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Call me Ishmael. Ishmael Jones.

I go walking in dangerous places, and if I do my job right no one ever knows I’m there. I work for an organization that doesn’t officially exist, dealing with all the weird and unnatural things that shouldn’t exist in any sane and rational world. It’s my job to deal with what lurks in the shadows, on the borders of the rational, and stamp on them hard if they look like getting out of hand. To keep Humanity safe, and blissfully unaware of just how big the world really is.

Back in 1963 a star fell from the heavens to land in an English field. Or, to put it another way, an alien starship dropped screaming from the outer dark and buried itself in the earth. Before I left the cracked-open ship its transformation machines made me human, right down to my DNA, so I could walk the Earth unobserved. But the machines were damaged in the crash, and they wiped all my previous memories.

Of who and what I used to be.

I haven’t aged a day since I first came to myself, staggering bewildered across a forgotten field, in 1963. I like to think of myself as human. It’s all I ever want to be. But sometimes in my dreams I look into my mirror and catch glimpses of something else looking back at me … Then I wake up screaming.

Together with my partner and my love, Penny Belcourt, I solve mysteries and protect people from all the monsters of the hidden world. And sometimes from the monsters inside people.

I walk among you, but I’m not one of you. Which is probably why I’m so good at seeing things and people for what they really are.


ONE

In the Midst of Death

Death shall come on swift wings to whoever desecrates this tomb. An ancient curse, supposedly unleashed on the archaeologists who broke into the tomb of Tutankhamun. A number of people connected to the tomb’s desecration died suddenly, mysteriously and sometimes horribly. Even those who left Egypt to return home. Whatever it was that flew on swift wings, it pursued its prey wherever they fled.

Of course, that all happened a long time ago. No one believes in such superstitions these days. When you don’t officially exist, you can’t afford to stand out.

* * *

I live in small hotels, boarding houses and rented rooms, always moving on before anyone can notice me. These days, with so many cameras everywhere, I’m not even safe walking down the street. So I just keep moving from place to place, using this name and that, always dealing strictly in cash, while I wait for the Organization to call and put me to work again. There are lots of people like me; not so much homeless as rootless. Living very private lives off the grid and under the radar, for any number of perfectly good reasons. Hiding from the people who would hurt us, if they could. Denied the comforts of close friends or families, or any of the ties that bind. Because we’re different.

And yet, knowing all this, I still fell in love. After all, I’m only human. And that’s when my life got really complicated. Because one of the main definitions of love is when someone else’s safety and happiness becomes more important than your own. My love, my fellow conspirator and partner in crimes: my Penny Belcourt. I can’t live with her, or plan for a future together; but I share as much of my life with her as I can.

Sometimes I think I’ve never been happier, and sometimes I think I’ve never been more scared. That something will happen to her, as well as me.

* * *

My latest case started with a visit to the Ancient Egypt rooms at the British Museum. I’d been summoned to this venerable institution by the Colonel, my only personal contact with the Organization. After all the years I’ve worked for them, doing good work for the good of my soul, I still have no idea who or what they really are. It’s enough that we have interests in common, and look out for each other as well as the world. So when the Colonel calls, on the very private number that only he knows, I always answer. Because that was the deal I made with the Organization: service in return for protection.

Museums make for excellent meeting places. Always lots of crowds to hide in, and a multitude of interesting things to draw attention away from me. I made a point of casually strolling into the museum lobby at midday, when it was sure to be packed with holiday crowds and noisy packs of school-children. My clothes were nicely anonymous, and I kept the peak of my baseball cap pulled well down to hide my face in shadow from the ever-present cameras. The cap bore a logo from the film Alien, because you have to find your laughs where you can. I eased through the bustling crowds like a ghost, quiet and remote; and no one knew I was there.

Even the uniformed security guards paid me no attention, because I have learned to move in public without being noticed. To be just another face in the crowd, of no interest to anyone. It’s all in the walk and the body language. Security cameras are another matter: those unblinking observers of every moment and every person. Society’s merciless conscience. The Organization is supposed to make sure I never show up on any recordings; but I haven’t survived this long by relying on the efficiency of strangers. I put more faith in my baseball cap.

