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ONE


His heart was thumping in time with the cadence of his pounding feet.


Every step jarred his body. His lungs burned. His head was swimming with the exertion. He’d been running like this for over a mile, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to keep it up much longer.


The air was thick with rain, stinging his eyes, causing his suit to become sodden and clinging. Around him, the city was slowly giving itself over to the encroaching night. Streetlamps blinked on, bright and unreal, making the slick pavements gleam like the glassy surface of a river. The rain had driven all but the most stubborn pedestrians to seek the shelter of their homes, pubs and favorite restaurants, and even the roads were desolate, with only the occasional specter of a car drifting through the spray, surrounded by wisps of phantasmal steam.


He’d considered trying to flag one of them down, to commandeer it, but he knew the best way to lose his pursuers was to head for somewhere crowded, somewhere they might be seen. The man who had sent them would not wish to draw attention.


He risked a glance over his shoulder. They were rounding the bend, running side by side, eyes fierce and intent. Their paws made no sound as they bounded along the pavement, and their ears were pricked, their muzzles drawn back into ferocious snarls. Through their ghostly flanks he could trace the outlines of the nearby buildings, and in their wake they left a mesmerizing trail of swirling particles, dust motes of pure, golden light. He’d never seen anything quite like it; the way the Russian had simply folded them into existence with a gesture of his hands, as if drawing them from the air itself.


They were getting closer. He turned his attention back to the road, forcing his weary muscles to keep moving. If he could just make it a little further, he was sure he could shake them off…


It had all started in a house in Belgravia. He’d been there posing as a “fixer for hire”, offering his services to a conglomerate of Russians who’d put out word in the wrong kind of circles that they were looking for someone to take on a job. He’d been softening them up for weeks, inveigling himself into the fringes of their operation, trying to earn their trust. So far, he’d been unable to establish precisely what they were doing in London, but he’d hoped that, tonight, they would finally reveal their hand.


In the event, they had—just not quite in the manner he’d intended. They’d had another agent waiting for him, a freelancer by the name of Sabine Glogauer, who’d identified him without a moment’s hesitation. It was a typical downturn of luck—he’d been certain he was close to winning the contract and discovering their plans, but instead he’d found himself facing a rival—and worse, a rival whom he’d crossed on more than one occasion, and who’d been only too happy to twist the knife. Now, he supposed that the whole encounter had probably been contrived as a test of her loyalty, rather than his. The Russians must have been on to him from the very start. They’d certainly been prepared to kill him upon Sabine’s confirmation of his true identity.


Thankfully, he’d had a good deal of practice diving through sash windows. So now he was here, barreling down the rain-soaked streets, a pair of spectral hounds in hot pursuit, stinging fragments of glass still buried in the tender flesh of his face and hands.


He skidded around a bend in the road, his feet slipping on the slick paving slabs. He lurched, jarring his back, but carried on, splashing down a narrow alleyway between a dress shop and an abandoned theater. His breath was fogging now, his hair dripping water into his eyes. Every muscle was protesting. His gun was a dead weight in his pocket. He’d already tried loosing off a few shots at the beasts, to no avail; the bullets had passed clean through their intangible bodies, pinging off the brickwork behind them. Somehow, he imagined, their jaws would prove far more corporeal if the creatures were to catch up with him.


He sidestepped a heap of discarded wooden crates, ducking out of the way at the last minute, and winced as his ankle turned over on the wet cobbles. He went down, falling to one knee, clawing at the wall in desperation. His fingertips came away raw and bloody. He forced himself up, roaring with the exertion, breaking into a hobbling run that sent shooting pains up his shin. He could sense the creatures behind him, closing in, and there was absolutely nothing he could do.


He felt the thud of one of them against his back, and he was carried forward under the weight of it, sprawling to the ground, striking his chin against the cobbles. He rolled, bringing his arms up to try to fend it off, but the other one was on top of him too, its jaws snapping at his forearms, tearing fabric and flesh. He felt warm blood mingling with the rain, running down the inside his shirtsleeves. He kicked, but his boots could find no purchase upon the spectral creatures, eliciting only a spray of golden particles with each intended blow. They dispersed in the rain, before coalescing again a moment later.


This can’t be it. Not here. Not like this.


