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Prologue
 
The creature in the far corner of the cell moved slightly, and its chains rattled.
The cell consisted of one-third of a concrete cellar, newly constructed, closed off by shiny steel bars. There was a single door, bolted and padlocked shut. The floor of the cell was covered in a layer of sawdust. The creature lay on a mattress, its stuffing coming out through dozens of long rips. There were stains on the concrete floor and walls. In the other far corner was a hole in the floor. The odor from the latrine permeated the cellar. In the subdued lighting, it was impossible to see much more, and the visitor felt grateful for that.
“It does get more excited when the moon is full,” said the taller of two men watching it through the bars. “Quite torpid now.”
“So—so the full moon causes the transformation?” said the other man, who was rather short and very aware of it standing next to his host.
“No, that would be absurd, and inconvenient,” said the tall man. “No, it’s an excess of emotion that causes it. Anger, excitement—and our old friend, sexual desire. Blood lust, one might say. These creatures remain aloof from normal society for that reason. It can be controlled, of course. I’m told they cultivate self-discipline, of a sort. But primal instinct is so much more powerful than reason. Such a thin veneer, this odd, hypocritical hodgepodge we call civilization. Let me demonstrate.”
The tall man moved to a small refrigerator that stood on one side of the room. He opened the door and took out a plate. He held it under the nose of his guest, who flinched slightly, then gave a nervous laugh.
“Not a vegetarian, I hope, Alfred?” he drawled. “That would be unfortunate.”
“No, not at all…” began the guest. “But I do prefer my meat cooked.”
The tall man laughed.
“Some can’t afford to be so fussy,” he said. “Let’s see how quickly it smells lunch. Or should that be brunch? It is a mite before the usual feeding time, but I’m sure it’s hungry. It always is.”
He took a piece of raw liver between one thumb and forefinger and dangled it just inside the bars. There was more clinking from the corner, then the creature uncurled itself from its ruined mattress and groped its way across the floor. The tall man chuckled as the creature stood upright and lunged at the bars. The chain around its neck stopped it, and its groping claws missed the meat by inches.
“Oh God!”
The small man took a step back. It was not only the sudden movement of the snarling creature. It was the sight of its face, half-hidden behind the matted abundance of dark hair. There was just enough humanity left to make the small man feel guilty, ashamed of being here, of witnessing this.
“Second thoughts, old boy?” asked the tall man.
He casually flicked the meat into the cell. The liver did not reach the floor, the creature snatching it out of the air between slavering jaws. It bolted the bloody organ in a second, then gave a slight whine and rattled its chain again.
“Greedy today, aren’t we?” said the tall man. “Whatever happened to a second on the lips and a lifetime on the hips, hmm?”
He flung the rest of the meat into the cell, then put the plate on a bench and took a scented wipe from a box to cleanse his hands. The small man had lost his initial fear by this point and was staring in fascination at the captive. It had already consumed its meat and was gazing back at him, yellow eyes unnerving in the subdued light. It started to emit a low, persistent growl. The small man recalled a huge dog that had bitten him on a childhood day out in the park and took another step back.
“I say, old chap,” said the host, slapping his guest on the back. “No need to be nervous. Our little friend here will be properly sedated when we do the business. Hardly any blood, no danger at all! We can’t very well recruit people to the club and then kill them, now, can we?”
“No, I suppose not,” stammered the small man. “How—how long does it take? The—the transformation?”
“About half a minute, I suppose, perhaps a little longer…” began the tall man, looking puzzled. Then he laughed. “Oh, I see, you mean how long after the bite? Ah, well, that varies. With me, it was a couple of hours, with others, three or four. But, let’s see, it’s nearly ten now. If we get it over with before midday, you’ll definitely be ready for action tonight. How about that?”
The small man looked at the beast in its cage. The thought of being close to it without the bars was unsettling. Not merely close, but within touching distance. Yet this was the only way to become a full member of the club, and the small man had moved heaven and earth to join. All his life he had been an outsider, and now—having made his fortune—he wanted to be part of the elite. The most exclusive of all brethren. It had cost him a tidy sum, but he felt it was worth every penny.
“Yes,” he said, trying to make his voice a little deeper. “Yes, that would be—great, absolutely brilliant!”
“Good show!” said the tall man, slapping him on the back again. “Nothing to be scared of, you know. If I can do it, anyone can. We sedate it, and it’s properly restrained. And you won’t believe how intense the sensation is.”
The guest looked up at his host. In the dim light, he could not be sure. But for a moment, he thought he saw a faint flicker of amber light in the tall man’s brown eyes.
“Welcome,” said the host, “to Tooth and Claw.”
 
***
 
“We’re lost, aren’t we?” asked Tara Pride.
She couldn’t keep the irritation out of her voice. Josh was showing signs of tetchiness, and they had already had a couple of minor fights. A third one was brewing.
“We just need to orient ourselves,” Josh said with exaggerated patience as he struggled with an actual, physical map. “We can get back to Wyebridge in no time at all.”
Tara bit her tongue and sat down on a rock. She took out her phone and tried to get online to orient them the sensible way. Yet again, she got the No Service signal. She had spent over two years studying in England but, most of that time, she’d been in London. Out here in the West Country, as Josh called this patchwork of woods and hills and small towns, things were very different.
It felt like a different land entirely, in fact. Like real, old England, so different from the cosmopolitan capital. At first, Tara had liked it, as they had driven through little villages with quaint churches. There were medieval castles, far smaller than those in movies, but that made them all the more real.
Then they’d reached their destination. Tara quickly decided that a rich vein of history did not compensate for a cramped room in a third-rate guesthouse in a town crammed with tourists. Wyebridge, with its many bookshops, should have been paradise for Tara. She had a thing for actual, physical books. But in fact, the little town was too crowded.
As they ate lunch on their second day in Wyebridge, she had insisted they take a nice long walk in the countryside. But Josh was someone who treated every jaunt like a military operation. A walk could not be a slow, comfortable ramble. It had to be a hike with objectives, an itinerary, a set goal. And predictably enough, his plans had not survived contact with reality. They had taken too long to get ready, bickering over the route, and then they had wandered off the beaten track. Now it was getting late. The sun would soon be sinking behind the Welsh hills to the west, and a few drops of rain were falling from gray clouds overhead.
Tara did not like getting wet. What’s more, the cold of the boulder she had perched upon had worked its way through her jeans.
“Let’s just ask the next person we see for directions,” she said, standing up and wriggling a little in discomfort.
But there was nobody to ask. The hiking path that was supposedly popular had been almost deserted when they set off. Now there was nobody in sight. All around was rolling countryside, deceptively steep little hills and dense clumps of trees. A few sheep were dotted around, but no sign of any farmhouses. No, she was wrong—there was one house, or at least a building of some kind, half-hidden in the valley to their right.
“See? We can call a cab from there,” she said, pointing triumphantly at the little square symbol.
“That building is on a private estate, according to my map,” said Josh dubiously. “See? It’s just on the other side of this dotted line…”
“Oh, screw the goddamn map!” Tara exploded. “I don’t care if the map says it’s the realm of friggin’ Mordor down there, we need to call a taxi and get back to Wyebridge and have something to eat. After I have a shower, because this country is so goddamn cold and damp all year round, apparently.”
Without waiting for a reply, she stomped off down a faint trail that led downhill. The small, white-walled building she had glimpsed soon vanished from view, hidden among dense woodland. But she knew it was there, and that was enough. They would have a phone, maybe even offer shelter. Tara’s anger kept simmering as the skies darkened and the rain got heavier. She resented Josh for getting them lost and for not finding the right words to admit how wrong he was.
Typical guy, she thought. When I’m real pissed off about something, it means he has to apologize. Those are the rules. Why do so few of them get that?
It was only when Tara reached the fence that she realized Josh might have had a point. The fence was about six feet tall and consisted of metal posts with green wire mesh stretched between them. She walked along the fence about a hundred paces, expecting to find a gate. Instead, she found a series of signs, with large black letters still very visible despite the gathering twilight.
PRIVATE LAND
KEEP OUT
TRESPASS AT YOUR OWN RISK.
“Oh… poop.”
She looked back at Josh, who had taken out a small flashlight.
“Go on,” she called wearily, “tell me I’m a moron. I deserve it.”
He shrugged and walked over. He was still consulting his elaborate Ordnance Survey map. It seemed that this “OS” designation made it the king of all maps if you were a Brit. Josh pointed at the line he’d indicated before.
“Seems like there used to be a private road along here, leading to an entrance to someone’s country estate. So that place you noticed was probably a gatehouse. It might be worth following the fence to see if it’s inhabited. If not, well, we can follow the fence the other way and we’ll get to this road back to town. See?”
Tara meekly agreed and followed the fence. The small, white-walled building came into view again. It was obviously derelict, even in the fading light. She could see now that the whitewash was fading unevenly, giving the place a leprous look. Tara, frustrated, looked at the fence. She deemed it climbable.
“We could cross the estate, and that’d cut maybe an hour off our journey,” she pointed out.
“I don’t know…” Josh hesitated. “If we get caught…”
“Aw, come on, it’s worth it to get out of these damp clothes an hour early. What are they gonna do, shoot us?”
“No,” Josh conceded, “but they could call the police.”
“Screw ’em, let’s have an adventure!”
Tara hurled her fanny pack over the fence, then climbed over. Josh had no choice but to follow. Soon, they were plodding past the old gatehouse, into the forest. Darkness was drawing on, and in the distance, they heard a howling. Neither of them spoke, but Tara felt a slight frisson of fear.
“Hound of the Baskervilles,” she joked. “Glow in the dark pooch! Woooh!”
Josh said nothing. The howling came again, and this time, there was more than one animal. A bestial chorus rose above the trees as the last vestiges of the day faded. Tara and Josh picked up their pace. Tara took out her own flashlight and started to check the ground ahead for tree roots or other things they might stumble over.
“Could those be guard dogs?” she asked as the howling rose and fell, never quite fading to nothing, seeming to get louder at its peak.
“No mention of those on the signs,” Josh said. “I suppose…”
Before he could finish, a huge, bounding shape appeared out of the undergrowth and knocked him off of his feet. Tara screamed as the creature passed her just a few inches away. A dark eye rolled in panic. The animal was gone before she could register that it was a deer.
“Oh God!”
She crouched beside Josh, who was breathing quickly, face pale with shock.
“A stag,” he said. “What kind of lunatic has a stag hunt at night?”
The howling was continuous now. A few yards ahead of them another stag crashed by, just visible. She helped Josh up and asked what they should do.
“Make ourselves conspicuous,” he said. “Shine the torches, shout, wave our arms. Staghounds wouldn’t normally attack people but, in the dark…”
A third fast-moving shape emerged from the undergrowth and ran straight toward them. Tara could not see it clearly but was sure it was not a deer—it was too low on the ground, loping rather than galloping. Then it snarled. Josh was windmilling his arms almost comically, but the beast did not turn aside or hesitate. It bounded straight at him and, at the last moment, leaped at his throat. Tara had the impression of a huge, dark, furry shape with glaring yellow eyes and a vast, fanged mouth. Then there was a snarling and crashing as it knocked Josh to the ground. Josh gave a cry that ended in a sickening gurgle, and warmth sprayed over Tara’s face and hands. Another dark beast appeared, and a third.
Tara was running in wild panic before she realized she was moving, crashing through bushes, once bouncing painfully off the trunk of a tree. Behind her, she heard a snarling and tearing. She had a childhood memory of her grandpa’s scary German Shepherd worrying at a toy. She felt nothing but fear, saw nothing but the seemingly endless forest. She had no sense of direction, the beam of her flashlight flailing wildly as she ran.
Behind her, the howling had fallen almost to nothing for a few moments. Now, it was getting louder.
Monsters, she thought. Monsters are chasing me and are going to kill me, and it makes no sense, and it can’t be real because there are no monsters, but it is real, and they are closer now…
She left the denser part of the woods behind and found herself on open ground dotted with a few clumps of wildflowers. Rolling terrain, with declivities here and there. Her rational mind started to reassert itself, bruised and battered but still working. Perhaps she could hide?
No! Dumbass!
They would sniff her out. Not hounds, not wolves, but whatever they were, they surely had the tracking instincts of the pack predator. But dogs and wolves can’t climb. Would a tree offer refuge? No, because climbing takes time, and if she stopped for even a few moments, they would leap and tear her down. And what if the nightmarish creatures could climb as well as a human? She began to sob as she ran and pray for the first time in many years.
God help me! Tara thought. Nobody else can.
She fell, turning her ankle on some unseen obstacle, and tumbled down a shallow slope. Her flashlight flew from her hand. She struck her head on something, triggering lurid fireworks in her head. The sudden pain almost replaced the panic. She tried to get up, woozy and stumbling, and then froze in a crouch.
They were all around her, eyes gleaming. They were much bigger than dogs. Misshapen, too. Broad across the shoulders, thick-legged. Three slavering creatures of nightmare, drooling human blood, advancing one step at a time. Howling gave way to snarls. Their golden eyes were almost beautiful.
Tara’s flashlight lay near her, half-hidden in a patch of blue flowers. She curled up into a ball, all coherent thought banished by terror. The wildflowers were in front of her eyes. Tara thought she had never seen such a wonderful blue. She wished she could stay in a world that could produce such a color. The snarling grew louder, somehow angrier. Then the world went black.



Chapter 1
 
Night.
Tara heaved herself out of bed and groped her way to the bathroom. Inside, she groped for the light switch, then remembered the British custom of using a dangling cord instead.
Safety regulations, she thought. Switch must be on the ceiling because there is water in a bathroom.
She found the dangling toggle, pulled it, saw herself full-on in the mirror. She was wearing an unflattering, voluminous nightgown, courtesy of the National Health Service. All color seemed to have been leached out of her face. Devoid of make-up, expression dull, she resembled a zombie that wasn’t really rotting yet. The splash of freckles across her nose, which she’d always hated, had now vanished. She felt bereft. The only brightness in her reflection came from her hair—a wavy mass that a snooty cousin had once called “unfortunately ginger”.
She peed, washed her hands, drank some water. Then she leaned closer, peered into her own eyes, trying to make out some green in the watery gray. There was no green. Could shock deprive her irises of pigment? No, now there was a hint of color. But it was yellow, an amber glow that became two feral eyes as a great beast bounded toward her, out of the mirror, teeth and claws ready to rend her flesh…
She woke up sweating in a too-warm room. The dream was fading, images confused and jangled in her head. In a few seconds, all that remained was a mental aftertaste of fear and violent movement. She got up and padded to the bathroom.
Tara lay awake for hours after before dozing off. It seemed a matter of seconds before the clatter of her breakfast arriving jolted her awake.
“Morning, love! They’ll probably let you out today,” said a cheery woman pushing a laden metal trolley. “Cereal? Juice?”
She ate a meager breakfast, wondering when she would feel hungry again. An hour or so later, after she had dozed a little, a doctor came to check her progress.
“Still getting those headaches?”
“No, no, the paracetamol seems to have done the trick,” Tara replied.
The young, pleasant doctor seemed pleased with her progress. But when Tara asked about Josh, the doctor repeated the now-familiar message that the police were looking into it.
“They must be able to find—something!” Tara protested.
Tara still did not want to say that Josh was dead, that he had been killed by a pack of monstrous beasts, that his mauled body—what was left of it—must be lying out there. She could just remember snatches of what had happened after she had blacked out. She recalled the cold of an autumn morning, a silver car pulling up nearby, a plump, motherly woman asking her questions.
Then had come the ambulance crew asking her questions, the ER doctors shining lights into her eyes. The police at her bedside.
That had been yesterday. What had happened during the night was a mystery. She had been found on a road on the far side of the country estate, with a bump on her head, some scratches, and a skin rash.
“The skin rash,” the doctor said, “it seems to be clearing up. You might have rolled in something a bit poisonous when… you had your accident.”
“It was no accident!” Tara insisted. “Those creatures killed Josh, I saw it happen.”
The doctor put a small, cool hand on Tara’s.
“You saw your friend being killed? The police found no evidence of, well, anything. They were out on the Mordaunt estate just a few hours after they found you. Josh is officially missing, and—well, the prevailing view is that you were attacked by stray dogs and the rest is down to trauma. Sheep farmers have been complaining about dog attacks for a while.”
Tara shook her head impatiently, angry with herself more than the medic. She had tried to explain what had happened a dozen times. But on each occasion, she had balked at telling the whole truth, as she remembered it. She had talked of dogs, hunting dogs, and mentioned the deer. The police officer who had taken a statement at her bedside had been impassive, professional, with a “nothing surprises me” attitude.
“Well, the manager of the estate says they don’t conduct stag hunts at night,” the cop had pointed out. “And their dogs would not attack people.”
“I know!” Tara had said, angry at the cop and at the whiny tone of her own voice. “It makes no sense!”
And that had been the problem. Tara could not make sense of her experience to herself. The impossible had happened. Not only had Josh been attacked by beasts that seemed to have come straight from the realm of nightmares. Those same creatures had not harmed her.
The physician was speaking again. The young doctor paused, repeated herself.
“If you feel okay, there’s no reason for you to stay. I’ll contact your GP in London. Do you drive?”
“Yes, but we came by train,” Tara said.
“Good, you shouldn’t drive for a few days. A bump on the head is usually just that. The scans showed nothing, it seems to be just bruising. But be careful for a few days…”
The doctor talked on about taking care of herself, the information being shared with her GP, the need to get help if she felt dizzy. Tara tried to pay attention, but she was plagued by memories. Yellow eyes, blue flowers. the spray of warm blood over her face, and above all, the howling. She could still hear it. The memories of impossible horror mingled with her guilt over bullying Josh into going for a hike in the first place and left her confused, miserable, and afraid.
The doctor left. Time passed. She watched TV, gave up, listened to pop radio. A meal arrived, almost inedible but she ate most of it, mechanically spooning the tepid stuff into her mouth. Then her mom called from the States, and they talked for the first time in months. Her dad had already phoned, and Tara had had to dissuade him from flying right over to help in some unspecified way.
“I’m fine,” she said when her mother stopped talking thirty-eight seconds into the call. “I’m just—look, Mom, I need some time to get my head together, okay? But I’m not hurt. Nothing broken. It’s Josh I’m worried about.”
Another barrage of words. Tara held the phone away from her ear and counted off the seconds. It was a comforting ritual, working out just how high a percentage of each call her mother had.
“Look, my phone’s nearly out of juice,” Tara lied when she got another chance to speak. “I’ll call you when I’m back in London. I promise. I gotta go. Gotta go. Bye!”
There was a call waiting. It from Josh’s mother. Tara took it and told the truth as she remembered it.
 
***
 
The following day, she asked the owner of the bed and breakfast where she had been staying if the police had been ’round. They had not. But a couple of reporters had called and left cards. They were scribbled with offers of money that she found insultingly small. Tara shoved them in the back pocket of her jeans. Tara pointedly did not talk to the landlady about what had happened, and instead, went up to the room and packed her stuff. Then she packed Josh’s clothes, deciding to take them back to London. She dreaded meeting his family but knew it could not be avoided.
Activity kept her from thinking, kept the memories at bay. When she had finished, she sat on the creaky bed and stared at her phone. Messages from her friends at college mingled with offers from the media, who had not taken long to get her email address. Tara reflected that people were always being told that their details were out there for anyone to find. Here was evidence.
This reminded her of the local reporters, and she took out their cards. Without looking at them she tore them in two and flicked them at the wastebasket. Six pieces of cardboard fluttered like wounded moths, and only three landed on target. She stooped to pick up the stragglers, then paused. Six pieces, but the landlady had said two reporters.
“She was mistaken,” Tara muttered.
But she had always been intensely curious and needed to check facts. She retrieved all of the pieces, reconstructed three cards: one from the county newspaper; one from local TV; and, one that had just a number and email address, plus a name in black capitals—MORTLAKE. She turned it over. The other side was blank apart from a single word scribbled messily in ballpoint ink. LONELY.
“God, you got that right,” she said, sniffling.
She shoved the two bits of the Mortlake card back into her pocket, tossed the other pieces, and called a cab to the station.
On the train back to London, her brother called. It was the third call in as many days, and Tara had nothing new to say. But she knew that was not the point. As soon as he was sure Tara was okay, Tommy always revealed his real agenda.
“Hi, little brother,” she said. “Before you ask, no, I didn’t mention all that old crazy stuff. And yeah, I’m gonna put the new crazy stuff behind me…”
She trailed off as the train raced across some half-flooded fields that were dotted with patches of blue flowers. Then, she was whisked into the midst of fields of sodden grass, dotted with cattle standing in the morning rain.
She remembered the first time she had met Josh. He had offered to share his umbrella at a bus stop and apologized for it being “such a whopping great cliché.” Tara had accepted and pointed out that, cliché or not, it meant she wasn’t getting wet. They had talked about small stuff like that for a while. His smile, shy and rare, had brightened many of her days since meeting him.
“Why aren’t I crying now?” she murmured, looking down at the phone that no longer connected her to anyone. “Why haven’t I cried for him?” She had known he wasn’t the one she wanted to spend her life with, but she had still cared for him.
Doctors had talked of delayed shock. Her mind hadn’t fully processed what had happened. Maybe when it did, she would curl into a ball on the floor and weep, but until then, she could only go on with her life.
 
***
 
The students Tara shared her house with rallied ’round, and she got more helpful attention than she needed or wanted. She found herself yearning for some famous British “stand-offishness” at times. She went back to her post-grad course, and immersed herself in cosmology, in a rational universe where science solved mysteries with observation, calculation, and intuition.
Josh did not turn up, living or dead. When she had given her statement, one cop had talked about the “golden hours”. It was a short period when finding a missing person was easier, before the trail got cold. That vital time was long past. Tara looked up some details on the estate they had trespassed on. It belonged to Rupert Mordaunt, the eighth Viscount Gonfallon. The title was derived from the village of that name, which was part of the extensive lands owned by the Mordaunt family since Tudor times. Pictures showed him as a lanky, weak-chinned man. He was 43, divorced, and said to be one of the richest property owners in London.
A couple of days after she got home, Tara washed the jeans she had flung into the laundry basket. She searched the pockets and found the two halves of the torn card. She wondered about Mortlake and decided to Google it, or him, or her. At first, she got too many hits and had to decide which word or phrase to add to narrow the search.
She settled on “mystery”. This produced a few thousand hits, mostly blog entries with a leavening of news items. Tara skimmed a few, then became absorbed. Words and phrases jumped out at her.
Spontaneous Human Combustion. Ghost. Curse. Paranormal. Occult.
One word in particular brought her up short.
Poltergeist.
The word summoned her back to adolescence, divorce, shouting, and things breaking. She shut the laptop, wanting to banish the memory and focus only on the now and what was to come. Mortlake was part of the crazy, dangerous world that had somehow taken Josh. She opened the laptop and read some more.
“Marcus Orlando Mortlake,” she said aloud. “You couldn’t make it up.”
She tried it again in a British accent and giggled.
There was a knock at the door. Tara froze, then heard a slight clinking sound and relaxed. She knew who it was.
“Yeah?”
“Fancy a cuppa, Tara? It’s decaf.”
Tara was not keen on any kind of instant coffee but she was happy to be interrupted by Anita, who always struck the right balance between concern and giving Tara space. Anita was the one person Tara had wholly confided in since returning to London.
“That’s great, thanks!”
Anita entered carefully, holding two steaming mugs in one hand and going “Ow, ow, ow” until Tara took one. Anita jingled wherever she went thanks to an impressive array of bangles, bracelets, and necklaces. It was a comforting sound.
“Working at this late hour?” the English girl asked. “That pesky Nobel Prize still eluding you?”
“This is—kind of private,” Tara said, closing the laptop. “So, I am now officially not working and available for gossip.”
Anita looked at the computer, and Tara felt a pang of guilt. She opened the laptop again and explained what she was doing.
“Am I going bonkers?” she asked. “I mean, would it be crazy to reach out to this guy?”
Anita examined the torn card, shook her head.
“I’ve heard of this guy—he’s been around for yonks. I think he was trapped in that doll museum, wasn’t he?”
Tara stared for a moment, then started to scroll through. Soon, they were having an eager, light-hearted discussion about Mortlake and his many adventures.
He was a British occult expert who had been “ghost hunting” for decades. There were some pictures, quite old ones, which showed a tall man with dark hair and eyes. He looked scholarly, old-fashioned, his clothes giving off a shabby-genteel vibe—an English eccentric. The impression was reinforced by the fact that Mortlake was standing next to an elderly clergyman in front of a church.
“Ooh, he’s quite hunky in a codgery sort of way,” Anita said.
“Aw, come on!” Tara rebuked her.
“No, I can see myself getting there,” her friend insisted. “If he got his divining rod out…”
Tara, laughing hard, tried to hit Anita with a pillow. Fending it off, the English student insisted that Mortlake was not merely “a bit dishy” but a proper researcher, based at a Cambridge College.
“Eccentric bookish gentlemen can still be charlatans,” Tara pointed out. “And dishyness is a very subjective quality.”
“It’s dishitude, actually,” said Anita with mock condescension. “And you could do worse than get help—I mean, get his opinion.”
“No, help is the right word. Let’s find out more about this guy.”
As they plunged deeper into cyberspace, she found the word “debunk” and many variations thereof. Mortlake had debunked the Enfield Haunting, the Bleeding Nun of Chillingham, the haunting of the Red Chamber, the horrific Chelsea Smilers, several spiritualist mediums… The list was impressive. And she found that Mortlake was a distinguished academic, a visiting professor at a Cambridge college. His fields of expertise were folklore, mythology, and related matters.
“Okay,” Tara concluded, “maybe he’s not a con artist. Maybe he’s totally sincere in what he does. But do I want to open up to this guy?”
“Only you can answer that,” Anita said, finishing her coffee and standing up in a silvery tinkle of jewelry. “But I really think he’s dishy.”
Tara sat alone for a while and pondered her options. She could not bring herself to call Mortlake, yet she was still torn with guilt and shame over Josh. Their relationship had not been too serious, at least for Tara, but now she wondered how much it had meant to him. His friends and relatives all seemed to think he would turn up. Sure, there had been some kind of wild dog attack, and Tara had got kind of mixed up and confused after hitting her head. Only Anita seemed to believe her.
“Maybe I was wrong,” she said to herself. “Maybe I went a little crazy.”
As she thought over what happened that night, doubting her memory and sanity, the fact that Josh was dead sharpened into crisp reality. Her throat closed up with the abrupt surge of emotion. She wanted to call Anita back when she felt it, the great dark wave of suffering that she had been waiting for. The proof that she was human, that she had feelings like a normal person. And she had been right, thinking about it on the train. She did curl into a ball on her threadbare bedroom carpet. She wept, biting at her knuckles, trying to quiet her sobs as much as possible.
September passed, then October. Tara hid from Halloween, telling the half-truth that work was too demanding. The memories did not fade but they did become even more confused. Hope dwindled for Josh, but as the days passed, fewer and fewer people asked Tara if there was any news. Her guilt remained, gnawing at her, so she threw herself into her work. When she wasn’t working, she went running, usually along the canal down the street from the student house.
One dark, drizzly morning in mid-November, she was pounding up the old towpath when she discovered just how much of a mess she still was. The canal banks were overgrown and littered with garbage. Normally, she would run with a soundtrack, but her phone was recharging that morning. This meant she could hear a thrashing sound in the unkempt bushes somewhere behind her. She ignored it; it died away. But then came the skitter of claws on the asphalt path behind her. There was a panting, a growl. She felt a scream rising in her throat just as a voice shouted.
“Dexter! Get back here, you idiot!”
A greyhound ran past her, bounding joyfully along, tongue lolling as it looked up at her. Up ahead, a pigeon took to the air. For a moment, the dog stopped and stood, barking and growling at the bird, then turned and ran back toward its owner. Tara laughed with relief. Once, she would have called to the dog, wanted to pet it. Not now.
I need closure, she thought. I can’t go on like this. Something bad happened, and I need to know the truth about it. And find out who was to blame.
She finished her run and took the torn card from a drawer. Her phone was recharged, and she made the call. She half-expected it to go to voicemail, but instead, she was answered in a couple of rings.
“Always interesting to see an unknown number,” said a surprisingly cheerful male voice.
“Is that Mortlake?” she asked.
“It is! Might that be Tara Pride?”
“Don’t tell me, you’re psychic,” she said.
“No, just playing the odds,” Mortlake replied. “I believe one of my associates left my card for you. It doesn’t happen often, and I don’t get many unknown callers.”
“So, you know why I called?” she asked.
“Of course! Come and see me? I currently reside at Cambridge, but you probably know that. Have a cup of tea, some cake, tell me your troubles. Is Saturday afternoon good for you?”
 
***
 
“Nothing like a nice quiet drink.”
Detective Inspector Westall was being sarcastic. He was having nothing like a nice quiet drink. A central London pub early on a Friday evening was never less than crowded. By a minor miracle, Westall had found a table. The potential informant he had come to meet had just sat down with a pint of stout and a troubled expression.
Westall, used to sizing up people very quickly, judged him to be about forty, working-class, not too prosperous but well above the poverty line. If he’d been a betting man, Westall would have put money on the guy being a petty offender, if that. Not someone comfortable with major crime, but willing to stray a little over the line if the money was right.
“I prefer crowded places,” said the man, glancing around at a densely packed wall of backs and butts. “Less chance of being noticed, I reckon.”
“You may have a point,” conceded Westall. “Everyone’s conspicuous in a half-empty boozer. But what’s so important that you don’t want to be seen talking to a copper?”
The man started to speak, leaning forward, sneaking looks around at the noisy throng.
“I can’t trust the local coppers. They’re in his pocket.”
“His lordship, you mean?” asked Westall. “And you work on his estate, right? Some sort of gamekeeper?”
“Yeah, and general dogsbody on the estate—assistant keeper, there’s three blokes above me. It was all right at first—not too much work. They did some pheasant shooting, drag hunting, nothing fancy. Then things changed. We had to bring in deer, stags mostly—bloody expensive, that. But then we were told to stay indoors, they’d hunt them at night. That was weird, but we were getting paid extra to keep quiet about it—anybody who blabbed would get the sack, that was clear. It was okay for a few months, but then that boy died, and…”
Westall was not a lover of significant pauses in conversations.
“So, Lord Gonfallon was involved in Josh Barnett’s disappearance?”
The gamekeeper shook his head jerkily, took a long gulp of dark beer. Flecks of foam ringed his mouth, but he did not wipe them away. Westall noted this, concluded the man was far out of his comfort zone. That was often the case when people spoke to policemen, of course. But there was more to it than that. The man had a high blink rate, his face was sweaty, he kept shifting in his seat. He was either genuinely frightened or a brilliant method actor.
“It was not a disappearance,” the man said. “That lad died. We were told to go over the grounds carefully and pick up everything that might prove he was ever there. I saw blood. Lots of blood. We were told to cover it over with leaves. And we took the girl, the one who got hit on the head, we took her to the road so she’d be found outside the estate, miles away from where it happened.”
“What happened to the student’s remains?” Westall asked. “It’s not as easy to get rid of a body as it looks on the telly, you know.”
The gamekeeper stared at him, unblinking now.
“Buried, what was left of him. Just a few bits and pieces. He’d been ripped apart, torn limb from limb!”
Westall gave a skeptical snort.
“By what? His lordship got himself a pet tiger, now?”
“By wild animals!” the gamekeeper insisted. “That’s what they’re into now, I reckon. You hear this howling when the hunt begins. Then later, you find deer all torn up and mostly eaten. The lad was badly chewed up. Made me puke, it did. Now they’re talking about bringing in some new blokes, with stronger stomachs, to handle that side of things.”
The man leaned forward, lowered his voice so he was barely audible above the hubbub.
“Thing is, none of us have seen these animals—the ones that do the hunting! How is that possible? Gonfallon turns up with his fancy friends, and they have their fun, but there’s no cages on the estate, no extra meat brought in to feed ’em. Just this one cellar where none of us peasants is allowed to go. But I can’t figure out how they can keep a pack of animals in there. It’s giving me the creeps.”
Westall leaned back, checked his phone casually while he mulled over the story. He could think of no reason why someone would travel a couple of hundred miles to London to lie to him. But he was innately suspicious, and this story was a strange one. And it involved a very rich, very influential man.
“Why me?” he asked. “Why ask for me by name?”
Changing the tack of the conversation sometimes threw a liar off balance. It was also a question Westall wanted answered, though he suspected he already knew.
“I had to come to London anyway, and you were involved in that weird case,” said the gamekeeper, and Westall groaned inwardly. “The one where all those people just went up in smoke. You took a lot of stick for saying it was a mystery, that there was no solution. Inexplicable. Everyone knows that buggered up your career. You stick to your guns, I respect that.”
“SHC,” Westall said glumly. “Spontaneous Human Combustion. I wish I’d never bloody heard of it. Okay, so Lord Gonfallon’s pet wolves or whatever killed this student, and they covered it up. But if so, why didn’t these mysterious animals kill the girl who was with him, too?”
“How should I know?” grunted the other man. “Maybe she’s a fast runner, maybe she climbed a bloody tree! I told you, I don’t know what the beasts are! I only know a bunch of Gonfallon’s posh friends come down at the weekend. We get locked down, then afterward, we clean up the mess.”
To Westall, this was another point in the man’s favor. A liar has an answer for everything. An accomplished liar, anyway. And he had heard rumors over the police grapevine that the American girl had reported an animal attack. The local constabulary had dismissed it. But Westall wondered how much they had done to check the story. The budget of a small force like that would not run to a big search.
“Okay, so would you be willing to swear to any of this?” the detective asked, deciding to cut to the chase. “If not, this is just gossip. I can look into it in my own time, off the books, but a proper inquiry is what’s needed.”
“I would swear to it all on a stack of Bibles if you could protect me,” the man said. “I never signed up for this—it’s murder! And they’ve got a taste for it. That’s why I’m in London…”
The man stopped talking and stared past Westall’s shoulder. Abandoning subtlety, the detective twisted ’round in his seat. He saw no sign that they were being watched, but the gamekeeper was already getting up. In his agitation, the man bumped the small table, and beer slopped over Westall’s shirt and pants.
“Bloody hell, calm down!” he snapped, dabbing at the splashes.
His informant was already pushing through the crush of weekend drinkers, prompting a few insults from men and women as he shoved them and stepped on random toes. A disgruntled Westall decided to flash his ID as he followed.
“Police, please let me through.”
As often happened, the people willing to make way for a police officer were roughly balanced by the number who felt like doing the exact opposite. By the time Westall got out onto the street, his informant was out of sight. It was already dark, and a light rain was beginning to fall. The weekend crowd was thronging the pavements.
He’s got my number if he wants to contact me again, Westall thought. It’s been a long day.
He started to walk to Embankment Tube Station, then decided to live a little and tried to flag down a cab. After three minutes in the increasingly heavy rain, he gave up and resumed his walk to the underground. A blare of horns drew his attention, and a black van screeched around a corner ahead of him. He memorized a partial license plate without thinking. Then he heard women screaming and went into full copper mode, running toward the commotion.
He rounded the corner to find two young women, one of whom was throwing up. Westall took in their black skirts and tights, flat shoes, white blouses and decided they were wait staff, out back for a smoke. Beyond them was a blind alley overflowing with garbage from bars, restaurants, and hotels. It took him a second to see what was wrong. The gamekeeper had been wearing a green waxed jacket and jeans. It was hard to be sure, now the fabric was darkened with so much blood.
Westall took a few paces closer and saw a yellow coil of guts glistening. The face, above the torn remnants of a throat, was familiar. The guy’s blink rate was zero now. Whatever had happened had been quick and brutal. Sighing, he took out his phone and hit speed dial.
Great. Another weird one, he thought.
 