I wandered around for a while, just to make sure no one was lying in wait for me, and then casually made my way to the upper floor, heading for the burial exhibits in the Egyptian rooms. Taking my time, because something about this particular summons bothered me. The Colonel had been very insistent I come alone, without Penny. He knew we work together these days … So what could the Colonel have to say that he didn’t want Penny to hear? And what did he think he could say that would stop me telling her everything afterwards?

I was still considering the implications of this as I approached rooms 62 and 63. Then I suddenly realized that the crowds had faded away and I was on my own. I stopped at the entrance and looked around thoughtfully. The rooms hadn’t been officially closed off with no entry signs or apologetic little notices about cleaning or safety or refurbishment. But the word had clearly gone out, and museum people had been put in place to steer the general public away. When the Organization speaks, everyone listens. Even if they’re not sure why. And yet no one had tried to stop me—which suggested that not only was I expected but someone had told them who to look for. I really didn’t like that.

I seriously considered turning around and heading for the exit with all speed. But the Colonel had called … and I was curious. As I stepped cautiously into the Egyptian rooms, the first thing I noticed was that all the surveillance systems had been turned off. Not a movement or a winking light anywhere. Whatever the Colonel and I were here to talk about, no one was going to know but us.

I strolled through the exhibits, ostentatiously calm and relaxed. Taking in the coffins and the mummies, the funerary masks and stylized portraits … and all the other things the Ancient Egyptians had meant to stay buried with their honoured dead. Some of the exhibits were protected inside glass cases, while others were set out on pedestals; but most had just been laid out quite casually, under helpful explanatory signs, on long tables. The bric-à-brac of ages, everyday items made special and significant just by the passing of time. Pots and pans and household junk, most of which had probably looked seriously ugly even in their day. Lots of gold, and lots of things with enigmatic cat faces. The Ancient Egyptians liked gold, and cats. There was no sign of the Colonel anywhere.

The air was heavy with all kinds of scents. Spices, preservatives, dust and cleaning products. For me, the world is saturated with odours packed with information. I’ve learned to tune most of them out, in self-defence.

I don’t know how dogs stand it. But then, they sniff each other’s arses. Because they want to.

The museum likes to call this particular collection a celebration of eternal life, but really it’s like walking through a graveyard with its own concession stands. All the trappings and accessories of the ancient funeral trade; to help you contemplate your own mortality, and ram home the point that you really can’t take it with you. Because even if you try, someone will only dig it up and put it in a museum. Don’t let the scholars fool you, it’s nothing to do with accumulating treasures from the past. It’s all about trophies. To show who’s in charge, and who’s ahead in the game.

I have thought about my own death. I was made human from something else and, while I’m pretty sure I could be killed by any number of things, I haven’t aged a day in more than fifty years. Perhaps one day, thousands of years from now, I’ll visit another museum and walk among exhibits from this culture, from this time. I wonder how I’ll feel about them then.

I finally ended up before a standing sarcophagus. No glass case, no protections, even though it was covered with gold. The dully burnished metal gleamed sullenly under the bright lights as if it resented the attention. And although the lid was still in place, it was entirely blank. None of the usual exquisite detailing or stylized artwork. No face, no name; an entirely anonymous death. The Unknown Mummy. I considered my distorted reflection in the gleaming surface; almost human, but not quite. I looked round sharply as I heard footsteps approaching. And there was the Colonel, striding briskly through the exhibits with his usual stiff-backed military bearing.

He had dressed for this meeting in what he obviously considered to be unremarkable clothes, so he wouldn’t stand out. Instead of the usual impeccably tailored Savile Row three-piece suit, he’d settled for a dark blazer over grey slacks. But he was still wearing his old-school tie and there was no disguising his ex-military background, where arrogance comes as standard. The Colonel didn’t know how to look like anything but officer material. A tall striking presence in his late thirties, he was handsome enough in a supercilious kind of way; right down to the neatly trimmed military moustache. He nodded briefly as he crashed to a halt in front of me and tried for a cordial smile, but couldn’t quite bring it off.

I nodded easily back at him, stuck my hands in my pockets, and slouched. Just because I knew that would irritate him. First rule in dealing with authority figures: never give them an inch or they’ll walk all over you. My interest was piqued as I realized there was something different about the Colonel’s body language. Normally the man was so stiff and formal I half expected him to pull a muscle from sheer internal discipline. But today the Colonel looked … troubled. My first thought was that he was nervous because he’d brought me here to lure me into a trap. I looked around quickly, checking the distance to the exit and readying myself for a fight. The Colonel managed his first real smile.