He fought frantically to protect his throat as one of the hounds sank its teeth into his shoulder, but he was impotent, with no way of fighting back against these strange, nightmarish beasts.


As unconsciousness descended, he thought he sensed another presence in the alleyway—a looming, shadowy figure, standing over him—and the scent of fresh dew and tree sap filled his nostrils. Then blackness overcame him, and the last thing he felt was the fangs of one of the creatures biting deep into the flesh and muscle of his thigh.


* * *


“Oh, this really isn’t good enough. Can you imagine what they’d say in New York if someone served this?” Gabriel Cross lifted his spoon and allowed a trickle of pale soup to drain back into the bowl before him. He dropped the spoon with a clatter, and craned his neck, looking for a waiter. “I mean, I can’t even tell what it’s supposed to be.”


Donovan sighed, and pointedly took another sip from his spoon. Gabriel was growing bored. He’d adopted his most asinine persona—the errant playboy—and was making flippant pronouncements in order to stir up some distraction. The two elderly ladies at the neighbouring table were already pulling faces and muttering behind their serviettes—it wouldn’t be long before one of the other diners complained, and then things would escalate, and an indignant Gabriel would end up bickering with the waitstaff. Donovan had seen it all before.


It was, he knew, a result of the time they’d spent cooped up inside the airship during their long transatlantic voyage, and the relative sobriety of London. Gabriel was having a difficult time relaxing. He’d confessed as much in the hotel bar, late the previous evening—he missed scudding about over the rooftops of New York; missed the freedom of donning his hat and coat and transforming himself into the Ghost. That other persona—that solitary figure of vengeance—was the real Gabriel, Donovan had decided, and being forced to bury that part of him for so long was beginning to have repercussions.


London, it seemed, was as sleepy a city as a holidaymaker could wish for, certainly amongst the society circles in which Gabriel—ostensibly a rich bachelor—seemed to move. Take the Savoy, for example: opulent, unnecessary, and completely boring in every way.


There’d simply been no call for Gabriel’s particular breed of vigilantism, either during the crossing, or in the three days since their arrival. If there was clandestine activity going on throughout the city, it was being comported in that peculiarly British way—politely, and without causing any disagreement or upset to others.


Even Ginny, whom Gabriel had brought here for a period of convalescence following her recent trauma in Cairo, had little need of his attention—she was recovering well, and enjoying the sightseeing; as resilient a woman as Donovan had ever known.


Consequently, Gabriel was making his own entertainment—and doing so at the price of his dining companions’ embarrassment.


“Oh, let it go, Gabriel. It’s not worth causing a fuss,” said Ginny. She put a dissuading hand on his arm, and her pretty face, framed by her fashionable bob of blonde hair, creased in an expression that was more annoyance than concern.


“It’s the Savoy, Ginny. Of course it’s worth making a fuss.” Gabriel leaned back in his chair and regarded them each in turn, from Ginny, to Flora, to Donovan. There was a questioning look in his eyes, as if he were searching for an ally, or else daring someone to tell him to behave.


“Well I like it,” said Donovan, “but then I don’t have quite as refined a taste as you.” He set his spoon down. “Except when it comes to women,” he added hastily, with a quick sideways glance at Flora. She was sitting on his left at the round table, her expression unreadable. He decided he’d probably got away with it. He pushed his empty bowl away from him. He was dying for a cigarette.


“Well, let’s hope the main course is palatable, at least,” said Gabriel. He rubbed his chin distractedly, and Donovan saw Ginny heave a sigh of relief. “Afterwards we can take a stroll along the embankment, if you like? Assuming the rain has let up.”


“I’d like that,” said Ginny. She, too, pushed the remains of her soup across the table, and Donovan realized she’d hardly touched it. Perhaps that was Gabriel’s game. He realized he must have missed something; that Gabriel had evidently been making such a fuss about the soup because he’d seen that Ginny wasn’t eating it, and was trying to save her the embarrassment. So it had been a small act of chivalry, rather than contrived rebellion. Perhaps England suited Gabriel better than he realized.


Donovan smiled, and took a gulp of water. Even that tasted different from the water in New York. Maybe it was something to do with all the rain.


Gabriel was looking to the door, his brow furrowed. There was an empty place set between him and Donovan—supposedly reserved for their guest, who had yet to show his face.