Chapter 2
 
Cambridge. Tara had never been there but knew it was one of the two oldest universities in England. The dullness of the rail journey lulled her into a doze, so that, when she saw the place, it felt like waking into another century. Cambridge, seen from outside, looked like a festival of Gothic architecture in the middle of a lot of pleasant, if rather bland, countryside. She inevitably thought of Harry Potter. But as the train pulled into the station, she was returned to modernity, with its confusion of bright colors under the dull November sky.
She checked the large map at the station entrance, though she had already looked up the route to Saint Ananias College. The town was a patchwork of historic buildings and green spaces with improbable names like Midsummer Common, Christ’s Pieces, and her favorite, Butt Green. She smiled at the quirkiness as she traced out her path. St. Ananias was one of the smaller colleges, easy to overlook amid its more famous brethren, but she found it.
Cambridge was full of students at this time of year. In London, Tara had been one of millions and, sometimes, felt overwhelmed by the size of the city. Here, things were built on a more human scale, and she felt oddly at home. The weather collaborated with her mood by rolling away the clouds to allow a surprisingly warm sun to light up the town. She paused at times to gawk like a tourist. The beauty of the place relaxed her, and she felt grateful that it existed. This was the England she had imagined when she’d won a scholarship to London U, a place of solid, ancient traditions, beautiful buildings, a land of legend and history.
St. Ananias College consisted of a few ancient stone-built buildings around a central quadrangle. At the gatekeeper’s lodge, Tara explained that she had an appointment to meet Professor Mortlake. The woman behind the desk, who had seemed bored a moment earlier, perked up when Mortlake was mentioned. She looked at Tara with more interest.
“Do you like lemon meringues or profiteroles?” she asked, picking up a phone. “And do you prefer Assam or Earl Grey?”
“Erm—I’m not picky,” Tara said lamely. “I wasn’t expecting—well, this.”
“Okay,” said the woman, jabbing at buttons. “Professor? Yes, your student is here. Oh, sorry, your client. No, she’s not picky about the cake. Or the tea.”
The woman paused and looked Tara up and down.
“About average, I’d say. No, not obviously anyway.”
Tara felt herself blushing like a teenager and wondered what bits of her might be average. The woman said she was okay to go up and gave her directions, plus a little leaflet that included a map. The college dated from the 15th century, and the stairways were correspondingly steep and narrow. She reached the second floor of the medieval building and saw a row of doors, and a stained-glass window at the end of the corridor. Checking the names, she found Professor Mortlake easily enough and knocked.
“Come in!” came a muffled call from the other side of the oak-paneled door.
She opened the door to be confronted by another one. This took her aback for a moment, then she remembered reading about Cambridge—and Oxford—college apartments having two doors. She knocked on the inner one.
“Yes, keep coming in,” called the voice. “But slowly! Air traffic control is in its infancy at the moment.”
Intrigued, she opened the inner door. A small object buzzed past about a foot ahead of her. It was a toy drone, bright purple, complete with flashing lights. Mortlake stood in the middle of the room, frowning in concentration, as the drone swooped and hovered. He was clad in a turtleneck and jeans, with battered old sneakers. Tara felt a slight uptick of confidence in him.
“Take a seat, Ms. Pride,” he said cheerfully. “I’ll just land the starship.”
Tara sat in a big armchair by a small table laden with tea things and a loaded cake stand. She surveyed the mass of confectionery and could almost feel her arteries hardening. She looked at Mortlake again. He was tall, quite wiry, and showed no sign of a paunch. Either cakes were a rare treat, or he burned up a lot of calories, one way or another.
“There!” said Mortlake, with great satisfaction, as he parked the drone on top of a heap of books by an inner door. “Parked the little blighter. Sorry, I got a bit absorbed in that bit of research.”
He slumped down in a chair opposite Tara and gave her a lopsided smile. His face was not exactly handsome, but she could see an older woman getting there. Mortlake had intelligent eyes, a bit of boyish charm, and a general air of distracted untidiness that proclaimed him an academic.
“Research?” she asked. “Looked like fun.”
“Drones,” he said, leaning forward to lift the silver teapot. “Useful to check out unsafe areas in old buildings and give me eyes in the sky if I’m dealing with a wide area like woodland or, say, a lake. Milk? Or sugar?”
“Just a little milk, thank you,” she said. “You think you can track spooks with a drone?”
“Possibly, but in your case, I thought tracking dangerous beasts might be possible if we were, say, a mile or so away from them.”
“So, you do believe me?” she said eagerly.
Mortlake picked up her teacup on its saucer, handed it around the cake stand. Tara took it, examining the delicate porcelain with its gold banding. Mortlake gestured at the cakes.
“I need you to eat at least one to justify me tucking in,” he said. “Otherwise, it’s just me, stuffing my face like a glutton.”
Tara picked up a profiterole and a paper napkin. It was all very civilized, no doubt intended to put her at her ease. Suddenly, she felt very hungry and wolfed down the pastry. Then, licking her fingers, she looked around the room. The books filling every shelf and piled here and there on the floor reminded her of her professor’s office. But this was Mortlake’s home—here, many lecturers still lived in the college, a tradition established long before the Renaissance.
“It is a mess, isn’t it?” remarked Mortlake, pausing in his demolition of a meringue. “I can never say no to a book or a mystery. Or a book of mysteries, obviously. Oh, and that desk supposedly once belonged to Sir Isaac Newton, but I have my doubts as to its provenance. Almost certainly a Victorian knockoff, but fakes can teach us just as much as the real thing sometimes. Now, why did you decide to contact me, a man who might well be a total charlatan?”
Tara laughed, taken off guard. He was clever.
“Nobody is doing anything to help,” she said. “The police gave up and decided Josh was just another missing person. I was told I was confused because it was dark and some wild dogs scared me. There’s no evidence Josh was killed. But I know what I saw. And besides, I’m curious about your card.”
She handed the pieces of card to him. Mortlake put them together and raised an eyebrow.
“Lonely? Just a nickname, not a cry for help. Lonely Jones is one of my contacts in that area. He seems to want credit for every client he sends my way. He sells old books and other interesting items, and we haggle over the prices. This,” he said, waving the bisected card, “gives him a little edge in negotiations. Or so he fondly imagines.”
“Why Lonely?” she asked.
Mortlake smiled at that.
“I take it you didn’t meet him? Not the most prepossessing character, and solitary by nature. But useful. He keeps his ear to the ground and obviously thought your story was potentially interesting. He was right.”
Mortlake finished off an éclair and then sat back, teacup cradled in his lap.
“Mmm, so very delicious and so totally unhealthy! That’s what I call a proper English tea. Tell me what happened, in your own words, and leave nothing out. I mean nothing—no matter how trivial. Or embarrassing. Or ridiculous. I don’t care, it is all data. We’ll decide afterwards what is relevant.”
This, at least, was something Tara appreciated. A scientist never discounted any fact merely because it didn’t fit a preconceived view of things. She talked, her tea growing cold, and found herself being precise and honest. There was nothing official about this, no report that needed to be filed, and it liberated her. She kept talking until the Tara she was talking about was on the train to Cambridge, and then she stopped.
“Interesting,” said Mortlake.
There was only one cake left, a chocolate éclair.
“I think you’ve earned it,” he said, gesturing at the stand. “And it seems we have three possibilities. Some would say four, but I discount that you are lying. One is a pack of wild dogs, which seems absurd—where did they go? There are reports they attacked livestock, but normally, such dogs are dealt with very quickly. This time, nothing—none shot or captured. Hmm.”
Tara picked up the éclair, bit into it, and wiped leaking cream from her chin.
“The second option is insanity. A person may tell a bizarre story and believe it, but it has little or no factual basis.”
Tara braced herself for questions about her background, but Mortlake made a dismissive gesture.
“Third option is the most interesting—lycanthropy.”
He got up and started searching among his chaotic collection of books. He reminded her of some long-legged wading bird picking its way among rock pools. He plucked a few volumes from the morass of print and sat down again. As he did so, a phone rang, the tone unfamiliar. Mortlake put the books down beside the empty cake stand and rummaged down the side of the chair, recovered a phone.
“Yes? Ah, yes, Mrs. Dyson. Yes, I have considered the evidence very carefully and I can give you my conclusion now. Your son is not possessed by a demon. He’s simply three years old. That explains it all…”
Tara smiled as the professor held the phone a couple of inches away from his ear. A tiny, angry voice was audible. She could not make out the words. She wiped her mouth and hands carefully, then picked up the book on top of the heap. It was a paperback copy of an old play—The Duchess of Malfi, by John Webster. Several pages were marked. She flipped through, frowning over Renaissance prose, until she was brought up short by one passage.
 
In those that are possess’d with’t there o’erflows
Such melancholy humour, they imagine
Themselves to be transformed into wolves.
 
“Well,” Mortlake was saying, “let’s call it an honest difference of opinion… Well! There’s no call for that kind of language… Goodbye, Mrs. Dyson!”
The professor smiled, slid the phone back down the side of the chair.
“Some people won’t be told. It’s obvious where the boy gets his temper.”
Tara put the book down.
“What I saw wasn’t a bunch of guys imagining they were wolves,” she said firmly. “They were the real deal. Wolves, or a lot like wolves but somehow—distorted, humanoid, longer limbs.”
“Good!” he said. “The point about the Webster there, is simply that people have quite definitely imagined themselves to be wolves, and done terrible things as a result. France in the sixteenth century saw a flurry of werewolf trials, which were really cases of murder-cannibalism by deranged individuals. So far as we can tell. We must strive to eliminate that possibility in your case. Put another way, we must dismiss the implausible but rational explanation in favor of one that fits your testimony. The one that current scientific thought says is impossible.”
“I think I saw werewolves,” Tara said firmly. “I don’t think I’m a crazy person. That’s a problem because I’m a scientist. I know men can’t turn into wolves or any other kind of animal, not physically. But I still can’t dismiss the evidence of my own eyes.”
“Good!” said Mortlake. “Someone who has the courage to stand by a story nobody will believe. I like that.”
He leaned back, made a little tent of his fingers, and crossed his legs.
“Without lecturing—something you’ll find I am prone to—one finds what appear to be genuine werewolves since the beginning of recorded history. The European accounts are quite detailed. The term comes from the Old English for ‘man wolf’, the French call it the loup-garou. The ancient Greeks dubbed it lycanthropy—again, from the words for wolf and man. Herodotus, back in the fifth century BCE, wrote of a tribe called the Neuri—they all had the power to transform themselves into wolves. Herodotus was skeptical about the story, as he was about all such second-hand tales of wonder. And even if it’s true, I find it hard to believe this tribe—if it still exists—could have suddenly relocated to rural England.”
Tara frowned and found herself raising a hand to interrupt.
“Sorry, but I thought the whole werewolf thing was about infection, being bitten? Not something in the genes.”
“Hollywood favors the bite approach for obvious dramatic reasons,” Mortlake mused. “But that raises the obvious question, where did the first werewolf come from? Hmm? Some writers—especially medieval Christians—insisted lycanthropy was the result of a curse or a spell. You get a mixture of both beliefs—that it’s hereditary but that can be passed on. As a minor point, red hair was seen as one of the signs a person might be a lycanthrope. Did you have any scratches or bite marks when you were examined?”
Tara flicked her hair back irritably.
“I had a few scratches from twigs, thorns, whatever. And a skin rash on my hands and face, from some plant the doc said.”
Mortlake nodded thoughtfully.
“Any craving for rare steaks?”
She laughed at that, albeit half-heartedly. He was trying to put her at ease. But she was still torn between rational skepticism and what she had seen. They discussed lycanthropy some more, and Mortlake took her through the history of it all. She learned that people had stood trial for being werewolves and had been executed for the killings they had perpetrated.
“More details might be useful,” concluded the professor. “Would you submit to hypnosis? Be regressed to that night?”
“No,” she said at once. “I don’t trust anyone enough to poke around in my head like that.”
“Good, another straight answer,” Mortlake said. “Since we’re being straight with one another, have you ever had any involvement with the paranormal before? Sometimes, people do seem to attract strange phenomena, you know.”
Tara looked him in the eye and told a half-truth.
“When I was twelve, me and some friends got a Ouija board and tried to contact the dead.”
“Interesting!” Mortlake leaned forward. “And did anything unusual transpire?”
“Well, we got a message from the afterlife,” she replied, deadpan. “My friend Lisa’s cat, Sparky—he said he was having a whale of a time. Unlimited tuna, real dumb mice.”
Mortlake laughed out loud at that, and Tara felt relieved she had effectively dodged the issue. Then the professor suggested that they walk and talk, get some fresh air after their “confectionery feast”. Tara did not point out who had had most of the cakes. Mortlake donned a well-worn tweed jacket, found his phone again, and they were ready to go. However, Mortlake did not lead her to the stairs she had come up, but to the stained-glass window at the other end. He explained that the window, a Victorian replacement for an earlier one, depicted the saint after which the college was named.
“Ananias was a Christian who laid hands on the eyes of Saul of Tarsus, who had been blinded for persecuting Jesus’ followers. Ananias was the first person Saul saw after that nasty moment on the road to Damascus.”
“Nice guy,” she remarked, unsure where the story was going, if anywhere.
“Not necessarily,” said Mortlake. “I like to think Ananias gave Saul a right bollocking before baptizing him. Saul of Tarsus, persecutor of Christians, became Paul the Apostle and the rest, really, is history. Ananias, the bit player, was supposedly martyred afterwards, but nobody really knows. See! Here they are.”
The window depicted the laying on of hands. Ananias, a gray-bearded, dignified figure with a halo, was not quite touching the face of a kneeling man. Paul was depicted as younger, with a surprised look on his face. The colors were pretty, bright and cheerful, with a lot of yellow. But then, she reasoned, his sight was restored. It was a scene of hope, of a man’s eyes being opened to a new world. One that Saul, soon to be Paul, would help shape.
“The Road to Damascus,” said Tara. “Is that what I’m on, or something? This some kind of heavy-handed analogy?”
“Not exactly,” said Mortlake, then gestured at the lower part of the window. “Here, take a closer look at this inscription.”
Tara bent down, but it was hard to make out the phrases in Gothic lettering. The sunlight got in her eyes. She asked if it was written in Latin, which she couldn’t read anyway. Then she faltered, seeing an odd expression on the Englishman’s face. It was a mix of curiosity and apprehension, as if he feared that something bad was about to happen but was also half-hoping it would.
“What is it?” she said. “What are you not telling me?”
“I was conducting an experiment,” he said. “Probably means nothing. Let’s go outside, and I will give you the guided tour. Walking helps me think—do you find that it helps you think? No? But I suppose, as a cosmologist, you must spend an inordinate amount of time on abstruse things like coding and Bayesian analysis…”
After showing a few of the sights, such as a Victorian copy of the Bridge of Sighs in Venice, Mortlake asked her if she had time to see a friend of his. Another professor, he explained, and one with an unusual talent.
“Uncle Monty might be able to help us in our quest for the truth,” he added.
“Uncle Monty?” said Tara. “He’s your real uncle?”
“No, he’s just avuncular. Kindly old gent, nothing like me at all. I represent the cynical, hard-edged side of occult research. Monty Carrington, however, has a gift that I lack.”
“What is it?” she asked bluntly. “ESP? Precognition?”
“Close, but no cigar,” replied Mortlake. “Postcognition.”
Tara thought about that, was about to raise an objection, then shrugged. She recalled the old British saying, “in for a penny, in for a pound”. She was well past the penny stage.
“I guess that’s a neat trick, and it could help. Let’s go visit the guy who sees the past. I’m guessing he’s a historian?”
“He can’t really avoid it,” said the professor.
She was starting to warm to Mortlake. She had checked out quite a few psychical researchers online, and none seemed to have his self-deprecating humor. But she was still not quite sure she could entirely trust him. As he led her through a labyrinth of corridors to another set of college rooms, Mortlake kept up a steady commentary on the history of St. Ananias.
“St. Ananias,” he said, “is a college that tends to attract the oddballs, the heretics, the crackpots. Up to you to decide what I am. Monty, I must stress, is more a victim of his talent than a user of it. If he seems a little—strange, please be kind.”
Uncle Monty’s rooms smelled of pipe tobacco. He turned out to be a short, plump, white-haired old gent with watery blue eyes behind half-moon spectacles. He stood up and gave her a bow, apologized for not shaking hands. Like Mortlake, his apartment was a chaotic nest of books, but Monty did not live alone. When Tara sat down on an ancient sofa, a black cushion revealed itself to be a large cat. The creature looked at her with bright green eyes, arched its back, yawned, and stretched. Then it curled up again.
“You’re not allergic to moggies, I hope, my dear?” said Monty. “Bigglesworth does shed a little.”
“I’m fine,” she said. “I like cats, no allergies.”
“He likes you,” Monty replied. “Normally, he leaves in disgust when visitors disturb his long nap—the one he takes between dawn and dusk.”
Mortlake, sitting opposite Tara, was pondering the cat.
“Another point in my favor, prof?” Tara asked. “Bigglesworth here wouldn’t react so calmly to a lycanthrope, right?”
“Spot on, sharp observation,” Mortlake replied. “Cats do not react well to the canine or the lupine.”
Monty looked puzzled, then concerned. Mortlake reassured him and gave a brief outline of Tara’s ordeal. The old man seemed unsurprised, as if tales of werewolves were an everyday thing.
“We need as much data as we can gather,” Mortlake concluded, “and it seemed sensible to consult you, old chap.”
Monty looked conflicted for a moment, then smiled benignly.
“If you are agreeable, Tara? I cannot guarantee anything. And my mind, at the best of times, does tend to wander.”
“I’ll take any help I can get,” she said. “That’s why I’m here.”
She had half-expected a séance or something like it. But instead, she was simply asked to let Monty touch her hand lightly for a few moments to “tune in”, as he put it. She perched on the arm of his overstuffed leather chair and, a little nervously, laid her hand on the back of his. The liver-spotted flesh was cool and dry. She felt no strange sensation and was a little disappointed.
“Ah, yes, I see,” said Monty, his eyes closed. “Confusion, doubt. Please try to focus on the events of that night, if you can? I know it’s hard, but close your eyes and face your fear…”
Tara did as he wanted, refusing to flinch away from her worst memories. Again, there seemed to be no paranormal phenomena linked to Monty, merely the pain of seeing Josh attacked and brought down, submerged beneath snarling beasts. She was running again, stumbling, the beam of her flashlight flailing wildly, allowing her to glimpse an obstacle here and there. Then came the final stumble, the fall, the despair and terror as she waited for them to move in for the kill.
“Enough!” said Monty, pulling his hand away. “I can see it now.”
“He’s anchored in that moment, for now at least,” said Mortlake, quietly. “Now he will move back down the right pathway—if he can find it. Otherwise, he’ll just drift.”
Tara stood up, feeling helpless concern as she watched the old man’s head loll sideways on his shoulder. He was mumbling, and Mortlake was already kneeling by his friend’s side, phone held up to record the words.
“Wolves, yet not wolves,” said the old man. “Beasts that are ravenous for blood and flesh. Yet they can walk like men, a few paces at least, and then they bound… bound… so much joy in their wildness. Yes, I see that. This is the joy of the pack, the thrill of the chase. Oh… oh, so cruel. Not innocent like a wild animal must be. There is evil here. Evil men who are not entirely men, not anymore…”
More mumbling, unclear, and Mortlake held his phone closer. Monty jerked suddenly, but his eyes did not open.
“Oh God, she’s in a cage! A girl in a cage—a child, or barely a woman, it’s so hard to see. So much filth! Chains… fear… She sees the men and fears them. They torment her to make her snarl and bite…”
The old man fell silent for a few moments, his breathing stertorous, a thin trickle of drool appearing at one corner of his mouth. Then he twitched again and started to talk more rapidly.
“The darkness under the trees, the tribe is settled, the locals don’t bother them. But there are hunters in the forest—bad men, the smell of them is so strong, and the family cannot fight so many—their guns. Her father! He is shot down, and her brothers. The others escape. But they take her, with a net. A town, now, a glimpse of a town from the back of a truck. So much concrete, grim, people in the rain—a church, with a cross—Orthodox. Beyond the town, she sees the mountain and forests. Her soul yearns for them, her home. Fragments. Men speaking a strange tongue. Another truck, a ship, more cruelty. Food, cold, too long dead. Time is out of joint now, her memories, the images are so fragmented. She is going mad in her fear and loneliness.”
“Monty,” said Mortlake urgently, “where was she taken? Where does this girl come from?”
“Far away, confused. Her people hide, few knew their name—the Nara.”
“The Neuri!” exclaimed Tara. “Could it be them? After all these years?”
Mortlake nodded. He reached out and patted Monty’s hand.
“You can come back now—leave the past to its own devices for a while.”
Monty opened his eyes and peered at Tara, then at Mortlake.
“I think I was in Prague for a moment, there. Franz Kafka was funnier than people make out, you know. Every time I see him it’s wall-to-wall jollity… Oh, sorry, I was definitely in Eastern Europe, perhaps the Balkans—very grim Soviet architecture, a place recent history has passed by. Small town in the mountains, forests. I wish I could give it a name…”
“The information you obtained is very useful,” said Mortlake. “I think we’ve got quite a lot of circumstantial evidence.”
“It’s terrible,” Monty said, dabbing at tears with a monogrammed handkerchief. “So-called human beings, so much cruelty. And the girl, she did not understand what was happening or why. But she was provoked, tormented, made to lash out and bite. I can’t really grasp why.”
Tara took out her phone and pulled up a picture she had downloaded.
“Do you recognize this man?” she asked Monty.
“Yes! That’s him!” said the old man. “Awful swine, keeping that girl prisoner. Who is he?”
“Lord Gonfallon. He owns the land where Josh—the place where it happened,” she said.
“Oh dear,” said Monty, and Tara saw he was crying now. “These terrible things. I wish I could stop seeing them, you know. When I was young, I yearned to live in the past, meet the great writers and thinkers and artists. Now—I wish I could sleep without seeing the faces of all the victims. Especially the young ones.”
Mortlake gave Tara a significant look and stood up.
“I think we’ve taken up enough of your time, old friend,” he said gently. “Perhaps you should have a glass of Madeira?”
They said their farewells and walked slowly back to Mortlake’s rooms. Tara asked a few questions about Monty Carrington’s talent, or curse.
“Curse is nearer the mark, I’m afraid,” said Mortlake. “He can’t touch another human being without being triggered—he’s thrown back in time, to the most significant recent events in their lives. Not so terrible if you’re shaking hands with a fairly dull, if virtuous, person of regular habits. But it seems there aren’t so many of us around as you’d think.”
“Has he been a post-cognitive all his life?” she asked.
“Almost,” said the professor. “His gift—which is non-returnable, sadly—developed in adolescence. He found refuge from human suffering among books, as many do. St. Ananias College is, as I said, a place where the misfits congregate. Few bother him, he does little lecturing, marks papers, writes rather well on literary history, and publishes the odd article.”
Tara fell silent for a while.
“You never met anyone whose—gift was a good thing? For them, I mean?”
“A few, perhaps, but for most people, genuine psychic ability is unpleasant or even disastrous,” Mortlake said. “Why do you ask?”
“No reason,” Tara replied. “Just making conversation, gathering data.”



Chapter 3
 
Just over a week had passed since her first meeting with Marcus Mortlake. He had sent Tara a series of emails, asking questions and offering snippets of information. Then, he invited her to a meeting with what he termed “an old sparring partner”. Tara guessed it would be some kind of investigator—maybe a journalist or a cop. The venue was a café in North London, not far from a Tube station. She walked straight past the place, checked her phone, found that she was expected to go into an establishment called The Greasy Spoon. She paused outside the large window and saw Mortlake sitting opposite a heavy-set man. The stranger looked like a cop—dark-suited, serious, clean-shaven.
Inside, it was not clear if the place was supposed to be an amusingly retro take on a shabby eatery or a bold affirmation of terrible British cuisine. Tara decided to err on the side of caution and ingest nothing. She nodded to the girl behind the counter and joined the men at a small table. Mortlake introduced the stranger as Detective Inspector Rob Westall. The name rang a bell.
“People bursting into flames?” she said.
“My fame precedes me,” he said affably. “Yes, that was when I met the prof here. Haven’t been able to shake him since. We’re like Mulder and Scully, only I’ve got longer legs than Gillian Anderson.”
“Do you want a cuppa?” asked Mortlake, gesturing at a small, stainless steel teapot. As well as the inevitable British “cuppas”, the two men had had a full English breakfast. Two nearly empty plates were swimming in grease and egg yolk. Tara shook her head.
“I’m good.”
Westall was pleasant enough, but he clearly expected to go over the attack again. Tara bridled at this, pointing out that she had given Mortlake all the details.
“Yeah, I know it’s tedious and irritating,” Westall conceded. “But it’s also a very common practice. If a person makes up a story, they tend to say the same detailed stuff over and over with little variation. An honest recollection is always going to be incomplete, messy, even contradictory in some ways. Just the opposite of what you might expect, in fact. Honest people are much less consistent than practiced liars because memory is a bit treacherous. So, will you tell me what happened?”
Tara was mollified and did her best to recall her ordeal. Westall focused more on times and places, and she got the impression he was well up on the area where it happened. Then he focused on her escape, going over and over why the beasts had taken down Josh but somehow let her go.
“I don’t know!” she said several times.
“I have a theory about that, if it might help,” Mortlake said.
He produced his phone and showed her a picture of a blue flower, asked if it looked familiar. Tara took the phone, peered at the picture, then shrugged.
“Could be. I remember some wildflowers, they were blue… Yeah, that looks like them. Why?”
Mortlake looked from her to Westall. The detective sighed and leaned back in his chair.
“Okay, I know I won’t like this,” said Westall. “Tell me it’s a magical herb, straight from the realm of the pixies.”
“Not exactly,” Mortlake said. “It’s actually a very poisonous wild plant called Aconitum or monkshood. But it does have another name.”
He paused, obviously for dramatic effect. But he paused just a heartbeat too long.
“Wolfsbane,” put in Westall. “Sometimes called the Queen of Poisons, or Plant Arsenic.”
Seeing Tara’s expression, he laughed.
“History of crime—one of my little hobbies, if you can call it that. Poisoning was a popular crime in the old days, I’ve read a few books about it. Before modern medical science, aconitum was a good way for a wife to get rid of a troublesome husband—or vice versa. Brew up a few plants, slip it in his porridge. Nowadays, very few people try it—march of progress and all that.”
Mortlake looked deflated at having his dramatic revelation stolen from him.
“Wolfsbane indeed,” he said. “I forgot your fascination with the crimes of the past.”
He turned to Tara.
“Try this working hypothesis—you fell into a patch of the stuff, and that wildflower protected you. According to folklore, it’s far more toxic to lycanthropes than people. You got a rash that cleared up in a day or so, they would have suffered far worse.”
“That makes sense, I guess,” she said, handing the phone back to Mortlake. “But I’ll bet the Inspector here doesn’t believe in werewolves running amok in England.”
“Better to say I don’t want to believe in them,” Westall corrected her. “Apart from anything else, how can you charge somebody with a crime committed while they were transformed into a different species? The Crown Prosecutor wouldn’t touch that and he’d be quite justified. It’s my job to catch criminals, so I’d rather believe we’re dealing with hunting animals of some kind, and that makes their owners guilty of any number of serious offenses.”
“You think Tara saw some kind of exotic hunting animal?” Mortlake demanded. “How likely is that?”
“As a police officer,” Westall replied, “I would say it’s more likely than lycanthropy. But… I’m sure there is something going on down there at Gonfallon’s family home, and it’s damn peculiar. One of his employees contacted me, and before I could get much out of him, he was dead. Guts all over the place. Dog attack—that’s the expert opinion. Teeth and claws. But it happened in the middle of London, and nobody saw any dog. But I did see a van, and when I checked the partial plate I got, sure enough, it matched the registration of a van owned by the Mordaunt estate.”
Tara thought this over.
“So Gonfallon took one of his pet werewolves to London to kill a guy who was going to blab?”
“Can we stop calling them werewolves, please Tara?” Westall pleaded. “Just hunting beasts. Exotic predators. Any expression that keeps the paranormal at arm’s length.”
They talked some more, Westall admitting that his superiors did not want to antagonize someone as well-connected as Gonfallon. The van’s presence at the scene had been confirmed via CCTV. But cameras covering the area around the alley seemed to have malfunctioned for just a few minutes at the vital time.
“Not unheard of,” Mortlake remarked. “Paranormal phenomena mess up digital technology. I’ve often wondered if it isn’t some kind of quantum effect.”
Tara rolled her eyes.
“An idea doesn’t become scientifically valid just because you throw in the word ‘quantum’,” she pointed out. “Maybe his lordship has friends in high places who made sure the tapes were erased?”
Westall disagreed with that. There were too many tapes from various businesses, and the people who examined them were trustworthy staff, not senior officers with political cronies. The conversation went back and forth. But Westall ultimately declared that, without more hard evidence, there was nothing he could do but keep an eye on the situation.
“If Gonfallon knows he’s being watched,” said Tara, “he’ll not do anything for a while, right?”
Westall shrugged.
“In my experience, very rich people tend to assume they’re above the law,” he growled. “And that’s because they often are. I wouldn’t be surprised if he carries on with his nasty little pastime.”
 