‘Relax, Mister Jones. You’re in no danger. Not everything is about you. I’m just … concerned that what is about to pass between us stays between us. The Organization doesn’t know that you and I are meeting here.’

I looked at him thoughtfully. ‘That isn’t normal procedure.’

‘This isn’t a normal case,’ said the Colonel. ‘Though the matter we’re about to discuss does have … Organization connections.’

He paused, considering his next words carefully. It amused me, to see the normally confident and assured Colonel so off balance.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’m intrigued. What’s this all about?’

He squared his shoulders and met my gaze steadily, bracing himself to move into territory beyond his normal comfort zone.

‘I need you to work on a case outside the Organization. No contact, no backup, no reports. Taking it on would not be part of your usual agreement, it would be more in the nature of a personal favour to me.’

I could see how embarrassed he was to be asking me this, even desperate. My first instinct was to say no and run like hell; but I could tell that something about this case really mattered to the Colonel.

‘Are you in trouble?’ I said.

‘Not me,’ said the Colonel. ‘But someone close to me might be. Someone I am determined to protect at all costs. I need your help to determine what’s really going on. And what to do about it.’

‘You want me to run a case without the Organization’s knowledge or protection, knowing that if they find out they might cut me loose? You want me to put my hard-earned security at risk, just to help you?’

‘Yes,’ said the Colonel.

‘Why on earth would I do that?’

‘I can’t think of one good reason,’ the Colonel said steadily. ‘There’s nothing in it for you. But I need this. So I’m asking you, because there’s no one else I trust.’

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’m in. But … you will owe me a serious favour in return.’

The Colonel nodded stiffly. ‘Understood.’

‘Why bring me here to discuss this?’ I said. ‘Why the Egyptian rooms, in particular?’

‘Because it’s relevant to the case,’ said the Colonel. He was back in control, now I was just hired help again. And he always liked it when he could lecture me about things he knew that I didn’t. ‘The Cardavan family have been collecting Ancient Egyptian relics and curios for generations, and have assembled a private collection that would be the envy of many major museums if anyone outside the Cardavans’ small circle of private collectors ever found out what was in it.’

‘You couldn’t build a private collection that size through official channels,’ I said. ‘So we’re talking theft, smuggling and bribery on a really impressive scale. How did the Cardavans pull that off?’

‘Influence,’ said the Colonel. ‘They’re a very old established family with all kinds of political connections, and until recently almost indecently wealthy. An unbeatable combination when it comes to looting the treasures of other nations. And now the family have acquired their first mummy. George Cardavan paid a great deal of money to get his hands on a famous name from the past that has never seen the inside of any museum. Shipped directly to Cardavan House from its recently discovered tomb in the Valley of the Sorcerers, this mummy is supposed to be the very first Cleopatra … A previously unknown progenitor of that famous line, dating back further than the second century BC.’

He paused a moment to make sure I was properly impressed. I felt obliged to make it clear I wasn’t entirely ignorant on the subject.

‘Most people think there was only the one Cleopatra,’ I said. ‘Immortalized in legend, and any number of dubious movies. In fact, Mark Antony’s Cleopatra was the seventh to bear that name and the last. The last real Pharaoh before Egypt became just another outpost ruled by Rome.’ I looked thoughtfully at the Colonel. ‘If a previously unknown Cleopatra has turned up, I would have expected it to be all over the news. And I haven’t heard anything.’

‘And you won’t,’ said the Colonel. ‘No one has and no one will, outside the Cardavan circle. Money talks, and enough of it ensures silence.’

‘Except among people like us,’ I said.

He smiled briefly. ‘It’s our job to know the things that matter.’

‘How does this matter to the Organization?’ I said.

The Colonel looked away for a moment, glancing round the Egyptian rooms, as he made up his mind about how much to tell me. When he finally spoke, he almost seemed to be addressing the exhibits rather than me.

‘George Cardavan runs a private security firm attached to Black Heir.’

I nodded slowly. Black Heir is responsible for cleaning up after alien incursions. Hiding the truth, destroying evidence, and quietly gathering up any alien tech left behind. And then just as quietly selling it on the black market to those with an interest in reverse-engineering such things.