“I really think we should have waited for your friend,” said Flora, touching Donovan’s arm. Her fingers felt cold through his shirtsleeve. She nodded in Gabriel’s direction.


“We waited an hour,” said Donovan. “They wouldn’t have been able to hold the table much longer. I guess something must have come up. Work, most likely.”


“I thought you said he worked for the British government?” said Flora.


Donovan nodded. “Yes, but he doesn’t keep regular hours.”


“Like someone else I know.” She awarded him a knowing smile.


Donovan reached for his cigarettes, pulling one from the crumpled packet and offering them around. Gabriel took one and pulled the ignition tab, causing its tip to spark in the low light. Donovan dropped the packet on the table. He was nearly out. Soon he’d have to buy some English cigarettes, and resort to lighting them by hand. He couldn’t understand why the people here had such a fondness for outmoded technology, like matches. Perhaps it was something to do with the ritual. Or the fact that many of them still seemed to smoke pipes.


“Strange that he hasn’t sent word,” said Gabriel, through a pall of smoke. “He seemed so effusive on the phone.”


“You know what it’s like,” said Donovan. “He’s probably lost track of the time. There’ll be an apologetic note at the hotel in the morning, and we’ll make alternative plans. It’s not like we’re in a hurry.”


Gabriel nodded in agreement, but Donovan could sense his disquiet.


“Tomorrow, then,” said Donovan, to the table at large. “What do you say to the Tower of London?”


“I think that’s a splendid idea,” said Ginny. “I’ll brush up on all the grisly details in my guidebook this evening.”


Donovan laughed.


“Then you can be our tour guide,” said Flora. “I want to hear about all the kings and queens who lost their heads. All the scandal and gossip.”


There was a commotion by the door, a collective intake of breath from the circling wait staff and nearest diners. Donovan, frowning, peered over Ginny’s shoulder as she twisted in her seat, trying to see what was going on. “If it’s gossip you’re after, it seems we’re in the right place,” he said.


People were getting out of their seats, their faces creased in appalled concern. They began to migrate to the entrance, forming a small crowd around the dining-room door and obscuring his view. He guessed someone unexpected must have arrived, given the response—perhaps a celebrity or minor dignitary. That would certainly make the most sense… and yet the looks on people’s faces told a different story.


Donovan glanced at Gabriel, who was slowly rising from his seat, his cigarette abandoned and smoldering in the ashtray.


“Gabriel? What is it?”


“I think…” he muttered, but the rest of the sentence was lost when a figure lurched through the gathered throng, taking a series of juddering steps toward their table.


Donovan got to his feet, circling around protectively before Flora.


The shambolic figure took another step toward them, and Donovan could see now why the ripple of shocked incomprehension had passed through the other diners. The man was steeped in blood, which soaked what remained of his shredded suit, staining the front of his shirt a deep, wine red. He had suffered what appeared to be a terrible mauling, as if from a dog or big cat. Puncture marks from thumb-sized teeth still glistened with dribbling blood, spilling more of the stuff down his chest and arm with every thumping beat of his heart. His hair was dripping from the rain, and blood had been smeared across his left cheek.


“What the…” started Donovan, stopping short as the man came to a jolting halt before them. He looked woozily from Donovan to Gabriel, and the hint of a delirious smile pulled at the corners of his mouth.


Donovan’s eyes widened in horrified recognition—he knew this person. “Rutherford?”


“Sorry I’m late,” croaked Peter Rutherford. “Hope I didn’t spoil dinner.” He raised his hand, as if to mop his brow, and then his eyes seemed to lose focus, his legs went from under him, and he collapsed onto the carpet in a bloody, trembling heap.




TWO


“Give me room! Get all these people back. And fetch me something I can use to bind his wounds.”


Gabriel was on his knees beside the prone Rutherford, while Donovan was trying to clear a space, urging the crowd of gawking diners to keep back. They seemed reluctant to comply, either through shock, or because they were simply unwilling to relinquish their view of unfolding events. He supposed it was hard to blame them—it wasn’t every day that a man staggered into a society restaurant dowsed in his own blood.


