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Icy winds barrelled in off the sea, lashing the front like an invisible tidal wave. Fred Regent shoved his fists deeper into the pockets of his yellow silk bomber jacket.


Apart from keeping his hands out of the cold blast, Fred was trying to prevent himself from constantly fingering the bee-fuzz on his scalp where he used to have hair like Peter Noone’s. If his bonce went blue, it’d look like a copper’s helmet and that’d be the end of this lark. Going undercover with the Boys now seemed a lot less like a comfortable way out of uniform than a protracted invitation to a busted mug and a cryo-dunking in the channel.


‘It’s April,’ said Jaffa, the Führer Boy. ‘Whatever happened to spring?’


‘New ice age, mate,’ said Oscar, the ‘intellectual’ of the Boys. ‘Hitler’s astrologers said it’d happen.’


The Boys clumped along the front, strutting in their steel-toed, cleat-soled Docs. They shivered as a razor-lash of wind cut through turn-up jeans, Fred Perry shirts and thin jackets. Only Oscar could get away with a duffel coat and Jaffa sometimes sneered ‘mod’ at him. The Boys were skins and hated mods; not to mention hippies, grebos, Pakis, queers, students, coons, yids, chinks, car-park attendants, and – especially – coppers.


Fred wondered if the others felt the cold on their near-exposed skulls the way he did. If so, they were too pretend-hard to mention it. Skinhead haircuts were one of the worst ideas ever. Just as the Boys were some of the worst people ever. It’d be a pleasure putting this bunch of yobs inside. If he lived that long.


The point of this seaside excursion was for Fred to get in with Jaffa. A bag of pills, supposedly nicked with aggro from a Pakistani chemist’s, had bought him into the Boys. But Kevin Jaffa, so-called King Skin, didn’t trust anyone until they’d helped him put the boot into a third party. It was sort of an initiation, but also made all his mates accomplices in the event of legal complications.


It had seemed a lot simpler back in London, following DI Price’s briefing on King Skin and the Boys, getting into the part, learning the lingo (‘Say “coon”, not “nigger”’) from a wheelchair-bound expert nark, picking out the wardrobe, even getting the haircut. Steel clippers snicking over his head like an insectile lawnmower. Now, barely two months out of Hendon, he was on his own, miles away from an incident room, with no one to shout for if he got on the receiving end of an unfriendly boot.


What was he supposed to do? How far was he supposed to go?


For the Boys, this was a pleasure trip, not business. And Fred was supposed to be stopping Jaffa’s business.


On the train down, Jaffa had taken over a compartment, put his Docs up on the seat to defy British Rail, and encouraged everyone to pitch in ideas for entertainment. Nicking things, smashing things, getting plastered and snatching a shag were the most popular suggestions. Petty stuff, day-outing dirty deeds. Fred was supposed to let minor offences slide until he had the goods on one of Jaffa’s Big Ideas, but he supposed he’d have to draw a line if it looked like some innocent was going to get hurt.


‘Everything’s bloody shut,’ Doggo whined. ‘I could do with six penn’orth of chips.’


Jaffa cuffed the smaller skin, who couldn’t be older than fourteen.


‘All you bloody think of is chips, Doggo. Set your sights higher.’


The shops along the seafront were mostly boarded up, battered by wind-blown sand and salt. Stacks of deckchairs on the beach were chained down under tarpaulins. A few hardy dog-walkers were out and about. But no one else. The whole town was shut up and stored away.


They came to the pier.


‘Let’s take a look-see,’ Jaffa suggested, climbing over a turnstile. There was a booth nearby but it wasn’t manned. The Boys trooped after their leader, clumping onto shaky boards. They fought the wind, walking towards the pagoda-like green structure at the end of the pier.


On a board in the shape of an arrow was written THIS WAY TO ‘THE EMPORIUM’, PALACE OF WONDERS, ARCADE OF EDUCATION, VARIETY NITELY. ADMISSION: 6d. There was no admission price in new money.


As he clambered over the turnstile, Fred noticed a poster on the side of the booth. A comical drunk in a long army greatcoat sat in a pub with a slinky blonde draped round him. Half the woman’s face was covered by a wave of hair; she was smoking a cigarette in a holder, the smoke forming a skull with swastika eye-sockets. The slogan was CARELESS TALK COSTS LIVES. The poster might have been up since the War.


No, the colours were too bright, as if just from the printer’s. It must be part of an exhibition.


‘Come on, Fred,’ said Oscar. ‘Last one in’s a sissy.’


Seamouth wasn’t big enough to support the pleasure pier these days, but it had been a fashionable resort around the turn of the century. Seventy-odd years of decline hadn’t yet dragged the attraction into the sea. The structure projected out from the beach, struts and pillars temporarily resisting the eternal push and pull of the waves. It couldn’t stand up on its own much longer. Everything creaked, like a ship at sea.


Looking down, Fred saw churning foam through ill-fitting, water-warped boards. He thought he saw crabs tossed around in the water.


They reached the Emporium. It was turquoise over gunmetal, the paint coming off in swathes. Ingraham put a dent in a panel with his armoured toe. Freckles flew off.


‘This shed looks about ready to collapse,’ Oscar said, shaking a loose railing. ‘Maybe we should give it a shove.’


Oscar hopped from one foot to another, looking like a clog-dancer, shoulders heaving.


‘Everything’s shut,’ Doggo whined.


Jaffa sneered with pity at the kid. A three-inch orange line on the King Skin’s scalp looked like a knife scar but was a birth malformation, skull-plates not knit properly. It was probably why he was a psycho nutter. With an elbow, Jaffa smashed a pane of glass and reached inside. He undid a clasp and pulled a door open, then stood aside like a doorman, indicating the way in.


Doggo straightened himself, took hold of his lapels, and strutted past. Jaffa tripped him and put a boot on his backside, shoving the kid into the dark.


Doggo whined as he hit the floor.


Jaffa went inside and the Boys followed.


Fred got out his lighter and flicked on a flame. The Emporium seemed bigger inside than it had on the outside, like Doctor Who’s police box. There were posters up on free-standing boards, announcing shows and exhibitions that must have closed years ago, or attractions that were only open in the two weeks that passed for summer on the South Coast. Mysteries of the Empire, Chu Chin Chow, Annual Talent Contest.


‘Don’t think anyone’s home,’ Oscar said.


Fred couldn’t understand why Jaffa was so interested in the pier. There was nothing here to nick, no one to put the boot into, nothing much worth smashing, certainly no bints to shag. But Jaffa had been drawn here. The King Skin was on some private excursion in his own head.


Was there something going on?


Stepping into the Emporium, Fred felt on edge, as if something just out of sight were watching. The atmosphere was heavy, between the smell of the sea and the mustiness of damp and forgotten exhibits. There was a greenish submarine glow, the last of cloudy daylight filtered through painted-over glass.


‘I don’t like it,’ whined Doggo.


Jaffa launched a half-strength kick into the kid’s gut, curling him into a foetal horseshoe around his boot. Doggo’s lungs emptied and his face shut. He was determined not to cry, poor bastard.


If there wasn’t a Paki or a hippie or a queer about, Jaffa was just as happy to do over one of his mates. DI Price thought there might be something political or big-time criminal about the Boys, but it was just brutishness, a small-minded need to hurt someone else.


Fred’s fists knotted in his pockets. He wanted this over, and Jaffa put away.


It was getting dark outside and it couldn’t be later than seven. This was a weird stretch of the coast.


Oscar was looking at the posters.


‘This sounds great,’ he said.


HITLER’S HORRORS: THE BEASTS OF WAR.


The illustration was crude, circus-like. A caricature storm trooper with fangs, machine gun held up like an erection, crushing a map of Europe under jackboots.


He remembered the CARELESS TALK COSTS LIVES poster. This looked like a propaganda show left over from the War. Thirty years too late to scare the kiddies, but too bloody nasty to get nostalgic about. Fred’s parents and their friends were always on about how it had been in the War, when everyone was pulling together. But Fred couldn’t see it. He came along too late, and only just remembered when chocolate was rationed and half the street was bomb sites.


Ingraham clicked his heels and gave a Nazi salute. He was the pretend fascist, always reading paperbacks about the German side of WWII, ranting against Jews, wearing swastika medallions. He talked about ‘actions’ rather than ‘aggro’, and fancied himself as the Boys’ master planner, the Goebbels of the gormless. Not dangerous, just stupid.


Fred’s lighter was getting hot. He let the flame shrink. The storm trooper’s eyes seemed to look down as the light went away.


There was a gushing trickle and a sharp smell. One of the skins was relieving himself against a wall.


‘Dirty beast,’ Oscar sneered.


‘Don’t like it here,’ whined Doggo.


Fred knew what the kid meant.


‘Doggo’s right,’ Jaffa said. ‘Let’s torch this shithole. Fred, you still got fluid in that lighter?’


If he helped, he’d be committing a crime, compromising any testimony he gave.


‘It’s out, chum,’ he said.


‘I got matches,’ said Ingraham.


‘Give the boy a prize,’ said Jaffa.


Ingraham passed over the Swan Vestas. Jaffa had the others scout for newspapers or anything small that would burn. After hesitating a moment, Fred started ferreting around too. Arson, he could just about live with. At least it wasn’t duffing up some shopkeeper or holding a bint down while the others shagged her. And there was something about the pier. He wouldn’t mind if it burned. By sticking out from the shore, it was inviting destruction. Fire or water, it didn’t make much difference.


They split up. Though the Emporium was partitioned into various spaces, the walls only reached just above head height. Above everything was a tent-like roof of glass panels like the Crystal Palace, painted over with wavy green.


He found a row of penny-in-the-slot machines, lit up by tiny interior bulbs. He had three big dull old pennies mixed in with the shiny toy money that now passed for small change, and decided he might as well shove them into the machines.


In smeary glass cases were little puppet scenes that played out tiny dramas. The theme of the collection was execution. A French Revolution guillotining: head falling into a basket as the blade fell on the neck of a tin aristocrat. A British public hanging: felon plunging on string through a scaffold trapdoor, neck kinking with the drop. An Indian Mutiny reprisal: rebel strapped over the end of a cannon that discharged with a puff to blow away his midriff.


When he ran out of proper pennies – d. not p. – he wasn’t sorry that he couldn’t play the Mexican firing squad, the Spanish garrotting or the American electrocution. The little death scenes struck him as a funny sort of entertainment for kiddies. When the new money had completely taken over, penny-in-the-slot machines would all get chucked out and that would be the end of that.


Round the corner from the machines was a dark passage. He tripped over something. Someone. Scrambling up, he felt the bundle. He flicked on his lighter again. The flame-light was reflected in a bloody smear that had been a face. From the anorak, Fred recognised Oscar. He was barely alive, cheeks seeping in time with his neck-pulse. Something had torn the hood of flesh from his skull, leaving a ragged line along his chin. He wasn’t a skinhead any more; he was a skinned head.


Fred stood. He hadn’t heard anything. Had Jaffa done this, somehow? Or was there someone else in here?


‘Over here,’ he called. ‘It’s Oscar.’


Doggo was the first there. He took one look and screamed, sounding very young. Ingraham slapped him.


Jaffa had a flick-knife out. Its blade was clean, but he could have wiped it.


‘Did you do this?’ Jaffa asked Fred.


Fred heard himself whimpering.


‘Fuck me,’ someone said. Everyone shouted, talked and moaned. Someone was sick.


‘Shut up,’ said Jaffa.


In the quiet, something was moving. Fred turned up the flame. The Boys huddled in the circle of light, scared cavemen imagining spirits in the dark beyond the fire. Something heavy was dragging itself, knocking things aside. And something smaller, lighter, pattered along on its own. They were circling the skinheads, getting closer.


The lighter was a hot coal in Fred’s fingers. They all turned round, peering into the dark. There were partitions, covered with more posters, and glass cases full of battlefield dioramas. Nearest was a wall-sized cartoon of a bug-eyed demon Hitler scarfing down corpses, spearing a woman on his red, forked tail.


The heavy thing held back and the light thing was getting closer. Were there only two? Fred was sure he heard other movements, other footfalls. The steps didn’t sound like shod feet. But there was more than an animal purpose in the movement.


Doggo was whimpering.


Even Jaffa was scared. The King Skin had imagined he was the devil in the darkness; now that was a shredded illusion. There were worse things out there than in here.


Fred’s fingers were in agony but he didn’t dare let the flame fall.


The Hitler poster tipped forwards, cracking down the middle. Hitler’s face broke in half. And another Hitler face – angry eyes, fleck of moustache, oiled hairlick – thrust forwards into the light, teeth bared. A child-sized figure in a puffy grey Hitler mask reached out with gorilla-length arms.


Fred dropped the lighter.


Something heavy fell on them, a living net of slithering strands.


There was screaming all around.


He was hit in the face by a dead hand.


The net cut against his palm like piano-wire. Seaweed wound between the strings stung, like nettles. A welt rose across his face.


The net was pulled away.


Warm wetness splashed on his chest, soaking in. Something flailed in the dark, meatily tearing.


Someone was being killed.


He blundered backwards, slamming into a partition that hadn’t been there, a leathery elephant’s hide that resisted a little, and shifted out of the way. His palm was sandpapered by the moving, living wall.


There was a gunshot, a fire-flash and a loud report. Fred’s eyes burned for a moment but he wasn’t hit. Someone else had taken a bullet.


In the momentary light, he’d seen things he didn’t believe. Uniformed creatures falling upon the Boys with human intellect and demon savagery. Doggo’s head a yard from his body, stringy bone and muscle unravelling between his neck and shoulders. On his chest squatted something with green wolf-eyes and a foot of lolling tongue.


Fred bolted and collided with someone.


‘Fucking hell,’ said Jaffa, gripping Fred’s arm.