I know that, because I used to work for them. Until we came to a sudden parting of the ways, when I found it necessary to disappear in a hurry because someone got the idea I might not be who or even necessarily what I claimed to be. Staying one step ahead of such people is what keeps me alive.

‘Cardavan’s firm provides warm bodies on the ground,’ said the Colonel, meeting my gaze squarely again. ‘Trained security personnel, to keep the public at a distance while Black Heir does its job.’

‘And make it all officially “Never Happened”,’ I said. ‘Nothing to see here, move along.’

‘Quite,’ said the Colonel. ‘Cardavan’s people stand in as police officers, regular army, private security guards. Whatever seems most plausible.’

‘Do they also perhaps provide strong-arm tactics on occasion?’ I said. ‘To lean on a journalist or intimidate a witness?’

‘It’s that kind of job, sometimes,’ said the Colonel. ‘Because sometimes it’s that kind of world.’

‘Men In Black …’

‘Are nothing more than urban legends,’ the Colonel said firmly. ‘If I might be allowed to continue …’

‘Don’t let me stop you.’

‘George Cardavan’s firm has a reputation for doing good, reliable work. Which means the Organization considers him a valuable asset.’

‘Are you saying he’s untouchable?’

‘No,’ said the Colonel. ‘Just that he’s not someone you want to accuse without good cause.’

‘Why are you taking such an interest in all this?’ I said.

‘Because even a man as successful as George Cardavan shouldn’t have been able to put up the kind of money it would take to buy a mummy this important,’ said the Colonel. ‘This goes well beyond bribing a few customs officials to look the other way. To smuggle a find this important out of Egypt and into Britain would take serious corruption in really high places. George might be successful these days, but not that successful. And his family haven’t had that kind of money in years. So how was he able to afford it? I have to wonder if he might be selling off Black Heir’s secrets—the location of alien crash sites, or what happened to the bodies. He might even be making private deals over alien technology. And some of the people involved in that can be very bad people.’

‘Is there any solid evidence to prove he’s been selling secrets, or tech?’

‘No,’ said the Colonel. ‘Nothing. That’s why I’m bringing you in. To get to the truth.’

‘Why are you so determined to keep this off the books?’ I said. ‘This sounds like a perfectly straight forward Organization case.’

‘Because I am married to George Cardavan’s daughter,’ said the Colonel.

I nodded, as much became clear. ‘Are you afraid some of the scandal might rub off on you?’

‘No,’ said the Colonel. ‘My only fear is how it might affect my wife, Chloe. I can’t risk an official investigation until I’m sure of what’s happening. It’s always possible none of this has anything to do with selling secrets or tech. In which case, the Organization doesn’t need to know.’

‘But why come to me for help?’ I said. ‘Out of all the Organization agents you run? I haven’t worked for Black Heir in years. And it’s not as if you and I are friends or anything.’

‘Because I know I can rely on you to get to the truth of the matter,’ said the Colonel. ‘And because I know you know how to keep a secret.’

I met his gaze steadily, but he had nothing more to say.

‘What if this does turn out to be something the Organization needs to know about?’ I said.

‘Then you and I will be right there on the spot and on the case, ready to do whatever needs doing.’

‘Regardless of how it affects the Cardavans?’

‘I know my duty,’ said the Colonel. ‘Well, now that you know as much as I do, are you still willing to take the case?’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I already said yes.’

The Colonel blinked a few times. ‘Just like that? No demands or conditions?’

‘Just that you’ll owe me one.’

‘Acceptable,’ said the Colonel. I thought for a moment he might smile or offer to shake hands, but he was immediately all business again. ‘There is to be a gathering of the family this weekend at Cardavan House. So George can show off his new acquisition to the only people he can trust to stay quiet about it. His immediate family.’

‘How many will be present?’ I said. ‘Anyone I need to know about?’

‘Just half a dozen or so. And no names you’d recognize. I will be there, of course, as Chloe’s husband. None of them know I work for the Organization.’

‘Not even your wife?’ I said.

‘What she doesn’t know can’t hurt her,’ said the Colonel. ‘She knows I used to work for Black Heir, because she still does. But as far as the Cardavans are concerned, I work for some suitably boring Government department.’