While Donovan stood guard, Ginny rushed over to one of the unoccupied tables and yanked the white tablecloth from it, sending cutlery and empty wine glasses clattering to the floor. Flora hurried to help her, and together they began tearing the tablecloth into long strips. Another woman from the crowd came forward to assist, and soon they’d fashioned a series of makeshift bandages, which they passed to Gabriel, who set about binding Rutherford’s wounds.


Rutherford was in a horrific state. He’d lost so much blood the color had drained out of his face, awarding him a pale, ghostly aspect. His eyes had rolled back in their sockets, displaying their disturbing milky-white sclera, and a thin line of stark red blood was trailing from the corner of his mouth. It dribbled slowly down his cheek as Donovan looked on. His breathing was coming in short shallow gasps, and Donovan could tell that he was exceedingly close to death. Blood burbled from multiple wounds in his arms, chest, and legs.


Donovan hoped Gabriel knew what he was doing. He supposed if there was anyone in the room who’d taken a beating before, it was Gabriel. Donovan had grown used to seeing his friend nonchalantly tending his own wounds—or else stoically ignoring them while he carried on with the fight at hand. Hopefully he could do enough to keep Rutherford alive until professional help arrived.


What Donovan couldn’t fathom, though, was the manner of creature that had inflicted such grievous wounds. It wasn’t as if there were wild beasts roaming the streets of London. Had it been rabid dogs?


“There,” said Gabriel, rocking back on his haunches. “That should staunch the bleeding, for a few minutes at least.” He looked up at Donovan. “Has anyone sent for a doctor?”


Donovan glanced around, searching for a response. A murmur rumbled through the crowd, before one of the waiters stepped forward. “We’ve called for an ambulance,” he said. He was a tall, thin man in his late twenties, and seemed to be the only one of the staff who hadn’t recoiled in panic. His hands were clasped so tightly before him they were starting to turn white, and he was trying desperately not to look down at the bloody mess of the man by his feet. He spoke in a clipped, formal accent as he stood behind Gabriel. “I presume you know this man?” he said to Donovan.


Donovan gave him a withering stare. “Of course we know him. He was supposed to be our dinner companion. He’s a friend.”


The waiter nodded. “The ambulance should be here shortly.” He took a deep breath, and then turned to address the crowd of diners. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll please accept my apology for any upset. I would recommend you all now return to your seats to make way for the ambulance crew. We’ll have this matter resolved in just a moment, and service will be resumed.”


Another murmur passed through the crowd, before it began to slowly disperse. People drifted toward their seats, still gawping openly at the scene unfolding on the floor in their midst. Donovan looked at the waiter in disbelief. What was it with these people and their inherent deference to authority figures? Was it the uniform? Or perhaps it was simply the fact the man had apologized to them, as if accepting responsibility for everything that was happening. That was another thing he’d noticed since arriving here in London—everyone seemed to have a habit of apologizing for things that weren’t their fault.


Gabriel was still hurriedly tightening makeshift bandages around Rutherford’s left shoulder, right thigh and both forearms. He nodded sharply in acknowledgement without taking his eyes from his work. Rutherford was barely breathing. Donovan was beginning to think it was already too late. It was going to take a miracle to keep him alive, and even if they did, he’d never be the same again. “Gabriel—can I do anything to help?”


“Just keep a look out for the ambulance. All we can do now is hope.”


Donovan willed them to arrive quickly.


“What’s all this about, Felix?”


He turned to see Flora at his elbow. The initial surge of adrenaline had clearly begun to wear off, and he could see she was trembling now, finally comprehending the horror of what she was seeing. She put her hand to her mouth. “That poor man.”


Donovan put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “I don’t know. Remember I told you he worked for the British government?” He lowered his voice, wary of being overheard. “He’s an agent with the Secret Service.”


“A spy?” said Flora.


“Of a sort,” said Donovan. “I think whatever’s happened to him, it must be connected to that.”


“But why come here? He should have gone straight for an ambulance. Surely someone in the street could have helped him? Why come and find you like this?”


Donovan watched Gabriel applying pressure to a seeping wound in Rutherford’s side. “I think that’s the pertinent question,” he said. Why had Rutherford forced himself to make it to the Savoy?


The murmuring of the diners suddenly rose in pitch, and Donovan turned to see two medics hurrying in through the main entrance. They were carrying a stretcher, and were dressed in matching black and white uniforms. They were bedraggled from the rain, hair plastered to their foreheads. They bustled over to Gabriel’s side, shooing him out of the way.