They ran together, skinhead and copper, fleeing the other things. They made for a cold indraught of outside air.


Something came after them.


Jaffa pushed ahead and was first through the door.


None of the others was with them.


Fred stumbled out of the Emporium. They couldn’t have been inside more than fifteen minutes, but night had fallen. There was no light from the town, no yellow street lamps, no electric glow from homes up on the hill. The shapes of buildings were just discernible, but it was as if no one was home.


Jaffa turned to Fred, knife raised.


An orange tendril snaked out of the Emporium at chest height and brushed Jaffa’s head. It was like a squirt of living flame. The King Skin’s eyes widened and mouth opened, but the fire took hold inside his skull and poured out.


He was still recognisable, still alive. Fred ran away, encumbered by the heavy boots he wasn’t used to. Jaffa, a living candle, stumped after him. Fred vaulted the turnstile and looked back. Jaffa’s head was a pumpkin lantern, rushing forwards in the dark.


Fred tripped and fell to his knees, not believing what he saw.


‘Oi you,’ someone shouted, at Jaffa.


A man in uniform stood near Fred, shaking his fist. He had a tommy’s tin helmet, but wore blue cotton overalls. An armband bore the letters ARP. He was in his sixties, and had no chin to speak of, just a helmet strap under his lower lip.


Fred was near fainting.


The King Skin stopped, flame pluming six or seven feet above his head, and howled.


‘Oi you,’ the ARP man shouted again, ‘put that bloody light out!’


* * *


‘Then Jaffa was blown to one side, as if the wind had caught hold of his fire. He was pitched against the loose railings and went over the side, trailing orange and red flames. He hit the sea with a hiss. Then everything went completely black. When I woke, it was early in the morning. The bloke in the tin hat was gone. I hotfooted it for the station and got the first train back here.


‘There’s something not right in Seamouth.’


As he told his story, Fred concentrated on Euan Price’s cold eyes. The Detective Inspector asked few questions and took no notes. He didn’t interject exclamations of disbelief, or shout at him that he was a nutter or on drugs or just plain lying.


Yesterday, Constable Fred Regent had lived in a world with law and order. Now, there was only anarchy.


He sat at the desk in the interview room, feeling himself under the spotlight, cold cup of New Scotland Yard tea in front of him. Price sat opposite, listening. The strangers leaned on the sound-proofed walls, half in and half out of the light.


It disturbed him that Price could accept the horror story with such serious calm. Either his superior believed him, or the consultants were psychiatrists in disguise.


There were two of them, dressed like peacocks.


The woman was in her early twenties and could have been a model: seamless mane of red hair down to her waist; Italian mouth, painted silver; Viking cheekbones; unnaturally huge, green eyes. She wore a purple leather miniskirt and matching waistcoat with a blinding white roll-neck pullover and knee-length high-heeled white boots. Her only visible jewellery was an Egyptian-looking silver amulet with an inset emerald. A red scar-line cut through one fine eyebrow, a flaw to set off perfection.


The man was even more striking. He could have been anywhere between thirty and fifty. A coal-black mass of ringlets spilled onto his shoulders Charles II style, and he wore a pencil-line Fu Manchu moustache. His face was gaunt to the point of unhealthiness and dark enough to pass for a Sicilian or a Tuareg. Thin and tall and bony, he wore a fluorescent green velvet jacket with built-up lapels and collar, tight red Guardsman’s britches with a yellow stripe up the sides and stack-heeled, elastic-sided, banana-coloured boots. A multi-coloured explosion of a scarf was knotted round his neck, and his shirt was rippling mauve silk. He had several rings on each finger, a silver belt buckle in the shape of a demon face with a curved dagger thrust through its eyes, and a single gold hoop on his right ear.


As he listened to Fred’s story, he played with a wide-brimmed fedora that matched his jacket, slipping long fingers in and out of a speckled snakeskin band. He looked as if he’d be equally happy on the foredeck of a pirate ship or in a coffee bar on the King’s Road.


The contrast with Euan Price in his Marks & Sparks mac was vivid. Whoever these consultants were, they were not with the police.


Though they were the sort he had been taught at Hendon to regard as suspicious, Fred had a warm feeling from these two. They might dress strangely, but did not look at him as if they thought he were a maniac. As he went through it all, starting with his undercover job but concentrating on the happenings at Seamouth Pier, the woman nodded in sympathy and understanding. The man’s violet eyes seemed to glint with tiny fireflies.


Fred had expected to be dismissed as a madman.


After the story was done, Price made introductions.


‘Constable Regent,’ he said, ‘this is Mr Richard Jeperson.’


The man fluttered a hand and curved his thin lips into a smile. As his frilly mauve cuff flapped, Fred caught sight of tiny blue marks on his wrist. Some sort of tattoo.


‘I represent the Diogenes Club,’ Jeperson drawled, voice rich and deep as a BBC announcer. ‘A branch of government you won’t have heard of. Now you have heard of it, you’ll probably be required to sign the Official Secrets Act in blood. Our speciality is affairs like this, matters in which conventional methods of policing or diplomacy or defence come up short. I gather you are still reeling from the revelation that the world is not what you once thought it was.’


Had the man read his mind?


‘You can take some comfort from the fact that the Diogenes Club, which is a very old institution, has always known a little of the true state of things. There has often been someone like me on the lists of HM Government, a private individual with a public office, retained for circumstances like this.’


‘This has happened before?’ Fred asked.


‘Not this, precisely. But things like this, certainly. Impossible obtrusions into the mundane. Vanessa and I have pursued several of these tricky bits of business to more or less satisfactory conclusions.’


The woman – Vanessa – smiled. Her teeth were dazzling.


‘With your help, we shall see what we can do here,’ said Jeperson.


‘With my help?’


A spasm of panic gripped him.


‘You’re detailed to work with Mr Jeperson,’ Price told him. ‘Out of uniform.’


‘Topping,’ Jeperson said, holding out his hand.


Fred stood up and shook Jeperson’s hand, feeling the smoothness of his rings and the leather of his palm. This was a man who had done hard outdoor work.


Looking down, he noticed the blue marks again. A row of numbers.


‘We should probably take a spin down to the coast,’ Jeperson said. ‘Take a look at Seamouth.’


Fred was suddenly cold again.


‘It’ll be fun to go to the seaside.’


* * *


It didn’t take detective work to deduce which of the vehicles in the New Scotland Yard car park belonged to Richard Jeperson. It was a silver-grey Rolls-Royce the size of a speed-boat, bonnet shaped like a cathedral nave, body streamlined to break land speed records.


Fred whistled.


‘It’s a ShadowShark, you know,’ Jeperson said, running his fingers across the Rolls-Royce Spirit of Ecstasy hood ornament. ‘They only made five. I have three.’


Parked among the panda cars and civilian Minis, the car was a lion in a herd of deer.


‘Hop in the back, Fred,’ Jeperson said with easy familiarity, opening the rear door. Fred slipped onto soft black leather and inhaled luxury. Two fresh roses were propped in sconces. Jeperson slid beside him while Vanessa got into the driver’s seat. Fred was surprised the man let anyone else drive his precious car.


‘Vanessa’d win Brooklands if they’d let her enter,’ said Jeperson. ‘She can drive anything.’


‘I’m learning to fly a jump jet,’ she said, over her shoulder. ‘Perk of the position.’


The engine purred and she manoeuvred the ShadowShark out of the car park. Fred doubted if he’d be as blithe handling such a powerful (and expensive) car.


‘Don’t hurry,’ Jeperson told her. ‘I want to stop for a pub lunch on the way. Have a spot of rumination.’


* * *


Vanessa headed for the road to the South Coast, cruising through the thinning traffic. Fred found himself relaxing, enjoying the head-turns of other motorists. Jeperson obviously didn’t believe in blending in with the crowd.


‘A sort of uncle of mine lives in Seamouth,’ Jeperson said. ‘Brigadier-General Sir Giles Gallant. We’ll have to look him up. He sat on the Ruling Cabal with Geoffrey Jeperson.’


‘Your father?’ Fred asked.


Jeperson’s eyes were unreadable.


‘Adoptive,’ he said. ‘Picked me out. In the War.’


‘And this Sir Giles?’


‘Also with our mob, I’m afraid. Diogenes Club. At least, he was once. Retired now. You’ll find, now you know to look, that we pop up all over the board. Unless I very much miss my guess, Sir Giles will know something about your End of the Pier Show. He’s too sharp to live near an incident like this jaunt without feeling tingles in the cobweb. We’ll probably set up camp at his house.’


Everything since the events on the pier seemed unreal. Only now that he was on the road back to Seamouth did Fred realise quite how the usual pattern of his life had been broken. He had been handed over into the care of this odd stranger, almost palmed off on the man. What disturbed him most was that Jeperson actually seemed to know what was going on, to accept the insanity without question, without even registering shock or disbelief.


It would be easy to be afraid.


‘What about the Seamouth police?’ Fred asked.


‘Tell you what, I don’t think we’ll trouble them until we have to. I like to keep my involvement with the authorities limited to a few enlightened souls like Euan Price. Too many plods have the habit of not seeing what they don’t want to. No offence, Constable Regent. Your mob like to tie up neat little parcels and sometimes all we can give them is a dirty great mess.’


If he shut his eyes for a moment, Fred saw what the gun-flash had shown him on the pier. A hellish scene, impossible to understand, hideously vivid. Real, and yet…


‘What was the first thing?’ Jeperson asked, quickly. ‘The first thing that told you things weren’t in whack. Don’t think, answer.’


‘Careless Talk Costs Lives,’ he said, just seeing it.


‘And Loose Lips Sink Ships.’


‘It was a poster. An old one, from the War. But it wasn’t old, faded. It had been put up recently.’


‘Bingo, an apport!’


‘What’s an apport?’


‘Something which shouldn’t done ought to be there but bloody well just is. Mediums often materialise the fellahs, but this isn’t like that. Nothing consciously evoked. This came with the house, like wallpaper.’


‘I thought there might be an exhibition.’


‘There’s always that possibility. Prosaic, but nonetheless not out of the question.’ Jeperson seemed a little disappointed. ‘Any funny smell? Ozone?’


‘Just the sea.’


‘The sea, my dear Fred, is not in the “just the” category. It’s the oldest living thing on the planet. It abides, it shifts, it shrinks, it grows, it senses, it hints.’


They were out in the country now, bombing through winding lanes at ninety. Fred gripped the armrest on the door, reacting to the rush.


‘We have a dispensation,’ Jeperson explained. ‘Speed limits do not apply to us. We take great risks for our country, so the least the Queen can do is exempt us from a few of the pettier regulations that bind the rest of her subjects. With Vanessa at the wheel, we needn’t worry about accidents.’


They took a blind corner at speed. The road ahead was clear.


‘She has second sight, poor love.’


* * *


The country pub where Jeperson had hoped to lunch was gone, knocked down and replaced by a Jolly Glutton. Fred had been in these places before; they were popping up beside motorways and A roads all over the country. Everything was brand new but already tarnished. A big cartoon Friar Tuck was the place’s mascot and the struggling waitresses were dressed as monkettes, with hooded robes and miniskirts. The fare was flat pies and crinkle-shaped chips, hot enough to disguise the lack of taste, and tea worse than the stuff served at the Yard out of a machine.


Jeperson was disappointed, but decided to sample the place anyway.


As he looked at his Jolly Fare, the man from the Diogenes Club slumped in dejection. He lifted a sprig of plastic parsley from his wriggly chips and dropped it into the full tin ashtray on the Formica-topped table.


‘What’s the world coming to?’ he asked, eyes liquid with pain.


The Jolly Glutton catered to shabby couples with extremely loud children. In the next booth, a knot of youths with Jaffa haircuts messed around with the plastic tomatoes of ketchup, and tried to get their hands up the waitresses’ skirts.


‘I wonder what happened to the regulars? Did they find another pub somewhere? With decent beer and proper food? Or did the fat Friar have them hanged in the forest to silence their poor plaints?’


Jeperson knitted his brows, and concentrated.


Suddenly, Fred smelled beer, heard the clink of glasses, the soft grumble of rural accents, saw the comforting smoky gloom of the snug. Then, it was all snatched away.


‘What did you just do?’ he asked Jeperson.


‘Sorry,’ Jeperson said. ‘Didn’t mean to impose. It’s a nasty little knack sometimes. Call it wishful thinking.’


‘I knew what you were seeing.’


Jeperson shrugged, but the tiny glints in his eyes were not apologetic. Fred had a sense of the man’s power.


‘I don’t fancy the one with the tash,’ a voice said, ‘but ’er with the legs’d do for a shag.’


It was the skinheads in the next booth. They were propped up on the table and seats, leaning over the partition, looking down at Vanessa, who was sitting opposite Fred and Jeperson.


‘Bloody hippie,’ said the kid who had spoken. His left eye twitched. ‘Hair like a girl’s.’


Jeperson looked at the skin almost with pity.


‘You should have seen this place the way it was,’ he said. ‘It was a comfort in a cold world.’


The skin didn’t understand.


‘What are you doing with this pouf?’ Twitch asked Fred.


For a moment, he was confused. Then he remembered what his head looked like.


‘I’m taking your girlfriend,’ Twitch said.


Fred didn’t know whether the skin meant Vanessa or Jeperson.


Twitch, who was smaller and duller than Jaffa, put his hand on Vanessa’s neck, lifting aside her hair.


Jeperson nodded, almost imperceptibly, to the girl.


Vanessa reached up, swiftly, and took Twitch’s ear in a firm grip. She pulled him off his perch and slammed his face into her plate of uneaten chips.


‘You can look but you better not touch,’ she whispered into his red ear.


Twitch’s friends, an older bloke with a Rupert scarf and a wide-shouldered hulk, were astonished.


Vanessa pushed Twitch off the table and dropped him on the chessboard-tiled floor. He had maggot-shaped mashed chips all over his face.


