pretty sure I would have remembered.”

“Not me,” he said, flashing his ID at the uniformed officers flanking the door. They nodded us through. “The investigative team. The ones who were after Ustinov up to the point when he disappeared. They were expecting to be stood down—and if you hadn’t blown all this open when you did they would have had nothing to show for two years’ work. Also they don’t have a bastard clue what it is they’re looking at and they’re aware of your former career as a specialist adviser.”

The hallway was still being treated as a crime scene. There was tape around the various bloodstains, with numbered markers standing next to them. Coldwood was heading for the door that led to the basement stairs. The door was standing open, but there was another uniform on duty outside it. I slowed to a halt. I felt a certain reluctance to go down into that basement again. It came out of nowhere, a sense that this house had kept its biggest secret for last and that I really didn’t want to be in on it.

“Gary,” I said, “I already know what’s down there. I’ve seen the ossuary.”

Coldwood’s deadpan didn’t give away a thing. “I know,” he said. “Now come and see what’s underneath it.”

For a moment I considered turning on my heel and walking back out the door. It was only for a moment, though. However queasy this was making me feel, the reason I’d let Ksenia hire me on in the first place because I wanted to understand what the matins effect was and where it was coming from.

I was in no danger from it now. It was the middle of the afternoon. But when I followed Coldwood through that door it was with a growing sense of what I can only call dread.

The first few basement levels—the bowling alley and the cinema, the storerooms—were empty, but the ossuary was a hive of activity. Tech-heads in white boiler suits were scraping, staining and sampling to their hearts’ content, some of them down on their knees taking way too much interest in the cracks in the floor tiles or up on scaffolding examining the ceiling, but most of them busy cataloguing and arranging the thousands of bones from the central catafalque.

Which had moved. The last time I was in here its four sides had sat parallel with the room’s four walls. Now it had been swung around at an angle of maybe fifty or sixty degrees. In the space underneath, hidden until now, there was a small, square hole in the floor. The ladder that led down through it was modern, made of stainless steel.

Coldwood nodded his head. “After you.”

I felt a shudder go through me, quick and light like a static shock. “Down there?” I asked inanely.

“That’s where the action is. Use one of the belts on the floor there, with the carabiner clips. Safety first.”

He seemed to be enjoying this, but then I’d taken him out of his comfort zone often enough. I could see how turning the tables might give him a bit of a thrill. Trying hard to look nonchalant, I put on one of the belts, clipped the safety loop to the top of the ladder and started down.

The space I was coming into was much larger than the room above, measuring at least a hundred feet on a side. It had a higher ceiling too, so the descent felt precarious in spite of the safety harness. From about halfway down I was conscious of a pressure against my back, as though something in the room was of a size and mass that affected local gravity. But I couldn’t look around until I’d reached the ground and unclipped myself.

What I saw, in the light of a dozen massive arc lamps that had been set around it, is very hard to describe. If I had to compare it to anything I’d say it was something like a nest, the sort of thing a hedge sparrow might whip up when it was in the family way. But a hedge sparrow’s nest would be about a hand’s span across and this structure was vast, all but filling the enormous room. And a hedge sparrow builds with twigs and bits of straw.

This nest was made from bones.

The fear I’d been feeling welled up inside of me like water in a jug, saturating my mind. What I wasn’t experiencing, although I knew I should be, was surprise. It almost seemed to me that I was already familiar with this place, this thing. It was as though I’d seen it in a dream or out of the corner of my eye without registering it at the time, so that seeing it now was more like recognition than discovery. Or as though some unconscious part of me had theorised its existence and knew it at once for what it was.

There was something wrong with its shape, something insidious and awful. I had to force myself to take a step closer so I could see it more clearly. At first my brain refused to resolve the details, telling me that it must be a trick of perspective, an optical illusion. But another step and then a third failed to shift it.

I put out a tentative hand.

“Probably better not,” Coldwood said from behind me. “They don’t want it contaminated until they’ve finished running all their tests.”

“It’s…” I said, and ran out of words.

“Fucked up. I know.”

But that didn’t even begin to describe it. This thing was impossible. The bones that made it up were the right size and shape to be human—to be skulls and ribs, femurs and tibias, shoulder blades and pelvises and all the rest of it—but they weren’t separate from each other, They hadn’t been carefully interlaced so that they would hold this shape, they were fused together into one continuous mass. Three skulls hung together like bubbles in a liquid, the dome of one disappearing into the curved side of the next without a break or join. A rib grew out of one of them, and a twined ridge of vertebrae dangled down from the mid-point of the rib, connecting it to a broad, flat shelf that might have been a scapula. From the underside of the scapula a cluster of blindly clutching finger-bones protruded.

Thousands, tens of thousands of human bones bound together by some unimaginable alchemy into a single massively complicated Celtic knot. It was obscene and hypnotic. Utterly alien and utterly terrifying.

Coldwood cleared his throat. Despite his bravado this had to be just as unsettling to him as it was to me. “Any ideas?” he asked.

I shook my head. In fact I had plenty, I just didn’t want to share them yet. I knew, without bothering to interrogate how I knew, that this insane and inexplicable thing was the source of the matins effect. Once a day, for a few minutes, it put out some kind of field or force that jammed the gears of every exorcist who came within its radius. I also knew that it was what Juliet had meant when she talked about me walking into places I shouldn’t and seeing things that were supposed to stay hidden.

This was the Great Project, or part of it. This was what had changed the balance of power in Hell and the rules of engagement between the living and the dead on Earth. All that was left for me to do now was to find out why, and how.

The fear that had filled me drained away. The cold anger that came instead was a lot more welcome. This thing, this abomination had sat here under Brierley House for the best part of six centuries, but I had no doubt at all that its creators were still out there. Probably not in Walthamstow, maybe not anywhere on the face of the Earth, but somewhere.

Whoever they were, and wherever they might be, I was going to do my level best to make them sorry.
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