***
 
“Shoes?”
Barry Foster looked up, bleary-eyed, at the bulky figure looming over him. It was late, definitely after midnight. The cold, wet weather meant there was hardly anyone about, but Barry could hear some noise from the main drag a few streets away. The pubs were closed, but the nightclubs were still open. Between midnight and three, then.
“Yeah, we got all sizes,” said the stranger. “You look like, what, a nine? Deffo got those. You want to take a look? Come on, mate—free shoes!”
Barry was suspicious. He had been living on the streets for over three years and he had learned to be wary of all sorts of people. He was just young enough at twenty-eight to be singled out by some of the pervs. He didn’t sell himself, though he’d been tempted a few times.
“What’s the catch?” he asked, peering up at the stranger.
“No catch,” said the big man, showing him a photo ID badge strung around his neck. “Name’s Steve, by the way. And you are…?”
Barry couldn’t read very well, but the ID looked official. He gave Steve his name.
“It’s just charity,” Steve went on. “These shops, online retailers, they can’t shift a lot of end of line hiking boots, stuff like that. So, we get them dirty cheap and pass them on. Think about it—tons of footwear that would just go to landfill! What a bloody waste! You guys need proper shoes, right?”
“Right,” Barry said wearily.
He got to his feet, which were currently encased in a pair of filthy trainers that were close to disintegrating. They were a size too big, and he’d crammed them with newspaper, which also served as insulation. He was more or less dry in his favorite doorway, but a steady November rain had been falling all day. Now it was late at night, and he knew that walking for more than a few yards would let the damp in.
“Why you leave it so late?” he asked, rolling up his bedding. “More of us homeless about in the daylight.”
The stranger shrugged.
“Easier to park the van—any other time, it’s a nightmare, this part of London,” said the big man. “Also, we’re prioritizing guys like you—ones with nowhere to sleep. You need decent footwear the most, right?”
“Right,” Barry echoed. “Okay, I’ll give it a go.”
“Great,” said Steve. “It’s not far.”
He left the doorway of the wedding shop and followed the stocky man past the bank and the fast-food place. All of the places where Barry had slept at night, or tried to. The bank had been fine at first, but then they had put two-inch metal spikes in their doorway. He’d moved on to the burger joint, but it had gone to round-the-clock opening and customers had kicked him, puked on him, or been otherwise unpleasant. The wedding shop’s doorway was too shallow to protect him when the weather was wet and blustery, but it was the best he had at the moment.
“It’s just around the corner—we can fit you up with something from the back of the van.”
Barry thought Steve looked tough. He dressed in dark, good-quality outdoor clothes—big jacket, boots, waterproof trousers. Charity workers came in all shapes and sizes, but this one looked like a nightclub bouncer. Broad-shouldered, shaven-headed, powerfully built. Normally, Barry was wary of anyone who could clobber him, preferring to deal with women do-gooders. Shoes, though, were a massive incentive. People never thought about the effect life on the streets had on your feet. If some new charity was dealing with that problem, it was an early Christmas miracle.
“Look sharp,” said the charity worker, “we’re on the clock—lots of visits to make. And you want to get out of the rain, right?”
The stranger was almost running, urging Barry to keep up. It was odd because charity workers usually did the opposite, kind of shepherding you along where they wanted you to go. Despite his bulk, Steve was moving quite fast, and Barry had to jog to keep up.
They rounded another corner, and the bright lights faded. They were in a side-road that led to an area of graffiti, warehouses, and heaps of garbage. The working girls came here with their johns, and Barry had bought some drugs on occasion. A dark van was parked a few yards away, rear doors open. Another man in dark clothes was waiting by the vehicle. There were shoeboxes in the back of the van. Barry felt like a man in a desert who’s just found an oasis. He was already wondering if he could wrangle two pairs, or maybe three.
The first guy slowed down a bit and called ahead to his colleague.
“This one’s a nine, I reckon.”
“Nine?”
The second man turned and rummaged, pulled a pair of black, lace-up boots out of a box, scattering tissue paper. The first man took one and asked Barry to sit down on a little folding chair. It was a weird scene, Barry thought, as the guy held the sole of the boot against his foot.
“Yeah, that looks right, wanna try them on?”
“Sure!”
Barry’s reservations vanished as he pulled off his decrepit trainers and pulled on the brand spanking new walking boots. They looked like real leather and fitted perfectly.
“Have a walk up and down in them,” said Steve. “Make sure they’re right for you.”
Barry, smiling at his good luck, walked to the mouth of the alley, turned back, and strode to the van. He was thinking of a way to get his hands on another pair, and how he might keep them safe. He smiled at Steve.
“Thanks! These are great! I’ll tell everybody about your charity. You’re doing good work! What’s the name of your outfit, anyway?”
Steve exchanged a knowing glance with the other man. It was, Barry thought, like two blokes sharing a joke. He had the sudden feeling it might be a joke about him. But the boots on his feet were real, and warm, and dry. That was what mattered.
“Footprints,” said Steve. “Nice simple name, easy to remember.”
“Footprints,” Barry repeated. “I’ll pass it on.”
He was turning to go when a large hand landed on his shoulder.
“Don’t run off just yet, mate,” Steve said. “We have another little treat for you. A trip to the country, a nice weekend break from London.”
Alarm bells were sounding now. This was not the way charities operated, in Barry’s experience. He started to protest, but the other man had moved swiftly up behind him. He struggled, tried to kick, but Steve and his pal were too strong for someone who had not eaten properly in days.
“Get off me!”
A cloth reeking of some chemical was clamped over his face. He heard Steve say something about being careful, not wanting a dead body to get rid of. Barry’s limbs became heavy, and the world swirled around him. He stopped struggling, slumped, and felt himself lifted into the van and thrown casually into the heap of shoeboxes. Then someone began tying his wrists together while the double doors clanged shut. Barry tried to cry for help again, and the cloth was clamped over his mouth and nose again.
He lost consciousness and awoke later feeling nauseous. He had been gagged, and now his ankles were bound as well as his wrists. The van was in motion. It felt like it was going fast, and the radio was blasting out some classic rock. A time check told him it was five-thirty. The darkness told him it was still a.m. Steve and the other man were talking, a few words audible over “Hotel California”. Steve was the more garrulous of the two.
“Gotta wonder what diseases these buggers have… rather them than me…”
The other man asked a question Barry couldn’t make out.
“Oh, I don’t know—twenty minutes, maybe more? Thing is, they’re quite fit considering, but they’ve got no stamina.”
Another inaudible question.
“Good idea… mention it…”
Barry edged his way down the van toward the rear doors. If he could kick them open, he might roll out onto the road. But as soon as he started driving his brand-new boots against the door, Steve pulled over, and they drugged him again, adding a smack on the side of the head and a warning.
“Next time, we’ll break something. You won’t be needing your fingers, so sodding well keep quiet!”
He awoke to daylight and a glimpse of blue sky beyond the windshield. The repeated doses of chloroform or whatever it was had given him a headache and nausea. If his stomach hadn’t been empty, he’d have thrown up in his gag. He was grabbed by the legs, dragged out, dropped roughly onto gravel.
“Well, at least this one is young,” said a new voice, very posh and arrogant. “The pathetic specimen you brought last week was barely able to walk let alone run. No real sport at all.”
The owner of the posh voice was looking down at Barry. He was clean-shaven, fair-haired, with the look of a man who’d never worried about his next meal. His expression was hard to read. The posh man looked at Steve.
“Has he had anything to eat?” he asked.
“No, boss, we just brought him straight here.”
“Bloody hell,” said Posh Bloke. “How is he going to run if he’s got no energy? Think it through, man! Get him into the outhouse and feed him. Pizza, fish and chips, whatever these people like.”
The two big guys grabbed Barry and hoisted him to his feet.
“God, you pong a bit, mate,” said Steve. “We’ll get you in the shower first.”
Barry felt a strange sense of gratitude, wondering if Steve wasn’t, in fact, a total villain. But then the posh man stopped and shouted back at his men.
“No! Don’t clean him up. We need a strong scent for the hunt.”
Barry started to struggle again.



Chapter 4
 
“The west of England,” said Marcus Mortlake, “has rightly been celebrated in song, poetry, prose, and classical music. And all those TV shows about murders in country houses, of course.”
“It’s cold,” observed Lonely Jones. “And it’s still raining.”
They were sitting in a rented SUV on a hilltop overlooking Wyebridge. A few yards away was a small picnic area, deserted and forlorn in late autumn. The town, picturesque in summer, was gray and miserable under a November sky. It was nearly midday, and Mortlake had driven down early.
“Don’t be downhearted,” Mortlake said. “Although, I know that’s like telling a squirrel not to think about nuts.”
Lonely Jones was the downbeat character Mortlake knew. The bookdealer and general snoop was a small, rat-like man—five-eight on a good day—with a perpetually unhappy expression. Mortlake valued Lonely because he had contacts, mostly criminal, and was extremely good at gathering information. But he also had a less than fastidious attitude to personal hygiene. That fact had become all too apparent during the two hours they had been sitting in the car.
Mortlake looked out at the landscape. The windshield was cleared of raindrops every few seconds, but the wipers were fighting a losing battle. However, over to the east, he could see a patch of blue. It had not been there a few minutes ago.
“The skies will clear, and we will be able to launch,” he said firmly.
“Launch?” Lonely gave a mirthless chuckle. “What do you think this is, NASA?”
“Better than NASA!” Mortlake insisted, checking his phone. “We don’t have to announce anything, just lift off when it suits us. But while we’re waiting, give me the gen on his lordship. What do people say about Lord Gonfallon around here?”
Lonely shrugged.
“He’s not too popular with the tenant farmers—he keeps putting their rent up. Some say he’s had financial problems. He reportedly sold off some of his paintings to a Chinese collector—including a Stubbs and a Gainsborough. That made him a couple of million. But they say Mordaunt House is mortgaged to the hilt, and Rupert has expensive tastes. He’s got gambling debts, women, you name it.”
“Hmph, so far so predictable,” Mortlake said. “Nothing unusual? No naughty little drug habits, that kind of thing?”
Lonely snorted in contempt.
“He belonged to the usual rich set at Oxford. They all took cocaine, smashed up restaurants when they were drunk—that kind of thing. There were some ugly rumors, nothing proven. The cops looked the other way, as usual.”
It was Mortlake’s turn to snort.
“Tosser—but why would he suddenly develop an interest in the paranormal, the bizarre? Most of his type can’t imagine their way out of a wet paper bag.”
Lonely had nothing on that. All he knew was that, about a year ago, Gonfallon had contacted some very shadowy individuals via the dark web. The rumor was that these men were mercenaries, a loose association of ex-military from a dozen countries. Gonfallon had paid them generously to bring a special consignment to England.
Mortlake frowned.
“Where did he get the money—no, don’t tell, Gainsborough and Stubbs. And those are the sales we know about.
 
***
 
They let Barry recover from the anesthetic, and this gave him hope that he might escape. He had demanded to know what was going on, threatened to tell the police, tried to physically resist. But nothing worked. Steve and his thuggish sidekick were far too strong and never left him alone for a moment, not even in the bathroom. They confined him in a small, run-down house in the middle of a forest, and offered him food. Barry wanted to refuse but he was hungry. And so, as the short November day wore on, he accepted oatmeal, then microwave pizza, and plenty of strong tea.
“That’s more like it,” Steve said. “Nearly four o’clock already. You need to get your strength up.”
“For what?” demanded Barry through a mouthful of food. “Why did you kidnap me?”
“You keep asking,” Steve sighed. “And I keep telling you. It’s just a bit of fun. The idea is that you go for a little jog in the woods. You reach the finish line first, you get some money—a whole hundred pounds! Plus, a free trip back to London!”
“You never told me that until you’d kidnapped me!” Barry said accusingly. “Why did you go through all that—that deception about shoes? You’re lying.”
Steve shook his head in a show of disappointment.
“You ask too many questions, son,” he said. “Just eat up and get ready.”
Barry finished his pizza and sat back on the rickety wooden chair. He was sure something evil, cruel, was planned for him, but he couldn’t quite believe it. He knew kidnappings happened, that people got murdered all the time. But he had never considered that it could happen to him. But the way Steve and his mysterious lord had acted and talked was disturbing. Perhaps it was an elaborate joke, a hidden camera show of some kind? That, at least, made some sense.
Barry looked around the dimly lit kitchen, wondering if he was being filmed. There were no obvious places for cameras. And he couldn’t quite believe that anyone would try to make a show that began with a serious crime, an actual kidnapping. Still, crazier things had happened.
“I need to take a leak,” Steve said to the quiet man. “Give him some cheesecake or ice cream—whatever’s in the fridge. Plenty of calories, he’ll need the energy.”
The bathroom was at the far end of a passageway, on the other side of the small house. Once Steve had closed the door, the quiet, thick-set man took a boxed strawberry cheesecake out of the fridge. Barry watched as he cut the cake inexpertly and put half of it on a plate.
“Get it down you,” the thug said gruffly, slamming the dessert down in front of Barry.
Barry looked down at the sticky confection. He had hit rock-bottom years ago and had often told himself there was nowhere to go but up. Instead, he’d been taken prisoner by the henchmen of a rich villain. Barry had no doubt they would not let him live to tell the tale of whatever sick pastime they wanted to use him for. He picked up the fork by the plate and, surprising himself with the fluidity of his movement, jabbed it into the left eye of the quiet man.
The thug roared in pain and reeled back, stumbling over his own feet, and falling heavily against a sink. There was a crack as his skull connected with the stainless-steel rim, and the nameless heavy slid to the floor. Barry stared for a moment, amazed at the success of his own simple tactic. He leaped out of his chair, tried the back door. It was locked. He picked up the chair and hurled it through the window, then started to climb out.
Steve rushed into the kitchen and, cursing, grabbed at Barry’s ankle. He kicked out at Steve with his other leg and scored a lucky hit—the grip on Barry’s ankle relaxed, he squirmed free and fell face forward into the overgrown kitchen garden. Winded, he rolled over onto his back among wet nettles, then struggled upright. The aftereffects of being drugged were slowing him down, interfering with his balance. But he felt adrenaline coming to his rescue. Heart pounding under his ribs, he got up and managed to vault the low garden wall.
“Stop!”
The call came from over to his left, back toward the big house that he had glimpsed when they dragged him out of the van. It was the posh man, standing and staring, looking outraged that his captive had had the temerity to escape.
“Piss off!” Barry shouted back and ran in the opposite direction.
There was a fence, not too tall. There were trees, clumps of them, mostly denuded of leaves apart from a few evergreens. There were open areas between the trees. He ran, his fine new shoes proving their worth as he pounded over damp, uneven soil. Droplets of rain fell from an iron-gray sky. Barry ran, wishing he hadn’t eaten so much so quickly, wishing he had had more time to digest his food, but reasoning that if he could hide somewhere, he would gather his strength.
He glanced back once and saw Steve emerging from the kitchen door, hand clutched over his face, blood streaming down from what looked like a busted nose. Barry felt a twinge of pleasure. A second glance back, and he saw the tall, posh man taking off his green, waxed jacket. Barry had no time to wonder why. There was no sign of anyone pursuing him. Was that a good thing? Or was this estate so well fenced off that nobody could get out? Well, Barry would see about that.
He reached a cluster of tall trees near the fence and assessed them for difficulty. He remembered how, as a boy, he had enjoyed sitting in an old crabapple tree in his grandad’s garden, down in Sussex by the sea. He felt a pang of regret for a childhood lost, with all its hopes. He resolved to get away from this evil place and try to pick up the pieces. One tree, a gnarled ash that leaned close to the fence, was the best option. He found a foothold, a handhold, started climbing.
Behind him, he heard something crashing through thin undergrowth. It snarled. Barry climbed faster, sure now that he would make it. He was already trying to find words for his family, his mother and sister, the things he would have to say to reconnect, make things good again. He was maybe ten feet off the ground now and edging out along a thick limb of the ash. It topped the fence, and on the other side, a smaller tree offered him an easy descent.
He risked another glance behind him and froze.
Loping up to the base of the tree was an impossible creature. Four feet across the shoulders, it was hugely muscled and covered in coarse, brown hair. It looked up at him with yellow eyes above a huge muzzle. Vast canine teeth bared, it snarled and gathered itself to spring. It was far bigger than any dog he’d ever seen, and Barry felt a chill, pure, primal dream run through him.
It can’t jump this high, he told himself. I’m safe from it—whatever it is.
The monster leaped, and Barry was right. It only got about six feet off the ground.
Then it started to climb.
Barry scrambled out along the limb of the tree as the monster clawed its way higher, wrapping its forelimbs around the trunk. He heard it panting, growling, and the sickening noise of chunks being ripped out of the bark by its claws. He tried to move faster along the thinning bough and slipped, lost his grip for a moment, and was suddenly suspended upside down, holding on by arms and crossed legs. The creature was just a few feet away. It lashed out with one huge paw and caught Barry’s left leg, tearing through his jeans and into the flesh of his calf.
Screaming, more in fear than pain, he crawled out further until he was looking down at the other side of the fence. The creature flung out its long forelimb again and slashed. It missed this time, but Barry had already flinched, lost concentration in his panic, and suddenly he was falling, limbs windmilling in the air. He landed flat on his back with an impact that winded him.
The monster roared in frustration. It leaped at the fence and smashed into it, bearing the wire mesh down with its great, dark bulk. Barry, gasping for breath, got up and started to run. The fading light was still good enough to see by, but twilight was gathering fast. He glanced back after a few erratic strides and saw the monster thrashing in a cocoon of torn wire, still snarling in frustration. Barry had no idea where he was but reasoned that there must be a road nearby since the van had found its way here.
Following the fence around, he ran until the beast was out of sight, then leaned over, gasping. He tried to wheeze more quietly, not just to avoid drawing attention, but because he thought he heard something. It might be the steady roar of traffic somewhere ahead. He began to run again.
Somewhere behind him, a snarling and panting was growing in volume. Barry reached the corner of the fence and saw a road in front of him—but there were no cars in sight. He ran straight out into the middle and paused, gasping. His lungs felt as if they were on fire. The nightmare creature appeared around the corner of the fence about thirty yards away and paused. Then it began to advance, not in a furious charge but carefully, one paw in front of the other.
The road curved away to both sides, and around the bend to his left, Barry saw a car appear. He ran toward it, waving his arms, and it swerved around him, horn blaring. Barry stumbled after it, screaming hoarsely for help, and a hand appeared out of the driver’s side window, a single finger raised in contempt.
Barry fell to his knees as the car went out of sight. A moment later, the beast was on him, and he screamed again as vast, implacable jaws closed on his throat. It started to drag him back into the undergrowth by the fence. He was already dead by the time it started to rip him to pieces.
 
***
 
The beast wanted the kill to last forever.
The glorious, warm gush of blood was so intense that it was impossible to think, to reason. Only after the prey was inert, a bleeding lump of meat, could something like reason assert itself. The beast’s mind was dual-natured, unstable, erratic. The hot immediacy of the chase and the kill were pure as no human emotion can be. But behind and above them lurked a human mind that warned and worried.
Take the body under cover.
That was an easy impulse to cultivate, coinciding with the bestial desire to conceal the prey from rivals and scavengers. Dragging the corpse was enjoyable, an almost puppyish pleasure. Teeth tore flesh, jaws snatched at fragments of meat, but the task was still performed. Then the true rending and gulping down of ripe organs could begin in earnest. The urine-tang of a kidney, the rich flesh of the heart, the more subtle delights of bowels and genitals.
The creature, ravenous only a few minutes earlier, was soon glutted. The most ferocious instinct, the need to hunt, died down a little. In its place came contentment, coupled with wariness—a desire to guard what was left of its meat. But with the ebbing of passion came more human doubt and confusion, an awareness of exposure. The road was still close by, and an occasional car or truck swept past. The beast lay low when the engine roar grew near, but a niggling fear remained. Not the fear of a beast, but of a man.
A baffled regret welled up in the animal mind, as its all-too-human passenger asserted itself. A familiar sensation began to grow as limbs started to quiver, jaws began to shrink, and the senses of sight, taste, and hearing started to grow dull. The beast that had been free for a brief, wonderful chase faced an enemy it could not bite or claw into submission and howled inwardly as it was driven back, down into the darkness of a merely human mind.
 
***
 
“It’s a bit late,” Lonely said. “And my shoes are leaking.”
“Stop moaning if you want me to buy that first edition,” snapped Mortlake. “We’ve still got the light—help me, don’t just stand there.”
Together, they lifted a metal case out of the boot of the SUV and carried it to a picnic table. Mortlake opened the case and took out a remote control. Then he clicked a few switches and activated the drone. It was much bigger than the toy he’d used a few weeks earlier for flight training. He had only flown this one in the college quadrangle in ideal conditions, but he reckoned the first field test might as well be here as anywhere.
“Spook Force One,” said Lonely, as the machine rose hesitantly into the air, wobbled, then settled onto the grass.
“It doesn’t need a name!” Mortlake insisted. “And if it does, it’ll have a better one than that. Now, smile for the camera!”
He fiddled with the controls again. A screen in the lid of the metal case sprang to life, showing a patch of grass receding under the drone. Then the viewpoint swiveled, and Lonely and Mortlake came into view. Lonely made an obscene gesture, and the drone buzzed low over his head, prompting a few surly curses.
“Keep a lookout, make yourself useful,” said Mortlake sternly. “I don’t want some goon getting the jump on us while I’m spying on his lordship.”
He sent the drone down the hillside toward the point where Tara and Josh had encountered the creatures. The fence around the Mordaunt estate was clearly visible, along with the rundown gatehouse Tara had described. Mortlake kept the drone moving, dodging around the leafless trees, wishing he could see more detail. On this cloudy autumn afternoon, the light was dim, flat, making smaller objects harder to make out.
Then he saw the naked man.
“Bloody hell!”
The image wobbled as Mortlake almost lost control, then he made it swoop lower and start to keep pace with the running man. From the high angle, it was impossible to see the face, but he had thinning, fair hair and a slender build.
“He can’t be running around nude in this weather?” said Lonely, instantly forgetting his job of lookout to peer at the screen.
“Buttocks don’t lie!” Mortlake observed. “I wish I could see his face. Let’s see if I can get a little lower…”
The running man reached a point where the fence seemed to have been torn down and clambered through the gap. Another man came into view, a heavy-set type in dark, outdoor clothes. The newcomer was carrying some garments and shoes, and the naked man started to dress himself. Then the stocky man looked up and pointed at the drone. Mortlake immediately took the little aircraft higher, and the camera wobbled as it climbed. At that moment, the first man looked up, too, then pointedly averted his face and started to run, half-dressed, into the nearest clump of trees.
“Bugger!” Mortlake swore. “All right, let’s see where he came from.”
He began to guide the drone along the fence, swooping a little lower until it was about ten feet above the ground. Then he stopped, hovering above what looked, at first, like some old clothes half-hidden by holly bushes. It was only when he got lower that he saw the clothes were occupied by a body. Clothes and body were badly torn, and mostly black with bloodstains.
“The murdering bastards!” Mortlake exclaimed.
Suddenly, the camera lurched wildly and spun through the air. The image was lost in a storm of pixels. When it recovered, the drone was obviously lying on its side, the camera half-hidden by limp weeds. In the distance, a dark-clad figure was walking away.
“He shot us down, the scumbag!” Lonely exclaimed.
“Come on,” ordered Mortlake, tossing the remote into the case and slamming it shut. “We’ve got to get down there.”
Five minutes later, the SUV skidded to a halt on the grass verge near the holly bushes. The corpse was just visible from the road, if—as Lonely pointed out—you already knew where to look.
“Sometimes, wild animals hide the carcasses of their prey, intending to come back and finish them later,” Mortlake said as they got out. “But I’m not sure if that’s the case here.”
Despite the time of year, some flies had already found the corpse. Mortlake took some pictures on his phone and emailed them to Westall. Only then did he call the local police. Lonely, who had turned greenish at the sight of the victim, went back to the SUV and dry heaved out of sight of the road. Mortlake picked up the damaged drone. It had clearly been taken down by a shotgun, the pellets smashing one of the small rotors.
While they worked near the roadside, traffic passed by, some drivers slowing down to watch, most sparing the investigators a glance at most. Then a Land Rover appeared and pulled up a few yards from Mortlake’s rental. The tall, fair-haired man who got out was fully dressed, but Mortlake had no doubt he had already seen him once that afternoon. Behind the fair-haired man was a thick-set individual in dark clothes.
“Lord Gonfallon, I presume,” Mortlake said. “And your sharp-shooting sidekick.”
“I value my privacy,” said Gonfallon. “But if you would care to invoice me for your little spy toy, I’ll happily reimburse you.”
Mortlake gestured at the dead man.
“And who will you reimburse for that?” he demanded, suddenly struggling to control his rage. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
Gonfallon took a few steps to the holly bushes, glanced in, shook his head in apparent regret.
“Poor chap. I’d say he was hit by a car, dragged himself over to the bush, and some wild animals worried at the corpse.”
Lonely finally stopped leaning on the SUV and jabbed a finger at the lord.
“You killed him, you evil bastard!”
Gonfallon laughed, a casual sound with a hint of contempt.
“A serious accusation!” he said. “And one with zero evidence. Or are you going to accuse me of tearing the poor chap apart with my bare hands?”
“I have footage of you leaving the scene of the crime!” Mortlake said. “We get a look at your face.”
For a moment, the aristocrat looked uncertain, but then he grinned.
“I happened to be taking a little run to get the old circulation going. I suppose a magistrate might find me guilty of indecent exposure—if anyone complained. Which I don’t think they will. Sad to say, my run did not take me this far. Otherwise, I’d have spotted the poor chap.”
He gestured casually at the corpse in the bushes. Then he cocked his head to one side.
“Hark!” he said, cupping a hand to one ear. “Are those sirens?”
In the distance, toward Wyebridge, red and blue flashing lights were visible against the ceiling of the low cloud. Mortlake knew how it would play out if he accused Gonfallon of any wrongdoing beyond shooting down the drone.
“Are you going to tell them what you think you know about me?” taunted Gonfallon. “Or are you going to save it for my very good friend, the chief constable? He could do with a good laugh, his gout has been playing up lately.”
“Murder is murder, and the killer will answer for it,” Mortlake replied angrily and walked back to his rental. Lonely was glowering at Gonfallon.
“What a git,” said the book dealer. “And he’ll just keep getting away with it.”
Mortlake started to contradict Lonely, but then stopped. He was not sure that the little man was wrong.
 
***
 
Tara got the call that evening just after she got out of the shower. Mortlake described what had happened and forwarded the drone video but not the pictures of the victim. Tara sat in her room, hair still wet, damp robe wrapped around her, trying to process the information.
“The scumbag!” she said. “He’s hunting people by day? Or did his hunting animals escape, or what?”
“There’s a lot we don’t know,” Mortlake admitted. “But we can find out. Nil desperandum! We have only just begun to fight.”
They talked some more, and Tara was genuinely grateful that someone was on her side. But she also felt drained of emotion. She could now foresee a future where nothing was resolved, where there was no Hollywood showdown with the bad guys and a neat denouement—here, Josh’s death, like that of the nameless victim at the roadside, was filed away and forgotten.
“I’ll be in touch again soon,” Mortlake promised.
“Great!” she said, trying to sound enthusiastic. “And anything I can do to help, say the word.”
As soon as she’d ended the call, Tara realized that it was her lack of involvement that was depressing her as much as the lack of progress. She resolved to start digging into the background of Gonfallon and his rich friends on her own account. She had no idea where to start, but that had never stopped her when solving a scientific puzzle. It wouldn’t stop her now.
 
***
 
“Shoes?” said Westall incredulously.
“Shoes,” said the young constable.
The day after the death near Wyebridge, the van had been reported stolen. The plates were the same as the ones from the van Westall had seen on the night of the gamekeeper’s murder. Now, the vehicle was conveniently burned out on waste ground on an industrial estate on the outskirts of London. The fire had been a reasonably competent job, but some cardboard boxes piled in the back had survived, albeit with smoke damage. Westall’s team, consisting of two uniforms, were poking about in the wreck.
“Chukka boots,” said the other uniform. “Not my size, though.”
She held up the burned boots by their laces, then chucked them back into the shell of the vehicle. Westall had put a few pieces of a confusing jigsaw together and found something totally unremarkable. A vehicle reported stolen in Wyebridge, some consumer goods that might be stolen, and absolutely nothing to build a case on.
“Another day in the life of a public servant,” he sighed. “Okay, let the cleanup squad know about it. They’ll probably get round to it in a few days. Or in the New Year, maybe.”
Westall took a picture on his phone and emailed it to Mortlake with a brief message. There was no way he could justify any kind of forensic analysis of the van. It had been nearby when a mysterious killing had occurred—but so had a hundred other vehicles. Perhaps traces of the gamekeeper’s blood might be found, but the odds were against it. Budget restrictions meant Westall had to pick his fights, and his current boss was loading him up with routine cases.
Blind alley, he thought. If Gonfallon keeps his head down from now on, he might well get away with it. Whatever it is.
His squad got back into their unmarked car and set off, back into the big city. Westall pondered Mortlake’s ideas and Tara Pride’s eyewitness account. Werewolves were even stranger than the cases of spontaneous human combustion he had investigated. But both defied known scientific laws. Both made no sense in the context of regular policing.
The difference was that SHC seemed just that—spontaneous, with no clear malice or plan to it. This was something else. This was, Westall felt sure in his gut, the deliberate killing of human beings in the name of perverted sport. An idea that might make for a cheesy action movie had been carried out for real in his country. And Westall couldn’t even suggest it to his superiors because of the supernatural element.
If it wasn’t just the homeless vanishing, I’d have a real team, he thought bitterly. If half a dozen members of the House of Lords vanished, it would be a national emergency.
But Gonfallon had chosen his victims well. It was hard to keep track of the homeless. By definition, they had no addresses, little or no ID, and they moved around, vanished sometimes. Westall had done some digging and found five or six men whom London’s homeless charities had lost sight of in recent months. According to reports, the burned-out van had been in the areas those men frequented.
The weakest circumstantial evidence, Westall thought. Weak as water. No judge would grant me a warrant on that, and they’d be right not to.
He had one small consolation. It was heading into winter now, a fact underlined by the intermittent rattle of hailstones on the windshield. A drive by the London mayor’s office meant that most, if not all, of the rough sleepers would be off the streets, given temporary accommodation. It was not a perfect system and some would fall through the gaps. The burned-out van suggested that the hunting season had ended anyway.
Unless, the detective thought, the bastard has another trick up his sleeve.
 



Chapter 5
 
“The English aristocracy have loved hunting for hundreds of years. But it seems that Rupert, the Eighth Viscount Gonfallon, has gone back to basics. I can’t see any other explanation. His lordship is a werewolf.”
“And he’s not alone,” Tara reminded him. “He has friends. At least two evil buddies. A nice little gang of monsters.”
Two weeks had passed since the roadside killing. The local police had drawn the predictable conclusion of a road accident victim chewed up by scavengers, species unknown. Nobody had come forward to identify the dead man, who had no ID. After a flurry of interest, the local press had moved on to more interesting stories than the death of a vagrant.
Bob Westall had summed up the local cops in familiar terms: “You can’t fix stupid.” He had done his best to stir things up. He had suggested that the nameless man might have been abducted to serve as some kind of rural drug courier. Gangs had a proven track record of this practice, known as county lines. His superiors had asked him why he was meddling in another police force’s case and what possible link there might be to a member of the House of Lords? When he told them the picture was unclear, they told him to focus on his own job.
Lonely Jones reported back now and again from Wyebridge, and Mortlake duly passed his information to Tara. There was very little to report. It seemed that Lord Gonfallon had decided to lie low after the roadside incident.
“Maybe the bastard caught frostbite in his more tender areas,” Tara suggested. “Running around naked like that.”
“We can but hope,” said Mortlake. “But no, I think there’s more to it. I think he’s changed what they call, in all the cop shows, his MO. He came very close to being caught—and not in human form.”
They were talking in Uncle Monty’s apartment at St. Ananias. Cambridge in winter had a certain frosty charm. Monty was even burning logs in a regular fireplace and had put up some decorations. But he never had a tree, as apparently Bigglesworth could not be kept from climbing them. At the moment, the black cat was sitting in the window, looking up at dangling tinsel with a speculative air. His owner was dozing, an empty glass that had held port wine in one hand.
Tara sipped her tea and tried to resist a Bakewell tart, one of the many English treats on display. The winter was a hard time to keep your weight within acceptable parameters, and that went double for England. She had not been amazed to hear that Gonfallon was a werewolf. Instead, all of the parts of the puzzle had clicked into place. In a way, she had been relieved. Mortlake had confirmed that she was not crazy, and had not imagined the events of that night. The blurred aerial footage of Gonfallon running naked back to his refuge had made her angry, and even more determined to get even.
“I did some research of my own,” she said. “Nothing fancy, just ‘know your enemy’ stuff. When fox hunting was banned, Gonfallon was one of the leading campaigners who tried to stop it. Claimed it would destroy England’s heritage. He even said it was treason and called for Tony Blair to be imprisoned in the Tower of London—ridiculous stuff. Maybe that’s where he got the idea to import something more exotic than foxhounds? He just went a bit loopy and said, ‘To hell with them, I’ll take blood sports to the max.’ Then maybe he was accidentally scratched or bitten and found out he liked wolfing out.”
Mortlake mulled this over.
“The simplest explanation is that he brought that poor girl to England to use her as… a carrier of the infection, if you like. He wanted to become a monster. Thought it would be fun. A jolly jape. If you’re looking for an example of decadence, that fits rather well.”
Hailstones lashed the windows of the cozy apartment. Monty Carrington stirred, then resumed his peaceful doze. The two people who were awake looked out at the gathering gloom.
“We’re better in here than out there,” Mortlake observed. “No fit weather for man or beast. Another cuppa? Slice of Battenburg cake?”
 