Everyone in the Jolly Glutton was paying attention.


Twitch pulled out a sharpened screwdriver but Jeperson stepped on his wrist, bringing down a blocky yellow heel on crunching bones. The pig-sticker rolled away.


‘I’ll have that,’ Jeperson said, picking up the homemade shank with distaste. ‘Nasty thing.’


Fred was penned into the booth – these bolted-down plastic chairs and tables were traps – but Vanessa stood up and slipped out. All her movements were effortless; she wasn’t just made for show.


‘I’d advise you to pick up your friend and get back to your delicious fare,’ Jeperson said to Rupert Scarf and Shoulders. ‘My associate doesn’t want to hurt you.’


The two skins looked Vanessa up and down, and made a mistake.


Shoulders clumped forward, big hands out, and was on the floor before Fred could work out what Vanessa had done to him. She seemed to have stuck her fingers into his throat and sternum, making a cattle prod of her hand. Shoulders made a lot of noise about going down and rolled over Twitch, groaning that he was crippled.


Rupert Scarf spread his hands and backed away. The message had got through.


Shoulders, still moaning, got up on his hands and knees, snarled and made another grab at Vanessa. She whirled like a ballet dancer and stuck the white point of her boot into his ear, lifting him off the floor for a moment and laying him flat out. Her hair spun round with her and fell perfectly into place. She was smiling slightly, but didn’t seem to feel the strain.


Rupert Scarf pulled Twitch up, and together they picked up Shoulders.


‘You’re a dead dolly-mixture,’ Twitch said, retreating.


Vanessa smiled, eyebrows raised.


The skins left the restaurant. All the other customers, and the waitresses, applauded. Vanessa took a bow.


‘Three more friends for life,’ she said.


* * *


They continued by B roads. After the Jolly Glutton, Jeperson slumped into a fugue of despair. He said nothing, but his mood was heavy. Fred was beginning to sense that the man from the Diogenes Club was remarkably open. A changeable personality, he felt things so deeply that there was an overspill from his head, which washed onto anyone around him. Just now, Fred was lapped by the waters of Jeperson’s gloom. It was the loss of his beloved country pub as much as the encounter with the yobs, maybe the loss of his beloved country.


Vanessa kept away from the main road, casually driving through smaller and smaller villages. Greenery flashed by, stretches of thickly wooded land alternating with patchwork-quilt landscapes of fields and hedgerows. Brooks and stiles and tree-canopied roads. Tiny old churches and thatched cottages. A vicar on a bicycle.


This didn’t seem to be the same world as the Jolly Glutton. No Formica, no plastic tomatoes, no crinkle-cut chips.


Jeperson stirred a little and looked through the tinted window.


‘Spring seems to have sprung,’ he announced.


It was true. This was a fresh season.


The ShadowShark crested a hill. The road gently sloped down towards sparkling sea. Seamouth was spread out, sun shining on red tile roofs. Gulls wheeled high in the air. A small boat cut through the swell, tacking out in Seamouth Bay.


It was very different from the dull day with the Boys, when the sea had been a churning grey soup.


Fred saw the pier, a finger stretched out into the sea. He had another flash. Jeperson shivered.


‘Looks like a picture postcard,’ he said. ‘But we know something nasty is written on the back. There are things moving under the surface.’


Fred tried to conquer his fear.


‘Drive on, Vanessa love,’ Jeperson said.


* * *


Seamouth spread up away from the seafront onto the rolling downs, bounded to the east by the cliffs and to the west by a stretch of shivering sands. Overlooking the sea were serried ranks of whitewashed villas, at least a third of them called Sea View.


The ShadowShark attracted some friendly attention. Folks looked up from their gardening to wave and smile. A postman paused and gave a smart salute. Fred was almost touched.


‘It’s nearly four o’clock,’ he said. ‘That postie should have finished work hours ago.’


‘Second afternoon post?’ Jeperson suggested.


‘Not in this decade.’


‘I suppose not.’


Vanessa found Raleigh Avenue, where Brigadier-General Sir Giles Gallant lived. His villa was called The Laurels. Rich green bushes, planted all around, did their best to seem like trees.


The cars outside the villas were all well preserved but out of date. There wasn’t a Mini Cooper or a Hillman Imp in sight, just big, elegant machines, polished to perfection, invisibly mended where they’d pranged.


They parked in the driveway of The Laurels and got out. Fred’s legs had gone rubbery on the long drive and he stamped a bit on the gravel to get his circulation back.


‘Good afternoon,’ said a man in overalls, looking up from his spade-work. ‘Here to see the Brig?’


‘Yes, indeed,’ said Jeperson.


‘Top hole,’ said the neighbour. ‘I’m Marshall Michaelsmith. Two names, not three.’


Michaelsmith was a game old bird of perhaps seventy, with snow-white hair and red cheeks. He had been digging vigorously, turning over a flower bed. A stack of pulled-up rose bushes lay discarded on the lawn. There were a few plants left, tied to bamboo spears.


‘I’m with the Brig on the Committee,’ Michaelsmith said.


He tore up another rose bush by the roots and threw it away, momentarily sad.


‘Shame to do it,’ he said. ‘The missus loves these blooms, worked at them for years. But one has to do one’s bit. I’m putting in potatoes, cabbages, rhubarb. Dig for Victory, eh?’


The last of the roses was gone.


‘The missus has taken to her bed. For the duration, probably. Still, she’ll be up and about in the end.’


Michaelsmith stood on his ravaged flower bed.


‘The Brig’s in town, on official business. I’ll see if we can scrounge you some tea in the meantime. Come into my parlour. This way, miss.’


Michaelsmith escorted Vanessa, extending a courteous arm to steady her across the rough earth. Fred and Jeperson followed.


‘I hear you girls are doing your bit too,’ Michaelsmith said to Vanessa. ‘Before it all got too much, the missus was the same. Back to the land, girls. Jolly good show. We must all pull together, see it through. Right will prevail, my dear. Oh yes it will. Always does in the end. Never doubt it for a moment.’


Fred gathered Marshall Michaelsmith was a bit potty. Slung on the old man’s back was a khaki satchel. Fred recognised the shape. His dad had kept his gas mask well past the Festival of Britain. Michaelsmith’s looked to be in good order, ready to pull on in an instant.


* * *


Mrs MacAlister, Marshall Michaelsmith’s Scottish housekeeper, brought in a silver tea-service, and Michaelsmith poured them all cups of Lipton’s. He made a ritual of it, using a strainer to catch the leaves, apologising for the thinness of the brew and the condensed milk.


Michaelsmith talked about the half-brick in his cistern, to cut down on the water flushed away, and the line drawn in his bath to keep the level down to four inches. He seemed proud of his austerity measures.


Fred supposed the old man had got into the habit during the War and never let up.


Michaelsmith’s reception room was cosily cluttered, with a view of the back garden through french windows. There was a black-bordered photograph of a young man in naval uniform on the piano.


‘Mitch, my brother,’ Michaelsmith explained. ‘Went down at Jutland. In the last show.’


Jeperson sipped his tea.


Somehow, even in banana boots, he fitted in the room. Fred supposed he was such an odd sort that he’d do anywhere.


Michaelsmith was taken with Vanessa, and no wonder. He was explaining all the family photographs. There were a great many of ‘the missus’, following her from long-faced youth through middle-aged elegance to painful frailty.


The french windows opened and a man in uniform stepped into the room. Michaelsmith stood to attention.


‘Richard,’ the newcomer exclaimed. ‘This is a surprise. What brings you to this backwater?’


‘The usual thing, Giles.’


The man – who must be Sir Giles Gallant – was suddenly serious.


‘Here? I don’t believe it.’


Jeperson stood up and embraced Gallant, like a Frenchman.


‘The lovely Vanessa, you know,’ Jeperson said. Sir Giles clicked his heels and Vanessa demurely bobbed. ‘And this is Fred Regent. He’s the new bug.’


‘Pleased to meet you,’ Sir Giles said, inflicting a bone-crushing handshake on Fred. ‘We need all the good men we can get.’


Sir Giles must have been about the same age as Michaelsmith, but his manner suggested a much younger man. He was iron where his friend was willow. His grey hair was still streaked with black and his hawk eyes were bright. He struck Fred as a very determined man.


‘It’s your pier we’re interested in, Giles,’ Jeperson said. ‘Seems to be infested with apports. And other nastinesses.’


‘The pier?’ Sir Giles was taken aback. ‘Should have blown it up years ago. Damn thing’s a shipping hazard.’


‘But it’s not just the pier,’ Jeperson said.


‘No,’ Sir Giles said, ‘you’re quite right, Richard. I should have called Diogenes myself.’


Fred remembered Richard had said Sir Giles would know what was going on.


‘I thought I could cope on my own. I’m sorry.’


‘No apologies, Giles.’


‘Of course not.’


‘We’ll set up HQ at your place. I’ll go over the whole thing with you. Vanessa, take the worthy Fred for a walk along the seafront, would you? I needn’t tell you to stay away from the pier, but keep an eye out for oddities.’


Fred was alarmed, but at least he knew Vanessa could take care of herself. And him too, probably, though that hardly did anything for his confidence.


‘It’s a mild evening,’ Jeperson said. ‘You might go for a paddle.’


* * *


They walked towards the seafront, zig-zagging downhill through neat, quiet roads. The sky darkened by degrees.


‘Have you noticed?’ Vanessa said. ‘No one’s turning their lights on.’


Fred looked at the windows of the villas.


‘If they did, you couldn’t tell,’ he said. ‘The houses all have those thick black curtains.’


‘I knew people were conformists in these parts, but it’s beyond the bounds of probability that every Sea View should have the same curtains. Whatever happened to white net?’


They looked over rows of roofs, towards the sea.


‘There’s something missing,’ Vanessa said.


Fred saw it.


‘Television aerials. There aren’t any.’


‘Well spotted, that man.’


‘Time seems to stand still in Seamouth. I noticed it the first time I came here.’ He didn’t want to think further on that line. ‘I feel I’ve come in on the last act of the panto,’ he said. ‘How did you get into this business?’


‘Like you. I took a turn off the road, and realised things were not as they seem.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Have you ever heard of demonic possession?’


‘I think so.’


‘I don’t recommend it.’


‘Mr Jeperson is an exorcist?’


‘Not quite. He’s trickier than that. At heart, he’s a sensitive.’


‘He seems a funny bloke.’


‘He’s had a funny life.’


They were at the seafront. There were people around. The locals smiled and bade them good evening, but hurried on their way. The street lamps did not come on.


‘On his wrist…’ Fred began.


‘The numbers? They’re what you think.’


‘Concentration camp?’


‘Death camp, actually. His foster father and Sir Giles were with the unit that liberated the place. They pulled him out. He was just a kid then.’


‘Is he Jewish?’


‘Almost certainly not,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t actually know. He has no memory of anything before the camp. I’ve always assumed he was born a gypsy. But he’s as British as you can get.’


‘And this club?’


‘The Diogenes Club. They collect useful people. They’ve been doing it for centuries. Richard’s talents were obvious, much showier then than now, if you can credit it. Probably why he was in the camp. Old Mr Jeperson – he died a few years ago – adopted the boy, sent him to his old school, brought him up. Shaped him and trained him. That wasn’t easy for either of them. Richard’s no one’s catspaw. He’s a free agent.’


‘What about you?’


‘I’ve been collected too. And now, so have you.’


A chill breeze made him hug his jacket. He still wore his skinhead outfit. He was getting used to it. The Peter Noone haircut had made him look as big a prat as… well, as Peter Noone. It was time someone reclaimed the skin look from thugs like Jaffa.


They had been ambling along the front, deliberately walking away from the pier. Now, they stopped, leaned on railings, and looked out to sea.


Waves rolled in, lapping the sands. Wreaths of kelp tangled on rocks. A man in a straw hat, barefooted with his trousers rolled up to the knee, pottered among the pools, collecting sea-shells.


‘It’s an idyll,’ Vanessa said. ‘You’d never think there was a war on.’


‘What war?’ Fred asked, shocked.


‘There’s always a war, Fred.’


* * *


Back at The Laurels, they found Jeperson and Sir Giles in a book-lined study, snifting brandy from glasses the size of human heads.


‘How’s town?’ Jeperson asked.


‘Quiet,’ Vanessa commented.


‘Always the way.’


‘I’ve decided to bring the pier up with the Committee,’ Sir Giles said. ‘It’s been shut down for years. Time to get rid of it altogether.’


‘Let’s not be too hasty,’ Jeperson said. ‘Our problem may not be the pier itself, but something that happens to be there at the moment. If you get rid of the structure, the problem might deem it an opportune moment to move inland.’


Sir Giles offered Fred, but not Vanessa, a drink. He thought it best not to accept.


‘I’ll call the Committee anyway,’ Sir Giles said. ‘Best to alert them all to the danger. Shan’t be a sec.’


Jeperson smiled and sipped as Sir Giles left the room. Once the door was closed, his face shut down.


‘We must get out of this house,’ he said, serious.


Vanessa nodded, and tried the obvious exits.


The windows were fastened and barred. The study door was locked.


Vanessa handed Jeperson a hairpin. He unbent it and picked the lock of the study door. It was done in seconds. Jeperson looked pleased with himself and not in too much of a hurry to take a bow. He opened the door a crack. Sir Giles was in the hallway, on the telephone.


‘We must act fast,’ Sir Giles was saying. ‘You don’t know this man.’


Their host was between them and the front door.


Jeperson stepped silently out into the hallway.


‘Giles,’ he said, sharply.


Sir Giles turned, face guilty. He muttered something, and hung up.


‘Richard.’ He attempted a genial smile. Without much success. Brigadier-General Sir Giles Gallant was sweating and shifting.


Jeperson bent the hairpin back into shape and returned it to Vanessa.