“I bound his wounds as best I could,” said Gabriel. “He appears to have been mauled by an animal, although I’m damned if I know what could have caused this much damage.”


“Alright, sir. Thank you for your assistance. We can manage from here,” said one of the medics, without even turning to properly acknowledge Gabriel, who was still kneeling on the carpeted floor, blood dripping from his hands. He looked for a moment as if he was about to reproach the man, but then sighed, and reached for a torn fragment of tablecloth, upon which he set about wiping his hands.


As the two men lowered the stretcher to the floor and began gently lifting Rutherford onto it, Gabriel walked over to join them. Behind him, Ginny was watching and listening, her expression unreadable.


“I’m going with him to the hospital,” said Gabriel. “I’ll meet you back at the hotel.”


Ginny stepped forward, hoisting her handbag onto her shoulder. “I’ll come with you.”


“No,” said Gabriel. He glanced around to ensure no one was close enough to overhear. “We’re not sure what he might be mixed up in yet.”


Ginny narrowed her eyes. Donovan sensed an undercurrent of frustration, as if she thought Gabriel was mollycoddling her. “You know I can look after myself.”


Gabriel shook his head. “Of course I do. It’s not that. I just don’t think it’s a good idea for us both to get involved. If whoever came after him realizes they didn’t quite finish the job, then they might try again. I’m going to make sure he gets to the hospital safely, but if I’m not back by morning, I’ll need you to come find me.”


Ginny gave him a dubious look. “So this isn’t just about you trying to be the hero?”


Gabriel laughed, his face a picture of mock hurt. “Who, me?”


Ginny rolled her eyes.


“Just be careful, Gabriel,” said Donovan. “God knows what Rutherford’s got himself embroiled in. His… associates might not take too kindly to a foreigner sticking his nose into their business, let alone the people—or things—that did this to him.”


Gabriel nodded. “Don’t worry. I’m not going looking for trouble. We’re on vacation, after all.” He grinned, but his concern for his friend was evident in his voice. “I just need to make sure he gets to the hospital.”


Ginny nodded. “Alright. If he comes round, tell him we’re thinking of him.”


“I’ll do better than that,” said Gabriel. “I won’t leave until we’ve made alternative arrangements for dinner.”


* * *


St Bartholomew’s Hospital was an imposing Georgian edifice that, to Gabriel, resembled a stately home more than a famed medical institution. He felt utterly dwarfed by the towering, slab-like structure, the balconied roof, and the grand entrance arch. He could imagine lavish horse-drawn carriages trundling back and forth on the paved forecourt; long, gloomy galleries lined with austere portraits of long-dead nobles; musty libraries and gilded drawing rooms. It had the air of some royal estate that had been co-opted during the war and never handed back by the surgeons.


The ambulance had taken only a few minutes to speed through the slick, empty streets, and now, standing in the rain, watching the two ambulance men unload a still unconscious Rutherford from the rear of the vehicle, Gabriel couldn’t help but wonder if he’d done the right thing. Donovan had been right—whatever government agency Rutherford worked for weren’t going to take kindly to his interference. And yet… what had compelled Rutherford to stagger through the streets to keep his appointment at the Savoy, half delirious and suffering from potentially fatal wounds? Why hadn’t he made for the nearest holophone box or flagged down a ride to the hospital?


He’d been trying to tell them something. His appearance in that distressed, wounded state had been a message of some kind, and Gabriel could only conclude that his old sparring companion had meant to ask him for help. To what end… well, he supposed he was going to have to stick around to find out.


Gabriel followed the medics inside, keeping his head bowed against the incessant rain.


His initial impressions of the place couldn’t have been further from the truth. Inside, the hospital reeked of carbolic, and was functional and clean, with tiled walls and polished wooden floors. There was nothing of the grandeur of the outer shell of the building evident, here, aside from the tall sash windows; it was clinical and functional, and bustling with activity.


Doctors, nurses and porters buzzed about the place like worker ants, criss-crossing each other’s paths, shouting commands to one another as they attempted to prioritize those patients with the most grievous injuries. Patients crowded in the small entrance lobby, some of them seated on low wooden chairs, others pacing, others still crowding on the floor, their backs pressed against the walls. One man was nursing a bloodied nose; another held his limp arm in a makeshift sling, while a woman was attempting to corral two small children, one of whom had a large, purple welt on the side of their head.