***
 
“Oh God, the rain’s running down my neck!” said Nicky. “My knickers will be wet at this rate!”
“Never mind that, love, we’re nearly in position!” retorted Phil. “The nearest cache is about twenty meters away, due nor’ nor’ east.”
“Oh, sod your bloody treasure hunt!” she wailed. “I’ll never be dry again!”
All around was the wilderness of Dartmoor, a fascinating landscape immortalized in the Hound of the Baskervilles, a fact Phil kept reminding her of. No matter how exciting it might be in a Sherlock Holmes story, Dartmoor today was not appealing. So far as Nicky could make out, it was a damp hellscape of rocky outcroppings, scrubby vegetations, and marshy ground. And of course, her husband had declared they should take a weekend break here. In December.
“Definitely close,” Phil said, holding up his tracker.
“I wouldn’t trust that gizmo to tell me the time,” grumbled Nicky. “It successfully led me up to my arse into a swamp. Wonders of the space age.”
Phil sighed his patient husband sigh and pointed out that it was technically a bog not a swamp and she had only sunk up to her knees. Nicky almost lost patience, but then she looked at him eagerly waving the GPS around like a kid with a new toy. She could not remain angry at her husband for long. His enthusiasm was not always infectious, but it was hard to argue with.
“Aha, looks like a cairn,” Phil said, pointing ahead.
It did indeed. A small heap of stones stood at the top of a low ridge that was covered with gorse. They traipsed up the slope, and Phil examined the marker. It looked pretty feeble to Nicky, as if it had been cobbled together as an afterthought. She had seen some impressive cairns marking mountain tops or other landscape features. This one was a runt. Dozens of rocks lay around them at random, and she felt whoever had made the thing could have taken a bit longer.
“Fascinating!” Phil said, putting the GPS back in his pack. “This is clearly the location. But where’s the cache?”
“Maybe it’s Cache 22,” joked Nicky. “You know, like Catch 22? Where you can’t win? Witty play on words, right?”
Phil sighed again and started to walk around the knee-high pile of stones. It was a very unexciting climax to their day out. The last weekend before Christmas and Nicky had finished work for the year. She had resolved to kick back and enjoy some major TV veg-out entertainment. But Phil’s geocaching buddies had started talking about a new, unusual mystery that had been set up on Dartmoor.
“It’ll be fun,” Phil had said.
He proved to be a true prophet. It had been fun for him.
“So, what now?” Nicky asked, staring at the cairn. “We rummage around for whatever’s inside or underneath?”
She was still a little vague about geocaching, a subculture that seemed to combine problem-solving with getting lost. Geocachers set each other puzzles that involved map references, which took them to further puzzles. Mostly, caches consisted of nothing bigger than a small plastic cylinder. A cache was supposed to contain a log—usually just a small piece of paper—so enthusiasts like Phil could proudly sign them, which Nicky found amusing. He was, as she had said more than once, like a little dog leaving a marker where other dogs had been. Occasionally, there were bigger containers with items like toys or trinkets. Geocachers got really worked up about those.
So far as Nicky could make out, this latest adventure was because someone going by a pseudonym had posted a few enigmatic messages on a Reddit thread. This mystery man—Nicky found it hard to believe any woman would be so silly—had left a series of caches across Dartmoor. Because of the wintry weather, most of Phil’s pals had decided to leave it until the New Year. But Phil thought he had solved an anagram in the message that accompanied a set of map coordinates.
“I reckon the cache might be inside it, or nearby,” he said, kicking the cairn. “First time I’ll have found anything this remote. I mean, we’re really in the wilds here, one of the last places in England with no cell coverage.”
“Oh, joy,” Nicky said. “Let’s find the damn thing, then.”
They began to poke around, with Phil reiterating the rules of the game. You couldn’t bury a cache or disguise it as something else—like a rock. It had to be easy to find, and mustn’t be put somewhere potentially hazardous, like on a cliff edge. And so on and so forth. Nicky had heard it all before but her husband always talked as if this was their first expedition.
“I prefer when we’re in town,” she said. “You can follow a proper trail—I mean, between historic buildings. And there are pubs and cafés. And cabs to call when you get tired.”
Phil prodded a gloved finger into a gap in the base of the cairn, found nothing, frowned.
“Yeah, but out here we’re not in any danger of being muggled,” he pointed out. “The caches are bound to be all exactly where they were left.”
Nicky still smiled at that phrase. “Muggles” was what cachers called people not in on the secret. You weren’t supposed to retrieve a container if muggles were watching because they might take it later and spoil the fun.
“Yeah,” she said, glancing around at the bleak, uninhabited wilderness. “Not a muggle in sight. We are free to act weird to our hearts’ content.”
They investigated some more, but there was no obvious sign of a cache. Sometimes, these were tiny—so-called “micros”, that were just big enough for a tiny roll of paper on which to put your initials. Micros were easier to hide in urban areas. But out here, there was no need for subtlety. Bigger caches were often old ammunition boxes or large Tupperware containers.
“So why can’t we find this one?” said Phil, straightening up and wincing.
“Back giving you trouble, old man?” Nicky asked. “I’ll rub it for you when we get home.”
“Promises, promises.”
Phil walked around the head of stones, kicked it in frustration. Nicky felt for him. Despite making fun of his hobby—despite never thinking of it as their hobby, not really—she knew he hated to fail. He had never had to record a cache as DNF, Did Not Find. Those three letters, uploaded to the group’s website, were a badge of shame.
“Okay,” she said. “Maybe it’s not in the cairn. What else is around here? Apart from the bog waiting to swallow us both? Think like a nerd who hides stuff…”
“Hides stuff where there’s nowhere to hide it!” Phil exclaimed. “This is it. The cairn itself is new, it’s not marking anything in particular. And look, if it had been here a while, there’d be some moss or other growth on the surface.”
“I thought it looked a bit feeble,” she said, gesturing at the stones. “But… isn’t it against the rules to rearrange stuff like that?”
Phil looked troubled for a moment.
“I should report this, you’re right,” he said. “But in the meantime, let’s find out what’s inside.”
Soon, Phil was tearing at the marker, flinging hand-sized stones left and right, while Nicky stood well back. She held her phone up and waved it around again, but got nothing. They were in a signal blackspot. For the first time, Nicky reflected, Phil could not instantly upload the details of his finding the cache, opening the cache, signing the log, closing the cache…
“Bingo!”
He’d stopped acting like a terrier digging for a bone, so she moved up behind him to see what he’d found. A familiar sense of anticlimax spread through her as Phil held up a small, green plastic cylinder. But at least they were done now, at least they could hike back to the car and go find a place to have dinner. She looked at the western horizon and shivered. The winter night was fast approaching, and with it, a wall of stormy black clouds.
“Hurry up and sign it,” she said. “Then we can get back to the car.”
Phil unscrewed the cylinder and took out the small roll of paper. He signed it, took a picture, replaced it, then put the cache back in place. For a terrible moment, Nicky thought he was going to rebuild the whole cairn, but he just heaped up a few rocks then stood, slapping muck off his hands and looking pleased with himself.
“Right,” he said. “Back to Bristol in time for supper.”
“I doubt it,” she grumbled.
But at least they were going home.
 
***
 
“That is a point that’s been bothering me,” Mortlake said. “Why would a sane man have set out to become a lycanthrope? Perhaps, he originally intended to hunt one, presumably with silver bullets? The most dangerous game, and all that. Once rich people get an evil notion into their well-groomed heads, they tend to go all-out. It’s the poor who are more humane and show restraint, in my experience.”
“And where did he get such a crazy idea in the first place?” Tara said. “Though I guess these aristocratic types have plenty of time to think of sick pastimes.”
“True! But until last year, so far as I can tell, Gonfallon showed precisely zero interest in the occult, folklore, legendary monsters. He does not appear on anyone’s radar in my strange little world. Then, suddenly, he’s hiring people to catch him a werewolf. Why would such an outlandish idea occur to a narrow-minded aristocrat?”
Tara shrugged.
“Maybe he watched an old horror movie one night and something in his brain went ping,” she said. “Does it matter?”
“It might,” Mortlake insisted. “Wheels within wheels, and all that. But first, we have to work out how to stop him.”
“And his posh friends,” Tara reminded him. “At least two. Who knows how many there are in total? We’re definitely outnumbered.”
“Now, there we may have some progress,” Mortlake said. “I’ve been looking into Gonfallon’s pals and found that he has an inner cabal of old Oxford cronies. Their kind tend to stick together. So, at least we have some more suspects. And it will be interesting to see if any of them give the game away. I’ll send you the list—nudge me if I don’t. You might unearth something yourself.”
Tara found this encouraging.
“My grandma used to say a secret is something you never tell a man,” she said. “Always claimed that men blab, while a woman who’s a good friend never will.”
“I will take that sexist observation on the chin,” Mortlake responded. “But your grandma had a point. Wealthy men are often sloppy, assuming the little people—servants, police, old pals in general—will clean up their messes. It doesn’t always work. Given time, they will blow it.”
“Yeah, but in the meantime, they’re keeping that girl prisoner,” Tara said. “Hell, they might even kill her, dispose of the evidence, now that Gonfallon knows we’re on to him.”
Mortlake frowned.
“You’re right, of course,” he said. “Saving that innocent victim should be our first priority. But she is unlikely to trust anyone who tries to rescue her. We’ve no idea what kind of state she will be in—might she need medical help? That raises interesting questions. Fair to say, it will be tricky.”
“Tricky, sure, but I want to be part of it,” Tara said at once. “I want to help take them down. I’m the only person alive who’s faced them and survived.”
“You survived by sheer good luck,” Mortlake added. “But you do have one advantage over any other potential recruit—up close and personal encounter with the paranormal. And I would rather have you on the team than have you going off on your own. Always best to have someone watching your back.”
The professor leaned back, with a creak from the ancient leather chair.
“And I’m no spring chicken. I have been doing this for a while. A fresh perspective—yes, that’s always valuable, especially from a scientist, a trained skeptic…”
Tara looked at the soles of Mortlake’s brown Oxfords, which were worn to smoothness. She wondered about his private life. She had no idea if he was straight or gay, had kids, none of the usual stuff. They had not really struck up a friendship, they were still more like work colleagues. Colleagues who belonged to different generations, genders, cultures.
“But if you want to be part of this, right to the end, I ought to warn you,” Mortlake said. “The good guys don’t necessarily win. Sometimes, the baddies get away with it. Sometimes, they’re too clever, too powerful, or simply too damn lucky to be caught.”
Tara stared into the blazing fire, watched sparks fly up the chimney, and thought of the time when a casual word uttered at the breakfast table had shattered her belief in Santa Claus.
“I guess,” she said, half to herself, “life can be just one long disillusionment.”
Mortlake startled her by jumping up out of his seat.
“No!” he said, striding over to the window, where the black cat looked up at him with mild curiosity. “No, not this time. That’s the point I’m making—quite badly I now realize, sorry—in this case, we’re not up against some criminal mastermind or maverick genius, just some posh twit and his equally foolish friends. They are playing at evil and bungling it. We can beat them! And with luck, we’ll do it before they kill any more innocent people in their sick games.”
“Yay team!” said Tara, accidentally spitting cake crumbs onto her lap.
Sensing an opportunity for free snacks, Bigglesworth leaped gracefully down from the windowsill and approached, tail twitching in the air.
“Ah, the mighty hunter senses his prey!” Mortlake joked.
 
***
 
“Bugger!” Phil shouted. “Buggeration and buggery. With a side order of bollocks.”
The car would not start. The storm front was almost overhead, and they were alone on Dartmoor, in a lay-by, with no cell service. Phil got out to check under the hood, but of course, he could see nothing wrong. His skills did not extend to machinery. Nicky had done a car maintenance course but she had no clue either.
“What are we going to do?”
Nicky felt the first hints of genuine alarm. People died in winter every year because they went out into the wilder parts of the British Isles without making adequate preparation. She had often described such people as idiots, never thinking she might be one of those statistics.
“Somebody might come along,” said Phil, holding up his phone and waving it forlornly. “Bloody thing. If only we had a satellite phone!”
“We can stay in the car, I suppose—wait for somebody to come along?” she suggested.
“Yeah, it’s our only option. Must be some farmers around here. Or something…”
They sat and waited for a while. Nicky looked in the glove compartment and found a box of Tic Tacs and a Mars Bar. She had a sudden vision of fighting Phil for the chocolate sometime after midnight.
A while turned into a long while. The dark clouds rolled over and started spattering the car with rain, which turned to hail. The rattling impact meant that they didn’t hear the Land Rover coming until it was right behind them. Headlights flashed, and they twisted around in their seats.
“Oh, thank God!” cried Nicky. “We don’t have to die out here after all.”
They scrambled out in time to greet a tall, fair-haired man with a posh voice.
“I say, are you in trouble?”
Explanations took a few moments. The newcomer, whose name was Rupert, had rented an old farmhouse on the moors for a quiet Christmas break with some friends. Of course, he would be happy to take them there, call a tow truck, and keep them warm with a hot toddy. They climbed into the Land Rover, and Nicky’s spirits lifted as the engine roared and hot air played around her damp legs. As they bumped up the road and off onto a barely visible dirt track, she asked if she could use Rupert’s shower.
“Of course, you must both freshen up!” he said.
“You’re a lifesaver,” Nicky said.
“Not at all,” he said. “It will be lovely to have guests for dinner.”



Chapter 6
 
“What you got?” Westall asked his contact in Missing Persons.
“Bugger all, mate,” came the reply. “Everything in this fair land is absolutely fine. Now, sod off, I’m doing the crossword.”
Westall put a hand over the mouthpiece of the phone and waited, knowing that his old drinking buddy was prone to be snappish over the festive season. Cops who had to work over the holidays were seldom full of the joys of Yuletide. Having counted to three, he tried again.
“Come on, mate—there must be some unusual cases, odd witness statements, people who don’t fit the usual profile?”
“Nothing around Wyebridge, and no mysterious vans prowling the mean streets of London offering shoes to vagrants,” came the reply. “Is that it? I could win a cash prize if I finish this today and I’ve only got two clues to get.”
Westall suppressed a sigh.
“You’re saying nobody’s gone missing in the south-western portion of this island?” he asked. “At all?”
“Nobody’s been reported missing,” said his contact, with the pedantry of a tetchy man. “You know the score. Hundreds of idiots could vanish without anybody reporting it. But so far as I know, nobody has disappeared under mysterious circumstances. It’s just the usual—people with dementia wandering off, teenagers who’ve run away from care a dozen times before.”
Westall grunted acknowledgment. Then he asked what the last two crossword clues were. One was a bit baffling, but the other was quite straightforward.
“‘Thong for a revealing entertainer’,” read the contact. “Eight letters, last letter’s R. Come on, you used to be good at these when we were on stakeouts.”
Westall pondered a moment, then said, “Stripper? A thong is a strip of material.”
There was a small, jaded whoop from the other end of the line.
“Brilliant! What’s this one? ‘People injured by throwaway neckwear’, ten letters. You got ‘C’, something-something ‘U’, something-something ‘L’…”
“Casualties,” put in Westall. “It’s casualties. Casual comes from throwaway, and ties are neckwear. You’re welcome. Maybe buy me a pint in the New Year.”
 
***
 
“There’s something wrong, Phil,” said Nicky. “I can’t figure it out, but these guys—they seem wrong, somehow.”
“The upper classes aren’t like us,” said Phil. “They’re just different. They go to those weird all-male boarding schools, then they get a job in daddy’s firm or a job with a newspaper owned by an uncle. They don’t engage with real life much. People like us, we’re usually their employees, not their guests, so we don’t usually interact enough on a personal level to know how weird they really are.”
Hailstones rattled against the window. The room was pitch black, and the couple was snuggled up in a slightly musty double bed. Rupert, their host, had called the nearest garage and sadly informed them that there’d be no help that night.
“I’m afraid the breakdown chaps don’t like coming out in bad weather, especially at night,” he said. “But that’s no problem—you can sleep here, and we can sort things out in the morning.”
It had been a generous offer, very much in keeping with the festive season. Peace on earth, goodwill to all men. Rupert and his three friends seemed pleasant enough. Whiskey was supplied, shepherd’s pie produced, and the shower facilities were adequate. The others even supplied warm clothes, a mish-mash of sweatpants, thick socks, sweaters, and t-shirts.
Yet, somehow, it all made Nicky feel uncomfortable. Sometimes, she caught Rupert exchanging glances with one of his pals that suggested they were sharing a private joke. She felt self-conscious, vulnerable, among these loud, wealthy men who wore their privilege with such ease.
“What don’t you like about them, apart from the fact that they’re posh?” demanded Phil. “So far as I can see, they’re just a bunch of posh blokes who fancied a holiday on their own rather than spending Christmas with their families. They might be gay, explains why there are no women. Some of these old-money families can be very intolerant.”
Nicky tried to articulate why she felt uneasy. She mentioned the way their host and his other guests seemed to be constantly sharing a secret joke, as if they had played some kind of prank. But there was something else, something niggling at the back of her mind. Something she had heard, or seen—what was it?
“I just don’t trust them,” she said. “Something about that phone call… and that little bloke, Alfred. He seemed so nervous, like he was scared of us. Boggle-eyed, jumpy. Why was that?”
“Oh God, I don’t know, perhaps he’s just generally the jumpy type,” moaned Phil into the pillow. “Can’t we just get some sleep?”
Nicky was tired, too, and resolved to get some sleep. After all, they were having a little adventure and it would be a nice topic for dinner party conversation over the holidays. She tried to sleep, but the sounds of their hosts talking downstairs seemed intrusively loud in the darkened room.
The English upper-classes, she thought, have a way of braying when they laugh that’s downright imbecilic. Haw-haw-haw. Though this lot sounds more like they’re barking, now.
Then she opened her eyes, lifted herself on one elbow. A floorboard had creaked, not inside the bedroom but nearby. Someone was outside their door. She nudged Phil, who said something grouchy but incomprehensible. Then there was a slight rattling noise, and a click, followed by a creak.
“Hello?” she said, trying to sound confident.
“Please, keep quiet,” hissed a voice from the darkness. “We mustn’t be heard!”
“What?” mumbled Phil. “Whassup?”
“Shh!” Nicky hissed urgently.
She peered toward the door and could just make out a small, slightly hunched figure. She recalled the little man who hadn’t seemed to fit in with the others. He had been less confident and looked a few years older.
“Is that you Alfred?” she whispered. “What’s wrong?”
“You must get away!” came the reply. “It’s not safe!”
Phil was awake now.
“What’s not safe?” he demanded in a normal voice.
“Please be quiet and get dressed!” Alfred pleaded. “Climb out of the window, slide down the kitchen roof, get to the car, and go. Here—the keys!”
Something clinked on the bed.
“Is this some kind of silly prank?” Phil asked. “Because, we’re grateful for the help and all that, but we really don’t go in for practical jokes…”
“Shut up!” Nicky ordered, driving her elbow sharply into his ribs.
She had just remembered the thing that had been bothering her. The old farmhouse had a suitably ancient-looking landline phone. When Rupert had called the garage on their behalf, he’d been standing with his free hand on the base unit. Pressing down with his fingers. Like a character in an old movie, pushing down on the cradle with two fingers.
To block the outgoing call.
“Phil,” she said firmly. “Let’s get dressed. Just do it, don’t argue. There’s something wrong here.”
“Quickly!” urged Alfred. “Believe me, you’re in terrible danger!”
A posh voice bellowed from below, echoing up the staircase. Nicky could not tell if it was Rupert or one of his cronies—they all sounded much the same to her.
“Are you taking a leak or redecorating the bloody bathroom, Alfred? Hurry up old chap—the party’s just getting started!”
The door closed. Nicky did not know what was going on but tried to explain about the phone to Phil. He said she might be mistaken. She told him not to be a complete idiot and damn well get dressed. He had heard that tone before and, grumbling, started to do as he was told.
Nicky was ready first and opened the bedroom window. As Alfred had said, the gently sloping roof of the kitchen was right below them. The last of the storm had passed and some light was spilling from downstairs.
“We can make it,” she said and climbed out onto the rain-slick tiles.
 
***
 
Tara unbuckled her safety belt and wished she had a window seat. It was a perverse desire, as there was nothing to see but the lights of England vanishing below. Soon they would be over the night-bound Atlantic, and perhaps a passenger gazing down would glimpse a ship or two. And when they arrived it would be three hours earlier, extra time given to the night.
Tara was on a flight to New York, where she would change for another flight, and then another. She was heading home for the holidays to spend Christmas with her Mom and her mom’s new boyfriend, then New Year’s with her dad and his old girlfriend. She had explained this to the garrulous forty-something woman with a bad blonde dye job who did have the window seat. Blondie had, predictably, now fallen asleep just when Tara felt like talking.
“Sucks to be me,” she muttered and unfolded an in-flight magazine. After ten minutes of trying to work up an interest in the lovely holiday homes of celebrities whom she had vaguely heard of, she tried the in-flight movie. It was an upbeat, zany family movie about a Great Dane that swapped personalities with its owner. There were dog jokes, cute kids, madcap chases through stores, and a floofy cat as the villain. But the image of the dog, fangs on show and tongue lolling, made her turn it off. She reclined her seat just a little and plumped her pillow, determined to at least doze.
“Chicken, beef, or vegetarian option?”
The flight attendant was standing over her.
“What? I already ate. Nothing for me.”
The smiling young woman did not move.
“Chicken, beef, or vegetarian option?”
Tara wondered how long she had slept. The subdued light in the cabin seemed ever dimmer. She focused and noticed that everyone else seemed to be asleep or at least silent.
“Nothing for me, thanks!” she said firmly.
The flight attendant looked unhappy, her professional smile freezing in that “Oh god, another one” look. Tara felt resentful, put upon. She was about to ask the woman to just leave her in peace when the attendant’s face began to change. Her nose and mouth started to bulge outward, her eyes grew larger and took on a golden tinge. She was suddenly, impossibly, midway between a werewolf and the Great Dane in the movie.
“Chicken, beef, or vegetarian option!” snarled the woman, slaver splashing from vast jaws. “Or would you rather I ripped your lungs out and shoved them down your throat?”
“No!”
Tara jerked upright and heard her blonde neighbor snoring mildly, mouth open, a hint of drool that Tara felt an impulse to dab at. She resisted and checked the time—halfway to America. She felt there should be some kind of announcement, at the very least a short burst of “The Star-Spangled Banner”. Or, given that they were heading for the Big Apple, maybe the theme from Shaft…
Tara’s reverie was interrupted by someone peering at her over the back of her seat. The little girl, hair in bunches, gave Tara a suspicious look. Tara smiled sweetly up at the girl, but instead of smiling back, the child looked downright scared, eyes widening in alarm. Tara looked down and saw her fingers were now covered in reddish hair and growing black claws in place of her nails.
The transformation was dream-swift, and she leaped eagerly over the seat back and onto the little girl, who squealed and protested but was quickly consumed. The girl’s mother, a plump woman, was irate and kept pressing the button for the attendant until Tara ripped off her arm. The blood, Tara noted, was ruining her new jeans as it would never come out. This made her furious, and she bounded on, down the cabin, tearing off heads, ripping throats, until she got to the front of the plane.
The door to the cockpit was open. The cockpit was also her childhood bedroom, the airliner’s controls somehow attached to her dressing table. Her mom and dad were the pilots. They didn’t notice her coming to kill them because they were arguing, as usual. Tara snarled, frustrated. If they didn’t even notice her, how could she rend them limb from limb?
“Hey, I’m a werewolf!” she insisted.
“No, really, you’re not, honey,” her dad said.
Her mother turned away, unspeaking.
Tara howled. Small items started to rise into the air, flew around the cabin—a hairbrush, a perfume bottle, and Herbie, her old plush cat. Her folks stopped their row long enough to look at her, her mother in exasperation, her father in disappointment. Objects swirled through the air—a maelstrom of commonplace things made strange by levitation.
“Darling?” said Josh, appearing behind her. “Don’t snarl, it’s unbecoming.”
She tore his face off with a swipe of her talons, the mask of flesh flying free of the bloody skull bones. The face that fell onto the floor of her bedroom bore a reproachful expression.
“Sorry,” she said, “but we hurt the ones we love.”
This time she woke up for real. The dream had been absurd, yet vivid. She examined the backs of her hands for hairs before she fully escaped from it. The blonde woman was looking at her with some amusement.
“Bad dreams, honey?”
Tara smiled sweetly at her.
“Guess so.”
Before Blondie could speak again, the captain announced their imminent descent to JFK.
 
***
 
The kitchen roof was treacherous. Their boots were drying downstairs, along with their hiking clothes. Phil and Nicky were in borrowed sweats and socks, which didn’t fit well, but they managed to avoid skidding and got to the drainpipe. Nicky, lighter and far more agile, was first down and ran a dozen yards to the unlocked Land Rover. By the time Phil clambered into the passenger seat, she had gotten it started and was yanking angrily at the stiff handbrake.
“We’re stealing someone else’s car, you know that?” Phil said. “This is mad, I can’t believe we’re doing this.”
“Don’t care,” she replied. “Worth the risk. You heard what he said. You saw he was nervous from the start. If it’s all a big joke they can’t complain. If it isn’t—at last, bloody thing!”
The door of the farmhouse opened, spilling yellow light onto the wet cobblestones of the yard. A tall figure stood silhouetted for a moment, then fell forward. Nicky was concentrating on getting the Land Rover into gear. It was parked facing the low farmyard wall, so she reversed in a wide arc to turn it toward the gate.
Phil, staring toward the house, made a choking sound.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Just drive!” he shouted.
Nicky put her foot down just as something struck the side of the Land Rover. The tremendous bang confused her, and she swerved, almost clipping a stack of oil barrels. The gate loomed up in the headlights. Nicky glimpsed something moving, a big shape that seemed to be clambering up Phil’s side of the vehicle. The sound of glass breaking was almost drowned by a full-throated yell from Phil. She had never heard him shout in genuine terror before.
“What is it?” she demanded, but he seemed to be paralyzed by fear.
They were bouncing along a dirt track toward the actual road. Nicky risked a glance in the rear-view mirror and saw a huge, dark hand reaching in through the rear side window. It seemed to be covered in hair, the fingers tipped with black talons. She had no time to ponder what this meant, only knowing that it was a threat.
Nicky swerved again, this time deliberately slewing the rear of the Land Rover in the winter mud. She looked in the wing mirror and saw something dark rolling over in the gloom behind them, briefly red-lit by the Land Rover’s rear lights. More shapes moved, low, bounding along in their wake.
“What the hell?” she shouted. “Are those bastards in ape suits or something?”
“I don’t know, drive faster,” said Phil, twisting round in his seat. “Fast as you can without risking a crash, but for Christ’s sake don’t slow down.”
 
***
 
The beast lost all doubt, all sense of past or future. It shed its human weaknesses and soon forgot them in the thrill of the hunt. The thing that fled from them was half-understood, a hard object that sped into the night, red lights glowing. The roar it made was strange, disturbing, but very easy to hear. The urge to chase it was strong.
The pack leader was not following directly, though. That was hard to understand. Conflict within the beast’s mind made it hesitate for a moment, then follow the leader. The pack was a living thing in itself, part of the beast, the only community it could imagine. Without language, the leader urged them on. They cut across country, bounding over fields, leaping walls, as the sound of the unnatural thing that held their prey rose and fell in the distance. But never quite faded to nothingness.
 
***
 
They reached the single-lane tarmac road, and Nicky turned left, simply because she had to turn. This took them downhill, along a winding route between two stone walls. Phil was looking out of his window, staring back at the lights of the house. She kept the speed at around thirty, feeling the wheels of the unfamiliar vehicle slipping a little as she handled the bends. The headlights picked out icy patches where puddles had frozen in potholes on the neglected road.
“We must be well ahead of them now,” she commented. “Did they have another car?”
Phil did not answer. He was still staring back the way they had come. She repeated the question.
“I don’t know,” he said distractedly. “Stay focused on the road, you’re skidding all over the place.”
“You want to drive?” she asked.
“No, don’t stop!” he said instantly. “We can’t afford to risk it.”
There was a short silence as they did a series of hairpin bends where the road followed a narrow declivity between two hillocks. After the road straightened out, Nicky asked him what he had seen.
“I don’t know,” he said. “I—I don’t think it’s a joke. Don’t know what’s happening. Christ, I wish we had the GPS, we could be driving around in a big circle.”
Nicky suppressed her annoyance and felt some satisfaction that she could be just irritated with her old man again. That was a welcome touch of normality after their crazy evening. They came to another sharp bend, and she slowed to take it carefully. A shape bounded out from behind the stone wall. Nicky glimpsed yellow eyes, a gaping maw with fangs, and a very red tongue.
The creature was moving so fast that she reacted out of pure shock and slammed her foot on the brake while spinning the wheel far too hard. The Land Rover fish-tailed wildly as she tried and failed to regain control, then its left rear wing smashed into the wall. The engine cut out. Heart thumping in panic, she started the engine and changed gear.
The nightmare creature leaped onto the hood and paused for a moment. Phil was quietly repeating “No, No, No,” in a low, child-like voice. She looked over and saw another monstrous visage at the passenger window. She gunned the engine and flung the Land Rover forward, instinct telling her to flee. The beast on the hood almost lost its balance, but then lashed out with massive claws and smashed through the windscreen. Nicky tried to dodge, but claws raked her left cheek and tore her ear. She screamed as she felt blood cascade down her neck.
Wheels spinning, the vehicle skidded wildly, straightened out for a second, then ran straight into a wall. The first monster was flung into the darkness, falling out of sight. Nicky, sobbing with pain, tried to reverse. The engine, though still running, roared impotently. They were hung up on something. Phil’s window burst in, and a creature grabbed his throat. Nicky tried to help, pulling at his arm, then trying to pull the talons off of him, but they were too strong.
The driver-side door opened with a metallic crash, like it was being torn off its hinges. Pain shot through her thigh as she was dragged back, only her seatbelt keeping her inside. She began batting frantically at her assailant with her hands. Slavering jaws snapped at her fingers, and she screamed, kicked out. The creature grabbed her ankle in its paws, bit down. The pain was so intense that she lost consciousness.
Nicky came to for a few fleeting moments, suddenly free of pain, but feeling intensely cold. Her head bumped on the road, then she felt grass hissing by beneath her. The lights of the Land Rover were some ways off. She heard a distant howling and snarling, inhuman, and the screaming of a man in pain. Two creatures crouched over her, one gnawing at the stump of her ankle, the other ripping at her belly, tearing out lengths of yellow gut.
The cold was gone now, replaced by a weird numbness. Phil had stopped screaming. Nicky hoped she would see him again. Somehow. Somewhere.



Chapter 7
 
Tara’s Christmas with her mom and her boyfriend was made bearable by a steady stream of visiting aunts, uncles, and cousins of various ages. Her brother Tommy turned up with his latest boyfriend. Their mother did her usual purse-lipped impression of someone who finds same-sex relationships a disturbing novelty, like dating an android. Tara and Tommy ended up loading the dishwasher and catching up in their usual bickering fashion.
Nobody had mentioned Josh’s death apart from her mother asking her if she were all right, with the unspoken coda “you should be strong, you’re my daughter.” But as soon as Tara had suggested they clear the dishes, she had known she was in for the third degree.
“You can talk about it, you know,” Tommy said. “Just because they don’t want to, doesn’t mean you can’t. Mom never does the awkward stuff, you know that.”
He jerked a head at the door to the dining room. The sound of children laughing wafted through. Something bright blue and saucer-shaped flew past the door, buzzing quietly, lights flashing. A toy drone, designed to look like a UFO. It drifted back in the opposite direction, then picked up speed as it vanished from view. There was a thump, then a small voice started to wail.
“Objects flying around on their own, just like the old days,” Tommy said as an argument began next door. “So, how is the world of ghoulies and ghosties?”
“Up yours,” Tara grunted. “This goddamn trifle bowl thing is ridiculous—we’ll need to hose it down in the yard.”
Tommy put the bowl in the sink and turned on the faucet.
“Don’t change the subject, big sis,” he said. “Have you been having some of your old problems? You don’t think it’s a coincidence, this weird stuff always happening to you?”
Tara was all set to curse him out, but then leaned back against the freezer and folded her arms, looked him in the eye.
“Tommy, twice is not the same as always,” she said. “Maybe I had some peculiar experiences as a kid…”
“You were fourteen when that poltergeist shit happened,” he interrupted.
“As a kid,” she insisted, staring at him. “It was a crazy time, we were both miserable with mom and dad fighting all the time. Could be I did some stuff and then forgot I’d done it. I was losing sleep and acting up. But all that’s got nothing to do with Josh being—with what happened to Josh.”
Tommy shook his head.
“You attract weirdness,” he insisted. “It’s not just dishes being smashed. Pictures falling off the wall. That was bad enough, but before that, there was that old woman who lived in the woods, when we stayed at that… that cabin. You remember, on Sagamore Lake? She thought you were the Second Coming or something, babbling about you having a destiny.”
Tara barely remembered what he was talking about. Tommy often embroidered the details of events he had not even witnessed. In this case, she suspected he had been eavesdropping on mom and dad sometime and got hold of the wrong end of the stick. But she did remember a woman, ancient-seeming as all elderly people appear to the young. And she recalled a hut of some kind and the pungent smell of smoke.
“That was just a confused homeless woman,” she said firmly. “I wandered off, and she brought me home because she wasn’t evil crazy. She was probably an old hippie who took one too many tabs of bad acid.”
Tommy shook his head again.
“Third time’s the charm, sis,” he said. “Prediction when you’re a kid, then weird events when you come of age, and now this.”
“Come of age?” she giggled, despite her annoyance. “What is this, historical romance? ‘Forsooth, the lady Tara hath come of age, Sir Jasper.’ And I was only fourteen!”
“You know what I mean!” insisted Tommy. “It’s like a three-stage thing in some fairytale—witch in the woods when you’re a kid, then some kind of power when you’re a teen, and now...”
Tara crossed her arms, waited. It was her standard tactic, to let Tommy either erupt like a diva and storm out or—more commonly—simply run out of steam.
“‘Now,’ what?” she said. “I’m doing astrophysical research into detecting planetary systems of distant binary systems—K-class dwarfs mostly, thanks for asking. Which you don’t. Because nobody in this family ever asks me how I am because you’re the big drama queen—pun intended—who always has to be the center of attention.”
She reached over and turned on the dishwasher.
“Job done," she announced. “I’m going out for a jog—a short one, ’kay? Wanna join me?”
Tommy’s aversion to exercise was almost legendary. As she walked out, she expected a parting shot from him and wasn’t disappointed.
“Maybe the third stage is fighting monsters, sis. You thought about that?”
 
***
 
On one of the dull, gray days between Christmas and New Year’s, Westall and Mortlake met at the Greasy Spoon to discuss progress—or the lack of it. The detective explained that missing persons reports were meager and none of them seemed suspicious in a way that Mortlake would find interesting.
“We could have missed someone,” Westall admitted. “But it’s a free country, you know? If people want to wander off at random and not take sensible precautions, that’s basically a human right.”
“And always has been,” Mortlake agreed sadly. “Is this coffee getting worse, or is my palate finally improving?”
“Bit of both,” grimaced Westall, putting his own mug down. “So, your little American friend’s gone home for the holidays? Is she coming back?”
Mortlake shrugged.
“She said she would, she doesn’t strike me as a quitter. And of course, she has actual studies. Whether she’ll feel she wants to fight the forces of evil come New Year is another matter. Time away, with family, has a way of making people reassess their life choices.”
“Which are, in this case, life or death choices,” Westall pointed out. “I seem to recall things haven’t worked out brilliantly for eager young assistants in the past.”
Mortlake looked past the detective at the doorway, where a couple of older ladies had just bustled in out of the rain, laughing and folding their umbrellas.
“Sorry,” said Westall. “Bit on the nose. Not your fault. It’s this time of year, when nothing happens. Oh, except for one point. I did some discreet and very unethical checking on Gonfallon’s buddies. The whole gang seems to have gone off together for Christmas, then one reappeared a couple of days ago.”
He held out his phone to show Mortlake a picture. It was a head shot of a young-ish, dark-haired man with a smug expression.
“Who’s that?” asked Mortlake.
“The Honorable Charles Belmont, who will one day be Marquess of Felpersham when his old dad pops his clogs. And he’s recently developed a limp—and please don’t respond with the ‘A limp what?’ or similar terrible joke.”
“Damn,” Mortlake said, smiling. “How well you know me. But what if a rich man had a skiing accident, or something like that—why is your spider-sense tingling?”
Westall shrugged, put his phone down.
“If he took a tumble of some kind, it was in this country, he has not used any British airport for four months, and don’t ask me how I know that either. It’s all we’ve got in the way of new information—some kind of injury to the Hon. Charles. Might be relevant?”
Mortlake moved fragments of bacon around his plate, making patterns of grease and congealing egg yolk. Westall, not for the first time, had no idea what his sometime ally was thinking. Like many police officers, Westall did not feel comfortable around intellectuals and academics. But he had to respect Mortlake’s ability to piece together bits of evidence to make a case. Albeit one that could never stand up in court.
“Assume that they have been—hunting,” Mortlake said finally. “It is possible that Belmont was injured. Suppose they attacked sheep, say, and a farmer shot at him.”
“I like that idea,” Westall said. “Hope he got barrels, right up the arse.”
Mortlake smiled and laid down his fork, leaned back in what Westall thought of as “tutorial mode”.
“The point is that the injury would, according to all the folk tales, still exist. That would explain the limp. Lycanthropes can be injured. They are real, material beings. But all the accounts we have say they are immensely hard to kill thanks to unnatural strength and resilience.”
Westall guessed what Mortlake wanted him to say next.
“What about silver bullets, then?” he asked.
The professor smiled and made a little gun shape with his fingers.
“I’d like to believe they work,” he said. “Pew pew, dead werewolves. Problem is, killing them would still be murder. What jury would believe otherwise? I leave a trail of dead, naked aristocrats and claim I was killing monsters—I dread to think what the Provost of St. Ananias would say. And that’s assuming I could obtain a gun legally, make the bullets and, oh, learn to shoot in the first place…”
“I could put you in touch with some very competent snipers,” Westall mused. “But it’s the murdering part you’re against, isn’t it? Very noble. While we’re being ethical and sticking to the rules—more or less—those arrogant bastards could be munching their way through an orphanage.”
 