‘We should do each other the courtesy of being honest,’ Jeperson said. ‘You of all people know how difficult it is to deceive someone like me.’


‘I would have told you,’ Sir Giles said. ‘I wanted you to hear it from the whole Committee.’


The door opened and uniformed men came in. Six of them. With guns. All middle-aged or older, but hard-faced, smart in khakis. Bright eyes and clipped moustaches. Proper soldier boys. Rifles were levelled.


‘This is for the best, Richard.’


‘Who decides?’ Jeperson asked.


‘We do,’ Sir Giles claimed. ‘We’ve earned that right.’


Fred was lost. He didn’t know who was who and who was on whose side.


Jeperson sank to the floor, knees bowing outwards as he fitted into a lotus position. The rifle barrels followed him. Fred saw the tension in his back. He pressed his palms together, shut his eyes, and hummed almost below the threshold of hearing.


Sir Giles looked torn. For an instant, Fred thought he was about to order his men to fire. Instead, he stepped forwards, raising the telephone receiver like a club, aiming a blow at Jeperson’s head.


It never connected.


Sir Giles was caught – by Jeperson’s humming? – and froze, receiver held above his head, cord dangling. His face showed a struggle.


The humming was louder, machine-like, insectile.


What was Jeperson doing?


The men with guns took their directions from Sir Giles. They were spectators. Sir Giles was fighting. He wrestled the receiver, trying to bring it down. Jeperson rose as he had sunk, unbending himself. He was projecting something from inside. Static electricity crackled in his hair.


Vanessa took Fred’s arm and tugged him along, in a cone of protection that emanated from the man from the Diogenes Club. As long as he could hear the humming, he felt safe.


They passed Sir Giles, whose face was scarlet. The old soldiers fell back to either side, lowering their weapons. There was a clear route out of The Laurels.


Jeperson seemed to glide across the carpet, eyes still shut, still radiating noise. The hum was wavering.


‘Stop them,’ shouted Sir Giles.


A rifle was raised, its barrel-end dragging up Fred’s leg. Without thinking, he knocked the gun aside and shoved its owner – the chinless ARP man – backwards.


They were on the porch of The Laurels.


Vanessa was in the Rolls, turning over the engine.


Someone fired a wild shot into the air.


The humming snapped off and Jeperson stumbled. Fred caught him, and sensed that all the strength had gone out of the man. He helped him into the car.


‘You don’t understand,’ shouted Sir Giles. ‘It’s for the best.’


‘Drive,’ breathed Jeperson.


Fred pulled the car door closed. A gun went off. He saw the muzzle-flash. He looked out of the window, and something struck the pane, making him go cross-eyed. He should have been shot in the face, but the round was stopped in a web of cracks.


‘Bullet-proof glass,’ Vanessa said.


‘Thank God for that,’ Fred said.


He was shaking.


Sir Giles’s men didn’t waste any more ammunition. The Rolls pulled away, down Raleigh Road.


Jeperson sprawled on the seat, exhausted. He seemed thinner, less substantial. Whatever resource he had summoned up was spent and its exercise had taken a toll.


‘What was that all about?’ Fred asked.


‘We’re on our own,’ Jeperson croaked.


* * *


The ShadowShark wasn’t easy to hide, so they just parked it by the road and walked away. Of course, the three of them were also pretty difficult to miss. As they walked back towards the seafront, Fred had a sense that the whole town was watching them from behind their blackout curtains, and that Sir Giles’s Committee knew exactly where their three troublemakers were. More old soldiers would be despatched after them.


Jeperson had needed to be supported for a while but soon got his strength back.


‘Giles couldn’t have managed anything on this scale on his own,’ he said. ‘He must have a powerful source somewhere. But not a first-rate one. The casting isn’t pure, or we’d have been absorbed at once.’


Fred understood maybe one word in three.


Vanessa didn’t ask questions. He decided just to go along with it all.


‘At first I thought it was your pier, but Giles’s Committee hadn’t reckoned on whatever you ran into. Whatever they’ve done here hasn’t taken in the way they hoped.’


They were in the middle of the dark town.


‘Fred, I’m afraid we’re going to have to go to the pier.’


He had known it would come. So much else had got in the way, so much else that was impossible to follow, that he had almost put it out of his mind.


Now it hit him again.


There were monsters.


‘Maybe we can get to the bottom of it all by morning.’


They were on the seafront. The pier was in sight.


* * *


Because of the lack of street lighting, it was easy to creep up on the pier. A checkpoint was set up by the turnstile. Three men in uniform manned the point. Barbed wire was strung around the admissions booth. The soldiers were smoking cigarettes. From somewhere, Vera Lynn sang ‘We’ll Meet Again’.


An aeroplane whine sounded overhead.


There was a shrill whistle.


‘An air raid,’ Jeperson said. ‘I doubt if that was part of the intended casting. It just came along with the package.’


A plane flew in from the Channel, a dark shape against black clouds, pregnant with bombs.


Jeperson signalled that they should proceed.


Fred tried to think away the painful tightness in his gut. If Jeperson and Vanessa weren’t afraid, he shouldn’t be. Of course, they hadn’t been here before.


A column of fire rose from up among the villas. It burned his eyes. Then the sound of the explosion hit. It was strong enough to make him stagger.


They walked rapidly towards the checkpoint.


The soldiers were craning, looking up at the fire.


‘Jerry blighter,’ one sneered.


‘Our ack-ack’ll bring him down,’ his mate said.


As if in reply, the crump of ground guns sounded. The earth was shaking. There were shellbursts in the sky, silhouetting the plane.


Fred was surprised by the soldiers’ faces. They were not old, like the men at the villa. They were young, familiar. The three yobs from the Jolly Glutton. Rupert still had his yellow scarf tucked into the neck of his khaki jacket. Twitch was sucking on his cigarette, eye in motion. Shoulders awkwardly unslung his rifle.


‘Who goes there?’ he barked.


Vanessa stepped forward.


‘Remember me?’


‘It’s a dangerous night to be out, miss,’ said Rupert Scarf, politely. ‘Best get down in the shelters.’


‘Are you in the theatre?’ Twitch asked, looking at her legs.


The three didn’t remember Vanessa. Fred thought they might not remember their own names, whatever they were.


‘We’re with the Ministry,’ Jeperson said, holding out a folded newspaper picked from a rubbish bin.


Rupert Scarf took the paper and looked at it.


Jeperson hummed again, a different pitch. Rupert Scarf looked at the paper and at their faces.


‘All in order, sir,’ he said, smiling, saluting.


Jeperson took back the paper and tucked it under his arm.


‘Let’s take a look at the problem then, shall we?’ he said. ‘If you could let us through.’


The three smartly dismantled the barrier.


‘Shan’t be a jiffy,’ Jeperson said, stepping onto the pier.


Fred looked at the Emporium, dimly outlined at the end of the promenade. Its glass roof had a slight greenish glow. He had a ‘Go Back Now’ feeling.


‘Are you coming?’ Vanessa asked.


‘Yes,’ Fred said, resolving.


They strolled towards the Emporium.


* * *


‘It feels as if we’re miles from the shore,’ Jeperson said.


He was right. Fred looked back. The fire up in the villas was under control. The bomber seemed to be gone. There was still a flicker from where the bomb had fallen.


‘What about those skinheads?’ Fred asked.


‘Caught up in the casting. Weak minds are prone to that. It’s like a psychic press-gang. It turns people into costume extras.’


‘I can’t say I miss the old versions.’


The sea sounded beneath them. An ancient susurrus.


The pier was such a fragile thing, an umbilicus connected to the shore.


Fred had to overcome an urge to bolt back.


‘This is definitely it,’ Jeperson said. ‘The flaw in the pattern. You can feel the atoms whirling the wrong way.’


Vanessa nodded.


They were at the Emporium. There was the dent where Ingraham had kicked. And the pane Jaffa had smashed. If it were daylight, he was sure he’d see the scorch-trail Jaffa left before he went over the side.


‘I don’t have to tell you to be careful, do I?’ Jeperson said, reaching in through the broken pane, opening the door. ‘Excelsior.’


Fred looked into the darkness. He followed Jeperson and Vanessa inside.


* * *


‘Someone’s cleared up,’ he said. ‘There should be bodies all over the place.’


Vanessa had a slim torch. She played light around the space. There were scrubbed and bleached patches on the floor. And some of the exhibits were under dust-sheets.


Jeperson looked at the storm trooper poster.


‘It’s all to do with the War,’ he said.


‘Even I’d worked that out,’ Fred said. ‘It’s been a while since anyone bombed the South Coast from the air.’


‘A lot of people liked the War,’ Jeperson said, scratching his wrist. ‘I don’t think I did, though. I can’t actually remember much of it. But it wasn’t anything I’d want to bring back.’


‘I can understand that.’


Vanessa ran torchlight across the exhibits. She spotlit a display Fred hadn’t noticed on his first visit. It was a set of caricature figures of Hitler, Goebbels and Mussolini. Hitler was child-sized and cut off at the waist, Goebbels a rat-bodied pet in Hitler’s top pocket, and Mussolini a towering fat clown with an apple-sized red head and a conical Punchinello hat.


‘These fellows, for instance,’ Jeperson said. ‘I don’t miss them one bit.’


Hitler’s mask crinkled in a scowl as its wearer escaped from the display. The creature walked very rapidly on its hands, detaching itself from the base. It was a legless torso.


Half-Hitler brushed past Vanessa, screeching, and slid through a panel. It had left Rat-Goebbels behind, rodent feet curled up, horrid little eyes glittering.


Man Mountain Mussolini quivered, a ton of jelly poured into a barrage-balloon uniform. His belly rumbled, and a falsetto laugh emerged from his circular lipsticky mouth.


Fred looked around. Vanessa moved the torchlight. Panels were sliding upwards. Boots shone. Black jackboots. Then grey-uniformed knees. There were half a dozen panels. Behind them were men – mannequins? – in Nazi uniform.


Rat-Goebbels right-sided himself and scurried towards a pair of boots, nestling between them like an affectionate pet.


The panels were above leather belts. Swastikas and Iron Crosses showed on grey chests. Luger pistols and Schmeisser machine guns were pointed.


Man Mountain Mussolini, still laughing like a eunuch, rolled back and forth on his belly. His legs were normal-sized, useless with his gut-bulk, stuck out of his egg-shaped body like broken tree-branches.


Faces showed. Faces Fred knew. The Boys. Jaffa’s nose was smudged with soot, his cheeks burned to the bone, his eyes dead under the rim of his storm trooper helmet. The others were similarly transformed. Ingraham in an SS uniform, Doggo a regular soldier. Oscar’s face was crudely stitched back on, forehead sewn to his Afrika Corps cap, skin hanging slack like a cloth mask.


Half-Hitler advanced from between two rows of Nazi skins, using its arms like crutches, inching forwards its truncated torso. Its face was not a mask, but coated in a transparent fungus that exaggerated the familiar features. The homunculus set itself down and crossed its arms, tottering back and forth a little. The storm troopers snapped off perfect Nazi salutes.


‘Sieg Heil,’ they shouted, ‘Heil Hitler.’


‘You’ll excuse me if I don’t respond in kind,’ Jeperson said. ‘But I could never stand you, you little sneak.’


He drew back his banana boot as if converting a rugby try and kicked Half-Hitler in the face. The diminished Führer tipped over backwards, outsize hands slapping the floor, and overturned completely like a chimpanzee on a trapeze, winding up face down and arms flailed out.


Safety catches clicked off. Guns fired.


* * *


Fred grabbed Vanessa round the waist and threw himself at the floor. Together, they rolled behind the row of penny-in-the-slot machines, inches ahead of the line of bullet-pocks that raked the floorboards.


The space was too enclosed for the Nazi zombies to get much accurate use of their guns. Bullets ricocheted and spanged around. Doggo took one in his face and staggered back. Black goo leaked from the hole, but he wasn’t seriously hurt.


Ingraham kicked aside the penny-in-the-slot machines.


Fred tried to put his hands up.


Ingraham raised his Luger.


The gun writhed. Its metal parts contracted as if the mechanism were about to sneeze. It was partly a gun, but infused with the life of a small rodent.


The gun-thing coughed. Fire belched. Slow enough to see, a bullet squeezed out of the barrel and sped towards them, a blob of flaming jelly.


It spattered against his chest, stinging through his shirt. He brushed the fiery glop away, feeling the flames curling around his fingers, and scraped it off on to the floor.


Ingraham’s pistol growled at them.


Jaffa came over. He held Jeperson by one arm twisted playground-bully-style up behind his back. A silver-bladed dagger was held at Jeperson’s throat, steel quivering with a life of its own. The zombie indicated Fred and Vanessa should surrender. Fred stood up, trying to keep his body in front of Vanessa.


Jaffa smiled. His burned lips made an expression Fred remembered from when the Nazi was King Skin.


‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you, Kevin?’


In the burned-out eyes anger glowed.


Half-Hitler scuttled over, and bit Jeperson’s leg like a terrier. Its teeth couldn’t get through the banana boot.


At a nod from the Führer, Fred was pulled away. The Nazi homunculus looked Vanessa over, little black eyes excited. She tried not to show disgust.


‘Eva,’ Half-Hitler breathed, besotted.


Man Mountain Mussolini rolled over to look. Other fascist freaks came out of the shadows. A pig-faced Goering, warty wings folded over his Luftwaffe tunic. Himmler-and-Hess Siamese twins, joined at the waist, Hieling with all available arms. A snake-bodied, fork-tongued Martin Bormann. An armoured Rommel, bony tank-plates coating his body, desert camouflage smearing his face. A werewolf Heydrich, cheeks and hands pierced by dozens of hooks.


They all gathered, looking at Vanessa.