I nodded slowly. ‘What’s my cover story?’

‘You will be attending the grand unveiling as my personal expert, there to give your unbiased opinion on the authenticity of the mummy. I’ve made no secret of my doubts on the matter.’

‘I don’t know anything about authenticating mummies!’

‘Then you’d better read up on the subject,’ said the Colonel. ‘Enough to sound like you know what you’re talking about, and buy the two of us time to discover what lies at the bottom of all this.’

‘We’ve never worked together before,’ I said.

‘And we won’t be, this time. Officially, that is. I shall talk to everyone in a suitably roundabout manner and sound them out on what they know. And while I’m keeping them all occupied, you will burgle George’s office. Break into his safe, search his desk, study his records. I need hard evidence before I can take any action.’

‘What if I get caught?’

‘Then I shall of course disavow all knowledge of your actions, and allow you to escape before the authorities arrive. You’ll just be some … plausible con man, who fooled me into vouching for you.’

‘You know I can’t afford to be identified,’ I said.

‘Then don’t get caught.’ The Colonel drew himself up to his full height, making it clear the conversation was over. ‘I have a limousine standing by to take you to Cardavan House. If you’ll just give me your current address …’

He stopped, because I was already shaking my head. ‘Not going to happen. Just give me directions on how to find the place.’

He nodded stiffly, then handed me an envelope. I thrust it inside my jacket without looking.

‘You always have to be your own man, don’t you?’ said the Colonel.

‘Always,’ I said. ‘It’s how I stay alive.’

The Colonel turned on his heel with military precision, and strode off through the Egyptian rooms with his head held high. Very much the man in charge; even though he’d just been forced to beg for a favour from a subordinate. I considered making a rude gesture after him, but it would have felt too much like kicking a man when he was down. And I only do that when there’s no other way to win a fight. I waited till I was sure he was gone, and then raised my voice.

‘All right, you can come out now.’

The lid on the standing sarcophagus slid jerkily to one side, and Penny Belcourt emerged from it with lissom grace. She smiled dazzlingly.

‘He really isn’t very observant, is he? And not terribly smart, thinking he could keep me out of this!’

She struck a pose for me: Penny the part-time secret agent. A glamorous presence in her late twenties, she was all dark flashing eyes, trim figure, and enough nervous energy to run the London Underground for a month. She had a pretty face with good bone structure, and a mass of dark hair piled up on top of her head—somewhat flattened at the moment from having to hide inside a coffin too small for her. People were a lot shorter in Ancient Egypt. I blame the diet.

‘How long have you been in there?’ I said.

‘Oh, absolutely ages, darling! I followed your instructions and got here well in advance.’

‘How did you avoid being herded away with the others?’

‘I just waited till the cameras shut down, then stepped smartly inside the sarcophagus while the guards busied themselves clearing everyone out. They were all in such a hurry that no one noticed a thing.’ She beamed around her. ‘Why have I never been here before? I love mummies!’ Then she stopped and looked at me sharply. ‘Why did you agree to take the case? I mean it’s not official, you almost certainly won’t get paid, and you have no idea how much trouble you’ll be getting into.’

‘He needs my help,’ I said.

‘Well, yes,’ said Penny. ‘That is very sweet and very you, darling, but you must know he hasn’t told you everything. His kind never does. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if it turned out to be some kind of trap. A chance to watch you in action close up, so he can figure out how you do what you do. And just maybe … find out what you really are.’

‘The best way to deal with a trap is to know you’re walking into one,’ I said. ‘I have no doubt it’ll all turn out to be a lot more complicated than the Colonel said. Families always are. So I shall just have to be even more careful than usual. If I had turned him down, you can be sure he’d be even more impossible to deal with in the future. And besides …’

‘He needs your help and you couldn’t say no.’

‘That’s right,’ I said.

‘Every now and again, Ishmael, you remind me of why I love you so much.’ She kissed me thoroughly and then beamed around her. ‘I had no idea there was so much here. I love mummy films!’

I couldn’t help smiling. ‘The real thing is very different from what you see in the movies. Ancient Egyptian mummies had all their insides taken out and were basically nothing more than empty shells. Most ended up as little more than glorified body bags with a stylized mask on top. So they couldn’t have gone walkabout anyway.’