***
 
“Science is about making systematic observations, forming rational hypotheses, testing these new ideas to destruction,” Tara stated firmly. “When a new idea survives, it means we can tentatively frame a better picture of how the universe works. But it’s more fun than it sounds, and we have some great parties in the lab.”
There was a pause around the dining table.
“Well,” Tara said, “that’s my definition of science. It’s about acquiring knowledge. Understanding. You’re talking about technology, Angela. The atom bomb or genetic engineering, those things are the work of engineers applying science. There’s a difference between theory and practice.”
Her dad’s long-term girlfriend, Angela, looked baffled, but then, she usually did. Tara had tried to like her, and she was kind of sweet. But Angela was the sort of person who found long words hard. Plus, she was seven months pregnant, which was all kinds of troublesome.
Then there was Jim, Angela’s brother, who was a pastor. Tara found him irritating, not so much because of his religion but because he always managed to drag God into any conversation. As she had said to her friend Anita, if he sneezed, Jim would look into his handkerchief and see God’s handiwork in the boogers.
“I note,” Jim said, “that you talk about the universe working, like a mechanism which implies a designer. If we see a complex machine, like an automobile, we don’t assume it just sprang into existence. We quite sensibly conclude it was designed.”
“Yeah,” Tara said, “but we already know it was designed and built, by people. The universe may have a designer, and if so, it’s a being who stepped back after setting things in motion and is just watching things play out. Over in Europe, most educated Christians seem happy with that view of God, as far as I can tell.”
She had lost her faith in religion during her teens, after her folks split up. It had not been a reaction against faith so much as an acceptance that prayer didn’t help her, in particular, but talking with her friends did. Friendship, science, and just having fun while she was young seemed to fill her life pretty well.
“Yes,” Jim had said when she’d pointed this out, “you say that now, but what about later? What about when you have children, will you raise them without God?”
Tara always bridled at being told by anyone—especially a man—that she would someday have children. She simply didn’t want to have any and might never change her mind. And she shouldn’t have to tell anyone that it was her right, a right a lot of good people had fought and suffered for. But it was an argument she didn’t want to have on New Year’s Eve.
The Reverend Jim, though, was a tenacious type who had to have the last word.
“But what about evil, Tara? How do you explain evil? Or good, for that matter, if we’re all just the product of random collisions of atoms?”
“You may be the product of random atomic collisions, Jim, but I like to think I’m descended from a bunch of real cute monkeys,” Tara said sweetly as his face froze into a fixed smile. “As for evil—I don’t believe in the Devil, some poor schmuck who has to go around encouraging people to do cruel things. Bad stuff just happens to good people sometimes, no mystery about that.”
“But I thought…” Angela began, then stopped.
Tara had caught a warning look from her father.
“So, you guys,” Tara said, “what about baby names? I have many strong opinions, please ask me!”
After they’d pretty much exhausted the safe topic of the baby, conversation turned to Europe. How Tara found London, her friends, the differences between England and the States. Nobody mentioned Josh. Tara had made it clear before she arrived that she didn’t want to talk about it. But she half-expected somebody to try. Jim’s presence kept her on edge.
The reverend finally made his move when she went out onto the porch to look at snow falling just a few minutes before midnight. She wanted to be alone, so he joined her. The sky was overcast, and she regretted not being able to see the stars, though the snow was pretty. When the door opened, she knew it was going to be the one person she didn’t want to talk to. He stood at her shoulder, just a little too close. It was one of the many little privileges he accorded himself, that intrusion into personal space.
“Aren’t you going to join the company for ‘Auld Lang Syne’?” he asked.
“There’s this old British custom called first footing,” she said. “It means the first person entering the house in the New Year brings luck with them. If they’re lucky, the household is lucky. If not, then not.”
“Yes,” Jim said. “But from what I recall, it should be a dark-haired man. A red-headed woman would be deeply unlucky.”
She was surprised and looked up at him, his face lit from above by the porch light. He was handsome in a bland kind of way, in the same way Angela was conventionally attractive. Tara had once remarked to Tommy that Angela and Jim looked like they’d been recruited from some kind of casting agency that specialized in nice white Americans. “Nah,” Tommy had countered. “I think it was a committee at Pixar.”
“My family’s Scottish on my mom’s side,” Jim explained. “First footing was a thing with Grandma. It’s a nice custom—we could all do with more good fortune.”
Tara hugged herself against the cold and knew she should go inside. But now she couldn’t because Jim wanted her to. So, she stood in silence as more flakes fell, landing on her face, making her lick the melting droplets from around her lips.
“Your father told Angela, who told me—what you said originally,” Jim said. “About wild beasts. And then your denial, the dog attack story. The young man missing—his poor family. You must have been through the wringer. I just wanted to say, if you’d like to talk, I’m not here to convert you. I pray for you, yes, but I do that for everyone I care about.”
He turned to go back inside as a thick flurry of snow covered his shoulders and dark hair with glistening points of light.
“If there is some kind of evil force in the world,” she said quietly, “we should fight it, right? Not just run away.”
He paused, hand on the door handle, and nodded.
“Fight the good fight, yes—but we should also pick our battles. I hope you’ll pick yours carefully and never fight alone. From what I’ve heard—and don’t blame anyone for telling me, whatever their motives—you seem to attract… let’s call it strangeness. That can end badly.”
He stepped inside and held the door for her. She went back inside just in time for the countdown.
 
***
 
“Well, that’s another year gone,” said Mortlake.
He was slumped on Monty Carrington’s couch in front of his friend’s ancient TV set.
“If we’re rating fireworks,” he went on, “I think Sydney had the edge on Paris this year. London, disappointing, not as good as Berlin. But it’s quite hard to tell—your color contrast has gone a bit wonky.”
“Ah yes,” said Monty from the depths of his armchair. “I like Australians! No nonsense about them. They really know how to throw a party. Did I mention I went there as a youngster? Worked on a rusty old cargo ship like some character in Conrad. Nowadays, they call it a gap year and have a lot more sex, so I’m told.”
“The young always seem to be having more sex than one’s own generation,” said Mortlake, pouring himself a glass of Scotch. “A refill? No? Oh well, cheers. Make this the last one, eh? And I daresay fifty thousand years ago there were cavemen complaining about the young people of the Neolithic age, and how they were bonking like squirrels and not chipping their flint arrowheads properly.”
Monty chuckled at that. Bigglesworth, who had been puddled on his lap since teatime, looked up and gave a querulous mew. The old man stroked the cat until it settled again.
“Talking of the young,” Monty said, “why did you come back to Cambridge rather than spend more time with your offspring? You hardly ever see them these days.”
Mortlake took a swig of whiskey, rattled the last shards of ice in his glass.
“A few days at Christmas and the odd birthday bash is quite enough for them—and for me,” he said. “Besides, I’m deeply anti-social, you know that.”
Monty made a skeptical sound.
“You didn’t want me to be alone,” he said. “But you’d rather I didn’t thank you for your kindness. Well, I won’t. In fact, I may tell you to sod off shortly.”
“Quite right,” Mortlake said. “No more of that Christmas cheer, let’s get back to the grim realities of life.”
Monty paused in stroking the cat’s sleek fur.
“Some realities are grimmer than others. Your young friend, are you sure she’s—all right?”
Mortlake frowned, genuinely puzzled.
“Well, she’s in America, if that counts.”
Monty shook his head and resumed stroking Bigglesworth.
“I don’t mean is she at risk—I’m asking, is she a potential threat? Because I sensed something about her. Just for an instant, before I was carried back to that awful day. Yes, she seems genuine enough, but there was a glimpse of something odd, from her childhood perhaps. You’ve become… entangled with dangerous ladies before. Well, one.”
Mortlake felt a slight chill, despite the blazing log fire in the grate.
“Cassandra was a one-off, I was younger then and a lot less careful,” he said. “Tara is what she seems, an innocent bystander.”
Monty scratched Bigglesworth between the ears.
“I hope so,” he said. “Tara certainly seems like a nice girl. But appearances can be deceptive, and you nearly died because of Cassandra…”
“I really must get some shuteye,” Mortlake said firmly, standing up and reaching out a hand. “Happy New Year, old friend.”



Chapter 8
 
“Alfred what?”
Tara thought she had misheard Anita. She was exhausted after the return flight to London, and the moment she had staggered into the hallway, Anita had been ready with snacks, tea, and gossip. The latter had included news of a visitor who had asked for Tara the day before she got back.
“I know it’s here somewhere,” Anita said impatiently, scrabbling in her huge shoulder bag. “This thing’s like the bloody Tardis, it just gets bigger and bigger on the inside. He was a little chap, slightly lost-looking—very nice motor, though. Mercedes, silver-gray. Aha! Here it is!”
She took out a small, white card and handed it to Tara.
“Okay, this is the second time a strange guy has sent me one of these.”
“You’re a card magnet, babe,” Anita remarked. “See the name, though? Alfred Gotobed.”
Tara read the name, looked more closely just to make sure, then checked out the other details. The card was fancier than Mortlake’s. Alfred Gotobed had, apparently, something to do with GTB Finance. Perhaps he was GTB finance. There was only the guy’s name, the company name, plus phone and email. She turned the card over and read a message written in a slightly childish rounded hand.
“Please get in touch.”
“Well, at least it’s not a threat—more of a come-on, in fact,” Anita remarked and sipped her glass of green tea. “So, which sugar daddy website did you use? And can I be a bridesmaid?”
Tara faked some outrage and tried to assault Anita with a cushion, but she wasn’t really in a joking mood. Alfred Gotobed knew where she lived. If he wasn’t linked to Gonfallon, what possible reason could a rich Englishman have for seeking her out? Finding her would have been easy, she could think of several ways herself. She decided to call Mortlake straight away and find out what he knew.
“Want me to leave?” Anita asked after Tara shared her thoughts.
“No,” she said. “No, I trust you. And you need to know if there’s danger. It might be best if I moved out, come to think of it. Shit, I like it here.”
Anita said nothing but gave Tara a hug. As always, Anita clinked and jingled with jewelry, a sound that had become comforting, familiar. It gave Tara an idea, perhaps a silly one, but she filed it away for future reference. Then she called Mortlake. They had exchanged messages over the holidays, but he had had no news for her. Now she had an update for him.
 
***
 
“Gotobed?”
Westall didn’t need to check his list.
“Yeah, he’s been seen with Gonfallon a few times—definitively traveled down to his country place. And you say he’s been in touch with Tara?”
Mortlake was taking his morning walk, heading out of St. Ananias College. It was cold, the grass of the quadrangle stiff with January frost, and only a handful of students were about. He nodded to the porter as he left the college bounds and paused outside the gate.
“Did he issue anything that might be interpreted as a threat, especially by a friendly judge?” Westall asked. “That could be useful.”
“No, he just left contact details, asked her to get in touch,” Mortlake said. “But she is thinking of changing her lodgings.”
Westall agreed that was a good idea, and that any further contact might be interpreted as harassment. That could give him a pretext to investigate, albeit discreetly. Rich men, as he had said many times, have the best lawyers. Mortlake asked if any odd disappearances had been reported, but the detective had drawn a blank.
“Maybe they have given up,” Mortlake said. “But I doubt it. And this direct approach is worrying.”
“Have you noticed anything dodgy going on?” Westall asked. “Anyone watching you, the same vehicle parked outside your gaff, that kind of thing?”
Mortlake had not, but then he had not been looking for signs of surveillance. Now, inevitably, he started to look suspiciously around him. But Cambridge, early on a winter morning, was almost deserted. He passed King’s College Chapel, where a couple of early tourists were taking pictures. Everyone else he could see was delivering stuff, hauling away garbage, or preparing to open their businesses.
“I’ll be more careful,” he said, pausing to gaze up at the chapel, which had a light dusting of frost on its stone pinnacles. “It’s been a while since I was in immediate danger. I may be getting a little rusty. I’ll call Tara and tell her she’s right to worry. Anyway, thanks for the info.”
One of the tourists—a middle-aged lady with a fur hat and an accent he couldn’t place—asked him to take their picture. He obliged, doing his best to get them properly centered beneath the chapel. Predictably, someone walked past behind the couple just as he was taking the picture. He signaled them to wait, snapped another one. Then he handed the camera back and was thanked profusely.
Mortlake took out his phone again and was already calling Tara when he glimpsed the woman who had walked into the shot, disappearing around the corner. There was something about the way she walked, the great mane of lustrous, dark hair, that stirred a memory. If only he’d caught a glimpse of her face, but she had been looking up at the building. Most tourists admired the chapel, there was nothing odd about her turning her face away from him…
Tara answered, and he forgot the intrusive woman.
“Crap,” Tara said. “I mean, I can’t stay here and put everyone else at risk. That gamekeeper guy was killed in the middle of London, right? I’ll have to find somewhere else to stay. Not easy. Renting is a total nightmare.”
“I might be able to help,” Mortlake said. “There are some fairly basic student rooms here in the college. I could pull some strings, if commuting to London is an option?”
“If you’re paying me it is,” she replied quickly. “We never did get that sorted out.”
Mortlake sighed. He hated paperwork, finances, and everything pertaining to business.
“Very well,” he said. “You’re hired, I’ll draw up a contract—no, you do it, and settle on a reasonable wage, and I’ll agree unless it would actually reduce me to beggary.”
“You’re on!”
After they’d made some provisional arrangements, he called the college accommodation bureau and checked. There was a room free. He booked it for a research assistant and messaged Tara some details, then resumed his walk. He followed the route taken by the woman, trying to remember her stride, her figure, the way she shook her hair back.
His heart was racing. His mouth felt dry.
Cassandra, he thought. Why would she be here? Alive or dead?
 
***
 
Tara called Alfred Gotobed. She got his personal assistant, who was at first inclined to stonewall. Then she mentioned her name and was put through to the boss. Her first surprise was Gotobed’s squeaky voice—high, slightly hoarse, not that of a major-league financial whizz. But, according to her research, that’s what he was. The guy had started small in property development, then worked his way up to become a serious player in “the Square Mile”. This was shorthand for the massive concentration of banks and other big players in the ancient City of London. Basic Googling revealed that Gotobed, at forty-five, was well on his way to becoming a billionaire.
And yet, she thought, the guy still sounded like a wimp.
“Yes,” he said when she asked, “I would like to meet.”
“And what’s it about?” she asked bluntly.
Anita, sitting by her to offer moral support, made a thumbs-up sign. Tara’s phone was on speaker.
“About?” Gotobed lowered his already weak voice. “About that unfortunate incident a couple months ago. When that… that young man died.”
“He had a name,” Tara said. “Josh Barnett. So? What about his death?”
“I… I would like to try and make amends. Things have gone too far. I want out. I want to meet Mortlake. I think he could help me, with his knowledge, his experience. I want this to stop!”
Gotobed’s voice was rising in pitch now and getting louder. He sounded quite genuine. But she knew better than to trust a man just because he gets emotional and starts pleading. Anita mouthed two words, emphasizing something they had already discussed.
“A public place,” said Tara. “I want to check you out first, and it will be in a crowded public place. And it will be my choice. I’ll message you the time and place, if I decide to go ahead with this.”
She ended the call, then rang Mortlake to tell him what she had done. He hemmed and hawed a little, but they finally settled on a meeting place they both knew well. And it had something else going for it. There was, as Mortlake pointed out, no more obvious meeting place in London.
 
***
 
After he finished speaking to Tara, Mortlake went back to his research. He had spent many hours trying to pull together folklore and fringe science, to form a coherent picture of how lycanthropy worked. But it had proved easier to dismiss common beliefs than find solid facts.
Mortlake leaned back in his armchair, stretched out his feet to the log fire, and opened his notebook again. He preferred paper to digital and, if challenged, told people it was because the former was harder to hack. It was, in fact, mainly because he loved books and was a compulsive list-maker. There was something about writing words down, correcting them, crossing them out that appealed to his complex soul. He preferred to see how his thoughts had evolved.
In the case of the Wyebridge Werewolves, as he’d dubbed it, there were more annotations and deletions than usual. The full moon thing—wrong. The idea that lycanthropes don’t remember what they do when they “wolf out”—that must be wrong because, if true, Gonfallon and his sick friends would get no pleasure from a kill.
Mortlake underlined the word TRANSFORMATION, added another question mark to the three already accompanying it. This was the clincher. The evidence suggested Gonfallon and his pals transformed when they wanted to, but was it that simple? But if it was not a straight exercise of will power, what caused it?
“Bugger,” he muttered. “Lack of data, rather than curiosity, is what really killed the cat.”
He moved on to the next item on his list. He had originally written WEAPONS, then crossed it out. It was too on-the-nose, too violent in its implications. He had no right to take the life of anyone, even a murderer. He had replaced WEAPONS with DEFENSES, which had a more moderate feel. Here, there was at least a bit of evidence. He frowned at the list, reassessing the worth of his data.
WOLFSBANE. He rated that as Good, a credible way to deter the creatures.
SILVER. That was attractive but problematic. Silver was quite common, especially among the rich—designer watches and so forth. But it would not be difficult for Gonfallon and company to keep the metal at a distance. He tried to recall if Gonfallon had been wearing a watch. If the man wore gold…
“No, very shaky,” Mortlake muttered and rated silver as a Possible.
A thought nagged at him. It jerked him away from his musings, back to the morning walk, the encounter with the tourists. The dark-haired woman striding by, so confident, full of languid grace. Or was he remembering that falsely, kind of wishful thinking?
Mortlake set down the notebook and went to his desk, opened the bottom drawer. He kept some whiskey there, strictly for guests who might be in shock. A lightweight himself, he could not drink without getting instantly tipsy and stupid. He took out the half-empty bottle, removed a few battered cardboard folders of long-yellowed press clippings, and found what he was looking for.
The photograph album was old but still almost pristine, having been stashed away for many years. He could not remember the last time he had looked at it. He sat down at the desk and started to flip through the pages, noting how many were blank. They had set out to fill it with memories, or at least that had been Cassandra’s aim. He finally came to the photo she had liked best, the two of them in a punt on the Cam, her—laughing and holding onto him, him—grinning like an idiot, pretending to fall overboard.
He could not even remember which of their friends had taken that photo. But Cassandra, looking up at young Marcus Mortlake, smiling, he had tried and failed to forget. Every now and again—like this morning—something reminded him of her. The woman with long, dark hair. The shape of a student’s face half-glimpsed in the dining hall, offering a chance resemblance. A timeless moment between waking and sleeping when he imagined the warmth of her, and reached out, and woke to solitude.
“Cassandra Tallantyre,” he said. “Alive or dead?”
He heard a small sound outside in the corridor. For a moment, the irrational side of his nature surged up, as if simply saying her name might have conjured her presence. He got up, walked to the door, and listened. Nothing. He opened the inner door, then the outer. The corridor was dark. Something brushed against him and he jumped. Biggleworth’s green-gold eyes looked up at him. The black tail twitched against Mortlake’s leg again.
“Oh, has he shut you out again?” he said. “Probably having a snooze. Come on in, furry face, I’ve got a tin of tuna somewhere.”
 
***
 
The St. Pancras International station bore a resemblance to the Houses of Parliament, complete with a clock tower. At midday on a Saturday, it was thronged with British and overseas passengers. As Tara arrived, a Eurostar from Paris had just arrived and a throng of out-of-season tourists and business types were surging out of the building. She fought her way through, wary of pickpockets and perverts, and finally got into the main building. As the crowd thinned, she got out her phone and called Mortlake.
“I’m here. I’ll head over to the statue. Can’t see him yet.”
“Okay,” came his reply. “One of my friends is watching.”
Tara felt a slight twinge of irritation at Mortlake’s insistence that someone should keep an eye on her. The whole point of meeting in a railway station on a weekend was to make some kind of attack impossible. She could see at least three armed cops from the main entrance. Like all possible terrorist targets in London, security was tight.
Tara walked over to the statue, which depicted a man and woman in a loving clinch. It was called the Meeting Place, and some thought it was tacky. One rival artist had even used the word “crap”. But it had, according to various online sources, made the station one of the top ten romantic destinations in Europe. Certainly, there was no shortage of people doing their own hugging around the statue.
She spotted Alfred Gotobed. He was loitering with a coffee in hand, looking distinctly unromantic. He hadn’t seen her yet, so she took a moment to study him. He was short, maybe five-five, and somehow, his expensive woolen overcoat seemed too large, and the bottoms of his pants bagged. Tara wondered if this was because his tailor didn’t respect him, or if Gotobed simply slumped and slouched too much. His shoes—real leather, no doubt—were shiny enough, but his feet were small, and the footwear only drew attention to this.
It was his face, though, that made Alfred Gotobed seem rather pathetic. Under a receding hairline, his features were plump, pale, shining with perspiration despite the cold. His eyes were always moving, checking his phone, looking up at the clock, peering at the statue. He seemed like a nervous little man, no longer young, and worried that someone would find him out.
Well, she thought as she walked over, you kind of outed yourself, Alfred.
The moment he caught sight of her, she smiled widely, and without waiting for him to react grabbed one of his hands and pumped it up and down in both of hers. His hand had a dead fish feel to it. She squeezed his short fingers with all of hers.
“Alfred,” she said, “so good to finally meet you!”
She was wearing warm boots with two-inch heels, so she was about an inch taller than him. She saw a passerby smirk and knew they had made an assumption about the young redhead and the middle-aged guy. Eventually, after gawping at her for a few seconds, Gotobed pulled his hand from her grip and found his voice.
“I… thank you for coming, I didn’t think… well, here you are… and now…”
He ran nervous fingers through thin, mousy brown hair. Tara felt pity that was instantly quelled by the thought of what this man might have done. What he might be. She took his arm and steered him to a small hot drinks stall, explaining that they would walk and talk so there was less chance of being overheard.
“Quite, quite, a good idea,” he said quickly, glancing around. “I do think that large man over there by the Eurostar gate is looking at one of us. You, perhaps?”
Tara took out her phone and used the camera to peer over her shoulder. There was a big guy looking their way. He was dressed in woolen cap and dark clothes, neat but nondescript. He could well have been a plainclothes cop, there were probably a few around. But she knew someone as rich as Gonfallon could afford to have both Gotobed or Tara followed.
“Okay, if he watches, he watches,” she said. “Big city, lot of curious people. He can’t lipread at that distance.”
Tara got herself some chicken soup. Gotobed clumsily offered to pay, but she turned him down firmly. It seemed important to accept nothing from him, and she certainly felt no desire to be polite. He reddened as she walked away, scuttling after her in his twinkling shoes. Those shoes had, she saw now, little gold chains on them. Somehow, that made him seem more pathetic. But she told herself to be careful, not to lower her guard, even in public.
“Okay,” she said, as they passed the Meeting Place statue and skirted the couples taking selfies. “What do you want to tell me?”
Gotobed stammered out a not-very-coherent story of how he had wanted to be part of the “smart set”, as he called it. There had been rumors a year or so earlier that Gonfallon was forming an exclusive hunting club. Gotobed, not meeting Tara’s eye, said he had spent time shooting and big game hunting trying to win friends and influence people.
“My mother would like me to have a knighthood,” he added. “It would mean a lot to her.”
In that remark, Tara saw much of the man’s character revealed. But she resisted psychoanalyzing him and, instead, kept probing, trying to dig up hard data. And she got a fair amount. Yes, Gonfallon had brought a girl from somewhere—and she was not normal. Yes, it was a bite or scratch from the girl that gave them the power.
“You call it a power, not a curse?” she interrupted.
The little man looked startled, as if the thought had never occurred to him. Tara dismissed the point and asked how the transformation occurred. She was as keen to know this as Mortlake.
“It’s—emotion, I suppose,” Gotobed said. “You feel strange, sick at first, when the wound is taking effect. Then you feel wonderful—much more powerful, focused. That wears off after a while. But if you experience intense feeling, of a certain kind, you—you change.”
He ran his hand through his disheveled hair again, and Tara looked closely at his fingers. Gotobed hesitated, and she smiled encouragingly, looking him in the eye.
“Go on, Alfred,” she urged. “How do you actually do this?”
“You’ve got to really clear your mind of everything except a kind of intense…”
Gotobed stopped, looked past her, and his eyes widened in fright. Tara spun round to look but saw nothing but milling people. Gotobed was already heading for the car park exit, and she had to run to keep up.
“What is it? Tell me, Alfred!”
She grabbed his arm, and he pulled away. His hand flapped in a gesture of dismissal, and Tara saw something, a data point, a piece of evidence she had hoped to discover. An experiment had succeeded. She kept following him, bombarding him with questions he did not answer, until they reached a silver-gray Mercedes. As he unlocked it, the little man stammered out a few words.
“Professor Mortlake… I need to meet him… He must help me!”
Later on, when Gotobed had left and Tara had found a quieter spot to talk, she took out her phone and called Mortlake again, described what had happened. They discussed how credible Gotobed was. She argued that he might be a brilliant actor, but he seemed genuinely worried about the turn his life had taken. Mortlake pointed out that he had no idea how to cure lycanthropy, but that was a side issue. Rescuing the captive girl was the most important thing, and Gotobed would have useful information about the house where she was being held.
“Message received,” she said. “But he’s skittish about public places. And I can’t ask him round to the house—too many innocent people at risk.”
“I understand,” said Mortlake. “I’ll have to face this sooner or later. I believe there are ways to curb the lycanthrope, if not cure them. I will prepare a few defenses. But getting information on that poor girl is the main thing.”
“Agreed,” she said. “Oh, by the way, I conducted a little experiment of my own while I talked to Alfred.”
“Nothing dangerous I hope?” he said.
“Not to me,” she replied and explained what she had done.
“Clever!” Mortlake sounded truly impressed. “It confirms the old folk wisdom. Well done! Now I must make a visit to the chemistry department. And the herbarium people, I’ve not seen them in a while. Try and arrange a visit from Mr. Gotobed for next weekend. I’ll have a few things ready by then.”



Chapter 9
 
“One should drive nails through the cursed individual’s hands,” Tara read, looking up from a bulky Victorian tome. “Seriously, some of those old-time guys were sadists.”
An elderly woman at the next table darted her a warning look. She resisted the urge to raise a finger in response. It was late afternoon in the college library, and she was helping Mortlake with some last-minute research. They had been shushed several times. This was mostly thanks to Tara’s reactions to folk remedies for lycanthropy.
“The internet is a wonderful thing,” Mortlake said. “But we’ve got to go through the original texts. Quietly. Just in case. Libraries are your friend. I know you’re used to everything being instantly available on-screen, but remember, not everything is online, and not everything you find online is right.”
Tara was irritated, in part by the obvious logic of his remarks.
“Yeah, but the original texts on lycanthropy are all, like, Latin or medieval French or old-time German or whatever,” she pointed out. “I can’t read them! Why am I here?”
Patiently, Mortlake pointed out that she was providing a kind of backstop, going through English-language texts that referenced the source material. It was sensible to explore every option, and as Mortlake’s Latin was rusty and his French poor, she might well save him some time.
“I guess,” she said. “But we already know about wolfsbane and silver, right? Why bother with, I dunno, stuff like this? ‘Some Christians believed it was merely necessary to address the werewolf by his own name, repeating it three times, to remove the curse.’ I mean, if it was that easy…”
Mortlake wagged a finger at her in admonition.
“Sounds a bit feeble, at first glance, but think—you’re being attacked by a big, toothy, hairy monster. You have to be damn sure you get the name right and have the time—and sheer presence of mind—to repeat it three times. It’s not so easy as you might think.”
“Yeah,” Tara said, deciding to play along. “And what if their name is Montmorency or Concepcion, and not something nice and short like Vic or Buzz? It’s a linguistic minefield. Oh, and here’s another brilliant idea from our inbred ancestors, ‘Sicilians believed you should strike a werewolf on the forehead or scalp with a knife.’”
“Another one to file under ‘easier said than done’,” agreed Mortlake.
The old lady at the next table slammed shut the book she was reading and stomped off into the labyrinth of shelves. Tara stuck her tongue out at the woman’s retreating back. Then she leaned back, making her ancient wooden chair creak. It was already getting dark, shadows pooling in the ancient building. Normally, Tara would have liked to prowl the aisles, looking for books in her own field. It was interesting to check for the names of scientists long dead, read through theories of the universe now long since discredited. But this particular library seemed to sum up that the past—a dark, mysterious, and too often violent past—was never far away.
“Exhaustion,” Mortlake said, laying a finger on a paragraph of Gothic print. “Greeks and Romans believed it could be cured by simply wearing down the person in question. Presumably walking them up and down, keeping them awake—that’s actually classed as torture nowadays, but they were a rough lot back then.”
Tara closed the book in front of her and raised a small cloud of dust.
“Anyway, Alfred Gotobed will be here in about ten minutes, so I vote we’re through. You got a ton of wolfsbane in your place, right?”
“Not exactly,” the professor admitted. “My herbal friends were a little short. I tried to contact a local witch—a good one, of course—but she’s on a skiing holiday in Austria.”
Tara was appalled and amused in about equal portions. Seeing her reaction, Mortlake tried to reassure her.
“Don’t worry, I have taken some precautions. And, in the final analysis, we simply can’t turn away someone who asks for our help. I know that will always involve an element of risk. It’s something I’ve come to accept. I don’t get a kick out of it, believe me.”
He paused, seeing her troubled expression.
“Put simply, Tara, we’re the good guys—and that always comes with major penalties, I’m afraid. In the movies, you can kick in the door of the baddies’ lair and shoot the lot of ’em, and still be one of the good guys. In those gunfights or car chases or whatever, they never simply kill an innocent bystander, do they? In real life, try to simply do what’s morally right, and you’re blocked and hamstrung on all sides. We have to keep our eyes on our aim—to rescue that poor girl. The sooner, the better. Then, ideally, we can try and cure the people she has been made to infect.”
Tara thought it was a big ask. She followed Mortlake out of the library and back through the college to the quadrangle. By the main gate, a familiar figure was waiting, looking uncomfortable and out of place. Alfred Gotobed recognized Tara and gave a little wave, as if this was a social occasion.
“He doesn’t look dangerous,” Mortlake observed. “But appearances can be deceptive. Let’s find out what he has to say.”
They walked over, and Mortlake shook hands while Gotobed thanked him profusely for the meeting. As arranged, Tara took a good look at Gotobed’s right hand. The angry red mark she had made on his flesh the week earlier had faded. Mortlake gave her a significant nod as they walked back to the inner entrance of the college. He had noticed it, too. Another data point in their research.
 