Half-Hitler crawled around her legs, as if inspecting a horse. Vanessa looked down at the little creep. It retreated and barked an order.


The Nazi Boys raised their machine guns. Fred opened his mouth to protest. Guns chattered, pouring liquid fire out of hosepipe barrels. It washed against Vanessa, burning swatches of her clothing, hanging around her hair.


Where the fire burned, she was transformed. A cloak of flame enveloped her. White boots became black. Straps grew around her chest. A jewelled swastika hung at her throat. Her hair, a living thing, coiled into a braid, clinging to the back of her head like a cap. She twisted as she turned, resisting the metamorphosis, but the zombies kept pouring the changing fire at her.


Half-Hitler’s eyes shone.


The light went out in Vanessa’s face. The flame fell away from her. She was the same woman, but turned into a Nazi pin-up.


Jeperson was mumbling furiously, trying to call up some counter-charm.


Half-Hitler gave another order.


Eva-Vanessa uncoiled a short whip and struck Jeperson in the face, breaking his concentration. The Nazi monsters laughed. Jeperson went limp, and Jaffa dropped him.


Half-Hitler jumped up and down on its waist-stump, chortling with glee. Eva-Vanessa picked it up as if it were a child, and hugged it. They kissed. Fred felt sick.


‘Today the pier,’ Goebbels snickered; ‘tomorrow the world.’


Jeperson got up onto his knees. As he fell, he had snatched something from Jaffa’s belt. Now he opened his hand. It was a grenade. He opened his other hand. There was the pin.


Time froze.


Then everyone was scrambling out of the way.


Jeperson let the grenade roll on the floor.


Fred was kicked about by Nazi boots. He found himself behind the execution machines again.


The grenade didn’t so much explode as suck light and matter in from all around. It gathered into a heavy black ball and fell through the floor.


Fred saw the dark sea frothing below. Jeperson stood over the lip of the hole and stepped into it, plunging towards the water.


Gunfire raked the room.


Fred followed Jeperson, without thinking.


He tumbled badly and hit the sea as if it were a tossing sheet of iron. Cold water slammed him in the face and tried to shove him under.


* * *


He woke up on the beach, with water being forced out of his lungs. His mouth was full of the sick taste of too much salt. And he was as cold as he had ever been, racked with spasms of shivering.


‘Welcome back,’ Jeperson said. ‘Thought you’d upped stumps for a minute.’


Fred rolled over on the sand and water poured out of him.


Looking out to sea, Fred saw that the Emporium at the end of the pier was lit up with fairy lights. It seemed like a jewelled palace in the darkness.


‘The ARP won’t like that,’ Jeperson commented.


‘What is going on here?’ Fred asked.


‘A very bad business,’ Jeperson said, concerned. ‘Very bad business indeed.’


People stood around, with rifles.


A man came forward wearily. Sir Giles.


‘Oh dear,’ he said. ‘We shall have to get you two dried off.’


Fred was picked up. He recognised the ARP man he had shoved earlier. He was too weak to resist.


‘A cup of tea might help,’ said Sir Giles.


* * *


They were back in the study at The Laurels. All that could be found for Fred was a naval uniform, left behind by Michaelsmith’s brother. Jeperson had a change of clothes (or a dozen) in the Rolls. He now wore a tiger-striped frock coat and aquamarine knee-britches, a violet kaftan shirt, and red riding-boots. His hair was still damp.


Sir Giles sat in his favourite armchair while Marshall Michaelsmith, in an orderly’s uniform, served mugs of hot tea. Fred was grateful for that. Jeperson leaned forwards, eyes blazing, fixing Sir Giles with a stern schoolmaster’s gaze.


‘What were you thinking of, Giles?’


The old soldier shrivelled in his chair.


Finally, feebly, he said, ‘It was decimalisation.’


‘What?’ Jeperson shouted.


Sir Giles was embarrassed, but defiant.


‘Decimal coinage, you know. The new money. I can never get it straight, all these pence and no shillings. The new coins don’t mean anything. They’re like counters in a child’s game. That was the last straw. Not just changing the money, of course. But everything it meant. All the other changes. The Common Market coming up. Motorways. Everything plastic. High-speed inter-city trains. Racialist violence. Hot-pants. Instant soup. Hire purchase. Everything’s cheapened, somehow. Since the War.’


‘Regrettable, perhaps. But what about heart transplants? A man on the moon?’


‘The pill?’


Jeperson sat back, and shook his head. ‘Have you forgotten how you felt in 1930? That deadening weight of history, of the way things have always been. Why do you think Mr Jeperson chose me, passed on the responsibilities? Because I can still embrace the change, the chaos. I can still accommodate.’


‘This is different,’ Sir Giles said.


‘No, it’s the same. It’s just that you have resources. How wide is the casting?’


‘Just the town.’


‘Who is the focus?’


Sir Giles hesitated. But Michaelsmith said, ‘The missus.’


Jeperson looked at the man.


‘She dreams of the old times,’ Michaelsmith explained.


‘Effective dreams? Reality-changing dreams?’


Sir Giles nodded.


‘You know how dangerous that game is. And you had to pick the War.’


‘Why not?’ Sir Giles’s defiance was growing. He needed to defend himself. ‘We were all working together, all differences set aside. Everyone was prepared to sacrifice for everyone else. It was our finest hour.’


Jeperson thought for a moment.


‘And what about the air raids? The pier?’


‘An impurity in the casting,’ Sir Giles said. ‘It will be rectified.’


‘No,’ Jeperson said. ‘Not an impurity, not a mistake. It was inevitable. You can’t just have back the things you liked about the War. You want ITMA on the wireless and duchesses cosying up to shopgirls in the shelters, but that means you have to have the monsters. Can you really have forgotten what the War was like for most of Europe? For Britain, even.’


Jeperson rolled up his cuff to show his camp tattoo.


Sir Giles looked down at the carpet, ashamed.


Jeperson was contemptuous. ‘And all because you didn’t want to learn decimal coinage?’


Fred thought of Vanessa, transformed and perhaps lost.


‘Couldn’t we just wake his wife up?’ he suggested.


Sir Giles, Michaelsmith and Jeperson looked at him, surprised that he had spoken.


‘That might seem on the surface to be the best bet,’ said Jeperson, ‘but there are people alive in the vortex of evil at the end of the pier. We can banish the dream with a hearty breakfast, but they’ll all be sucked back into whatever netherworld Giles and his Committee called the War up from.’


Fred could well do without Jaffa and the Boys.


But Vanessa?


‘I’m very much afraid that we’re going to have to go back to the Emporium.’


‘We got hammered last time.’


‘That was an exploratory mission. This time, we’ll be prepared.’


Sir Giles looked up.


‘We’ll do what we can, Richard.’


‘I should think you will,’ said Jeperson, chipper but stern. ‘First, you must have some young persons about town?’


Sir Giles nodded.


‘Excellent. You Committee men will need to loot your sons’ wardrobes. And you’ll have to hook up the air-raid sirens to a gramophone. Oh, and no Vera Lynn.’


* * *


The dawn was beginning to pink the horizon, outlining the sea beyond the pier.


‘What year is it, soldier?’ Jeperson asked Twitch.


The skinhead couldn’t remember.


‘Don’t say 1941,’ Jeperson prompted.


Twitch looked from Jeperson to the Committee.


The street lamps came on, two by two, lighting up the seafront. Twitch’s eyes widened.


Brigadier-General Sir Giles Gallant wore pink loon pants, a paisley tie the shape of a coat-hanger and a rainbow-knit tank top. Marshall Michaelsmith was squeezed into a pair of ripped drainpipe jeans held up by wide tartan braces, a T-shirt with Bob Marley’s face on it, and an oversize flat cap with a swirl pattern.


The rest of the Committee, and their wives, were similarly kitted up. It was uncomfortably like fancy dress, a ridiculous pantomime vision of mock trendiness.


But it rang bells.


Twitch remembered, a trace of his old viciousness cutting through his artificial politeness.


‘Gits,’ he spat.


Ending this casting wouldn’t be entirely a good thing.


‘It’s not then,’ Twitch said. ‘It’s now.’


‘That’s right,’ said Jeperson. ‘The War’s been over for twenty-five years.’


Twitch undid his uniform. Rupert Scarf and Shoulders looked bewildered at their posts, but caught on slowly.


‘You may not like these people,’ Jeperson said to the Committee. ‘In fact, I can almost guarantee you won’t. But you had no right to take their personalities away. Besides, a lot of tommies were more like them than you want to think. You tried to bring back the War as you remembered it, not as it was. Just imagine what would have happened if I had been your focus. Just think what the War I can’t remember – which is still inside my skull – would have been like spread over your whole town. The pier wouldn’t have been an impurity. It would have been the whole show.’


Sir Giles looked chastened, and not a little ridiculous. Fred guessed that was part of the idea.


‘This is the future,’ Jeperson announced. ‘Learn to live with it. Come on, Fred.’


He started walking down the pier.


* * *


‘The point is to undo the casting from the inside,’ Jeperson said. ‘Just think of the 1970s. Fix in your mind all the things that furnish the present.’


They stood outside the Emporium. A swastika flag flew from the summit.


‘Colour television, Post Office Tower, frozen peas, Milton Keynes,’ Fred chanted.


Jeperson shook his head. ‘I hope we’re doing the right thing.’


‘Multi-storey car parks, inflatable chairs, Sunday supplements, Top of the Pops…’


Jeperson sighed and kicked the door open.


‘Wakey-wakey, Nazis!’


* * *


They passed undisturbed through the exhibition and found the theatre. A miniature Nuremberg rally was in process. Columns of light rose from the stage. Half-Hitler was propped up on an upended dustbin, ranting in German. His monster ministers stood at attention. Eva-Vanessa stood beside her Führer, eyes blank with fanaticism. A map of Seamouth was lit up on the wall, with red swastika-marked arrows on it. An audience of Nazi zombies was arranged before the stage.


‘We’re just in time,’ Jeperson whispered. ‘They’re planning an invasion.’


The zombies were rapt, intent on their leader’s speech.


‘They must intend to attack at dawn. How traditional.’


Half-Hitler seemed stronger than before, more substantial. It wasn’t growing legs, but was secure in its perch. The more followers it had, the more power gathered in its hateful torso. The homunculus’s voice was deeper, more purposeful.


The swastika arrows moved on the map, stabbing into the town.


This mob looked grotesque, but Fred had a sense of the enormity of the damage it could do. The map suggested that this ‘casting’ was out of the control of Sir Giles’s Committee, and that these creatures would soon be able to manipulate the spell, and spread it along the coast and inland, striking towards London like the Nazi invasion that hadn’t come in 1940. What was wrong here, at the end of the pier, could blanket the country, drawing strength from the millions sucked into what Jeperson had called a ‘vortex of evil’.


Today the pier; tomorrow the world.


Jeperson strode into the audience, down the central aisle. He was apparently calm, but Fred caught the wiry intensity under his languid pose. This man was a warrior. The Nazis noticed the intruder, and with a liquid motion turned to look. Guns were raised.


Jeperson held up a small, shiny object.


‘By this totem, I banish you,’ he said.


The tiny light caught the audience’s attention.


It was a seven-sided coin, one of the new fifty-pence pieces. And it shone like a star.


Half-Hitler snarled. The map shrivelled like ice on a griddle.


‘All of you, turn out your pockets,’ Jeperson barked. Nazis were used to obeying orders. ‘If you find one of these, you’ll know you’ve been fooled. These creatures lost their chance years ago. And a good job too. You have been sucked into someone else’s nightmare.’


Goebbels chittered. Himmler-and-Hess fought over their single side-arm. Mussolini leaked jelly at his uniform neckline.


The zombies were exploring their own pockets. Fred did the same and found a fifty-pence piece. He gripped the emblem of modernity.


‘Simon Dee, Edward Heath, Germaine Greer, George Best, Cilla Black,’ he shouted.


More than one of the zombies had found new money in his pockets. Jaffa tore open his uniform to reveal his scorched Fred Perry. He roared.


‘Rise up,’ Jeperson said, ‘and be free!’


Music began to play from an ancient horn Victrola. ‘The Horst Wessel Song’. It quieted the zombies for a moment. The Nazi freaks stood at attention.


Half-Hitler pulled out a pistol, settled on its waist-stump, and shot at Jeperson’s hand. A squirt of slow flame lashed out, and tore the fifty-pence piece away, robbing Jeperson of his totem.


Jeperson held his stinging hand. Half-Hitler managed a smug smile. With the Nazi anthem filling the room, it seemed to swell, to float above its bin on a carpet of air.


Jeperson closed his eyes, and began to hum.


Then another sound obliterated the marching band.


It was the Beatles, singing ‘Let It Be’.


Half-Hitler dropped its pistol and covered its ears.


The air-raid siren PA was broadcasting at a million decibels.


The song filled the theatre.


Fred saw Vanessa’s eyes register reality. The Beatles reached inside and got to her.


She kicked Half-Hitler’s bin out from under it.


‘Oh Lord,’ Fred yelled, ‘let it be…’


The zombies swayed with the all-pervasive, all-powerful sound of the 1970s. Jaffa and the Boys wouldn’t have liked this music when they were alive, but it was a part of them, imprinted on their minds and on the minds of everyone who had paid attention for the last ten years.


Fred thought the Fab Four had been going downhill since Revolver, but for just this once conceded that there might be something in the Maharishi music-hall stuff.


The zombies began firing their guns. At the stage. The Nazi freaks exploded like ectoplasm balloons. Mussolini went off like a hydrogen bomb, fountaining gallons of green froth that washed off the stage and into the audience.


The song changed to ‘Here Comes the Sun’.


Dawn broke over the sea, pouring daylight into the Emporium. Goebbels was smoking, and burst into blue flames, screeching like a dying rodent.


Vanessa, herself again, picked her way elegantly through the gunfire and the deliquescing phantoms.