Penny looked at me. ‘I had no idea you were so well informed.’

‘I know something about everything,’ I said. ‘Comes with the job and the territory. I can’t take the movies seriously. The mummies always shuffle along so slowly they couldn’t catch a snail with a limp and a bad cough. And what makes them so strong, given that they’re just old dead things wrapped in bandages? I don’t believe in tanna leaves or mystical energies, or ancient sciences long lost to us.’

Penny cut me off with a look. ‘You’ve never encountered a walking mummy?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘You won’t even accept the possibility of a reanimated mummy?’

‘Not going to happen,’ I said. ‘Not unless someone unzips one and stuffs it full of clockwork.’

‘I believe in some things just because I choose to,’ said Penny defiantly. ‘Because they make the world so much more interesting! Is there anything more romantic than reincarnated lovers trying to find each other again despite being separated for centuries? Old emotions blossoming in new hearts, souls scattered across time … I suppose you don’t believe in reincarnation either?’

‘I’ve never come across any evidence to support that theory,’ I said carefully. ‘And there’s nothing romantic about anything in this place. Tomb raiders are really nothing more than grave robbers. Even the ancient dead should have the right to be left to rest in peace, undisturbed.’

‘Given the sheer amount of weird shit you’ve bumped into and occasionally beaten up down the years, I never fail to be amazed by the strange gaps in what you’re prepared to accept,’ said Penny. ‘I still haven’t got over finding out you don’t believe in ghosts. Everybody believes in ghosts!’

‘I’m not everybody. I don’t believe in any form of risen dead.’

‘But … you killed a vampire!’

‘Could have been something that just acted like a vampire.’

‘Ishmael …!’

‘There is one thing I am sure of, and one thing only,’ I said firmly. ‘That dead is dead. In fact, the success of many of my missions has depended on things staying dead after I’ve killed them.’

‘But what if there are levels of death?’ Penny said cunningly.

‘If it isn’t completely dead, it isn’t dead.’

Penny folded her arms and glared at me challengingly. ‘What is your position on the supernatural?’

‘No such thing,’ I said immediately. ‘There’s just the paranormal—extreme forms of science we don’t properly understand. Yet.’

Penny shook her head. ‘Denial really isn’t just a river in Egypt.’

‘Sometimes I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘I know!’

I gestured expansively at the exhibits surrounding us. ‘There’s no denying the old-time Egyptians believed in some pretty weird stuff, but they were capable of surprisingly sophisticated thinking. They believed in a single god, Ra, centuries before Christianity. They also believed in the ka—the idea that the conscious mind, or soul, existed as a separate thing from the body. And that this disembodied consciousness could sometimes overwhelm a living mind and drive it out, so the ka could live on in a new body.’

‘Are we talking about possession?’ said Penny.

‘It’s a very old idea,’ I said.

‘What about the famous curse?’ said Penny, with the air of a card-player slapping down an ace. ‘Death shall come on swift wings … and all that?’

‘You mean the curse supposedly attached to Howard Carter and his team after they opened Tutankhamun’s tomb back in 1922? Complete nonsense. There were any number of investigations into those stories—both at the time and later—and while some people did die, it was always confirmed to be from natural causes. No suspicious circumstances, no signs of supernatural intervention. It was all just stories, Penny. Made up to sell newspapers and please a public fascinated by Egypt’s mysterious past.’

‘How do you know so much about it?’ said Penny, suspiciously.

‘I read,’ I said. ‘I have a lot of time to read, in my solitary life.’

Penny stepped in close, and put a gentle hand on my cheek. ‘You know I’m with you as much as I can be, Ishmael. As much as you’ll let me.’

‘I know,’ I said.

‘You won’t let me get too close because you don’t want to put me in danger?’

‘Yes.’

She stepped back and looked at me sternly. ‘You must stop trying to protect me! I am perfectly capable of looking after myself!’

‘I know that.’

‘You’re afraid I might walk away and leave you alone again,’ said Penny. ‘Don’t be. I’m in this for the long haul.’

What I thought but didn’t say was that one day I might have to leave her—by living on after she’d died. I have had to do that before, and it never gets any easier.

‘Why are you doing this, Ishmael?’ asked Penny, deliberately changing the subject. ‘I mean, really?’