The ambulance men bearing Rutherford’s stretcher were waved straight through to what Gabriel took to be an operating theater, through a set of heavy wooden doors and along a narrow passageway. They hurried through while a porter held the doors open for them. He was a cherubic man in shirtsleeves and waistcoat, who peered myopically at Gabriel through a pair of thick spectacles, and then held up his hand up in warning as Gabriel attempted to follow behind the stretcher.


“I’m afraid I cannot allow members of the public into the operating theater,” he said. His accent was thick and regional, and unfamiliar to Gabriel.


“I’m not a member of the public,” said Gabriel. “I’m the one who brought him in. I bound his wounds at the restaurant before the ambulance arrived.” He held up his hands, showing the man the dark, ingrained blood. It had clotted beneath his fingernails. He was going to have to scrub them clean when he got back to the hotel.


“I see,” said the porter. “Are you a member of the patient’s family?”


“I’m a friend,” said Gabriel.


“Then I’m going to have to ask you to take a seat in the waiting area,” said the porter. “This way.” He released the door, which swung shut on well-oiled hinges, and beckoned for Gabriel to follow.


Gabriel glanced back at the door, unsure whether to push his luck. “Listen, it’s important that I stay with him. He’d want me to be there.”


“I dare say,” said the porter, “but the rules are there for a reason, sir, and we need to give the surgeons room to work.” He offered what Gabriel presumed was supposed to be a sympathetic smile. “They’ll do what they can for your friend. There’s nothing more you can do now. Please, this way.”


Gabriel bristled at the man’s patronizing manner, but he supposed it wasn’t worth making a scene. He’d managed to get Rutherford to the operating table—that had been his goal—and now he’d have to leave it to the doctors to do their work. He’d know more in a couple of hours, if Rutherford was able to pull through.


He followed the porter to a small side room, just off the main thoroughfare. There was no one else waiting inside. “In there, sir. Take a seat, and as soon as there’s any news about your friend, I’ll let you know.”


“Thank you,” said Gabriel. “Look, before you go—is there anywhere I can clean up? A restroom?”


The man’s lips twitched in a smile at Gabriel’s colloquialism. “Yes, sir. Just across the hallway, you’ll find a gentleman’s lavatory.” He emphasized the last word, as if to make a point.


“Thanks,” said Gabriel, refusing to rise to the jibe. He watched as the man turned his back and strolled away, whistling tunelessly.


He glanced around the waiting room. It was a small, featureless box of a room, lined with uncomfortable-looking wooden chairs, and a small coffee table heaped with the previous day’s newspapers. On the wall, a painting of Queen Alberta loomed down at him, severe and unattractive in her gilded crown. A single window looked out onto the driveway, where he could see the ambulance still parked, its rear doors hanging open. The two ambulance men who’d helped Rutherford were standing off to one side, both smoking cigarettes beneath a glowing streetlamp. He heard the sound of wheels churning pebbles, and watched as a black van skidded abruptly to a halt beside the ambulance, its headlamps flickering in the gloom. A blonde woman and two men in suits alighted from the vehicle, and headed for the main hospital entrance.


With a sigh, Gabriel wandered out into the hallway. The restroom was just where the porter had indicated, and he ducked inside, heading straight for the sink. The soap was hard and perfumed, and reminded him of the stuff he’d been forced to use during the war—when he’d been lucky enough to get hold of any. It proved largely ineffective at removing the ingrained blood, but it would do until he could get back to the hotel and take a proper soak in the bath. He dried his hands on a paper towel, and ambled back into the hallway, wondering how long he was going to have to wait for news.


There was some commotion going on, further up the hallway. The porter was engaged in a fracas with one of the suited men Gabriel had seen getting out of the van just a moment earlier. He was a burly sort, tall and broad with dark hair, and was physically restraining the porter, holding him back against the wall as the smaller man bellowed and squirmed in his grip. It didn’t appear as if the man in the suit was about to strike him—more that he was preventing the porter from scurrying away from some disagreement.


Gabriel couldn’t help but smile—it was only what the porter deserved. He’d clearly turned his patronizing attitude on the wrong man.