Though most of the Boys were struck by the music, Jaffa was apparently immune – were his ears burned away? He reached out for Jeperson, snarling.


Fred leaped on the zombie’s back, getting an armlock round his neck, and pulled him back. Jaffa’s clutching hands failed to get a grip on Jeperson’s hair. Fred felt the zombie’s skull loosening on his neck.


Jeperson got up on the stage, borrowed rifle in his hands, and stuck a bayonet through Half-Hitler, pinning the homunculus to the boards. The creature deflated, leaking ecto-ichor through gashes in its uniform tunic.


As their Führer fell apart, the others were sucked out of the world, leaving behind only a scatter of medals and coins.


The zombie twisted in Fred’s grip, eyes sparking with the last of life. Then he was gone, just a corpse dressed up in an old uniform. At the very last, Fred fancied Kevin Jaffa, King Skin, was briefly himself again, not ungrateful to be set free from the casting.


He didn’t know how to feel.


The struggle was over.


Jeperson left the rifle stuck into the stage, pinning the empty jacket. He took Vanessa’s hands, and kissed her. She turned her face up to the light, reborn as a sun goddess, hair loose and shining like burnished copper.


* * *


They sat on the beach. The Committee were still broadcasting, condemned to play every single in Sir Giles’s eleven-year-old granddaughter’s collection. Currently, Sergio Mendes was doing Joni Mitchell’s ‘Chelsea Morning’. Clean sunlight shone on the beach, as if it were newly sown with fresh sand.


They were still taking bodies off the pier, those who had been dead for days. All that was left of the freaks was the occasional streak of drying slime. They were phantasms, Jeperson explained, conjured up with the casting.


‘They weren’t real, but they would have been.’


Twitch and his cronies, themselves again with blank spots in their short-term memories, were playing football on the beach, slamming into each other, swearing loudly.


Jeperson looked down, ashamed for the skinheads.


‘Welcome back to the seventies,’ Fred said.


‘We can’t pick and choose what we accept from the present,’ Jeperson admitted, tossing a pebble at the sea.


‘White Horses’, by Jacky, was playing.


Vanessa had taken her shoes off, and was wiggling her toes in the sand. She seemed unaffected by her brief spell with the End of the Pier Show.


‘Young Fred,’ Jeperson said, ‘you did well when things got weird. You might have an aptitude for this line of strangeness. I’ve requested you be transferred off the beat. I think you might come in handy at the Diogenes Club. Interested?’


Fred thought about it.
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‘Tell you one thing,’ said Major Gilbert Took-Flemyng, ‘this will bloody kill science fiction stone dead.’


Richard Jeperson glanced away from the television set.


Wednesday, 16 July 1969. London: about half past two in the afternoon; Cape Kennedy: oh-nine-thirty-two hours.


The Major quaffed from a brandy balloon the size of a honeydew melon. He was an Ordinary Member, one of a necessary rump of blimps who camouflaged the Diogenes Club as a refuge for the hidebound and unsociable. OMs were selected for lack of perspicacity and absence of curiosity. If they noticed the comings and goings of Extraordinary Members, they never mentioned it. For over a century, OMs had filled capacious armchairs, as much a part of the decor as the cushions under their bottoms and the pipe-fumes above their heads. They radiated unwelcome and disapproval with such wattage the casual visitor – not that there were many – was dissuaded from wondering whether the musty, cavernous building in Pall Mall was home to Great Britain’s most secret intelligence agency. Which, of course, it was.


‘So this is the teleovision, eh?’ muttered the Bishop of Brichester. ‘Can’t say I’m impressed. It’s wireless with lantern slides.’


A newly purchased colour television stood in the hearth of the Informal Room, replacing the grate removed after the 1956 Clean Air Act abolished London’s poisonous yellow fog. Several OMs had resigned over the appearance of ‘this infernal contraption’, and a vote of the full membership was necessary each time it was switched on. It would never be tuned to ITV, lest the sanctum be violated by the Devil’s adverts.


The ostentatious 22-inch screen showed a Saturn V rocket rising over the coastal swamps of Florida on a column of white smoke.


The Bishop nodded off. Like the Major, he’d recently sat in silence to a heavy meal in the club’s famously unpleasant restaurant room. Richard had opted to nip out to Crank’s in Seven Dials for a salad.


A BBC commentator, in tones of muted enthusiasm usually heard during orchestra tuning of a mid-season proms concert, informed viewers that Apollo 11 would enter Earth orbit in twelve minutes. After a turn and a half around the world, the S-IVB third-stage engine would fire, setting Armstrong, Aldrin and Collins on course for the moon.


‘It’s curtains for Dan Dare and Jet Morgan,’ said the Major.


Richard had heard Took-Flemyng’s argument before. Robots had been there, and Apollo 8 and Apollo 10 had orbited the moon, but – until today – manned expeditions to the moon had been taken only in fancy: Lucian on a waterspout, Francis Godwin’s Gonsales in a chariot pulled by geese, Cyrano de Bergerac on a firework, Baron Munchausen on a silver hatchet, Edgar Allan Poe’s Hans Pfaall in a balloon, Jules Verne’s Baltimore Gun Club in a capsule fired from a giant cannon, H.G. Wells’ First Men in the Moon in a diving bell coated with anti-gravity paint, Hergé’s Tintin in a red-and-white chequered rocket and Arthur C. Clarke’s Heywood Floyd on a Pan-Am lunar shuttle. Once NASA boot-prints scarred lunar dust, would the memory of these shadow-pioneers fade? Clarke, still alive to see how close his guesses would turn out, did not seem unduly concerned he was about to be out of a job.


The city streets were empty and traffic stilled, in a way not seen since England fought Germany in the World Cup Final. Even Crank’s, a vegetarian café haunted by hippies who’d rather immolate themselves than suffer the haircuts sported by the military men of the Apollo mission, had a transistor set up so customers could listen to launch coverage. US troop withdrawals from Vietnam, Rod Laver’s Wimbledon win, a potential Sino-Soviet conflict and an actual El Salvador-Honduras war were relegated to the deep insides of the newspapers, squeezed in after pages of moon stories. Toyshops were filled with Airfix rockets and child-safe space helmets. People looked up at the skies and claimed they saw rocket-trails. Comedians told jokes about the cow-powered Irish moon mission.


Every magazine in W.H. Smith’s had a rocket or a moon or an astronaut on the cover. The same images were silk-screened on the T-shirts sported in the summer weather by everyone under thirty. Richard’s one-off tee from Stanley ‘Mouse’ Miller was an orange psychedelic explosion laid over a still from Georges Méliès’ 1903 Voyage dans la lune, with a bullet-shaped spaceship lodged in the eye of an irascible man in the moon. Today, he also wore purple bell-bottoms, red-dyed Chelsea boots, a crushed velvet jacket carried over the shoulder à la Johnny Hallyday, a variety of peace sign lapel badges, a shiny-peaked Victorian band-leader’s cap and wire-frame mint-green sunglasses which folded into a pocket-clip case that looked like a fat fountain pen.


Moon songs played everywhere – Frank Sinatra’s ‘Fly Me to the Moon’, Jonathan King’s ‘Everyone’s Gone to the Moon’ (which set Richard’s teeth on edge – as a ‘sensitive’, he knew something was badly off about Jonathan King), the Marcels’ ‘Blue Moon’ (he couldn’t get that ‘moon moon moon’ backing vocal out of his head), Mel Tormé’s ‘Swingin’ on the Moon’, Captain Beefheart’s ‘Moonlight in Vermont’ (from Trout Mask Replica, the double album Richard agreed with John Peel in rating higher than any Beatles LP), the Bonzo Dog Band’s ‘Tubas in the Moonlight’. David Bowie’s ‘Space Oddity’ was climbing the charts. Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey was still on in the West End. The opening chords of Richard Strauss’s ‘Thus Spake Zarathustra’, featured in the film, were heard over and over, used by the BBC as a signature tune for its moon coverage.


On television, Patrick Moore and James Burke explained what a trans-lunar injection burn was. A diagram anatomised the stages of the Saturn V already shed by the Apollo 11. The spacecraft now looked surprisingly like the bullets of Verne or Méliès, though sleek aluminium-steel-glass-phenolic rather than rivet-studded brass. ‘Phenolic’ and ‘trans-lunar’ were among the new words everyone had learned lately.


A discreet cough sounded behind Richard. Hills, the first steward in the Diogenes Club to wear his hair an inch longer than his collar, had appeared at the door of the Informal Room. Ignoring the fretful glares of Major Took-Flemyng and the few other OMs goggling the box, Richard stood.


‘Miss Kaye would like to see you, sir,’ said Hills, almost subaudially.


Even today, someone had to think about the Earth. Catriona Kaye, Acting Chair of the Ruling Cabal, was holding the fort. Edwin Winthrop, Richard’s usual handler, was in Houston with a small party of British ‘observers’ at Mission Control. The Club usually had a presence at epochal events.


Richard assumed Catriona wanted his report on Brian Jones. He had spent the past fortnight investigating an instant myth. When the ex-Rolling Stone was found at the bottom of his swimming pool, a lunatic magician who called himself ‘the Elder Mage of Elgin Crescent’ raised a fuss in sorcerous circles, alleging that all currently successful pop groups had contracts with the Devil which required the sacrifice of a key member to stay on top. Richard only hoped someone who was in a band with Jonathan King had the same deal. The whisper was all over the place, which did not necessarily lend it special credence. Most pop stars had contracts with EMI, Decca or Colonel Tom Parker which even the Devil’s lawyers might deem excessively weighted against the talent. When it came to the Devil’s music, Richard thought Hell more likely to exacerbate the torments of the damned by piping in ‘Donald, Where’s Yer Troosers?’ or ‘How Much is that Doggie in the Window? (Ruff Ruff)’ than ‘Paint It Black’ or ‘Sympathy for the Devil’.


The case had taken him from Cotchford Farm in East Sussex, former home of A. A. Milne, to Hyde Park, where Mick Jagger mangled a fragment of Shelley before the Stones played a free concert. A cloud of white butterflies was supposed to be released in a memorial tribute, but – it being a very hot day – most of them died in their boxes. Careful dowsing of the farm turned up nothing suspiciously satanic, though Richard wouldn’t soon forget the inside of Brian Jones’ bathroom cabinet. A casual glance at the NME showed the line-ups of the Who, the Doors, the Jimi Hendrix Experience and the Wurzels unaltered by recent suspicious death – though an underground magazine alleged the Beatles had ritually murdered Stuart Sutcliffe and implanted a coded confession of the magickal crime in Rubber Soul. Richard was prepared to close the docket, though the original complainant was noisily foretelling another significant drowning before the month was out.


This call was new business.


Catriona Kaye – born in 1900, as commemorated in the 1920s song written about her, ‘Century Baby’ – looked decades younger than her years. Thanks to Thoroughly Modern Millie, her modified flapper style and bobbed hair intersected with a current fashion. Entering the Quiet Room, Richard found her sitting comfortably on the edge of Winthrop’s desk, shoes dangling above the carpet. She wore a low-waisted dress the colour of her pearls and smoked a cigarette in a long, black holder. She made an appealing contrast with the Club’s Victorian founder, who glowered heavily out of a monumental portrait behind her.


‘Richard,’ said Catriona, smiling, ‘meet Special Agent Gauge.’


He turned, and had a little electric shock in the brain.


Parapsychologists called it ‘psychic feedback’, but Richard knew it as a kind of spark. Like him, Agent Gauge was a sensitive, a Talent. Frankly, a spook. Richard noticed that before noticing she was a she – and he knew her sex from the fragrance of Ô by Lancôme lingering in the corridor.


A tall blonde about five years younger than Richard, Agent Gauge had a figure Hugh Hefner would get excited about and a don’t-mess-with-me stance which gave warning to the most octopus-handed Playboy subscriber. She had big grey-blue eyes and straight, mid-length hair with a pronounced widow’s peak. Her only flaw was a tiny question mark scar under her right eye – easy to cover with make-up, but she chose not to. She modelled a powder-blue trouser suit over a fawn blouse. Her wide belt, worn high, matched the blouse and was fastened with a large circular buckle. Her jacket, tailored to conceal a shoulder-holster, hung oddly because she wasn’t wearing a gun. That made her an American. So did the fact her title was ‘Special Agent’.


She stuck out her hand to be shook, but he kissed it.


‘Richard Jeperson,’ he said, meeting her eyes.


That spark was now a crackle. Richard felt his hair rise as if he were touching a Van de Graaf generator.


She took her hand away.


‘Special Agent Gauge,’ she said. ‘Whitney Gauge.’


Catriona slid elegantly off the desk and stood between them.


‘Special Agent Gauge is with a Federal Bureau of Investigation.’


Richard caught the use of the indefinite article. By decades of self-serving flackery, J. Edgar Hoover made the world think there was only one FBI. Actually, Hoover was merely Director of the Bureau of Investigation of the United States Department of Justice. At least a dozen other arms of government had investigative divisions which operated across state-lines, and were thus officially Federal Bureaux of Investigation, among them the Treasury, the Alcohol and Tobacco Overseers, the Internal Revenue Service, the Commission of Major League Baseball and whatever misleading title Whitney Gauge’s superiors (‘the Unnameables’ in spook circles) put on letterheads if they ever sent letters. Alone among overlooked investigators, the Unnameables never grumbled about Hoover’s publicity-hogging.


‘You’re a long way off your beat, Miss Gauge. Or is it Mrs Gauge?’


‘It’s Special Agent Gauge,’ she said.


Richard detected a tiny crack of smile.


‘Something’s come up,’ said Catriona, ‘and Assistant Director Spilsby has sent our friend to sit in. It involves the moon.’


‘So does everything this week.’