***
 
Tara noticed changes in Mortlake’s sitting room. There was the presence of alcohol: a tray bearing some glasses, a bottle of Scotch, some soda water. There was also the general increase in tidiness, as if some books had actually been put away. The third difference was less apparent until Alfred Gotobed sat down. Something shot out from behind the sofa and hurtled out of the apartment like a black furry missile.
“I’d quite forgotten Bigglesworth was lurking around,” Mortlake remarked, closing the door. “Are you a cat person, Mr. Gotobed?”
“They—they’ve started to avoid me,” the little man said. “I quite like cats, but lately they dislike me quite a lot. Dogs bark and snarl, too—they don’t like my smell, I think, though I keep showering and use plenty of cologne. Dogs want to attack me, cats hiss and run. It’s become quite noticeable.”
Mortlake gestured to Tara, who sat opposite Gotobed. Mortlake perched on the arm of the sofa, looking languid and amiable. Tara had to admire his insouciant attitude, like he was chatting with a rather awkward student. Gotobed, for his part, looked sweatier than ever, the nervous sheen making his face glisten more.
Tara had to remind herself that this man was a killer. That he had signed up for killing, that he had made a choice that went way beyond everyday badness. But seeing the dirty collar of his shirt, the way his pants were still baggy, the little chains on his shoes, she could not hate him. Anger turned to pity. The businessman, stammering out fragments of his life story in his high-pitched voice, seemed to epitomize every weak man who got into something and had no idea how to get out.
“All very interesting,” said Mortlake, cutting into Gotobed’s monologue. “But I need to know details. You wanted to be part of Gonfallon’s secret society, club, whatever. You heard about it through the grapevine?”
“Yes, from Charles Belmont—he’s into property in a big way. He said that if I had a million to pay the membership, I could enjoy… I could…”
Gotobed took out a fine silk handkerchief and mopped his forehead. Mortlake offered him a drink. The little man accepted a Scotch and soda. Tara wondered if there was some ulterior motive, and tensed up when Gotobed gulped down a mouthful of the whiskey. But it had no obvious effect, other than to make his pasty white features flush a little.
“Thank you,” he said. “When I met Rupert, he said he could offer me something better than drugs, better than sex. Better than things I’ve tried and not enjoyed, not really. It’s like this stuff, you see…”
He held up his glass, frowned at the amber fluid.
“It can take away some of the self-consciousness, the doubt, the anxiety—but you know it’s just fake and only temporary. What Rupert offered was the perfect thrill, where you lose yourself completely. You become utterly ruthless, living in the moment, all your senses heightened…”
He looked up at Tara, then looked down at the worn rug at his feet.
“It was beautiful, in a way. That was what he promised. Freedom of a kind—for me, at least. The others, they loved the idea of breaking the rules, of getting away with it. And the killing. That really mattered to them, that sense of power from taking a life. But I thought… I thought it would be just animals, so it wouldn’t be bad. After all, we would eat them. And it was wonderful. Suddenly to be chasing the deer, smelling their fear, seeing them darting away into the trees, being one of the pack. Being strong and wild in the darkness. And then…”
Silence filled the room, which no longer seemed like a cozy oasis, a refuge from the world’s madness and violence.
Tara spoke quietly.
“And then you killed Josh. Tore him apart. And would have killed me, right? If it hadn’t been for the wolfsbane.”
Gotobed made a small noise, somewhere between a sob and a wail. Mortlake started to reach out, perhaps to pat the man on his shoulder, then pulled back. Tara twisted the bulky ring on her finger, the one she had borrowed from Anita. The silver ring that had marked the little man at the Meeting Place.
“Alfred,” said Mortlake quietly. “You didn’t come here just to confess. You want us to help you. And believe me, we do want to help. But we need facts. For starters, how did you contract lycanthropy?”
Gotobed looked puzzled, and Tara clarified the point.
“How did you get to be a werewolf?”
The businessman described how the girl in the cellar had been tranquilized by Gonfallon’s heavies so that she was slow, clumsy but not unconscious. She had been brought out in shackles on her neck and limbs and then provoked.
“What do you mean, provoked?” demanded Tara. “You mean tortured?”
“She… they… It was a combination of threats, mockery, and some prodding with sticks,” Gotobed said. “Bullying, you might say. That makes them change. The combination of fear and anger.”
“Fight or flight,” Mortlake mused. “That makes sense. So, you saw the change?”
Gotobed took another gulp of whiskey, set the glass down with a clatter. He nodded.
“I hadn’t really believed it, until that moment. And when I saw it—saw her turn, I didn’t want to go on. But Rupert grabbed my arm and pushed my hand towards her. Just close enough for her to lash out.”
He held out his left hand.
“There’s a tiny mark, just above the wrist. You can’t see it from there? No? And yet, that’s all it took. I felt sick, heaved up my breakfast on that filthy floor. They put her back in her cage and took me upstairs. And then, when I felt better, Rupert explained how we would—how we’d do it that evening.”
Mortlake was leaning forward, fascinated. Tara was appalled, imagining the terror of the captive, surrounded by strange men tormenting her, mocking her, treating her like an animal so that she would become one for their sporting pleasure. She wanted to storm out, curse at the top of her voice, or just throw something. She forced herself to remain quiet, watching their visitor, wondering if she would help him even if she could.
“Fight or flight,” repeated Mortlake. “How does that work, though? Surely Gonfallon’s henchmen didn’t chain you up and poke you with sticks?”
Gotobed shook his head, covered his face with his hands. His voice, muffled, seemed to break.
“We have to reach down inside ourselves,” he explained. “All our fear, hatred, resentment. Everything negative, all the unfairness and injustice—anything that’s ever made us angry. We visualize it, you see?”
He took his hands away, stared up at the professor.
“And then what happened?” Tara demanded. “That was when you killed Josh, right? And you remember doing it, but you couldn’t stop yourself?”
Gotobed nodded, face reddening again, staring down at his small shoes.
“And since then?” Mortlake said. “How many more?”
The little man shook his head, jumped up suddenly.
“I don’t want to remember!” he cried. “God, I couldn’t say no! If I’d refused, I’d have been next, they’d have found a way! You do see that? I came here for help, and all you do is blame me!”
The weakest one of the pack, Tara thought, forced to hunt with the others. So, he had killed again, knowingly, aware that the prey was human.
“We do want to help, Alfred,” said Mortlake. “But we need to know as much as possible. It took courage to come here, we appreciate that.”
Tara wanted to say something useful but was choked by rage rising up. It was monstrous that someone as good as Josh should have died for some stupid, decadent blood sport. It was one thing to know that as a theory, quite another to have one of the killers confirm it.
Gotobed caught her eye and looked away.
“I, I feel a little unwell, I downed that Scotch too fast—could I use your facilities…?”
Mortlake gestured. Gotobed scuttled into the bathroom.
“Pathetic little bastard,” Tara said under her breath. “He’s full of self-pity.”
Mortlake went to his desk and took something out of a drawer. It looked to Tara like bug spray, in a gray, unmarked can. He shook it absentmindedly, peering at the bathroom door. There was a sound of water running.
“That your secret weapon?” Tara asked.
“Let’s hope so.”
Mortlake hefted the can in one hand, put it in a pocket of his ancient tweed jacket. He looked at her appraisingly.
“If this is too hard for you, you can go,” he said quietly.
“No!” she hissed. “I want to help. I guess I won’t hate him forever. He’s such a pathetic little man—no matter how much power and money he has, he’s always the outsider, always a loser.”
Mortlake’s eyes widened and he made a shushing gesture.
“What?” she asked, lowering her voice again. “He can’t hear me…”
Then it occurred to her that, if a man’s odor could change so much that dogs and cats react to it, maybe some other things could have changed, too. He might, for instance, have sharper hearing. She recalled how Gotobed had flinched when the station announcement had blared out last weekend. She’d put it down to nervousness but what if it wasn’t?
“Sorry,” she said.
They stared at the bathroom door. Then Mortlake moved over to it and rapped gently with his knuckles.
“Alfred? You all right, old chap?”
There was a low noise that Tara tried to tell herself was the rumble of ancient university plumbing. But it grew and became a chilling snarl, dog-like, but far louder and deeper. Cloth ripped and with it came a howl, high-pitched and piercing. Mortlake jumped back from the door just as the wood panels jumped with a tremendous impact. Then came a scrabbling and scratching, the sound of splintering wood.
“I think you were speaking a little too loudly,” Mortlake said, not sounding too alarmed. “But maybe he’ll calm down before…”
One of the wooden panels burst out, shards of pale wood flying across the room. A great paw appeared rending at the edges of the hole. Mortlake stood staring for a moment, then took out the can and sprayed colorless vapor at the paw. It pulled back with a yelp and for a moment, Tara wondered if somehow Gotobed had been knocked out. Or killed.
Then the door shook again, and the snarling grew far louder.
“You pissed him off!” she shouted.
“Let’s go,” he said. “We don’t want to be trapped in here with it.”
They had just made it outside when the creature burst through into the living room, hesitated for a split-second, then bounded straight at them. Tara felt blind panic at the sight of golden-yellow eyes, fangs, and the low-slung, hulking form. The ragged remnants of a shirt fluttered across its back. Mortlake sprayed the beast, and it acted just like a dog bothered by a fly—snapping at the air, raising one paw, and batting at the vapor. Mortlake pulled the outer door closed. It shook and jumped on its hinges a second later.
“Silver iodide,” he said, shaking the spray again. “Thought it might be a bit more effective.”
“Okay, what’s Plan B?” Tara asked.
“Exhaustion,” he said. “Wear the bugger down a bit.”
She stared at him. “You don’t have any more weapons?”
Before he could reply, the door split open from the top, and the creature lunged out. Tara ran for it, heading for the end of the corridor with the stained-glass window. Mortlake followed, squirting more of his silver spray after him. A staircase to the right was marked “Roof Access Only”. The stairway down and the elevator, she realized, was the other way, past the door that the werewolf was now demolishing.
“Upwards, safer for others,” Mortlake said.
Tara sprinted up the stairs, the Englishman following at a lumbering pace. She looked down to see the beast bounding past, a hurtling patch of darkness that skidded on the ancient stone floor.
Claws and paws, she thought, colliding with a door and praying it was open. Skittering like a dog in a hallway.
The door was open. The beast regained control and took the narrow stairway in a few bounds. Tara and Mortlake stood to either side of the exit, and again, the professor sprayed a cloud of silver compound into the path of the beast. It sneezed this time, shaking its head again, but quickly recovered and turned to face Tara. It was dark, but the college was a historic building, well-lit from below. Half in shadow, the creature advanced a couple of paces, sniffing the air. She saw in the shape of the skull, the cast of the jaw, a hint of the pathetic man it had been. She could almost understand why Alfred Gotobed might seek to escape from himself this way.
Almost.
“Alfred,” she said loudly, remembering another fragment of folklore.
The creature seemed to hesitate, head shaking, startlingly like a dog responding to a familiar human’s call. Then it bared its fangs again, hunched its shoulders, and gathered itself to spring. She backed up, felt the cold stone of the parapet behind her.
“Alfred!” shouted Mortlake and clapped his hands sharply.
The sound did not distract the beast at all. It launched itself at her. Tara, too, had prepared for a leap and flung herself to one side. The lycanthrope struck the parapet, yelped, and skittered on the stone slabs. But it was lightning-fast and it had Tara cornered. She glanced down and saw a sloping roof, gray overlapping slates. The gradient was shallow but still risky.
She threw herself over the parapet as the beast sprang again. Something bumped her on the sole of one runner as she half-rolled onto the tiles. She started to slide and scrabbled, breaking nails, whimpering in pain and panic now. But the plan—simple, improvised, better than nothing—required her to lure the beast. She stood, her rubber soles keeping her steady.
“Alfred!” she shouted, then put her fingers in her mouth and whistled.
The third repetition of his name did not cure Gotobed’s affliction, but the beast could not ignore the piercing sound. It looked down at her, ears back, slavering. She whistled again, waved her arms.
“Come and get me, you hairy bastard!”
For a moment, she doubted, wondered if the monster would simply turn and go for Mortlake, who was out of sight now. But then it leaped again, eyes glaring, focused on its prey. She crouched, arms out, as it landed on the roof and tried to run at her. Its legs worked frantically, but it was built for a chase in a forest or on grass. Instead of hurtling at her in a straight line, it slid diagonally, and she saw the rage of the hunter give way to confusion, the great eyes wide. A whine came from the great throat, then a howl as it scrabbled at the guttering, tore it free, and tumbled into the quadrangle.
“Crap,” she said.
Her blood was pounding loudly in her ears, but she could still hear shouts from below. She made her way carefully back up to the parapet, where Mortlake was waiting to help her. They made their way downstairs and arrived in time to find a growing throng of students gathered around a pale body on the ground.
Alfred Gotobed looked even more pathetic naked on the frost-covered grass. Someone had already called an ambulance, though it was clear it would not need to hurry. Tara looked up at the roof. About fifty feet, she guessed. Maybe a little less.
“Yes,” said Mortlake quietly, following her gaze. “Another data point. It seems they can die in the same way we do.”



Chapter 10
 
They were questioned separately in adjacent tutorial rooms.
The Cambridge police went easy on Tara when they found out she had been traumatized by the loss of her boyfriend. They were less inclined to go easy on Mortlake. Tara got the feeling that he had generated a lot of publicity for the college and the town, not all of it welcome. But in the end, they had to accept the facts—that Alfred Gotobed had been visiting Mortlake, had sought advice over what he believed to be some kind of paranormal problem, and had then become homicidal.
The nakedness of the corpse was, not surprisingly, of great interest. Tara explained that, not long after arriving, Gotobed had simply torn off his clothes. These had been found ripped to shreds in the bathroom. Tara resisted the urge to ask about the black leather shoes with the little gold chains. But the detective who questioned her did let slip that a few remnants of clothing were actually found on Gotobed’s body.
“I never noticed when…” she began, trying to recall how the beast had looked, not remembering any trailing bits of cloth. “I mean, I didn’t notice. I was kind of distracted by how crazy he was acting.”
“Yes, about that… Why do you think he smashed through two solid oak doors when neither was locked?” the detective asked.
Tara had not expected the question. It had seemed obvious that a wild beast could not work a door handle, but she could hardly say that.
“I guess that was part of his… his mania, or whatever it’s called. The guy was not making a whole lot of sense before he changed. Changed into a crazy person, I mean.”
The cop did not seem convinced. Tara knew she was not a brilliant liar. But then the detective was called out to speak to a colleague, and when he came back, he asked her about Josh. They discussed her trauma, whether she had received counseling, if she was on any medication. This was the preliminary to letting her go, with a polite request not to try and leave the country for a few weeks. No charges were likely to be brought.
Tara went to get a coffee and sat opposite the main gate of St. Ananias in the cold, warming her hands on the cup. She watched the coroner’s team carry off the small burden that had once been a rich man. She wondered if Alfred Gotobed had set out to kill them both, or genuinely wanted help. Maybe the truth was somewhere in the gray area between the man’s weakness and what little sense of morality he had left.
“Can you spare some change, please?”
The beggar startled her. The man was thin, raw-boned, wrapped in layers of mismatched clothing, feet encased in ragged socks. Embarrassed, she fumbled for cash and found only a note, handed it over.
“Got no change,” she said unnecessarily.
The man stared at the note and then thanked her before walking on. Tara watched as he vanished around the corner occupied by a Starbucks. She thought about Alfred Gotobed, richer than most people alive on this planet could imagine, who could have housed every down and out in this city and not really felt it. Instead, he had decided to buy himself a one-way ticket to violent bloodlust.
Tara finished her coffee just before her phone chimed. They had let Mortlake go with a warning that he might be called in again by police or the coroner.
“No big deal,” he said. “I’m used to it by now. They always find a way to avoid asking me about the really strange stuff. They feel it makes them look a bit silly, and who am I to disagree?”
They met up in his apartment, which, apart from the wrecked doors, was surprisingly intact. Then he showed her up to the student room where she could stay for the rest of the semester, if she wanted. It felt odd to look at new accommodation so soon after a death, she observed. But she did need somewhere to sleep.
“Yes, but you’ve missed the last train,” he pointed out. “I’ll provide you with some sheets, pillows, and so on. Need a toothbrush? All right, no problem. I’ll be right back.”
Alone for a few minutes, she checked out her new home. It was stark, old-fashioned, an attic room whose modern amenities consisted of the bare essentials. Still, it was warm enough, and she had a view through a dormer window in the sloping roof. Then she noticed something else. The guttering just below the window was broken, hanging loose.
 
***
 
NAKED TYCOON IN UNIVERSITY DEATH PLUNGE
 
Mortlake glanced at the front page of the Cambridge Gazette, then put the paper down.
“At least that headline covered a few major demographics, so fair play to them,” he remarked to Monty. “Want to check the football results?”
Monty Carrington thanked him and started to peruse the sports pages. They were in the refectory of St. Ananias, a communal dining hall where the lecturers and students could mingle. But both academics were early risers and, this being a Sunday morning, the place was almost deserted. There were more faces in the portraits that lined the walls than there were at the long tables.
Staring up at various long-dead notables, Mortlake munched a piece of toast while Monty muttered darkly about transfer windows, the ludicrous sums paid for obscure young players, and the pernicious influence of V. A. R. Seeing Mortlake’s puzzlement, the older man smiled.
“Video Assistant Referee,” Monty explained. “Stopping the game, going off to look at what’s just happened from different angles. Terrible, pernicious influence on decisions. Making a mockery of the offside rule, for a start, which as you know…”
Mortlake held up a toast crust. He had sternly refused to have the offside rule explained to him on a regular basis for over fifteen years. Monty sighed.
“Seriously, Marcus, I thought you were from the North, but you know nothing about football, cricket, rugby—are you a changeling or what?”
“I was a great disappointment to my family, they wanted a world-class goalie,” Mortlake said. “Worth noting, though, that looking at things from different angles is no bad thing.”
Monty sighed and put the paper down.
“All right, old chap, which particular angles am I supposed to be peering from? I assume this is about that banker or whatever he was?”
Mortlake poured himself another coffee, pondered it for a moment, then dropped in two lumps of sugar. He felt the need for energy.
“Alfred Gotobed,” he said. “Was he always planning to turn on us or did he genuinely want our help? Or is it more ambiguous than that? Did he want to change sides but, at the last minute, doubted whether he could?”
Monty dabbed some marmalade on the last piece of toast.
“Changing sides implies changing back, doesn’t it? And is there a way for them to stop being—you know whats? Without dying? I don’t think you’ve quite settled that, or have you?”
Mortlake shook his head. He went through the pros and cons again, hoping that Monty might have something to add. The old man was notoriously easy to befuddle on everyday matters. But he had a keen mind when more esoteric matters were concerned. His gift for postcognition had given him insights into so many lives that he could call upon a vast fund of half-remembered knowledge and experience. Not very efficiently, but he could do it.
“If we can’t cure them, and we can’t kill them, we have to find some way of stopping them,” Mortlake pointed out. “But, as Tara observed, none of the supposed solutions are very credible.”
“It might help,” Monty said, “to find out a little more. That’s what you’re leading up to, isn’t it?”
Mortlake shifted uncomfortably.
“You know I wouldn’t ask…”
The old man reached across the table and laid his fingertips lightly on the back of his friend’s hand. Mortlake jerked away instinctively, as Monty sighed and looked up at the roof beams.
“Oh yes, I see it,” he said. “A glimpse, at least. Quite a monster. Not much of a man.”
Monty gulped, closed his eyes.
“Going a little further back, I sense—yes, he did meet the others, Gonfallon and the rest, a few days ago. After he met Tara. He felt stung by their condescension, but you knew that. Wanted to prove himself to them. But conflicted. Yes, right to the moment of truth he was undecided. I feel—I can’t be sure, but—if you’d offered him some hope of a cure then and there, he’d have turned against them. But instead, he heard you talking about him. Harsh words. Rage at being slighted yet again. That did it.”
The old man opened his eyes and gazed across the table at his friend.
“No need to tell Tara, of course. Not her fault. The man made his choice. Just like Cassandra Tallantyre.”
Mortlake paused, coffee cup halfway to his lips. Monty shook his head, wagged a finger. It reminded Mortlake of an old headmaster who had called him clever but far too imaginative.
“Really, my dear fellow, she is long gone, but there you go seeing her in the street,” said Monty quietly. “You should have consigned her to the past, not keep seeing her in some random passerby.”
Mortlake shook his head.
“It was just that one time, a chance resemblance,” he insisted. “I know she’s probably dead. But… I can’t be sure, can I?”
The old man shook his head. Mortlake knew what was coming next, or at least had a pretty good idea.
“She was bad for you then, what makes you think she’d be any better for you now?”
 
***
 
It was a Sunday morning, and Tara was in no hurry to wake and start her day. Instead, she dozed under the sloping roof of her spartan accommodation. She never slept well in an unfamiliar bed, and her dreams had been a jumbled mixture of rapacious monsters chasing her across the rooftops of Cambridge, which was also London, and her mother spraying choking quantities of Raid around the house in summer. She eventually got up, showered, dressed, and got down to breakfast in time to meet Monty coming out of the refectory. She asked him how he was, and if Bigglesworth had recovered from his shock by now.
“Oh, that old reprobate, it takes a lot to rattle him,” Monty said. “Did I mention he’s become a father? I could have sworn I had him done, you know, but apparently, I forgot. It seems he’s been seeing a stray tabby that hangs around the kitchens. And now there are kittens. You wouldn’t like one?”
Tara turned down the offer but promised to ask her friends. Then she went inside to get scrambled eggs and talk to Mortlake. She found him meditative, preoccupied. He asked her if she had any thoughts about yesterday’s unfortunate events, as he called them.
“Well, yeah,” she said. “Firstly, that spray of yours could be a good deal stronger. Second, why the hell didn’t you get any wolfsbane? I know you said your friend was on a skiing trip, but did you try elsewhere?”
“Two good points,” he conceded. “First, I didn’t want the spray to be lethal, so perhaps I diluted it too much. Secondly, it’s hard to find a toxic wild plant in January. Herbalists tend not to stock them, and none of my contacts could help. But, with luck, we’ll have some soon.”
He paused, but Tara sensed he wanted to say something else. She had an inkling what it might be.
“Spit it out, professor,” she said finally. “You have a point to make, I guess?”
He looked past her right ear as he talked—in general terms—about psychokinetic forces, such as those found in poltergeist phenomena. He discussed adolescent girls and how they sometimes displayed unusual powers. He suggested that these might be of use to restrain or repel physical attacks.
“That’s enough!” she said, so loudly that heads turned at the next table. “Enough, please. That was all a long time ago and it was mostly just me acting up—hell, I was acting crazy because my folks were getting divorced.”
“Just over six years ago,” he put in. “Not so long.”
“Whatever!” Tara was resentful, angry, and confused. “I guess I can’t stop you Googling my background, but it still feels kind of deceitful. And whatever happened, it’s in the past.”
Mortlake met her gaze at last, his own eyes gleaming with enthusiasm. He started to talk about experiments, subjects he had worked with in the past. There were ways, he assured her, to cultivate unusual powers.
Tara dropped her fork onto her plate with a clatter and crossed her arms.
“I won’t press the point,” Mortlake said, in a more conciliatory tone. “But like calls to like. If you do have something—let’s say an aura about you—it will attract the paranormal, the strange, the dangerous. And if you were to cultivate your abilities rather than deny them, it might help.”
“I have no abilities!” she insisted. “Sometimes, the boring, rational explanation is the right one. I just went through a phase, stuff happened, it’s over.”
She drank down her glass of orange juice and stood up.
“Now, if you don’t mind, I have a train to catch.”
 
***
 
Mortlake wished he had been more tactful with Tara. He decided to call her later and apologize after she had gotten home. Then he changed his mind and resolved to call her on the train. Then he wondered if she had chosen the quiet coach. Finally, he sent her a message saying he was sorry and asking her to call him.
He stared at his phone for a while. His messages to several other people had been answered, with one exception. He scrolled through emails, checking them carefully. He had failed to get through.
He thought, perhaps, it was impossible. Sometimes, you can’t stop people getting hurt.
Finally, he called Rob Westall for an update from Scotland Yard.
“Bottom line,” Westall said, “is that we’re not being called in. The regular mob are handling it. It’s sometimes treated as a security matter if a very rich bloke dies but not in this case. Seems Gotobed had no sensitive political connections, nothing like that. Just a man with more money than most.”
“And a lot less sense,” Mortlake muttered.
Westall agreed and asked about Tara.
“People who’ve been through repeated traumas sometimes get a bit twitchy,” he pointed out.
“I upset her,” Mortlake admitted. “I—I was tactless.”
Westall gave a dry chuckle.
“Surely not? You, an aging Cambridge academic who’s lived alone for years, turned out to have problems relating to an American in her early twenties? What other signs of the apocalypse can we expect? Two-headed calf born in Omsk?”
Westall paused for a beat, then continued.
“So, those contact details—has the bastard deigned to reply yet?”
“No,” Mortlake admitted. “I was just checking. No email, no text. I’ll try the direct approach next. Not relishing it, I must admit.”
Westall grunted noncommittally.
“Well, let’s put it this way. I happen to know—don’t ask how—that he likes dining at a particular swish restaurant on a particular day of the week.”
Mortlake began to thank his old friend, but Westall shushed him.
“You know I can’t divulge details of a member of parliament’s whereabouts! But if I happened to tell you that under no circumstances should you go anywhere near the Grenadier in Kensington between the hours of seven and ten on Wednesday evening, I assume you would not misuse that information.”
“Indeed not,” said Mortlake, smiling. “I will be very careful to be nowhere near that area of London during those hours. Perish the thought I might spoil the noble lord’s dinner.”
“I’d like to spoil that bugger’s al fresco dining for good,” Westall said dourly and rang off.



Chapter 11
 
“I’ve been trying to rationalize it,” said Tara. “But it’s not going well.”
She was lolling on the bed in Anita’s room, breathing in a heady mix of incense, patchouli, and herbal tea. Anita, sitting next to her, had laid out more of her jewelry, and Tara had gone through it looking for likely protective items.
“You mean the silver thing?” Anita asked, frowning at a necklace with a broken clasp. “Or the paranormal in general? Didn’t Mortlake exorcise a ghost once? And there was something about spontaneous combustion. Quite a lot of weirdness for one man. And that’s just the stuff that got online, or into the papers in the dark ages before the web. He’s that old!”
“Yeah, it’s the whole thing—ghosts, monsters, ESP, and Monty’s postcognition,” Tara replied. “I’ve kind of got a theory that might fit with contemporary physics if we go for some really wild notions about parallel universes and quantum effects.”
Anita sat back on her haunches.
“Okay,” she said. “As a mere historian, tell me how werewolves can be reconciled with modern scientific thought. I could do with a giggle.”
Tara made to punch her friend on the arm, but Anita dodged. Then Tara lay back, dangling Anita’s bracelets in her fingers, and talked through what might be going on. She explained that physical transformation of people into animals was clearly impossible—unless some temporary and local suspension of known natural laws occurred.
“Somebody or something comes along and repeals the laws of physics for a while?” Anita said, dubiously. “That sounds like magic—or a miracle.”
Tara took a breath and plunged into the realms of theory.
“It might be possible because we know nature’s laws do break down in the presence of one phenomenon—a space-time singularity. Such singularities are known to form in our universe, most famously when stars more massive than our sun collapse during a supernova event.”
“You mean a black hole?” Anita put in. “Are there a lot of those in rural England, then? Because it’s just the sort of thing you’d expect the BBC to be all over. ‘Here, in rural Wyebridge, we find a massive collapsed star sucking in everything for millions of miles around’.”
Tara sighed.
“Okay, smartass, I’m not talking about a black hole. I mean a singularity in the sense of an infinitely dense concentration of energy, but without the event horizon that gives a black hole all its famously destructive properties. And I know I’ll regret telling you this, but there’s been a lot of respectable work done on them, and they’re known as naked singularities.”
“Yes!” Anita punched the air. “I love an idea that sounds a bit rude—makes it so much easier to remember! Why can’t all science be like that?”
Tara took another breath and marshaled her thoughts as best she could.
“Okay, by definition these naked singularities are weird. Time and space and matter would be all—messed up near them. It’s possible that some were formed in the Big Bang and have been just drifting around ever since. And they could be tiny, having very little actual mass. Remember, it’s density that’s crucial, not actual mass.”
Anita raised another objection. She pointed out that if there were shapeshifting people all over the world, the planet must be riddled with singularities nobody had yet detected. Tara reluctantly conceded that point, but noted that a singularity was, by definition, a point where the laws of physics did not apply, so they could be undetectable.
“But they turn people into wolves when requested?” Anita said archly. “What helpful little space-time anomalies. Do they do impressions, balloon animals—maybe children’s parties?”
Again, Tara made a lunge, and Anita dodged.
“Okay,” Tara conceded. “Singularities are a very long shot. We’d have to assume their powers were somehow amenable to human psychic ability or whatever. But there is another possibility—the multiverse. That’s the idea that this universe is one of an infinite number of parallel universes. And conditions in these other universes might vary in all sorts of ways from the universe we know.”
Anita threw some rings back into an ornate wooden box and pondered this idea. They had discussed a lot of way-out scientific ideas in the past, including the multiverse. Tara now wondered how much had sunk in. She recalled telling Anita that each universe might be nested alongside the others like books on a shelf. And like books, they all conformed to a type, a basic form. But also, like books, they all had unique contents. Some would be very similar to our book-universe, but many others would differ in strange and disturbing ways. The history of our world might have been different in millions of ways, after all.
“You mean, like a world where the Nazis won the war?” Anita said finally. “How does that help rationalize lycanthropy? Or are we talking about Nazi werewolves, because if so…”
“No, God no!” Tara exclaimed. “No, listen…”
She explained that if parallel universes were sufficiently different from our own, what we might consider magic would be their equivalent of physics. There could be a world where wishing something would happen made it so, for instance. Perhaps magic, she speculated, could somehow leak into our world and allow paranormal phenomena to happen, albeit in a haphazard and localized way.
Anita looked at Tara with raised eyebrows and took a few moments to reply.
“Okay, Girl Einstein,” she said. “I found a flaw in your argument. You haven’t said ‘quantum’ yet. It only counts as a genuine crackpot theory if you add the word quantum to it. Then you get to talk about it on YouTube and maybe get into a slanging match with some Flat Earthers.”
Knowing the mockery was justified, Tara closed her eyes and groaned.
“I know, I’m reaching so hard! But it’s crazy. Monsters shouldn’t exist, but they’re real. I believe there must be a rational explanation for every mystery. Even the crazy ones. Especially the crazy ones.”
Anita shrugged, got up off the bed, and started gathering up the chains and rings Tara had turned down.
“All I know is, here we are in London in the twenty-first century, and you’re tooling yourself up with silver because werewolves don’t like it. By the way, does the dishy professor wear any protective stuff? Charms, that kind of thing?”
Tara raised herself up on one elbow.
“I wouldn’t describe him as dishy,” she said. “And I don’t think so. But I never asked. Hell, he could have an amazing collection of amulets under all that tweed.”
Her phone rang.
“It’s him!” she said, checking the screen. “Oops! I forgot to call him back before.”
“Talk of the devil,” Anita responded, in a mock-spooky voice. “Come on, share!”
Tara put Mortlake on speaker, so they both heard his apology. Then he asked Tara to meet him and a friend, who would be leading the rescue mission. They fixed a time and place, but Mortlake would not be drawn on who this friend was.
“Suffice to say he’s ex-military and competent at the rough stuff.”
Anita was making faces at Tara, and at the mention of “rough stuff”, she started to make some very rude gestures. Tara managed to end the call without laughing.
“So now you’ve got a tweedy intellectual and a big strong soldier,” Anita remarked. “Any room for me in your monster-hunting club?”
 
***
 
They met in a pub in the East End of London, an area that had once had a reputation for crime and general sleaze. It had been extensively gentrified, but there were still a few rough edges. The pub, the Mother Redcap, seemed to combine both aspects of the area. On this Wednesday afternoon, it was busy but not crowded, modern without being brash; its clientele diverse and not too noisy.
Mortlake was sitting at a corner table with a well-dressed stranger. This was Sammy, a big black guy with a friendly but shrewd manner. He surprised Tara by getting up to shake her hand, the first time a Brit had done this. He seemed even bigger standing, around at least six-four. His handshake was gentle, which she had half-expected. In her experience, big men seldom tried to show how strong they were unless they were total jerks.
“Nice to meet you, Sammy,” she said, sitting. “You’re not quite what I expected. Kind of guessed you’d be the hard-bitten mercenary type.”
“Got my grandma to thank for my manners,” he said with a grin. “Old school Jamaican lady, always taught me to be polite. Clip ’round the ear if I was rude.”
“And the army,” Mortlake put in, “taught Sammy the skills required for our little commando raid. Sammy is a veteran of Her Majesty’s forces, as I mentioned.”
Sammy rolled his eyes, and Tara got the impression that he had been asked about his service record many times. But she was curious as to how two such different characters as Sammy and Mortlake would end up working together.
“Okay,” said the big man. “Short version. I was in Afghanistan a few years ago. I saw something—experienced something I couldn’t explain. Whatever it was, it followed me back to England. Haunted me, if you like. A friend of a friend put me in touch with the prof here, and he helped. Since then, I’ve done him the odd favor.”
Sammy took a big swig from a pint of beer. The light in the Mother Redcap was subdued, and it was only now Tara saw that the left side of Sammy’s face bore some faint parallel scars. Four of them, each a few inches long, as if fingertips had dug into his cheek just below his eye and cut deep into the flesh.
“Yeah,” he said, again quick to read her expression. He half-raised a hand self-consciously but then dropped it to the table before actually touching his cheek. “It was a bad time. I nearly went over the edge, I don’t mind saying. I owe the prof big time for saving me. So, this wolf-girl, we’ll get her out. And it’ll be good to have a young woman there, as it’s men who’ve done all the bad stuff to her. Maybe she’ll trust you, or at least not be too suspicious. It would help, though, if I knew what we were up against.”
Mortlake explained that Lonely had found out how many staff were at Gonfallon’s house. There were reportedly two heavies on the staff, one of whom had recently lost an eye and had only just returned to work. The others were a mixture of servants such as cooks, gardeners, and cleaners, all of whom lived in Wyebridge. All had been warned to stay out of the cellar, and they assumed there was some kind of wild beast being kept there.
“And, as a rule, most of these domestics won’t be there at all if His Lordship is in London,” Mortlake added. “That means only the two serious opponents, with three eyes between them. Not such bad odds!”
Sammy shook his head.
“Come on prof, you know the real problem is the girl. If she goes frantic and wolfs out, what do we do? How do we protect ourselves, any innocent bystanders, save her, and keep her safe until we somehow get her back to her people? This feels like a half-arsed plan right now. As my old corporal liked to say, we need it at three-quarters arse, minimum.”
Mortlake looked uncomfortable.
“I have tried my best, but the problem is that the girl’s people can’t be contacted directly,” he admitted. “I have friends from the east—good, reliable people I’ve worked with before. They’ve agreed to collect the girl from a safe house in London, but it’s up to us to get her there. They’ll take her back to Romania. And they’re on the clock, what with their activities being illegal. Another reason we can’t really leave it any longer. Time is not on our side—it never has been.”
Tara agreed.
“Apart from anything else,” she pointed out, “Gonfallon might just kill her. We’ve drawn some attention to him, his estate. He could never explain her away if the authorities found her. We set the clock ticking by getting involved. Well, I did…”
“The poor kid might be dead already,” said Sammy bluntly. “That’s the real issue. And how does this werewolf thing work, prof? Can’t Gonfallon recruit members to his nasty little club himself? Then he wouldn’t need her.”
Mortlake shook his head firmly.
“If that were possible, why bother bringing her all the way to England in the first place? It would have been far easier for Gonfallon to have her held somewhere in the Balkans and fly out to be bitten by her, then leave her there and do the rest himself. No, she’s the source of the infection. With her people, the condition is hereditary, but with Gonfallon and his sick friends, it must be acquired.”
Tara thought that was a very neat distinction, but she wondered if it really applied in reality. She had come across a lot of very attractive theories in her studies, yet sometimes, their neatness did not survive a collision with hard facts. She said nothing, though, as Mortlake was undoubtedly more experienced. And they were going to rescue the girl, regardless.
“Okay,” said Sammy. “Let’s assume we get her out, sedated preferably—does she speak English? No, because of this secret tribe thing. And we have no way of talking to her because we don’t know what language she speaks. She’ll be terrified. That’s a factor, right?”
“God, yeah,” Tara said. “Powerful emotion triggers the transformation. It did with Alfred.”
Sammy chuckled.
“Sorry,” he said. “It’s just… Gotobed… What a great name for a shape-shifting monster.”
Mortlake reassured them. They would be able to get the girl out of the country. Between them, he and Sammy spoke a wide array of languages. And, if that didn’t help, sedation was an option. Tara felt uncomfortable about that.
“Isn’t it risky, giving drugs to someone who’s been drugged already and badly mistreated?”
“It’s a last resort,” Mortlake insisted. “And the lesser evil. It may be that she will grasp we are rescuing her—she’s not an idiot, after all. She’s a human being, essentially, living under a terrible hereditary curse.”
“Yeah,” Sammy said, speculatively. “And maybe she’s got, you know, some kind of sixth sense that’ll tell her we’re on her side? Just a thought. Mindless optimism not really my thing, but I just thought I’d throw it in.”
Tara did not press the point. Instead, they talked about tactics, plans, and timings. They agreed that since Gonfallon and his friends went to the estate at weekends, it was sensible to strike during the week. Sammy professed himself ready to go. Tara seconded that. But Mortlake looked less certain.
“What is it?” Tara asked finally. “I get that you’re worried about something going wrong, but is there something else? Maybe something more specific?”
Sammy looked down into his beer at that. Tara sensed that she had touched a nerve when Mortlake gave a stiff smile.
“Some years ago, I—I lost someone. She was a research assistant, and she was more than a friend to me. She was young and intelligent and very keen to help,” Mortlake explained hesitantly. “Ever since then, I’ve been reluctant to let people take risks in what seems very like a madcap crusade against paranormal evil. So, perhaps you should be in the rear of our little platoon, perhaps handling communications back in the vehicle, that sort of thing?”
Tara reached out a hand and laid it gently on his.
“I’m sorry you lost someone,” she said firmly. “And I guess it wasn’t easy to let me onboard. But I assume this person decided for herself whether to take risks? And I can’t un-see what I’ve seen, forget what I know. I couldn’t go back to normal life without at least trying to stop those guys or save that girl. And I promise I’ll be careful.”
Mortlake was looking down at her hand and didn’t speak. She turned her attention to the younger man.
“Hey, Sammy, I’ll let you make the call,” she said. “You think I’m not up to this, I’ll stay away. But bear in mind, I’ve faced the beasts and survived. Twice.”
Sammy gazed levelly at her for a few moments, then nodded slightly. He raised a hand to his cheek and this time rubbed at the scars as if they troubled him.
“I’m not getting the same vibe from you as I got from—from the person we’re talking about,” he said. “She was clever, but she was all about herself. And she hadn’t been touched by the dark world. Not when she started, at least.”
Seeing Tara’s puzzlement, he shrugged.
“The prof calls it the paranormal, supernatural, metaphysical. Big words, but they just mean a mystery we’ve always been scared of but can’t stop picking at. I call it the dark world. It’s the world we all know is nearby, lurking in the shadows, but we pretend it isn’t because most people would go bonkers if they thought about it much. Doesn’t matter what words you use. We all know it’s real. But you and me, and the prof here—we’ve seen it up close, and it touched us and changed us. That sets us apart, and we’ve got no choice in that. We’re better off sticking together.”
There was a pause of a few moments. Then they resumed their planning. It was agreed that Sammy would provide some weaponry—no guns, but in his words, “just about anything else that can seriously annoy people”. He also offered to give Tara some unarmed combat lessons.
“The prof needs a refresher course, too,” the veteran added. “It’s been a while since I hurled you to the mat, eh, Marcus?”
Mortlake finished his orange juice and slammed the glass down decisively.
“Ready when you are,” he said. “But first, I have an appointment in Kensington. My ride should be along shortly.”
“Need any help?” Sammy asked.
“No, I think I’ll be safe enough,” Mortlake said. “Public place, he’ll have to behave. Why don’t you two get to know each other better? Tara would love to see all those pictures of your children, Sammy. Last time, there were about a hundred, as I recall.”
After he left, Tara asked Sammy the obvious question.
“What exactly happened to this person who was definitely nothing like me?”
Sammy finished his pint and leaned back in his chair, which creaked in protest.
“Cassandra,” he said. “She was bad news. Look, it’s not my place to tell you. He’ll open up when it suits him. The point is, he trusted her, got as close as anyone can get. And she hurt him. So, he spent a long time trying to rely on people as little as possible. Which is fine when you’re a superhero, but real people get older, slow down, and they need help eventually.”
“He’s got you,” Tara pointed out.
“Yeah, but I’ve got a life,” Sammy said. “I got a wife who’s mad enough to actually love me, two perfect little girls—I can show you a lot more than a hundred pics of them on my phone. I’ve got to provide for them, and the prof can’t pay me that kind of money. So, I do him the odd favor. All the people who help him have these—well, limitations.”
Tara thought about Monty Carrington and nodded. They changed the subject by mutual consent, and she started to ask him how to disable an opponent bare-handed, and then, with various everyday household objects.
 