Behind them, the wooden doors opened, and the blonde woman, along with the other suited man—this one slightly smaller, with close-cropped sandy hair—came hurrying out, pushing a trolley bearing the prone form of what appeared to be a patient.


As they hurried down the corridor, the man holding the porter released his grip, and the porter slid to the ground, rubbing his chest.


Something didn’t feel right. Acting on instinct, Gabriel stepped out into the path of the oncoming trolley.


Cursing loudly, the woman leaned left, swerving the trolley to avoid a direct collision. “Get out of the way!”


Gabriel looked at the man on the trolley. He could see the hastily made bandages he’d tied around Rutherford’s wounds were still in place. What the hell were these people trying to do? Were they the ones who’d tried to kill him? What other possible reason could they have for snatching him from the operating table?


“Where are you taking this man?” he demanded, moving further into their path.


“What’s it got to do with you?” snapped the sandy-haired man.


“I’m the one who brought him in. He needs urgent help. From a doctor.”


“You were at the Savoy? Then you have our thanks,” said the woman. “We’ll see to it he’s well looked after. Now get out of our way.”


“I can’t allow you to take him from this hospital,” said Gabriel.


“Like hell you can’t,” said a voice to the right of him. He turned, directly into the fist of the burly man who’d been causing the porter so much grief just a few seconds earlier. Gabriel staggered back, striking the wall, momentarily dazed by the sheer force of the blow. His jaw was smarting. It had been a blow intended to drop him, and he lurched unsteadily, his vision swimming. He raised his fists, ready to defend himself against a second blow that never came—the three newcomers were already making off down the corridor, running at full pelt, the wheels of Rutherford’s trolley rattling across the porcelain tiles.


Groggily, Gabriel staggered after them. Behind him, he could hear the porter calling for help.


He burst out into the night, just in time to see the woman leaping up into the passenger seat of the van, just as the driver gunned the engine and it roared to life, churning up a slew of stones as it shot off at speed. Abandoned on the driveway was the overturned trolley that had, only a few moments earlier, borne the unconscious Peter Rutherford.


Cursing, Gabriel ran a hand over his face, and then gave chase.




THREE


Tonight, the sky was a wash of deep, inky blue—ominous and foreboding. Gray clouds gathered on the horizon like a pall of smoke, and rain lashed the windowpanes, drumming on the roof tiles as if calling him out, demanding his attention. In the distance the stuttering rooftops of Westminster formed a jagged, irregular horizon, like spurs of broken glass.


He could sense something gathering, out there in the darkness. Something bleak and strange; something unwelcome. The avatar knew it, too; that was why it had broken free of its shackles, striding out into the night in search of whatever festered out there amongst the dank alleyways and shadow-draped lanes. He only hoped it might survive the night.


Roland Horwood turned away from the window, allowing the drape to fall back into place. He felt unsettled, unable to fall into his usual evening routine. He’d eaten, but had abandoned the small meal of ham and boiled potatoes halfway through, distracted by the sounds from outside and the itch of uncertainty at the back of his mind. He’d tried numbing the anxiety with a generous glass of red wine, but still it gnawed away at his gut, and he felt jittery, as if his body wanted him to keep pacing. He’d even considered going out there to look for it, but he knew that was a fool’s errand; it could be anywhere within a ten mile radius by now, and he was hardly a proficient tracker.


He crossed the room and clicked the wireless on, but the weather was interfering with the signal, and try as he might, the only sound he could extract from the thing was a burr of static, which only added to his agitation, his sense of sudden isolation. Mostly, he adored living out here, away from the mad rush of the city, from the filth and the bickering and the lolloping ground trains that rolled through the streets, threatening to crush everything in their path. He supposed that was probably a metaphor of some kind, but he was too on edge to find any humor in it.


He imagined the state of his garden once the storm had blown over. It would take him days to put everything back in order—not least to work out what he was going to do, now that the avatar had gone. What if it didn’t return? What if it did? Perhaps he’d been a trifle naïve. He should have considered all of these possibilities. He should have planned.


Horwood flicked off the wireless and returned to the window. There was still no sign of it, out there in the storm. It had been, what, three hours? Maybe more. He hadn’t seen it leave, but he’d found the evidence of its passing when he went outside to check on it—the torn branches and scattered leaves, the strange impressions in the mud, the cavernous hollow where it had stood.