Catriona arched an eyebrow. ‘Indeed. All the little boys want to grow up to be spacemen now. And girls, thanks to that splendid Soviet lady…’


Whitney Gauge frowned, reddening her question mark in a manner Richard found curiously fascinating.


‘When I was a lad, I wanted to be a cowboy,’ he said. ‘Roy Rogers was my idol.’


He mimed a fast double-draw and fired off his fingers at Whitney Gauge, blowing gunsmoke away from the tips.


‘I suppose you wanted to be Eliot Ness?’


‘No,’ she said, ‘I wanted to be a ballerina.’


She made an extraordinarily limber fast pirouette and froze, thigh and calf-muscles tight, with cerulean-painted toes – she wore open-toed sandals – hovering an inch from Richard’s Adam’s apple. After seconds, she broke the pose.


‘But I “overdeveloped”.’


To Richard’s mind, Whitney Gauge had developed just fine. He knew better than to put it like that this early in their acquaintance.


‘If you young people have finished flirting,’ said Catriona, ‘can we get on with business? I’ve a transatlantic call with Edwin in half an hour, and he’ll need to know you’re looking into the threat.’


‘Threat?’ said Richard and Whitney Gauge, together.


Catriona was apologetic. ‘More of a niggle. A loose end, though it flaps more than it ought and deserves urgent attention. Are you sitting comfortably?’


Richard and Whitney Gauge were standing, but that wasn’t the point.


‘Then I’ll begin. Were you aware that a group calling itself the Temple of Domina Oriens circulated a petition to pressure NASA to discontinue the Apollo programme?’


Richard looked at Whitney Gauge. They both shrugged.


‘Will you stop doing that,’ Catriona said, pettishly. ‘It’s faintly disturbing.’


‘Doing what?’ asked Richard and Whitney Gauge, together.


‘That. You’re long-lost Corsican twins. I fully understand. I nominate you, Richard, to keep quiet – indeed, to refrain from any gesture. Whitney, if you would respond, when necessary.’


Whitney Gauge said, ‘Yes.’ Richard suppressed an urge to nod.


‘Now, if I may continue… There have, of course, been voices raised against space exploration in general and the moon mission in particular. Some argue it’s an obscene waste of money, when so many problems on Earth remain unsolved. Others worry about a military/political domination of the solar system by America. The Flat Earth Society fear a precipitous decline in membership. And so on. This week, for obvious reasons, the appetite of the press for moon-related stories extends to anyone who says anything, positive or negative, about the Apollo mission. The High Priestess of the Temple of Domina Oriens – which is in Clerkenwell, by the way – holds the moon sacred, and claims setting a foot on her soil is like defiling a vestal virgin. She isn’t in favour of that.’


‘Who is this High Priestess and how large is her congregation?’ asked Whitney Gauge.


‘She is called Luna Selene Moon—’


‘That’s like being named Moon Moon Moon,’ put in Richard.


‘—which, as Richard has helpfully pointed out, is gilding the lily. She was born Bridget Gail Tully. It could have been worse. She could have called herself “June Bassoon Moon”.’


‘Or Luna Ticwitch?’ Richard ventured.


Whitney Gauge giggled.


‘Very amusing, Richard,’ said Catriona. ‘Now, if you’d pay attention in class, here’s what we have on the silly goose.’


Catriona handed Richard a sheaf of photographs and press cuttings. After a riffle, he passed the folder to Whitney Gauge, who gave the documents a similar quick glance. The earliest pictures were sepia studies of a long-nosed thin girl in a see-through shift.


‘She was an artists’ model just after the War, then turned painter. You can guess her favoured subject.’


A glossy catalogue contained miniature representations of samey pictures.


‘She calls them “moonscapes”, but they look like fairy pictures to me,’ said Catriona. ‘The Diogenes Club has had several unpleasant involvements with the little folk.’


In recent press photographs, which went with ‘silly season’ stories about Miss Moon’s curse on NASA, the High Priestess was still thin and long-nosed, but wore more demurely opaque shifts. She had masses of white hair usually bound by a circlet with a crescent moon stuck to it.


‘The Temple is fair-sized as cults go, with a few mildly influential members. They’re on our List.’


Whitney Gauge raised an eyebrow, exactly the way Richard would have if he hadn’t known what the List was.


‘We divide Britain’s home-grown occult groups into cranks, who aren’t on the List, and the potentially dangerous, who are,’ he explained. ‘By “dangerous”, we mean possessed of some sort of verifiable magic resources. You dig?’


‘I grok.’


‘Children,’ snorted Catriona, amused. ‘The Temple haven’t got a record for human sacrifice or souring the milk or laming the Prime Minister, but they’ve registered a needle-flicker of power, especially recently. Phases of the moon, I expect. And Miss Moon Moon Moon began issuing veiled threats through the popular press. We’d let it go, except she’s suddenly changed her tune. For a few weeks, any hack in Fleet Street hoping to fill a puff piece could get an ominous quote from her about how the Apollo 11 mission was a sacrilege. Terrible would be the vengeance of the ravaged goddess, woe, woe and thrice woe. She came near as spitting to claiming responsibility for the Apollo 1 launch-pad fire that nearly scuttled the lunar adventure before it was started. Two days ago, the High Priestess shut up. Pulled out of appearing on something called The Simon Dee Show. A big protest outside the American Embassy has been quietly called off. One of the busy bees we have combing the cuttings turned up an old associate who is extremely interesting to us. In 1948 or thereabouts, Miss Moon formed a liaison with a Magister Rex Chalfont.’


Catriona paused, as if the name might ring bells. It didn’t.


‘What do we know about him?’ Richard asked.


‘Nothing,’ said Catriona. ‘Not a thing. Just his name, and rank in academic sorcery. Which is wrong and impossible. I mean, we know everything…’


Catriona was referring to the secret files of the Diogenes Club.


‘Whitney’s Bureau know even less about Chalfont than we do,’ said Catriona. ‘But they’re interested now. Enough to fly her over on a military aircraft and put her up at Claridge’s on the sort of expenses the Royal Family can’t claim. If we don’t have a dossier on Chalfont, information must have been kept from us. That is very, very difficult to do.’


Richard understood that, as Chair of the Ruling Cabal of the Diogenes Club, Catriona Kaye know the birth-name of the tommy buried in the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Westminster Abbey, the present addresses of Ambrose Bierce and Judge Crater and why Borley Rectory burned down in 1939. Come to that, she knew where the woozle went, what songs the sirens sang and how flies landed upside down on the ceiling.


‘I am perturbed more by the apparent invisibility of this Magister Rex Chalfont than the High Priestess’ ominous utterances. For the sake of all our peaces of mind, it’s been decided you two should look up Miss Moon and see what can be learned about her old beau. Do you think you can do that little thing for me? Good. I’m glad. Call Hills and tell him when you can make a report. Better make it before “touch-down” in the Sea of Tranquillity… “Touch-down”? Ugh, what a word…’


Richard and Whitney Gauge looked at each other.


* * *


Whitney Gauge saw his scarlet Peel Trident parked outside the Club and laughed. The vehicle had been described as a ‘flying saucer on wheels’.


‘How do you expect us to fit into that?’


‘If three astronauts can get into a capsule, two can ride in a bubble-car,’ said Richard. ‘Comfortably.’


‘They said I was too tall to be an astronaut,’ she declared. ‘The boys in NASA didn’t like being shown up.’


He unclipped the fibreglass chassis and lifted it like a cutaway diagram, disclosing comfortable red leather seats mounted on three go-kart wheels.


‘I guess your Bentley is at home?’


‘I drive a Rolls, actually,’ he said. ‘Not very manoeuvrable in Central London.’


The American woman looked up and down the empty Mall.


‘It’s not like this, usually,’ he said. ‘It’s as busy as New York, with politer beeping and shouting.’


‘I find that hard to believe.’


‘This is a space-related anomaly, Miss America.’


‘You can say that again, Carnaby Street. At least you don’t have this thing painted up like a British flag.’


‘I considered the option, but we’re supposed to be a secret service. We try to exercise a little discretion.’


‘That explains the way you dress.’


‘You’re not exactly unobtrusive, Agent Gauge. Six-foot Giselles are scarce in these here parts.’


She ducked and folded herself into the passenger seat, smoothed her hair and crossed her arms so they wouldn’t be cut off when the dome closed. With practised ease, Richard took the driver’s seat and pulled the chassis down. The Trident clicked together. The Plexiglas bubble-dome interior was scented nicely with Ô.


‘Pre-launch check, Major Tom?’ she said. ‘All systems go for take-off?’


‘Roger Charlie Chester Wilko.’


He pulled the starter. The radio came on – more commentary from Florida. Apollo 11 had left Earth orbit.


He pulled the starter again. The Zweirad motor turned over, purring like a tiger cub.


‘What do you call this roadster? The “Dickmobile”?’


‘She answers to “Nanny”.’


‘Very British.’


The Trident picked up speed, zooming through Admiralty Arch into Trafalgar Square. A plague of pigeons took off in a rapid flutter. No tourists around to feed them. The only people in sight were a gaggle of drivers at the taxi-stand and a couple of policemen – all bent around a wireless cabinet, listening to news from space. Orson Welles would have loved an audience like this. At the top of his column, Nelson was probably lifting his good eye to the stratosphere and waving on the lunar mariners.


Richard could get used to a city empty of traffic and pedestrians. Nanny was modified to his specifications, but he’d never had an opportunity to test her at top speed in an urban daytime environment. He thought he could at least double the ordinary Trident’s advertised 45 mph.


‘I suppose you drive something the length of a skittle alley with fins and an open top?’ he ventured.


‘I have a Tucker Tomorrow. Best automobile ever made.’


Turning a corner into Charing Cross Road, Nanny lurched as one of her front wheels lifted from the road, tipping his passenger against him.


‘You did that deliberately,’ she said.


He supposed he had.


‘Don’t do it again.’


He was warned. On the whole, he thought Special Agent Whitney Gauge was rather fun.


‘So you abandoned promising careers as a ballet dancer and a space-woman,’ he said. ‘What else did you try before you signed with the Unnameables?’


‘I was a Mouseketeer. They took away my ears when I told Uncle Walt I thought his pal Senator McCarthy looked like Monstro the Whale from Pinocchio. I appeared in the first Beach Party movie, but quit because they wouldn’t let “the girls” surf. I can hang ten. Frankie Avalon can barely hang one-half. Do you even know what all this means?’


‘I speak fluent American.’


‘I passed all the NASA astronaut tests, except the one about not menstruating. Otherwise, Buzz Aldrin wouldn’t be Number Two on the moon, you better believe it.’


‘Are you Air Force?’


‘USAAF intelligence. Officially retired. Like you, a spook. I passed the other tests they ran at NASA, the ones with the Rhine cards and the spinning needles. You know what happens when you score high psi. I got seconded to, as I said, a Federal Bureau of Investigation. Where you’re famous, by the way. They teach a course about the Ghost Train you shut down in the 1950s. How old are you anyway, Mr Chips?’


‘Cheek,’ he said. ‘And I don’t know, Gidget.’


‘Of course, you have no memory of your childhood. It’s in the file. And nobody’s been able to find out who you really are. That gives you something in common with Magister Rex.’


‘I try not to think about it.’


‘Liar. I can tell when people lie. That’s not one of my tricks. Just a small-t talent. Comes from growing up near Hollywood agents.’


‘So what are your “tricks”? Can you hard-boil an egg with your mind?’


‘No, of course not. Active Talents like that are incredibly rare. I’m a Reactive Talent, like you. A psychomancer. You’re an empath. That’s a weird combo, they say. Not advisable.’


‘You have feelings about things, I have feelings about people. Those ought to be complementary.’


They were in Holborn now, whizzing down Theobald’s Road. A fish ’n’ chip shop chalkboard offered ‘moon’ rock and ‘loonar’ chips.


‘Catriona thinks we can work together,’ he said. ‘I assume Assistant Director Spilsby does too.’


A pause. ‘I passed the immediate criteria for this assignment.’


‘Which was…?’


‘Being in the building at the time the alert came in.’


‘You have a duty rota? Intrepid agents ready at all times, like the Minutemen?’


‘Not exactly. I was in Spilsby’s office.’


‘Receiving a commendation after your latest victory over the forces of evil?’


‘Submitting my resignation after an eleven-month assignment to the reception desk.’


‘I see a pattern emerging.’


‘You would. While I was passing all those courses in the Top Three and qualifying as a field agent, do you know who my hero was?’


Richard huffed modestly.


‘No, Oh-Oh-707, not you… Her, your chief. Catriona Kaye. In the States, the Boys’ Club won’t let a woman into the field. Here, she gets to sit on the board. And her record makes yours look feeble.’


‘Steady on. You’re steaming up the Plexiglas.’


‘I mean, look at it. Angel Down, the Mummy’s Heart, the Blame Game, the Witch War, the Unhappy Medium… She was there, for all of them, in the thick of it.’


‘She wasn’t alone. A fellow named Winthrop was there too. He usually sits in Catriona’s chair.’


‘I’d expect you to say that. She’s had to fight her whole career against people like you.’


‘I’m very fond of Catriona Kaye…’


…who was, in fact, the nearest thing he had to a mother. If Whitney Gauge were cleared to know more secrets, he could tell her Catriona wasn’t even the first female member of the Diogenes Club. Geneviève Dieudonné, Kate Reed, Amy Thomsett and Annette Amboise (whose memory was always a tiny stick-pin in his heart) also figured on the rolls… not to speak of Vanessa, Richard’s own ward, currently orienteering in the New Forest, picking up tradecraft between A levels at Cheltenham and a Sociology degree at the LSE. Provisional membership was waiting for Vanessa when she graduated, then she’d be in Nanny’s passenger seat on jaunts like this.


‘But…’


‘Hmmn, yes, what?’


Richard back-tracked.