‘It’s a chance to put the Colonel in my debt, against future need.’

‘Ah! That’s more like it!’

‘And because he needs my help.’

‘You’re too good for this world,’ said Penny.


TWO

In a Dark Place

Cardavan House turned out to be a really long way from anywhere. After hours of hard driving, Penny and I were passing through open countryside so desolate and deserted it felt like another planet. We had the narrow country road all to ourselves as evening fell and the light dropped out of the world. I hadn’t seen a tree in ages, and wide empty fields had fallen away behind us, replaced by endless stretches of moorland. Too grim and grey even to make good grazing land, the moors lay flat and sullen under the darkening sky, occasionally interrupted by wet slumps of mire and stunted vegetation. A place where nothing lived because nothing wanted to.

The road punched through bleak and empty land in a perfectly straight line, with no turn-offs for as far as the eye could see. As if our intended destination had decided to make itself inevitable. The street lights had chosen to stay behind when we left the last village, and the car pressed on through the gathering gloom in its own small pool of light. The only sound was the steady roar of the car’s engine. The radio had given up the ghost some time back, and I didn’t feel like playing any music. If something bad was heading our way, I wanted to be able to hear it coming.

It felt like we’d left civilization behind, to come to a cold and empty place that wanted nothing to do with us.

Penny was driving, because it was her car and she wanted to show off what it could do. She’d developed a taste for vintage cars, and was constantly trading in one model for another as her enthusiasms waxed and waned. Penny inherited a small fortune after both her parents were murdered, and seemed intent on throwing it all away as fast as possible. That was the first case we worked on together. I took down the killer, but not before a lot of people died. Penny never held that against me. But I did.

Her latest pride and joy was a powder-blue Hillman Super Minx convertible. The engine roared like a caged beast every time she put her foot down, but after being stuck behind the wheel for so long Penny had run out of enthusiasm and now she just concentrated fiercely on the road ahead. I’d been glad to leave the city behind. Penny was an aggressive driver in traffic, disputing the right of way with taxis and buses—which was not something they were used to—and given to shouting ‘Get out of the bloody way!’ at anyone with the temerity to drive where she wanted to be. While I sank right down in my seat and pretended I wasn’t there.

‘Are you sure we’re following the Colonel’s directions properly?’ Penny said abruptly. ‘I mean, I haven’t seen you look at them once.’

‘That’s because I memorized them before we left,’ I said patiently. ‘And I haven’t given you any directions in ages because this is the only road there is. No turnings, no surprises, not even a pothole to break the monotony. We should be seeing a sign up ahead sometime soon, pointing down a private road that will take us straight to Cardavan House.’

‘I don’t see a sign anywhere in this bloody wilderness,’ said Penny, glaring ahead into the failing light. ‘Why can’t we just enter our destination into the satnav? It’s got a lovely posh voice that I paid extra for.’

‘Only because you fancied the actor who provided it.’ I stretched slowly in my seat, though there wasn’t enough legroom for that to help much. ‘We can’t use the satnav, because Cardavan House isn’t on any map. The family takes its security very seriously.’

Penny’s scowl deepened dangerously. ‘We’re going to be spending another weekend in another dreary old country house, aren’t we? I’m getting really fed up with that. And I’m telling you right now, if people start dying on us again we’re leaving!’

‘I thought you liked playing ace girl detective,’ I said mildly.

‘I do! It’s just … Why can’t murders and mysteries ever take place somewhere nice? I mean, really nice.’

‘Cardavan House might be nice …’

‘Look around us!’ Penny said savagely. ‘This whole area would need decades of economic investment just to qualify as a disaster zone. It’s been ages since we left that little village behind, and I can’t remember the last time I passed any other traffic on this road.’

‘Keep going,’ I said. ‘Cardavan House can’t be far now. If only because if we keep going, we’ll run out of world.’

‘Why would anyone want to live all the way out here?’ said Penny. ‘I mean, look at it! There’s nothing to look at.’

‘People have all kinds of reasons to want to get away from everything,’ I said wisely. ‘And the Cardavans have more grounds than most. If you owned the world’s biggest private collection of valuable Ancient Egyptian artefacts, you’d probably want to put as much distance as possible between you and the authorities. And any of your fellow collectors who might be overcome by jealousy or itchy fingers.’
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