A sudden gust caused raindrops to drum loudly against the pane, only inches from his face, and he leapt back, nearly losing the glasses from the end of his nose. He pushed them back into place with his index finger, then smoothed his shirtfront in embarrassment, despite the fact he was alone.


With a sigh, his heart hammering from the sudden shock, he crossed the room and dropped heavily into his armchair by the fire. The logs he’d piled in the grate earlier that afternoon were still a little damp, and they smoldered and crackled as he warmed himself. He knew there was nothing he could do. Worse, though, he felt he had a sense of what was coming, of what would be needed in the days to come, and through his carelessness, he’d jeopardized it all. He thought he might have played a part in it, somehow, found a way to protect the things he held dear, but now he was left wondering whether everything he’d done had been for nothing.


He picked up his empty wine glass. He supposed there was always the rest of the bottle. He’d regret it in the morning, but for now, it might help. He sloshed another large measure into the glass, and then drained it, gulping it down, willing it to do its work. It warmed the back of his throat, almost causing him to splutter.


The billowing wind brought another dash of rain against the window. He looked round, craning his neck, but there was nothing to see. This time, he would force himself to stay where he was, to put it out of mind.


If it hadn’t returned by the morning, then he’d have to start checking the newspaper reports, maybe take a trip into the city.


He heard the rustle of movement, of feet stirring gravel, and lurched to his feet, upending his wine glass over his trousers. He ignored it, allowing the glass to roll away across the carpet, leaving a stain on the cream pile as stark and uncoordinated as spilled blood.


He returned once more to the window, cupping his hands against the reflection of the gas lamps, pressing his nose up against the cold glass.


There! Something moved. He frowned, squinting, trying to make it out.


There was a thud against the glass beside his head, and, slowly, he stepped back. It was a hand, formed from knotted growths of willow branch and ivy, its fingers splayed. Slowly, it slid away, and he watched it go, listening to the howl of the wind. It was followed by a loud crunch, as something heavy thudded to the gravel, and he knew at once that it was back, and in need of him.


Horwood glanced around, looking for his coat, but he must have left it upstairs, or in the back room, and there wasn’t time to go searching for it. He stumbled to the front door, sliding the chain from the catch and pulling it open. The wind whipped the rain up into his face, causing him to splutter as he staggered out. After the cosy glow of the fire, the chill air caused his teeth to chatter, and he hugged himself as he ran across the driveway, kicking up stones with every footfall.


It was there, lying on the ground like so much damp kindling. It had slumped onto its side, its face buried in the crook of its arm, and it was unmoving.


Huge chunks had been taken out of its torso, and its thigh, and its other arm was missing from the elbow down. As Horwood got closer, dropping to his knees before it, he could see where the vines were trying unsuccessfully to knit themselves back together, to maintain their form.


“Oh no, oh no,” he muttered, as he ran his hands over its flank, feeling the twigs respond, the ivy curling around his fingers. “What have you done?”


The avatar stirred, emitting a sorrowful sound reminiscent of a deep, plaintive sigh.


Shaking his head, Horwood got to his feet, wiping the rain from his eyes. “There’s still time,” he said. “Hold on. I know what we have to do.”




FOUR


At this time of night, London seemed utterly forlorn, and yet utterly spellbinding, too.


It was dissimilar to New York; not simply in the crazed, organic layout of its streets, or the ornate splendor of its buildings, but in its texture, too, in the way it felt, and smelled. It was as if Gabriel could feel the weight of history bearing down upon him, reminding him of his own insignificance. He knew most people wouldn’t understand, but for him, a man who’d spent so long soaring above the rooftops of Manhattan, memorizing every nook and cranny, London was like some strange, archaic puzzle he was yet to fully understand. Its heart beat to a different rhythm.


He leaned forward in his seat, watching the city flit by as the car hissed down the ancient streets, crooked like gnarled fingers. Rain lashed the windscreen, making it difficult to discern anything beyond a few yards ahead. Everything seemed muted and softened, and even the streetlamps seemed to have difficulty puncturing the shadowy mantle that had settled over the city. The taillights of the van in front were their only beacons, guiding them on. Toward what, Gabriel could not be certain.
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