‘You’re absolutely right. Catriona sets a mark few can hope to live up to. You couldn’t choose a better heroine. And… the fact that your AD can’t see past your chest just goes to show why our country is better than yours.’


Whitney Gauge’s mouth formed a perfect Lancôme Ô.


‘Just kidding, Minnie Mouse. Hands across the sea, and all that. This is an Anglo-American operation. Our two great nations are equal partners in the marriage.’


‘Only Britain is the chick, right? You do the dishes and have America’s dinner ready when it comes home?’


Richard laughed. ‘Let’s not continue down that path. Besides, we’re where we’re going. Sekforde Street, Clerkenwell. That’s the Temple of Domina Oriens.’


Aside from a gilded plaster man-in-the-moon on the lintel, the building had no distinguishing features. Near-identical premises housed a socialist reading room and a community centre for Piedmontese exiles, both closed. Trades union activists and Italian mini-monarchists were at home in front of the telly.


‘Ready for EVA?’ he asked.


‘Always.’


He released the catch, and the dome rose. They got out and he shut the car.


‘Are you feeling anything?’ he asked.


‘Relief at being able to stand up and breathe. From the sidewalk, nada. You think I should try the door?’


‘Go on, fondle the knocker.’


That came out as rather too Carry On, he felt.


‘I’d rather grab the knob,’ she said, and took hold. She let go again, sharply.


‘A shock?’


‘You think I’d know better,’ she admitted, momentarily pale under her tan. ‘The last hand that touched this was dipped in blood.’


He looked at her palm.


‘Metaphorically, I mean,’ she explained. ‘If he got any on himself, I’m sure he wiped afterwards.’


‘He?’


‘I’m getting a man. In a hurry. And a lot of blood.’


Richard pushed the door. It opened.


‘Too much of a hurry to lock up behind him.’


Whitney Gauge reached for the gun she wasn’t carrying.


‘Do you have a nightstick or anything? What do you call it, a truncheon?’


‘I am not a policeman,’ he responded, with dignity.


They stepped into the Temple. The foyer looked and smelled like the front of house of a small theatre. A tea urn and an assortment of biscuits filled a refreshments corner. A notice board behind the cashier’s desk displayed type-written schedules of ‘rituals, rites, oblations and obeisances’. A painting of an alien landscape was hung prominently. A lush, purplish-green jungle was inhabited by furtive creatures which might be crossbreeds of cockatoo and praying mantis. A gap in the fungoid trees showed a night-sky where the Earth shone amid a sprinkle of stars. He didn’t have to be a sensitive to intuit that this was the work of Luna Selene Moon.


‘Don’t look like fairies to me,’ said Whitney Gauge. ‘More like bugs.’


‘Have you ever met any fairies?’


‘No.’


‘How do you know what they look like?’


‘Imagination.’


‘Good answer.’


A set of double-doors opened into an auditorium with a raised stage. The house-lights were on. An altar-cum-lectern was set up in front of a triptych which showed three faces of the moon. The symmetrical triple-moon, repeated on the backdrop and the altar, featured a grinning full moon sandwiched between two cruelly sly crescent profiles. Folding chairs were set out for a congregation or audience. A group of the chairs were overturned or had snapped shut. A person was curled up and bleeding in the middle of the mess.


‘Moon moon moon,’ he muttered.


It was a middle-aged woman in a white robe with a yellow moon on the front. Luna Moon, the former Bridget Tully. Her long hair splayed around her head like an electrified crown. She had been stabbed or shot through the moon on her robe.


Richard checked for a pulse and caught a last flicker.


Then he was overwhelmed by visions. He was usually attuned simply to inchoate feelings or moods. Only in extreme circumstances did he pick up anything like an image.


This was the most extreme circumstance.


As the High Priestess departed her earthly shell for parts unknown, pictures crowded into Richard’s mind.


Pictures in the style of Luna Moon.


Trees with meaty leaves, greenish spongy craters, sugary glistening webs spun by asymmetric spiders with cherry-glacé eyes. The artist’s moon was edible. People in robes or jewelled diving suits frolicked – there was no other word for it – with the cockatoo-mantises or their relations, who looked like walrus-weasels or giraffe-fish. The pictures sped up, flickering like Méliès’ moon-shot film.


‘Richard?’


He was on his knees by the dead woman, struck by acute ice-cream headache and stabbing chest pain.


He had to let go of her, for fear that his consciousness would be pulled wherever hers had gone.


Whitney snapped fingers in front of his face.


He tried to keep the pictures in his memory. Each was crowded out by the next, like pages falling from an album into a fire.


A final image lingered a few instants longer than the others. A different subject, a different style. An Earthscape, a weathered sign in a country lane. Woods and fields. It was daytime, but the moon was out, rising above the roof of an uninviting, large house.


‘Mildew Manor,’ he said.


The image was gone, self-destructing in memory.


But in speaking the words on the sign aloud, he had captured them.


‘Mildew Manor?’ Whitney responded. ‘What is that? A place? A picture? A state of mind?’


‘A novel by Thomas Love Peacock? I don’t know.’


‘Peacock wrote Nightmare Abbey and Crotchet Castle…’


‘…and Headlong Hall and Gryll Grange…’


‘…but no Mildew Manor, so far as I know. He died trying to save his books from a fire.’


‘You didn’t learn that in the Mickey Mouse Club.’


‘We have libraries in California, too.’


‘Glad to hear it. I thought they’d all been torn down and turned into drive-in churches and no-tell motels…’


Whitney let go of him, and they stood up.


‘In case you hadn’t noticed,’ she said, ‘this Olde Englishe Temple is exactly the kind of ridiculous made-up religion you’re stereotyping as Californian. Oh, and shouldn’t we concentrate on the bleeding woman?’


‘She can’t help us any more, poor love.’


‘She can’t help you, Richard…’


Whitney knelt, and put her palm to the woman’s face.


‘You read people, I read things. She’s not people any more…’


Whitney made contact, as with the door-knob, and juddered as if holding a live wire. She closed her eyes, pressed hard on Luna Moon’s face and forced herself to maintain the touch.


Richard was concerned.


She let go, opened her eyes and breathed again.


‘I hate that,’ she said.


He helped her into the foyer. She sat on a saggy armchair next to a low table piled with mimeographed occult newsletters and glossy art magazines. She flipped open a powder-compact and examined her hairline minutely in the mirror.


‘Shall I get you tea from the urn? You need to replenish your electrolytes. Maybe some biscuits?’


‘What?’


‘Cookies.’


‘No, just tea… cold, if possible.’


‘Is there any other kind? This’ll be stewed.’


He turned a spigot and thick brownish liquid filled a mug. The Temple had their own crockery, with a smiley moon decal.


‘Ah,’ Whitney said, in triumph, ‘there’s the slut!’


She had plucked a single, silver-white hair from her head.


‘Every time,’ she said. ‘There’s always one.’


She put her compact away and took the cold tea. She drained the mug as if on a dare, trying to get it down without tasting.


He nibbled a stale custard cream.


‘What did you get from her?’ he asked.


‘What do you think, Sherlock? A sharp, stabbing pain in the chest.’


‘Fear, annoyance…?’


She shook her head. ‘No, that’s what you’ll have felt. Empathy, remember? I just get things. Sights, sounds, processes. Pain is a thing, not an emotion. The last thing she saw was a face, fading to black.’


‘Can you describe the murderer?’


She held up her mug and pointed to the decal.


‘A moon-mask?’


She nodded. ‘Something like that. But weirder. Yellow, hook nose, cratery skin, bulby forehead. Under curved glass, like a TV screen or a biker’s visor. No, not a crash helmet, a space helmet. No NASA or CCCP logo. It was a custom spacesuit. Old-fashioned, if that’s possible.’


‘Did you get an idea of the weapon.’


‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘The bastard held it up, showed it to her. A double-edged knife. Silvery. Carvings on the blade and hilt. That triple-moon thing.’


‘An athamé?’ suggested Richard. He knew she’d know what an athamé was.


‘Like that. Though it can’t have been a ritual killing. She wasn’t on the altar, or I’d have seen ceiling and the blade coming down. She was tapped on the shoulder, turned round, and was stabbed in the heart.’


‘Your moon-faced astronaut murdered her?’


‘Definitely,’ she said. ‘That’s what she saw. What did she feel?’


Richard tried to remember the impressions he had taken from Luna Moon.


‘What I said. Not so much fear, more annoyance. She was irritated at being murdered, as if she’d had other things to do today and was more concerned about not ticking them off her list than being killed. I got a lot of pictures from her, but not real things. Whatever you think of that –’ he indicated the painting on the wall – ‘she was serious about art. The images in her mind were the ones she painted. Important to her. Pregnant with personal meaning.’


‘Mildew Manor?’


‘That stood out,’ he said. ‘All the other things were mental moonscapes. The Mildew Manor picture was earthly. The English countryside, somewhere.’


‘You’re sure it’s a real place?’


‘No, but it’s important. Like your “old-fashioned” astronaut.’


‘Major Stabby.’


‘That’s his name?’ he asked.


‘I doubt it, but we have to call him something. You have to call out someone or something before you go after it. That’s good practice in magic, isn’t it?’


He agreed.


‘Have you got your Girl Scout badge on you?’ he asked. She nodded. ‘Good. You might have to claim diplomatic immunity. Strictly speaking what we’ve done counts as tampering with Her Majesty’s Evidence in a Murder Inquiry. The plods won’t like it, but they’ll lump it. Luckily, we have a friend in New Scotland Yard…’


Stumbling over a corpse within an hour of accepting a commission bordered on the vulgar. A telephone was on the front desk. He picked it up. First he would call Catriona Kaye. Then the police.


* * *


‘This isn’t what I think of as a hotel bar,’ Whitney said. ‘Too big, too well lit, too classy.’


‘I trust you didn’t ring down to ask how to make the bed vibrate.’


She poked her tongue out at him.


Normally, that would have excited disapproval in Claridge’s, but even here everyone was only paying attention to the moon voyage. A single barman stayed at his post, while the rest of the staff were in a back room lit by a television set.


Eight hours into its mission, Apollo 11 had shed its Saturn V rocket stages and left Earth orbit for cislunar space. Columbia, the command/service module, separated from the third stage and docked with the Eagle, the lunar excursion module. Broadcasters were already fed up with the technical chatter tossed between the Apollo crew and Mission Control (‘Houston’) but the public still found magic in the curt, arcane, tinny American voices. They were talking from outer space!


Whitney had changed into a hot-pink minidress with a matching Alice band and go-go boots. Even the Claridge’s barman noticed her, and Richard was sure the great hotels put something in the staff tea to control natural urges insofar as lady guests were concerned.


The only other people in the bar were a table of drunk young execs in city mod uniform – paisley foulards, dayglo shirts, two pieces of three-piece Savile row suits, shaped sideburns. They were toasting a guy named Roly, who had something to do with the packaging of Sky-Ray lollies (a big seller this season). Roly took credit for the visionary spirit of the space age between sudden, rapid trips to the Gents.


None of the execs were so drunk that they didn’t shoot looks over at Whitney Gauge. She noticed. Richard noticed she noticed. She noticed Richard noticing. No one was in any doubt. She had conquered Britain without really trying.


Naturally, Richard had ordered champagne and a platter of fresh strawberries. This was still a business meeting.


Richard had remained on hand at the Temple of Domina Oriens as Inspector Price, the Diogenes Club’s liaison with Scotland Yard’s Department of Queer Complaints, supervised a team of scene-of-crime officers and forensics men as they examined and then removed the body of Luna Moon, and searched the building. The Club and DQC had a policy of sharing information, not always observed. No bloody bootprints or daubed messages were found. Richard gave a reasonably detailed report of what he and Whitney had gathered from the deceased, but Price couldn’t make much use of it. His boys were stuck with looking for witnesses, chasing up grasses and hoping for a credible confession. Embarrassingly often, even in Diogenes Club cases, boring old police-work turned up an answer before spookery. And you could take it into court, too.


‘Have we been through that rigmarole,’ said Whitney, biting down on a big ripe strawberry, ‘where the cops warn us off the case but we stay on it anyway?’


‘It’s not our place to catch murderers, love,’ he told her. ‘Though I daresay Euan Price would be grateful if we turned over a stone and found this one. If finding out who killed Miss Moon Moon Moon leads us to understand why we don’t have a Magister Rex Chalfont on the books, we should sleuth away to our hearts’ content. If it’s a side-issue, we drop it and try something else. Let’s face it, it would be just too bloody easy if Chalfont were our Major Stabby…’


‘Magisters generally leave athamé-work to minions. Unless it’s Aztec heart-ripping stuff.’


‘In Aztec mythology, the moon is the severed head of the goddess Coyolxauhqui, murdered – along with four hundred siblings – by her foetal half-brother Huitzilopochtli to forestall Coyolxauhqui’s attempt to force their mother Coatlicue to have an abortion. How unlike the home-life of our own dear deity! Chup-Kamui, moon goddess of the Ainu, was so disgusted at having to bear witness to the night-time naughtiness of adulterers she swapped places in the pantheon with her brother and became a sun goddess instead.’


‘You’ve read this up, right?’


Richard admitted it. ‘I took this from the Temple, and skimmed it while you were napping off jet lag.’


He tossed over a slender volume. Moon Myths, by Enzo Yarikh.


‘If you need to tell your Basque Ilazki from your Dahomeyan Gleti, this is your I-Spy Guide… They’re all moon gods and goddesses. Mostly goddesses. Selene was a Greek goddess. Well, a Titan. Luna was Roman, aka Luna Noctiluca. Humanity has been venerating our satellite since cave-days. There’s a Neolithic stone circle in the Hebrides that tracks the risings of the moon in an extremely sophisticated manner. Looking up at the night sky is nothing new. And the moon is the biggest, shiniest thing in it.’
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