***
 
Mortlake arrived outside the Grenadier around a quarter to seven. He asked his Uber driver to drop him around the corner. It was a gloomy January evening, and the pavements were slick with rain. He checked the interior, saw staff setting out a large table, no sign of any clientele. He rehearsed what he wanted to say, already feeling frustration and despair, knowing that he would be rebuffed.
“I have to try,” he muttered. “Regardless.”
A woman passed him, gave him a suspicious look.
I do talk to myself a lot, he thought. If it’s really the first sign of madness, well, then I’ve been going mad for quite a while…
A sleek BMW drew up outside the restaurant and three men got out. One took a while because he was using crutches. Mortlake guessed this was the Honorable Charles Belmont. As the trio got closer, he recognized Gonfallon in the lead, strolling casually as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
Here goes nothing, quite possibly, Mortlake thought, and stepped forward, putting himself just outside the door of the Grenadier. Gonfallon recognized him at once.
“Ah, the troublesome ghost hunter!”
The lord turned to his companions.
“This is the pestilential person I told you about. The professor from Cambridge. That place has always been a hotbed of second-rater pseudo-intellectual poseurs. It’s Oxford that produces our nation’s movers and shakers, while Cambridge just churns out traitors with limp wrists.”
The others laughed, but Mortlake sensed their hesitancy. Belmont, in particular, looked uncomfortable.
“Much as I enjoy this brilliant repartee, I won’t keep you,” Mortlake said. “I just wanted to let you know that I am willing to help you all, if I can.”
Gonfallon stared for a moment, then laughed.
“What makes you think we need your help, Professor?” he sneered. “We’re perfectly fine, thank you. You can help by not sticking your nose into matters that don’t concern you.”
Mortlake took a step closer. The light above the restaurant door produced a yellow gleam in Gonfallon’s eyes. He wondered if any cure was possible in reality. But he could not rule it out.
“If I can help you, save any of you from what you’ve done to yourselves, I will,” he said loudly, not caring about the passersby. “Because you’re on the path of death. Of blood, and violence. The path of the beast. And deep down, you all know that’s wrong. You’ve disfigured your souls with lust for killing and, now, you’re trapped in a cage of your own depravity!”
Gonfallon laughed again, but this time there was a hint of anger.
“I have chosen to become more than human, you silly man!” he declared. “I will continue to do what I please, as I please, to whom I please. And if you and your ragbag band of cohorts try to stop me, you will regret it. Now get out of my bloody way!”
A few cold drops of rain stung Mortlake’s face as he stepped aside. Gonfallon snorted and strode into the restaurant. His companions didn’t meet Mortlake’s gaze. Belmont limped by awkwardly.
“You don’t have to follow him, Charles,” Mortlake said. “You’re not pack animals; you’re men.”
Belmont hesitated, and Gonfallon shouted back to him from the doorway.
“Hurry up, Charlie, you’re keeping us waiting.”
Mortlake watched the three very wealthy and privileged men being shown to a table by an obsequious head waiter. Then, as the rain grew heavy, he turned up his collar and flagged down a passing cab.
“Where to, mate?” asked the driver, cheerful despite the cold drizzle.
“The moral high ground, mate,” Mortlake muttered, before asking to be taken to the nearest Underground station.



Chapter 12
 
The raid went ahead the following day. They drove down to Wyebridge in Sammy’s SUV, which was laden with what the former soldier described as “useful stuff”. Mortlake drove, with Tara alongside and Sammy in back, trying to be inconspicuous. He was surrounded by boxes of useful stuff, which he’d covered with their coats.
“It would be just our luck to get pulled over by the old highway patrol,” he pointed out. “And nobody could talk their way out of this.”
They discussed tactics, not for the first time, to refine what they were going to do and when. They agreed to try to avoid confronting anyone and attempt to deter interference. Mortlake, again, emphasized that a good cause didn’t justify violence unless it was unavoidable.
“We’re just random individuals about to commit a crime,” said Sammy. “Let’s not go all philosophical.”
“We’re about to commit several crimes,” Mortlake corrected him. “Trespassing, breaking and entering, probably assault. I take it, among your ‘useful stuff’, you have an impressive array of non-lethal weapons?”
Sammy grinned, much happier discussing familiar matters.
“Yeah, tasers, plus smoke bombs and old-school thunderflashes. You can still do someone a serious injury with all of them, though. So best if you keep to your fancy sprays and that.”
Tara mentioned that she was wearing a lot of Anita’s silver jewelry and asked if it would give her much protection. Mortlake felt that it would and that the more concentrated silver iodide spray he had now would also be useful, though not lethal. Sammy, listening to this, shook this head and produced a short dagger.
“High percentage of silver,” he explained, turning it over in the winter sunlight. “Not very strong metal, but you said a blow with a knife on the forehead might be a cure.”
Tara and Mortlake began to protest, but Sammy insisted that he would not harm the girl unless it was a matter of life and death. He pointed out that, if any of Gonfallon’s gang were there, they might have to resort to lethal force.
“I’ve no reservations about sticking this into one of those rich bastards,” he said, sheathing the knife under his armpit. “They’ve all got it coming.”
 
***
 
They met Lonely Jones in a supermarket parking lot. The book dealer clambered in beside Sammy, and Tara tried not to laugh at the huge contrast between the two. The veteran seemed even more confident and massive next to the diminutive, nervous book dealer. Jones greeted Tara and then outlined his latest gleanings from local gossip. He had a melancholy voice, and Tara felt he radiated pessimism. And yet, she reminded herself, he had chosen to help the good guys, and Mortlake trusted him.
“Nice to meet you at last, Tara,” he said, in a tone that suggested his hamster had just died. “Are you really going to risk your life by going in with these two?”
“I’ll be fine!” she replied, trying to sound confident. “I’m young, fit, and I’ve got a working brain and a pair of eyes. Plus, like I keep telling people, I’ve survived two werewolf attacks.”
Jones looked dubious, but before he could express more skepticism, Sammy demanded an update on the setup at the house.
“There was this really nasty one-eyed bloke, but he’s away, got a medical appointment,” Jones said. “So, that leaves Steve; he’s the other heavy, does most of Gonfallon’s dirty work. He lords it over the estate when Gonfallon’s away. Fancies himself, eye for the ladies. Not a nice man but he’s no fool. Apart from him, there’s gardeners and cleaners. They do mornings. If we’re lucky, Steve might go down the pub. While the cat’s away…”
“So, this PM it’s just the one heavy, maximum,” Sammy said with satisfaction. “Good. We can deal with that. Straight in, get the girl, back of the van, and off back to the Smoke. Nobody gets hurt. Or at least, not any of us, and not too badly.”
“Let’s hope for the best,” said Mortlake. “Anything else, Lonely?”
Jones, who had actually visited Gonfallon’s mansion during an auction sale, had sketched out a map. It was scrawled on the back of a flyer for a suicide helpline, which seemed oddly apt to Tara. Sammy tried to cajole the little man into joining the rescue party, but Lonely insisted he was not a man of action. He did, however, promise to keep watch at the gates of the estate in case somebody came back unexpectedly.
“Okay,” said Sammy and handed him a walkie talkie. “Use this, not your phone. We leave all our phones in the van outside the target area, so nobody can put us inside by checking our call records.”
Lonely left. Sammy had told him to check his walkie reception, so he went and lurked behind some dumpsters.
“Can you hear me?” he said. “Bloody hell, there are some huge rats ’round here!”
“Don’t let them drag you back to their lair,” Sammy said, smiling at Tara. “Yeah, we got you full strength, mate. Take care, make sure you get to the main gates within the hour. We’re going in.”
Mortlake started the SUV and eased them out into the weekday morning traffic. Wyebridge looked very different to Tara as they passed through. It had seemed quaint, a little boring. Now she thought of Josh, his terrible, senseless death, and the way she had struggled to cope with her own narrow escape. She thought of the girl imprisoned by Gonfallon, the unwitting cause of so much misery.
And she was glad she had decided to see this through.
 
***
 
They parked the SUV off the road, out of sight of passing traffic, not far from where Mortlake had confronted Gonfallon. Then they made their way back along the fence to find the spot where it had been broken down during the pursuit of the luckless, nameless vagrant.
“Lonely was right,” Sammy said, examining the repaired section of fence. “They did do it on the cheap.”
He got out some wire cutters and quickly opened a big gap. Mortlake followed Sammy through, with Tara bringing up the rear. The small hunting lodge close by was apparently unoccupied, though they saw evidence that it had been in use recently. There were dirty dishes in the sink, discarded fast food boxes on the table, but no sign of either of the heavies. They moved on.
The house itself was surrounded by open ground to the front. To the rear, there was plenty of cover from hedges and a greenhouse. They quickly got to the rear door and flattened themselves against the wall. Tara’s heart was pounding hard under her ribs as Sammy put a finger to his lips. Then the veteran briefly looked into the kitchen.
“Nobody there, in we go.”
The kitchen door was locked. Sammy was about to shoulder-charge it when Mortlake waved him back and produced a small leather folder. It proved to be a lockpicking kit. Tara wanted to ask if that was a basic skill required from Cambridge dons but forced herself to stay silent. It took Mortlake nearly a minute of fiddling with the door lock, but when it clicked open, Tara felt a tremendous sense of relief. She had vividly pictured Sammy smashing his way inside and triggering general pandemonium, with the Wyebridge police turning up in a matter of minutes.
Lonely Jones’ map turned out to be reliable. The cellar door was right by the kitchen, and it, too, was locked. Again, Mortlake managed to open it after some fumbling, and then stepped aside to let Sammy go first. The ex-soldier, Tara noted, seemed to reach for his silver dagger, then change his mind. He pulled a taser from his belt, checked it, then gently pushed the door open.
There was silence. The space beyond the doorway was dark, and, as they paused, a slight odor drifted from it. It was an unpleasant smell. Tara thought of human waste and spoiled food, along with sweat. And there was something else—an animal musk that she remembered vividly. She had smelled it twice before.
Sammy stepped over the threshold and paused on a concrete landing above a flight of steps. Mortlake followed and found a light switch. A dim bulb came on to reveal a chamber about thirty feet by fifteen. A third of it was closed off by aluminum bars set in concrete at floor and ceiling. There was a small gate. In the cage, something moved. It was not large, and clearly human in form, but its limbs were mottled with sores and filth. Tara could not make out its face, which was hidden by a great mass of reddish-brown hair.
“Operation Rescue Wolf-Girl,” Sammy whispered. “You’re up, Tara.”
Tara went down first, stifling the desire to move quickly for fear of alarming the captive, but painfully aware that time was not on their side. As she got closer to the cage, the prisoner cowered in a corner. The girl was making herself small, and Tara felt a rush of anger and deep, visceral hatred for the men who had done this. Then she was hunkered down by the bars and talking to the captive.
“We’re here to help you,” she said quietly. “Please don’t be scared. These men with me are going to let you out. We want to help you go home…”
She kept talking as Mortlake worked at the lock. Then Sammy found the key hanging from a hook on the wall. The door was quickly opened, and the men stood back. Tara moved to the doorway. Blood was pounding in her ears. The stink of filth and the undertone of bestial odor was disorienting, and she struggled to keep talking something like sense.
“Please, please come with us,” she said, gesturing.
Mortlake had unfolded a blanket and was holding it up in what he clearly hoped was a non-threatening manner. Sammy, half-hidden behind Mortlake, still clutched his taser. Tara knew both men had hypodermics containing powerful doses of animal tranquilizer.
“Please, you can trust us,” Tara pleaded, deciding to kneel, to make herself as small and non-threatening as possible. “We’ll help you get home. I promise. Home.”
The girl spoke. It was almost a series of animal grunts but not quite. There was just enough articulacy in the syllables, though Tara did not understand the words. Tara nodded and smiled, beckoning and repeating “I promise. Home!” as the girl started to half-crawl toward her.
“Well, isn’t this nice?”
The harsh, Cockney voice made the girl leap back into her corner, snarling. Tara swiveled around awkwardly to see a man standing at the top of the stairs. No, she realized a second later, there were two men. Both big, dressed in dark clothes. One wore an eyepatch. She recognized the other one as the guy from the drone video. This, then, must be Steve, she thought.
And he was pointing a double-barreled shotgun at Tara.
“You can shut that cage, right now, little lady,” Steve said. “We don’t want wild animals running about the place.”
Eyepatch started to walk down the stairs, moving carefully. He was carrying a baseball bat. Sammy moved slightly to one side so that he was directly between the two heavies and Mortlake.
“No,” said Tara. “She’s coming with us.”
Steve shook his head.
“You may not know how the law works in this country,” he said. “But you can shoot an intruder in your home, shoot them dead, and not be convicted of any crime.”
Tara stood, feeling her knees growing weak but determined to appear strong. She was gambling on uncertainty and on her companions having something better than pure defiance to resort to.
“Okay,” she said, “shoot me.”
Steve smiled, shook his head.
“Nah, I think we’ll just make a citizens’ arrest, me and my friend here. Of course, there’ll be a bit of a struggle.”
Eyepatch had reached the foot of the stairs and was tapping the baseball bat against his open palm. Sammy had locked eyes with his opponent and was smiling thinly, showing no teeth. Mortlake, right behind Sammy, had lifted the back of the veteran’s jacket and was pulling something from his belt.
“You don’t want to do that, mate,” Sammy said to Eyepatch. “People who try it on with me tend to regret it.”
“You don’t get it,” Eyepatch said. “We’ve got the shotgun. You’re going to get down on your knees, all of you, and put your hands on your heads. Then me and Steve are going to—”
“Just shut the bloody door!” Steve shouted. “Get the door shut, man!”
Tara glanced over her shoulder and saw that the wolf-girl had not returned to her corner. She had crept closer and was now just a couple of feet away. Freedom beckoned, Tara realized, and the presence of men who had tormented her was not going to drive her back.
“You, Yank, shut the bloody door now!” shouted Eyepatch.
He started striding toward her, but before he could cover the ten feet or so Mortlake made a move. He passed the object he’d taken from Sammy forward and, in a fluid movement, Sammy pulled out a pin and threw the small canister. It arced through the air toward Steve, who had been watching Tara and the wolf-girl. Eyepatch gawped.
Tara, knowing what was coming, closed her eyes tight and turned away. She was still shocked by the intensity of the flash. But it was the boom in the combined space that was truly shocking. It was followed almost instantly by another deafening explosion. Tara opened her eyes to see Steve reeling back. He’d fired the shotgun with the butt resting against his thigh and knocked himself into the cellar wall.
Sammy was already moving, bounding across the concrete floor toward Eyepatch. Sammy made a quick, chopping motion with one hand. It was so fast Tara did not see where the blow landed, but Eyepatch staggered, making a gasping sound, and fell to his knee. Steve had recovered enough to start shouting and waving the gun around but seemed unable to decide who to shoot, if anyone. Steve moved close under the concrete staircase while Mortlake dashed over to Tara and stood between her and the gun.
“Give it up, just go!” shouted the professor.
Steve raised the gun to his shoulder and took aim.
“Final warning!” he yelled. “Shut that bloody door!”
Tara felt he sounded agitated enough to kill. But Sammy was already lobbing another grenade up onto the landing, his aim precise. The object flying into his eyeline confused the thug enough, and the gun barrels jerked up and to one side. The grenade went off, this time producing a subdued bang but emitting a cloud of thick white smoke.
“Watch out!” Mortlake shouted.
Tara wasn’t sure who or what he meant. A terrifying snarl came from behind her and something heavy struck her in the back and knocked her down. Transformed, the creature was smaller and skinnier than the well-fed beasts Tara had faced, but she made up for it with feral fury. Eyepatch, struggling to get up, was hit full on by the raging creature and borne to the floor. There was a scream—a man’s scream—which was cut off by a gurgling sound.
Tara had heard that sound before and covered her ears. Sammy, for the first time, seemed unable to react, staring as the beast tore at its captor. A great fountain of blood erupted from Eyepatch’s throat. Mortlake moved first, racing forward, holding out what Tara saw was a spray can. The pale vapor covered the horrific sight, and the werewolf jumped back, shaking its head, flinging aside fragments of bloody flesh.
At the same moment, Steve fired his shotgun. The body of Eyepatch jerked as a load of pellets struck it, ruining what remained of his face. Mortlake advanced, spraying more silver iodide, shouting something to Steve. Tara got up, grabbed the blanket that Mortlake had dropped, hoping the creature would collapse. Sammy unfroze and raced forward, picking up the taser from where he’d dropped it earlier.
Too late, Tara realized their blunder. Hemmed in on three sides, the lycanthrope gathered itself to spring. Mortlake, too, grasped the situation and flung up his free arm across his face, still directing spray at the creature. It hurled itself at him, moving with astonishing speed, and knocked him onto his back. The beast skidded as one paw landed on Eyepatch’s baseball bat. It almost fell but was able to turn and regain its balance. It was far more agile than the werewolves Tara had faced before. Sammy lunged with the taser, but it dodged, lashing out to rip the sleeve of his jacket.
Time seemed to slow down. Tara took in the whole scene like a spectator, detached from the blood, pain, and death. Mortlake was winded, trying to get up, just a few feet from the creature. Sammy was squatting between the professor and the beast, which had just recovered its balance. He had switched his taser to his left hand and was reaching for the knife sheathed near his armpit, but Tara felt sure he would be too slow. The beast was already crouching, bloody jaws wide, eyes glaring, ears back. It was going to kill Sammy.
No, Tara thought. No!
Power surged through her, all of her fear suddenly channeled into a vast release of energy that made her gasp. Something seemed to snap in her brain, a sharp jab of pain right behind her eyes. Memories surged up, her parents trying to suppress the noise of their arguments, Tommy whining, the terrible silences that meant the row would soon resume, would never end. She saw a cheap snow globe rising from a table and hurtling across the room to shatter against the living room wall, showering the Christmas tree with gleaming shards.
The baseball bat spun clumsily up into the air and struck the beast on the side of its head just as it leaped. Sammy dodged the spring and jabbed the creature with his taser, connecting with its ribcage. It yelped and fell, writhing, to the stained concrete just inches from Mortlake. He threw the blanket over it and then hurled himself onto the shrouded beast. Sammy ran forward and produced not the silver dagger but a small white tube. He pulled the tip off the syringe and, as Mortlake held the struggling form, jabbed the needle through the blanket. Tara looked up at the stairs, but Steve had gone. Smoke was billowing from the doorway, and she could see a flicker of flame. The grenade had started a small fire.
An alarm sounded, shrill and still somehow startling despite everything she had just seen.
“Bloody hell, that’s all we need,” said Mortlake.
For the first time since the fight had begun, Tara looked closely at him. She saw an oddly serene expression, as if the professor was presiding over a fairly routine tutorial. She had no time to wonder how he managed to be so cool in a crisis but felt reassured.
“Help me get her upstairs,” Mortlake said.
The shrouded figure was limp now. Tara grabbed a hairy limb sticking out of the blanket and felt bones changing shape, muscles and tendons shifting. She thought of the idea that primal fear triggered the transformation, reasoned that it would be reversed if the lycanthrope was calmed down. By the time they got to the top of the stairs, the arm was fully human, if scrawny and dirty.
The cellar door was blazing, and Sammy kicked it wide so they could get through. Then he fell back just as another shotgun blast gouged a great gash in the plastered wall of the passageway. Tara and Mortlake both leaped back, almost dropping their burden. Steve was between them and the kitchen. Sammy, crouching low, hurled another concussion grenade as a second shot ripped a chunk from the door at head height. The grenade blast produced a yell of pain or alarm—maybe both. Sammy ran ahead, and Mortlake signaled Tara to follow. Her ears were ringing and she could only hear the fire alarm as a tiny, distant sound.
In the kitchen, Sammy was grappling with Steve, the shotgun between them. A second later, Gonfallon’s hired thug was crashing into a table that collapsed under him. Sammy was holding the gun by the barrel, then threw it aside. He shouted something at Mortlake, but the professor shook his head. Sammy gestured them to go on, and they carried the girl outside, then set her down. Billows of smoke were filling the kitchen as Sammy dragged Steve’s inert form outside. Then Sammy took over for Mortlake and Tara and carried the girl to the SUV.
Tara’s hearing recovered enough for her to hear the sirens approaching as they pulled onto the road that led back to Wyebridge. She was in the back, holding the second hypodermic close to the freed captive, whose ripe smell filled the vehicle. Sammy was driving while Mortlake was on the walkie to Jones.
“Your information was a little inaccurate,” the professor was saying. “But don’t worry—we got it done. Best get off home, there’ll be a lot of awkward questions about this—especially when they find the body in the cellar. Not to mention the cage.”
It was amazingly calm and understated, again reminding Tara of an academic dealing with a purely intellectual problem. She wondered if she would ever understand a man like that. Or if she wanted to.



Chapter 13
 
“They’re taking a long time,” Tara said.
They were sitting in the SUV eating fish and chips. The distinctive smell did something to banish the lingering odor of the girl, who was now inside the safe house. It was a nondescript, isolated cottage on the outskirts of Wyebridge, several miles from Gonfallon’s estate. Mortlake was inside with his mysterious contacts.
“He’s probably giving them a lecture on medieval legends,” Sammy said.
He rubbed his knuckles which were encrusted with blood. His jacket, one sleeve torn open by claws, smelled of smoke. Tara guessed she did, too. She wondered if Anita’s silver jewelry had prevented the beast from attacking her when it left its cage or at least deterred it just enough. But that was not the main concern.
“Will you tell him what happened?” she asked.
“The bat?” he said. “Nah. We’ve all got secrets, Tara. Not for me to blab. If he didn’t see, it’s up to you to tell him—if you want.”
Tara tried to remember exactly where everyone had been when that baffling, terrifying power had flowed through her. Mortlake might not have seen, as Sammy’s considerable bulk was between him and the beast. Or the professor might have seen something but not be sure what had occurred. It had been a chaotic situation. Or, and this seemed just as likely, Mortlake knew damn well what had happened but was waiting for Tara to speak up.
“So, you won’t tell him?”
Sammy shook his head firmly.
“Like I said, we’ve all got secrets. Yours is safe with me. Will you tell him?”
Tara gazed at the nondescript little house. The front door opened, and Mortlake emerged. He gave them a smile and a thumbs-up sign. She smiled back.
“I guess I’ll have to—eventually. Just not now.”
Sammy looked at her for a moment.
“You think we should leave him some chips? After all, he is the boss.”
 
***
 
They got back to Cambridge late that night. Sammy dropped off Mortlake and Tara, then headed back to his home in North London. As they walked up to the main gate of St. Ananias College, Tara tried to find some sense of closure. But it wasn’t there. Josh was still dead, along with other victims, some of whom might never be known. And Gonfallon was still free, along with his depraved friends.
“Yes,” Mortlake agreed when she tried to sum up her feelings. “There are always loose ends. But in this case, more needs to be done. First, though, let’s have a nice cup of tea and a sit-down. I’m knackered after all that violent malarkey.”
The night porter let them in after Mortlake leaned on a door buzzer for a while. It turned out that a parcel had been left for Professor Mortlake earlier that day. He unwrapped it there. It contained some bottles of clear liquid. Mortlake thanked the porter and showed a bottle to Tara. There was a handwritten paper label bearing one word—MONKSHOOD.
“Also known as wolfsbane,” he explained. “Too late for the big raid, but nice to have it nonetheless. The skiing witch came through.”
Five minutes later, Tara was sitting on the sagging sofa in Mortlake’s living room while he made tea. He offered her biscuits, which she wolfed down. She was suddenly ravenous despite the odor of fish and chips still wafting from her torn, sweaty clothes. Tara checked her phone, looking for news updates from Wyebridge.
Local media reported that there had been a fire at Gonfallon’s estate, and a body had been found when the flames were extinguished. A local man, named Stephen Foxton, had been arrested and was being questioned. This raised the question about whether Mortlake and his companions would be accused. The professor was sanguine about this.
“If this Steve bloke accuses us of breaking in, that raises the question of why we did it. He can hardly say we wanted to release a girl from the cellar, can he? And fire investigators will already have seen that cellar.”
“What do you think they’ll make of the cage?” Tara asked.
“Possibly try to hush it up to avoid embarrassing His Lordship,” Mortlake mused. “Unless the local chief constable is feeling bold, and then awkward questions might be asked. No, I doubt Gonfallon will be much troubled by the boys in blue. But he has lost his prisoner, we have defeated him. And one of his dirty little secrets—that cage—is a matter of official record. That matters.”
Tara nodded uncertainly. Her mouth was full of blueberry oatmeal cookie. It tasted delicious, as if she’d never eaten one before. Mortlake, meanwhile, poured some tea and then checked his phone. Eyebrows raised, he showed her a new message. It was from Gonfallon.
“You may think I will not be able to seek restitution from you,” it read. “But rest assured, there will be a reckoning.”
“He sounds kind of pissed off,” Tara said. “You think he’ll try to kill you? Kill all of us?”
Mortlake sat down in a leather chair that was leaking stuffing at the seams. He nursed his teacup for a few moments, then shrugged.
“Threats go with the territory,” he said. “I suspect he’s rattled, didn’t expect us to be so bold. Whatever he intends, though, I’m not going to wait for him to devise some nasty little stratagem. I’ve already got a plan. I’ll confront him in a place of my choosing.”
He put his teacup down and picked up his phone, started to type out a message.
“The thing is… always to keep the initiative… once you’ve got it… there!” he said triumphantly. “Challenge issued. I propose to meet him, in a public place, in London, day after tomorrow.”
“And then what?” she asked. “I mean, you said you can’t kill him, and you can hardly arrest him? Or is Westall going to try?”
Mortlake looked amused at that, shaking his head. He explained what he had in mind. As she listened, Tara felt a sinking sensation. She asked if Sammy would be providing support. Mortlake shook his head again, held up his phone.
“Another message. It seems Sammy wasn’t entirely honest with his other half over his activity today. His wife has grounded him, indefinitely. Which, in my experience, usually means about six months. That’s why he’s not a permanent member of the team, unlike yourself and Monty. And Lonely, of course.”
Tara didn’t have time to ask about Sammy’s domestic life.
“You can’t face him alone!” she said. “At least let me come! I can… I can kick him in the nards if he tries to wolf out on you!”
Mortlake looked dubious but then smiled.
“No,” he said finally. “You’re on my payroll, and I get to give you orders. You’ve been through a lot and you showed your mettle today. But I think this is something I should do alone. I don’t want to put you at further risk and, without Sammy to hold things together—well, I’d be worried about you. This is the man who killed Josh. Put bluntly, you’d be more of a distraction than a help.”
Tara started to protest, but he simply picked up his teacup and let her words flow over him. She felt angry at being suddenly relegated to the role of dumb sidekick who couldn’t be trusted.
“Is this concern for me really about your girlfriend who died?” she demanded. “Because I’m not her. I’m me. And I thought we were a team.”
She saw him turn pale, and he stared into his cup, silent for several heartbeats.
“I’m sorry,” she said, backpedaling with a twinge of guilt. “That was… I just want to be involved.”
“It’s not because of her,” he said finally, still not looking at her. “Please, just let me do this on my own. I think you’ll agree I have considerably more experience in these situations. And I would point out, you have research to do. Haven’t you neglected that enough?”
Tara got up, her anger fading, wishing she could think of a clinching argument. Instead, she mumbled something about getting some sleep and started to go. Then something occurred to her, and she walked back over to Mortlake and touched him, lightly, on the shoulder.
“I never thanked you,” she said. “So, this is me saying thanks for everything you’ve done. You didn’t have to help, stick your neck out. Sometimes, I forget that. Sorry for... what I said. You are one of the good guys.”
 
***
 
“Why a church?” asked Gonfallon. “You think the power of God will smite me or something?”
“Perhaps,” Mortlake said. “One can’t entirely rule out the possibility of a just God, despite a lot of evidence that seems to contradict it.”
“Place is almost empty,” Gonfallon pointed out. “Not many faithful about.”
Mortlake glanced around. He was halfway up the aisle, his back to the great altar and the fine stained-glass window behind it. A handful of people were in the church. A couple of tourists were studying the inscription on a medieval tomb. A woman sitting a short distance away seemed to be praying, head down. A man was sitting at the back, head on one side, apparently asleep.
“I chose this place because it’s just public enough to keep you sensible but without too many innocent bystanders,” Mortlake said. “And because—I wanted to conduct an experiment. Again, for the last time, I offer you my help. Let me research your affliction, find a cure.”
Gonfallon walked forward, and Mortlake noticed that the other man was not swinging his arms normally at his sides. They were unmoving, fingers half-clenched. The aristocrat had also developed a loping gait, knees slightly bent, feet splayed at a distinct angle in their fine shoes. Yet Gonfallon had been walking normally outside the restaurant just a few days earlier.
“You’ve passed a threshold,” Mortlake said. “The beast is taking control. It may already be too late, but if you at least let me try—”
Gonfallon laughed, and it sounded very like a snarl. Mortlake continued to walk backward until his heel struck the step up to the altar. He stumbled, almost fell. Gonfallon crouched, almost on all fours, his teeth bared. His canine teeth were abnormally large.
“See?” Mortlake said, trying to keep his voice level as he stepped up and kept retreating. “The instinct to attack is always there, now. You must know it will burst out, sooner or later. And you will kill someone in public, and be seen for what you are.”
Gonfallon emitted a full-throated snarl. When he spoke again, the lord’s voice was deeper, the words coming slowly, with a growling undertone.
“I love the beast! It frees me from all my fears! The scent of fear—I smell it now! Beware, little man. I will tear you apart if you don’t leave me alone!”
Mortlake reached into his coat for a small spray bottle, took it out. He continued to back up until he felt cold stone. He was right underneath the vast medieval window. The dull mid-morning sunlight cast weak patterns of color on the floor in front of him. He wondered if it would be enough to have any effect. But he had one more thing to say, so he said it.
“No, Your Lordship, I will not leave you alone. I have a nice, sharp video of Alfred Gotobed transforming before attacking me. I will release it, naming names, giving facts, and let the wonderful online community draw their own conclusions.”
“Fake!” snarled Gonfallon, the word barely recognizable. “Fake!”
“Some will say fake, others won’t. And there are people in Eastern Europe who will be very interested to know who had one of their kind kidnapped. Whichever way it pans out, you will never be rid of me, Rupert, because I’ll tell the world what you are. I’ll be called a crank, but so what? I’m used to it, and I’ve got tenure. You will be investigated, followed, observed twenty-four-seven. And then, when people grasp the truth, you’ll be hunted down and killed like a rabid dog.”
Gonfallon’s snarl was truly bestial this time, and Mortlake heard ripping sounds as the man’s finely tailored clothes started to split all over his body. The werewolf loped forward into the light cast by the stained-glass window, arms swinging low. The aristocratic face that had sneered was now turning into a muzzle, the eyes were truly golden-yellow, the ears had shifted back and grown. Rags of expensive cloth hung from contorted limbs that bulged with muscle and sprouted thick clumps of hair. Mortlake, struggling to control his fear, could still observe with some detachment. The creature was an abomination, yet it still had some of the beauty of a wild beast.
Mortlake took the small bottle from his coat. The beast sniffed, paused in his menacing advance. Mortlake aimed the spray at himself and squirted a cloud of colorless vapor. The creature snarled and shook his head, saliva flying from the massive jaws. Then it darted forward, lashing out with a huge paw. Claws slashed the front of Mortlake’s jacket as he flung himself sideways and fell. The bottle flew from his fingers and broke on the stone flags.
Mortlake half-expected the monster to spring, but the spray did its work. The beast shook its head, then bit at its paw, which smoked slightly. The contact with wolfsbane—even in diluted form—had proved effective. Mortlake crawled quickly into the pool of liquid, ignoring the shards of broken glass, and rolled in the toxic fluid. The creature roared in pain and frustration, desperate to attack but obviously fearing further injury. Two primal impulses fought in a mind where reason had been banished.
It must not flee, Mortlake thought desperately. It will run and innocent people will get in the way…
He got to his feet, cursing his slowness, as the creature pivoted on three limbs and snarled at the onlookers. The woman who had been praying was already dashing out of the main doorway, but the tourists and the vagrant were confused. Then someone new appeared, moving fast, red hair tied in a long plait behind her.
“Run!” Tara shouted, grabbing one of the tourists and dragging her toward the church door. “Get out of here, you dumb assholes! Run for your lives or that thing will rip your guts out!”
Mortlake didn’t have time to wonder how she had found him. He hurled himself at the beast, wanting to make it smoke and howl, determined to clutch it to himself even if it tore his throat out. But the creature was too quick, leaping aside and swiping viciously with a huge paw. The blow caught him on the shoulder and sent him sprawling. His elbow struck stone with a nasty crack that sent shockwaves through his frame. The beast hesitated once more, its impulse to attack vying with fear of the poison. It turned to face the bystanders and braced itself to leap into the aisle. Tara ran forward, silver gleaming on her neck and hands.
Then the sun came out.
The winter sunlight was dazzling, banishing the gloom and casting a bright pattern of intense colors over Mortlake and the beast. The werewolf looked up in surprise at the vast, bright window, and its eyes narrowed. Then it yelped and flung up a forelimb to cover its face. Smoke started to rise from the creature’s fur, and it yelped, again and again, a piercing sound that echoed in the stone building.
“No!”
The glutinous sound came from a mouth that was regaining its human form. The transformation began to reverse itself as Mortlake got to his feet. More smoke, thick and greasy, came off the body as the beast receded, faded, to reveal Gonfallon. The man was now writhing on the flagstones in the scorched rags of his finery. He tried to crawl out of the patch of radiance but only managed to move a few inches. Then the writhing stopped, and Mortlake knelt down by the body to check for a pulse at neck and wrist.
“Nothing.”
The sunlight faded, ending after just a few moments, returning the church to its winter gloom. People were standing by the altar, looking up at the scene. The praying woman said she had called an ambulance.
“Best call the police, too,” said Mortlake, standing up and inspecting the shredded front of his coat.
“What just happened?” asked Tara, staring down at the contorted body. “Was it the wolfsbane?”
“No, it was the glass—you could say the operation was a success,” Mortlake said, suddenly feeling very tired. “But the patient died.”
He turned to look up at the great window. It showed the Virgin Mary and the Christ Child, guarded above by angels, while to either side, wise men and shepherds offered their gifts.
“Silver stain, it’s called,” he said. “Those angel’s wings, all golden yellow. Very lovely.”
He walked past the onlookers and slumped onto a pew. Four strangers stood over him in puzzlement. He could not resist the urge to lecture, just a little, as Tara came to stand beside him.
“They struggled to create these wonderful yellow colors for centuries, you see, and then some alchemist or humble craftsman hit upon the formula. Silver particles are suspended in the glass—a little-known medieval discovery,” he said.
Tara gazed up at the wonderful image, then at the Englishman.
“That’s why you took me to see that window in the college,” she said. “To test it on me, see if I’d been infected.”
Mortlake nodded.
“I thought sunlight passing through might somehow burn the beast out of him. It is a purifying force in both mythology and science. And I suppose, in a way, it did. But there wasn’t enough of a man left in there once the beast was purged.”
The wail of sirens, very familiar now, rose above the hubbub of the onlookers. Mortlake looked at Tara.
“Surely you didn’t follow me here from Cambridge?”
“Yeah,” she said. “And you didn’t notice. I thought you were supposed to be good at this cloak and dagger stuff?”
He stared at her in silence until she grimaced and shrugged.
“Okay, I just asked Monty where you were likely to be. I’ve been to like, four churches.”
 
***
 
“I have no idea what I’ll put on the official form,” said Westall. “But the coroner might give me a few hints. It looks like His Lordship died from some kind of seizure, that’s the preliminary finding.”
They were having an impromptu meeting in the Greasy Spoon, having gone through the routine of giving statements at Scotland Yard. There was, Westall had explained, the possibility of charges being brought. But witnesses seemed to agree that Gonfallon had launched some kind of attack on Mortlake. Then things got confusing.
“Eyewitnesses—they’re amazing,” Westall said, dipping fried bread into a runny egg yolk. “First thing they do at training college for us lot, they stage a fracas outside the lecture hall with actors. Then they herd us inside and ask us to write down what just happened.”
“Let me guess,” said Tara, pondering what was supposedly a Spanish omelet, yet seemed very British in character. “You get a dozen different versions of something you all saw five minutes earlier.”
“Precisely,” Westall said. “And that’s for a regular crime—bag snatching, drunken brawl. With this one, the onlookers seem to know what happened was impossible, so they’re rationalizing it like crazy. Some say a wild animal got into the church. Others say Gonfallon went berserk and started snarling.”
He smiled at Tara.
“They all agree a noisy American ran into the church and started yelling.”
“Fame at last,” Mortlake remarked.
He had been subdued for a while. Tara guessed that, from his perspective, he had failed. She found it impossible to care if Gonfallon or his surviving cohorts lived or died. But clearly, the professor wanted everyone to have a shot at redemption, and she could only admire that.
“What next?” she asked. “I mean, there’s the Honorable Charles Whatshisname and the other one, Rodney Something?”
The academic and the detective exchanged knowing looks.
“There are always loose ends in these weird cases,” said Westall. “I suspect they’ll both have to live very restrained, careful lives from now on. Maybe as hermits on a remote island. But I’ll be watching them. And I’ll make sure they know I am.”
Mortlake smiled thinly.
“I will try to find a cure, if there is one,” he said. “And I’ll make it known to them that I want to help. Perhaps that will get through to them. If not…”
They fell silent, and Tara looked past the men out into the gathering darkness of a winter afternoon. A mother and little girl were walking by with an Alsatian dog, tongue lolling, senses alert. Tara shuddered at the sight of the huge beast, still very much a wolf in essence. It had evolved over millions of years as a superb killer and was now thinly disguised as a pet.
The beast, she thought, was never far away. That was a loose end nobody would ever tie up.



Epilogue
 
“Kittens?”
Mortlake looked inside the basket in the college cook’s sturdy arms. Small, triangular faces looked up at him. Four were striped tabbies. One was pure black. The black kitten yawned, then tried to scramble out of the basket. The cook shoved it back in and covered her burden with a tea towel.
“It’s that bleedin’ Bigglesworth!” said the woman. “He’s a randy little sod! And that Doctor Carrington, he thought he’d had him done, but you know what he’s like, poor soul. Turns out Bigglesworth’s tackle is in perfect working order. Hence this lot!”
The cook went on describing just how difficult it was to handle a bunch of inquisitive kittens roaming around the back entrance of the college. She expanded on the theme that it was not her job to safeguard small animals in general. Kittens, in particular, were, in her words, “little bleeders who tried to get into everything”.
Mortlake said “Yes, I know” a few times, but it was a futile gesture. He knew better than to try to stop her. He had to wait until she ran out of steam. Finally, the cook did stop and then stood looking at him accusingly.
“I’m not sure if I’m the obvious person to ask…” Mortlake began. “I mean, surely the students would be the first to step up?”
“Oh, I’ll shift a few with the young folk,” said the cook. “But I thought, you being a cat person, you’d like first pick. So, which one is it?”
She whisked the tea towel off of the basket again. The black kitten, as if it had been preparing for this opportunity, leaped out and landed on the threshold of the apartment with a thump and a squeak. Then it walked inside, wobbling slightly, tail erect and twitching.
“Aw, seems like one of the little beggars has chosen you already!” the cook remarked, stepping back from the doorway. “Doctor Carrington will have plenty of food and other stuff it needs—toys and such. Well, I’ll leave you two to get acquainted.”
“But I can’t possibly—I mean…”
Mortlake was talking to thin air. The cook, who could move fast for a thick-set woman, was gone. The kitten was clambering onto his shoe and clawing at his trouser leg. He looked down.
“You need special food and a trip to the vet to be checked out.”
The small animal mewed at him and waved a paw. He reached down and picked it up.
“Well, I’ve got some milk,” he sighed. “And from Bigglesworth’s example, I assume you’ll need some clean laundry to sleep on.”
The kitten started to clamber painfully up his chest toward his face, then settled precariously on his shoulder. It mewed some more.
“At least I won’t be talking to myself so much from now on,” Mortlake said. “I escape one beast only to become the prey of another.”
He walked carefully across the room to an armchair. As he sat down, a small, soft nose poked him in the left ear.
Purring began. It was surprisingly loud.
“Oh well,” he sighed. “Maybe you are the harbinger of better things to come. Where I come from, it’s lucky for a black cat to cross your path.”
 
***
 
“Yay! You’re back from exile!”
Anita needed very little excuse for a celebration. Tara pointed out that she had only been gone a few days, but the pizza had been ordered and a very bad rom-com earmarked for viewing. After pizza and some cheerful mockery of the movie, Tara returned Anita’s jewelry, the two of them examining each piece carefully. Anita insisted on looking for signs of paranormal damage, as she called it. Or blood, either would do.
“There was no shortage of blood,” Tara said grimly, lining up rings, chains, and bangles. “But none of it mine.”
Anita insisted on a blow-by-blow account of the fight in the cellar. Tara obliged but omitted the moment when her power manifested itself. Anita focused on the fact that the wolf-girl had attacked her, or at least knocked her aside.
“You sure you weren’t even scratched?” demanded the British girl. “If you’re moving back in here, I don’t want to wake up one night with you all hairy and slavering. I had enough of that with my last boyfriend. My last three boyfriends, in fact.”
Tara held up the hoodie she had worn during the raid. It had three diagonal slashes up the back. It was clear that, if the creature had wanted to wound her, it would have been easy. So, Tara suggested, maybe the sheer amount of silver she wore, coupled with the wolf-girl’s uncertainty over who was friend or foe, had saved her from infection.
“I had a few bruises and scratches,” Tara added, “but I guess those were just regular injuries. So far, I haven’t taken to turning around three times before I go to sleep.”
They laughed at that, but then Anita grew serious.
“Are you really going to go on with this weird sideline?” she asked. “I mean, you nearly died, more than once. Is it worth it for a few extra quid a month?”
Tara shrugged.
“Mortlake said a lot of the entities he investigates are pretty harmless—ghosts that have unfinished business before passing on, that kind of stuff. Way I see it, I’ve faced the worst the paranormal can throw at me.”
Anita folded the last piece of pizza and bit into it.
“Mmm, how can something so bad taste so good?”
 
***
 
Cassandra Tallantyre studied her face as best she could in the dim light. The chamber, far underground, was lit by candles, dozens of them placed in niches around the dank limestone walls. Her face, reflected in the small compact mirror, might have been mistaken for that of a thirty-year-old. The makeup helped, of course, along with the candlelight.
But the flaws are still there, she thought. All the rottenness that goes right down to the bone.
“Vanity, thy name is woman.”
The voice was very weak, not merely that of an old man but one struggling to speak at all. Cassandra snapped the compact shut and leaned over the seated figure. There was a splash nearby—one of the rats that infested these old tunnels was commuting. They were excellent swimmers. They had to be given how often the tunnels flooded. Once the nearness of feral rodents would have appalled Cassandra, but she had had to accustom herself to many unpleasant things in recent years.
“I was just checking for damage,” she said. “I’ve been outside a few times now. Even winter sunshine can be troublesome.”
The man seated at the time-worn oak table inclined his head.
“Another vain gesture, to go so close to him—he is not a fool to be lightly taunted. Do not take such a risk again.”
Cassandra felt a surge of annoyance but held her tongue. The old man was right. And she wanted to know what his next move would be. Every time she visited him in this labyrinth, the game grew stranger and more fascinating. She chose her words carefully.
“I am sorry, Master,” she said. “I will strive to be more discreet. I am eager to know how your strategy will evolve.”
“As am I,” returned the player.
He was cowled in a dark brown robe like that of a monk, but there was nothing Christian about his preoccupation. The table in front of him was occupied by a large, square board dotted with pieces. It was like a chessboard but larger and with thirteen squares on a side.
The pieces were nothing like those used in the traditional game. They were not merely black and white but an array of colors—different shades of blue, yellow, and red. Some clearly represented human types. Cassandra saw a crowned figure like a king, a soldier with a crossbow, a mother and child. Others were hard to define, more stylized or abstract in character. Many were disturbing, deformed, often monstrous.
She did not understand the rules of the game. She had asked the cowled man many times, but he had answered only in riddles. As far as she could tell, the game was the world. It did not merely represent a battle between various forces, but also influenced events and outcomes. And the rules, far from being fixed, changed over time. Once she had seen a new piece spring into being from nowhere on the board. At that point, she had stopped asking.
“Gonfallon—why him?” she asked. “A rich, arrogant man, no discipline.”
The player emitted a weak, strangled chuckle.
“That was the whole point of the exercise, my dear,” he said. “Such men are easy to manipulate. Once I suggested a new blood sport to him, the rest was almost inevitable. Mortlake had to become involved at some point. That was clear from the game.”
Cassandra leaned closer to the board. It was sometimes hard to focus on the pieces. A kind of haze descended upon the tiny battlefield at times, and she suspected that this was as close as she could get to seeing the entity or entities who determined the rules. She was almost sure the blurring of the board meant some unimaginable force was changing things. Altering reality, in fact.
“I’m not happy about the American girl,” she said. “She complicated the situation. She is a wild card, if you like.”
The seated figure inclined his head again.
“True, she was unforeseen. But such an ally can make a man vulnerable, as you well know,” he croaked. “We must expect surprises, never take anything for granted. I am still a mere tyro at the game, even after all these years. It is wiser than I. Now, let us consider our next move...”
A gray piece that represented a wolf about to spring began to wobble, without being touched. Then it slid across to the edge of the thick wooden board and fell onto the table, where it lay rocking on its side. Another piece started to move, a white figure of a robed man holding a book and a staff. It slid onto the square that had been occupied by the wolf.
“The scholar who is also a wayfarer, triumphant for now,” the player said. “But not for long. Let us present him with a different challenge—something that will test his powers and, perhaps, his loyalties.”
A piece Cassandra had not noticed before appeared from the massed ranks at the far side of the board and slid slowly toward the robed man until it stopped on a square diagonally adjacent. She stared.
It was certainly a marked contrast to the wolf.
 
* * *
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The shadows were whispering in Helen’s room.
She was not afraid of ghosts, but she wished they would speak in the Queen’s English. If the spirits could not be understood, how could she convey their messages to the living?
And, what was worse, she felt these spirits were not exactly friendly. Troubled souls she could handle. Helen York, in her meteoric rise as a medium, had dealt with much suffering and trauma. The dead, quite understandably, could be upset by a sudden transition to the next life. And they often had unfinished business with the living or simply wanted to reassure them. Helen, in her role as intermediary between mortals and those who had passed beyond the veil, did her best to bring solace to all.
But the whispering shadows did not sound lost, confused, or unhappy.
They sounded, at times, almost hostile.
“Please, talk to me in words I can understand!” she whispered.
But the shadows in the corner of the tiny attic room simply shifted, swirled like a black fog, and continued to whisper at her.
Helen finished dressing and checked her attire in a tiny, speckled dressing table mirror. She wore a new dress, blue satin, specially made for her by a discreet seamstress who was very well-paid. Helen had unusual requirements and her clothing—especially her undergarments—were unorthodox. She turned, eyes straining to see details under the lamplight.
“It will have to do,” she muttered.
Helen walked carefully down the steep attic stairs and paused outside the door of the parlor. Haslam House was the large palatial residence of a well-to-do family. Respectable. Wealthy. And Helen York, illegitimate daughter of a washerwoman and a drunken factory hand, was a guest. Not a servant, as she had once been, not a mere scullion “below stairs”. No, Helen York was now entitled to be treated like a lady—or as near as made no difference.
So why do I still feel like an impostor? Helen thought.
She knew the answer already. The people on the other side of the door would never truly accept her as one of their class. Hence, her meager guest room, the smallest they could find for her. She was not a typical female guest, not someone celebrated for her beauty, charm, or wit. No, she was wanted because of the show she could put on for her rich patrons. And she could never let them down, never fail to perform. Like a trained animal in a circus, she must entertain to survive.
And that, she thought, justifies it all, everything I’ve done and anything I might choose to do tonight. I can’t let them down. They expect too much of me, that I can perform on demand…
With a tremendous effort of will, Helen suppressed her negative thoughts. She had been plagued by self-doubt and guilt since arriving at this remote mansion near the Scottish border. It was as if the house itself knew her secrets. Its ghosts were dark and strange, the spirits seemingly unwilling or unable to make their needs known. She smoothed down her dress, threw back her shoulders, and opened the door. Heads turned, genteel conversation flagged, silence fell.
“Ah, Miss York.”
Sir Henry Haslam, magnificently whiskered and portly, extended a hand. For a moment, Helen thought he wanted to kiss her hand but stopped herself from reaching out just in time. Sir Henry was, in fact, gesturing to the round table set at the center of the room. Around the table, servants had arranged half a dozen chairs. Helen hesitated and checked—yes, there was one more place than there had been the night before.
The small crowd in front of her parted to reveal a stranger. A tall, cadaverous man stepped forward, smiled, and nodded. Helen stood in the doorway, sensing danger. Her unreliable gift—the strange talent that had brought her to this gathering—was warning her. This man was dangerous. And she could guess why.
“Ah, yes,” said Sir Henry. “Let me introduce our new sitter. This is Doctor Palfrey, our family physician, and a good friend of mine. I asked him to attend as he has often expressed an interest in the world of the spirits.”
Palfrey bowed.
“Miss York—I am intrigued by what Sir Henry has told me about you. Truly, you seem to have remarkable gifts.”
Helen gave a little curtsy, noting his use of the word “seem”. Her years as a kitchen maid had given her an instinctive desire to retreat from powerful men, to be self-effacing. As a medium, she had developed a veneer of confidence and tried to assume the airs of a lady. Usually, it worked. During her stay at Haslam House, she had become accustomed to bluff Sir Henry, his wife Lady Haslam, and their daughter Rose. Sir Henry’s older, unmarried sister Marjorie had become quite friendly. But now, the doctor had thrown things out of balance. The women in this group were all deeply committed to their belief in spiritualism. Sir Henry, a kindly man and a good host, went along with it to keep his womenfolk happy. But medical men were notorious skeptics in such matters.
“Doctor,” she said carefully. “A pleasure, I’m sure. Will you be participating in our séance this evening?”
“Of course!” said Palfrey, in a voice that seemed a little too hearty. “I am fascinated by the remarkable popularity of table turning.”
Helen felt her face redden a little. She almost rebuked him for using the frivolous term for her vocation but stopped herself. Everything about Palfrey’s manner put her on her guard. Perhaps it would be best if the spirits simply did not appear this time? She pondered the risks as Sir Henry showed her to her seat.
As the others took their places, Doctor Palfrey walked briskly around the room, turning off the gas lamps. He had clearly been briefed by Sir Henry about the customary preparations. When he had finished, the only light came from a single candle on the center of the table. It cast just enough radiance to faintly illuminate their hands, while the sitters’ faces were mere grayish blurs, ovals of lesser shadow.
The room was plunged into gloom. Some of the shadows moved. That might be the flickering of the flame, but Helen knew better. She tried to ignore the whispering shadows for now. Anyway, darkness was the medium’s friend, allowing Helen to focus on the next world, to call the spirits that wanted to contact the living. She had been in this situation repeatedly and succeeded more often than not. And yet something was different on this occasion, in this strange house.
“Miss York?”
Lady Haslam’s polite voice jerked Helen back to the circle of light. She put her hands on the table then requested that all link hands. It was, in her view, not strictly necessary to form this living chain of bodies. But it was expected, and Helen understood the need for performance and ritual. To her right, shy teenager Rose laid her soft fingers on Helen’s. To the left, Lady Haslam’s grip was tighter. The woman was tense, excited. She yearned for more manifestations. In particular, she longed for another message from Robert, her son who had died, aged six, many years ago.
“We must all close our eyes,” Helen said firmly. “And be totally silent. I can promise nothing, but I feel the spirits are restless tonight. This may herald communication—we can but hope.”
There was a slight snort, which she was sure came from the doctor. Palfrey’s skepticism might well sabotage the séance. It had happened before. Helen did not know whether it was simply because such scornful men—and they were invariably men—radiated some kind of negative energy. She was no scientist, after all. It was just as likely, in her view, that the bad attitude of Palfrey’s kind put mediums off their game. Nobody liked being insulted.
Either way, it did not bode well.
Sometimes, a séance worked. That was the simple truth she clung to. The spirits came simply because Helen wanted them to. It had happened that first time by pure chance. She had been a seventeen-year-old servant, malnourished and pockmarked by acne—a plain girl beneath the notice of almost everyone. It seemed likely she would marry another servant and live out her life in near squalor, breeding more paupers until she died of childbed fever or some other nasty disease.
It was the usual fate of her kind.
But fate had lent a hand to Helen York, a hand that reached to her from the other side of the veil between worlds. Her then employer had become fascinated by the new fad of spiritualism. His approach—not uncommon among the gentry—had been to try and hypnotize a succession of servants to see if they had latent powers. Eventually, even the scared little mouse of a kitchen maid had been summoned.
Helen had almost wet her knickers with fear when her then-master had explained she was to be experimented upon. Her mother had warned her about gentlemen making proposals of any kind. But then, in a mild trance, she had demonstrated her powers, unsuspected and exhilarating. More importantly, she had seen the mixture of wonder and fear in her audience’s eyes. And she had known, at that moment, that poor little Helen York could rise to be much more than a mere kitchen maid.
That had been nearly eight years ago. After the first few experiments, she had quickly learned the trick of self-hypnosis. Now, she could go into a light trance almost at will. But she always sent her thoughts back to that first time when she tried to bring the spirits. She strove to recapture the sense of something wild and strange being unleashed within her, of a door opening to another world.
But what was even more important than her power to contact the spirits was the effect it had on her social betters. The looks on their faces whenever she spoke in another person’s voice—the voice of a child long dead. A voice Sir Henry and his Lady knew! She had achieved that twice so far, out of four attempts. And if she had not been entirely frank about the way she had satisfied their deeply felt needs, well, what they did not know could not hurt them…
The clock outside in the hall struck nine. When the chimes ended, someone broke the silence.
“Are the spirits not coming?”
That was Rose Haslam, a nice but dim-witted girl.
“We must be patient,” Helen said, in gentle rebuke. “The ether is troubled.”
She raised her voice a little.
“Is there any spirit here that wishes to communicate?”
Silence fell once more, apart from the sound of Sir Henry’s slightly labored breathing, and the slight rustling noise as one or two sitters moved restlessly.
“Are we to hear no consolation tonight?” whispered Lady Haslam in a mournful voice.
“I feel one among us is not receptive,” Helen replied.
The whispering shadows were all around, but she still could not understand them. They were pointless, silly ghosts, she decided. Haslam House was indeed haunted, as everyone said, but not by anything helpful to Helen York’s career.
“I had hoped,” said Palfrey, in a cheerful tone, “that we might be privileged to commune with the late Mr. Dickens. I, for one, would love to know the ending of The Mystery of Edwin Drood. Or perhaps some of the casualties of the recent siege of Paris could be prevailed upon to drop in? I hear they ate the animals in the zoo. What might elephant steak taste like?”
“Do not mock the spirits!” Helen warned, almost losing her composure.
There was no way she could come close to a trance state now. This open mockery from the doctor had rattled her so that now she only had two choices. One was to abandon the séance and bank on Palfrey not being able to attend tomorrow evening. The other was to satisfy her audience by other means. It was always safer, far safer, to simply give up.
No! I must put on a show, she decided. I cannot disappoint the Haslams a third time—they may send me away with a pittance. And then I would have to find someone else, perhaps without a letter of reference.
Helen peeped at her audience. All appeared to have their eyes closed. The candle flickered in a vagrant breeze then recovered. She needed total darkness for what she was about to do. She took in a deep breath then leaned forward and breathed out through her mouth. The candle flickered, and for a moment, she thought it was going out. But then it revived.
Damnation, she thought. Very well, more direct methods are needed.
“Oh, yes, I sense the spirits are very close now!” she declared.
Helen brought her knee up under the table and struck the wood a resounding blow. Her knees were well wrapped in cotton padding, and she was much stronger than she looked thanks to those years of scrubbing floors. The table jumped, and the candlestick fell over, extinguishing the flame. Both of the women holding Helen’s hands reacted in surprise and let her go. Helen quickly reached into a concealed pocket in her skirt and produced a small wax hand that was warm from her body. This she deftly placed in the questing hand of Rose, by far the least clever of the company.
“Please, we must remain linked—hold hands!” she insisted. “And keep your eyes closed.”
Now, she had a hand free, it was a simple matter to manifest something that poor Lady Haslam would believe was the spirit of her dead son. She took the prop from the pouch sewn inside her voluminous skirts and raised it slowly above the level of the table.
There were gasps as a tiny face appeared, glowing faintly in the pitch-darkness. Lady Haslam sobbed, tried to speak, but obviously could not form words. It was Sir Henry, the bluff old soldier, who managed to say something.
“Robbie? Robbie, my boy? Is that you?”
Helen felt her confidence returning as she replied, in a high-pitched voice.
“Yes, Daddy!”
“Oh God!” moaned Sir Henry.
Helen had no idea what Robert Haslam had sounded like, but every three-year-old boy sounded much the same in her experience. And the listeners in the dark, full of expectation, heard what they wanted to hear.
“Where—where are you, my child?” asked Lady Haslam.
“I am in a beautiful land, Mummy,” Helen said, pitching her voice high and speaking quietly. Hope and imagination would, as so often happened, do the rest.
“I am in a good place, with so many kind and gentle people!”
“Oh, my baby!”
Lady Haslam sounded as if she were about to break down into uncontrollable sobbing, and Helen felt a pang of guilt. It was enough, she decided. She had earned her money and gained more kudos. Her celebrity would be assured across the whole area and make it easier for her to find patrons in London when she made her next move.
Helen slowly lowered the glowing doll head inside its cloth “shroud”, moving it backward so that it seemed to fade into the distance. It would be easy to hide it in its special pouch and then bang the table again, remove the wax hand, and declare the visitation over.
“Not so fast, Robbie!”
The prop was snatched out of her hand, and she heard it crash to the floor. Someone screamed, possibly Rose Haslam, and then a match flared right in Helen’s face. Above it was the grinning visage of Dr. Palfrey.
“As I thought, Sir Henry, this woman is a fraud!”
Helen leaped up out of her chair but didn’t know what to do next. Her hesitation proved fateful. Palfrey righted the candle and lit it while the rest of the sitters gawked. Finally, Sir Henry found his voice.
“What—what is the meaning of this?”
“I can explain!” Helen exclaimed.
But Palfrey was already bending down to hold up the prop.
“I’d love to hear your explanation for this!” the doctor said. “Coated in phosphorus, I assume? And concealed in your clothing. A common trick, I believe. Just like that wax hand.”
Too late, Helen remembered the other prop. Rose was holding up the fake hand, gazing at it in total bafflement. But the others were in no doubt about what it represented. Helen felt her world crashing around her and started begging for mercy, insisting that she was not a fraud, but sometimes the spirits would not come.
“I didn’t want to disappoint you!”
Sir Henry drew himself up to his full height and pointed to the parlor door.
“You are no longer welcome here,” he said. “Pack up your—your items and leave this house tonight!”
Helen walked to the door, Palfrey following to hand her the props. She saw triumph in his smile but no sympathy or understanding. His sort would never listen to the Whys and Wherefores of her trickery. And soon, the word would be out. She would be ruined. Helen York, celebrated medium, would now be reviled as the fraudster Helen York, the woman who cheated the bereaved for money.
The staircase to the attic was steep and narrow. As she made her way up, she tried and failed to think of a way out of disgrace and penury. She would die in the workhouse or the gutter. How could she get a place as a servant now? Even that grim route was barred to her.
The little attic room seemed far bleaker now as she packed the props away in her ironbound trunk. Then she started to change into her traveling clothes, fine garments that she would have to sell or at least pawn in a matter of weeks. She stood in her underwear for a moment, studying herself in the dressing table mirror. She was not unattractive. Men had made advances, even gentlemen. She might conceivably make money that way…
“No! I will never be a harlot!”
The whispering shadows were back. This time, they were bolder, advancing into the light of her feeble lamp, forming into humanlike shapes. She saw faces now, incomplete but undeniable—faces with gaping voids where mouths and eyes and noses should be. And there was something else, something new. A smell of burning wood smoke predominating, but with another undertone. Burning meat. Burning fat. Sickening.
“What—what do you want?”
She was afraid now, but Helen also felt resentment. Why didn’t these strange foreign-sounding ghosts perform when they were most needed? Why didn’t they intervene to save her reputation downstairs ten minutes earlier? Why must the ghosts of Haslam House, so many of them, refuse to play by the rules?
“Go away! I don’t want you, you’re—you’re just useless!”
The whispering was growing louder, though. She knew it was given to very few to hear those who had passed on. She was privileged since ordinary folk could never see or hear what she perceived. But Helen still felt a sudden need to stop being alone with the spirits, to appeal to anyone for refuge from this swarm of dark phantoms. She jumped up and made for the door. But the shadows rushed to surround her, and she felt the touch of cold fingers on her limbs, her torso, and against her face.
She then understood that these were not the harmless departed souls she had spoken with so often. These were spirits of another sort. She had misjudged the ghosts of Haslam House, and now they had her. With the whispering shadows was an ancient malevolence.
With their icy touch came a wave of utter despair, a sense of total powerless futility. It brought with it understanding—the evil that whispered and flowed and gathered in corners had been waiting for this moment, for Helen’s mind to become weak and vulnerable, her spirit to lower all its defenses. Her exposure by Palfrey had opened the way for something far worse than any troubled soul.
She was their ideal prey. Her talent, the gift she had thought would make her rich and famous, had opened the way to something monstrous. An old darkness was rising, and the whispering ghosts were part of it.
Helen watched, detached, floating above her own body, as she turned from the doorway and walked to the bed. Her hands picked up a scarf, a fine one of shot silk that had been a gift from the wife of a wealthy industrialist. It was nearly new, long, and strong. Helen watched as her body climbed up onto the rickety chair by the dressing table then flung one end of the scarf over a roof beam. She fought to regain control of herself, but the darkness had her in thrall. She watched in horror as her fingers formed a noose and placed it over her head.
The chair was already wobbling. It was the matter of a moment for her possessed body to kick it away.
Dying seemed to take forever. The whispering throng grew louder, its collective voice combining with the pounding of blood in her ears to become a great agonized yell of pain. The stink of burning meat was intense, and Helen could also feel heat and hear the crackle of flames. The screams of dying men were all around her, and at the last moment, as her feet swung limply above the threadbare carpet, she understood the monstrous evil which had her in its grasp.
And that dying really would take forever.
 
* * *
 
Haslam House has no shortage of restless spirits prowling its dusty halls. And they whisper their pleas to be saved from a dark presence, whose hunger for souls has grown ravenous over the centuries… Will Mortlake’s tricks and Tara’s fledging psychic abilities be enough to stop a being who has preyed on humanity since the dawn of time?
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Ron Ripley (Ghost Stories)
	Berkley Street Series Books 1 – 9
	Moving in Series Box Set Books 1 – 6

 
A. I. Nasser (Supernatural Suspense)
	Slaughter Series Books 1 – 3 Bonus Edition

 
David Longhorn (Supernatural Suspense & Sci-Fi Horror)
	Nightmare Series: Books 1 – 3
	Nightmare Series: Books 4 – 6

 
Sara Clancy (Supernatural Suspense)
	Banshee Series Books 1 – 6

 
 
For a complete list of our new releases and best-selling horror books, click here!
 
 
See you in the shadows,
Team Scare Street
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