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            APPRENTICE

          

          I ASKED A THIEF

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I asked a thief to steal me a peach,

        He turned up his eyes;

        I ask'd a lithe lady to lie her down,

        Holy & meek she cries.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        As soon as I went

        An angel came.

        He wink'd at the thief

        And smild at the dame–

      

      

      

      
        
        
        And without one word said

        Had a peach from the tree

        And still as a maid

        Enjoy'd the lady.

      

        

      
        William Blake
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      Butterflies tumbled in her stomach as she watched him make his way over to her. He carried his drink in one hand, coat slung over his arm.

      She rose to greet him. “Carol,” she said, offering her hand. He was tall, dark and broad shouldered. He seemed presentable, if conservatively dressed. He looked like he had lost his tie. Most of the other men wore jeans and trainers. Shame he hadn't polished his shoes.

      “McEwan,” he said. Realising his mistake, he smiled and shook her hand. “I'm sorry, I'm Alex.” They both sat down. The muted din of the trendy main bar formed a background drone to the chatter in the low-lit function room.

      Carol smiled, covering her embarrassment, and studied his face. “Is this your first time?” she asked.

      “No, but it's been a few years since I last came to an event,” McEwan said looking around. “Last time I was in this place I was depositing my student grant cheque.”

      “Yeah, me too,” she said, laughing. She pushed her hair out of her face so he could see her blue eyes and face better. He had a rugged clean-shaven look, not quite handsome. Maybe if he got a proper haircut, rather than a quick snip and clip over at the barbers, that could change. At least he had tried to tame it with some gel. He had a subtle, woody, masculine smell. She saw him studying her, a slight wrinkle on his brow as he thought about something.

      “What did you study?” McEwan said. He felt free not wearing his tie, but the best thing he had found to wear was another work suit. He rarely needed to wear anything else. Fortunately, the shirt was freshly washed and ironed. It had been hand delivered to his office, along with the rest of this week's service wash. He noticed his unpolished shoes and tried to tuck his feet out of sight.

      “Politics and German. Lot of good it did me,” she said. “What about yourself?”

      “Theology,” he said.

      She looked surprised. “You don't look like a priest.”

      He smiled. “What does a priest look like?”

      “I dunno, more bookish, with a dog collar?”

      “You're right, I'm not a priest. What do you do? I'm guessing it doesn't have much to do with politics.”

      “I'm an assistant bank manager,” Carol said, proud of her career. He was sitting with his shoulders hunched, elbows on the arms of the chair, leaning forward, tensed up. “If you're not a priest, what is that you do then?”

      “I'm a detective,” McEwan said. He braced himself for her reaction.

      “With an agency?” she said.

      “Yeah, the Claymore Consultancy.”

      “What are you working on?”

      McEwan was surprised. Normally he was attacked at this point. The other person had a short rant about what a stupid idea privatisation had been, how things were worse than before. Then he would make his excuses and leave. “I'm afraid I can't really discuss it.” He shrugged.

      “So why study theology and not minister to a flock?”

      “I didn't hear the calling,” he said. And then, as though being punished, he was wracked with a wet phlegmy cough.

      Carol looked at him, clearly concerned. “Are you alright?”

      “Sorry. I quit smoking a year ago, but this cough won't go away,” he said, when the attack ended. He sipped at his dark rum and coke. He blinked slowly and smiled. “All over now.”

      “Your coughing reminded me of an earthquake I was in once, in California. I thought my lasagne was going to fall on the floor. But as soon as it came, it went. Like nothing had happened.”

      McEwan looked at her. Maybe she wasn't quite all there. Her face was pretty, but she looked a bit skinny in her floral pattern dress. It didn't seem to fit right. Perhaps she'd lost weight recently. “I've never been to the States,” he said. “Maybe one day. What's it like over there?”

      “Flat, nothing seems to be over two stories. Everything is spread out. No wonder they need big cars to get about. But it's like a bad case of déjà vu. Everything repeats itself every couple of blocks. McDonalds, Wal-mart and so on, all clustered round major road junctions.”

      McEwan's phone began to ring. Dans Macabre rose and fell and got louder as he took it out of his pocket.

      “Sorry,” he said. “It's the office, I have to take this.” Carol smiled, clearly irritated. He pushed the answer button. “Hello?”

      “Alex, it's Malcolm,” said the voice. Malcolm Graves was the Consultancy's pathologist.

      “Hi, Malcolm. What are you still doing in the office?” he said.

      “I was finishing my report on the latest victim,” Malcolm said. “I've uploaded it onto the server, but I've also sent you a copy via email.”

      “Anything stand out in particular?”

      “I was able to get a good look at the wounds this time. I'm certain now that the murder weapon was a surgical instrument of some sort.”

      “Okay, thanks Malcolm. Have a good evening.”

      He finished the call and put his phone away. “I'm sorry,” he said. “Something's come up at work. I have to go.”

      “Can I get your number?” Carol said. They still had at least another minute.

      “Just tick the box on the form,” he said, putting his woollen overcoat on and downing his drink. “I'll try and be in touch. Got to run. Bye.” McEwan half waved as he walked backwards a pace. He turned and strode out into the main bar, the relaxed chat deluged by a flood of voices. Carol watched him go. She drank her gin and tonic and waited for the next dater to move to her table. Perhaps the evening wouldn't be a total loss.

      McEwan hurried out the main door and up St Vincent Street towards Blythswood Square. Saved by the bell. She was nice but not really who he was looking for. Besides, when she realised who he was, she was bound to change her mind.

      The evening was damp and cold. He wrapped his coat around him. Town was busier than he expected. The attempts to reach desperate, drunken oblivion seemed to last all weekend now. A burnt out car was blocking an alley. Inside he saw a scantily dressed girl. He went over and checked to see if she was still alive, assaulted by the smell of alcohol and vomit. Satisfied, he called for an ambulance and waited until the paramedics arrived. For a cynical moment McEwan thought about survival of the fittest, but he was determined not to give the killer, or any other predator out tonight, a freebie.
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      The Rhododendron refused to come free; its roots grasped the earth and stones tightly. McEwan hacked at the roots with his spade. He gritted his teeth as he tugged, and with a low roar ripped it free from the Welsh hillside.

      “You look like you enjoyed that,” said the auburn haired girl in his work group. She had done some weird loop thing with her long hair that tied it back under its own weight. Whenever she bent over to work near the ground, her low-necked, navy blue vest, gave him an elusive view of her breasts. She wore shorts that showed off her long tanned legs. He hoped she hadn't noticed him looking.

      “There's something satisfying about straight-forward, hard work,” he said. A trickle of sweat ran down his back, soaking into his blue shirt. He took his baseball cap and heavy gloves off and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.

      “I'm Kate, Kate Harlow,” she said.

      He noticed she had a soft Lancashire accent. He liked it. “Alex,” he said.

      “From Glasgow?” Kate asked. Her green eyes looked emerald in the summer sunshine.

      “What gave that away?” he laughed. “Couldn't have been the accent surely?”

      Well, it was tough, but I figured it out. Besides, I just graduated from Glasgow uni.” She smiled, showing perfect white teeth. Her triangular face made her look like a taller, less slight, Audrey Hepburn.

      “Anything useful?” McEwan said.

      “Naah.”

      “So, come here often?” he asked, joking.

      “Twice actually,” Kate said. “Once, with my parents, when I was too young to remember and last year. We had a lot of Americans and Belgians last year, for some reason. I quite like it here.”

      She sat down and looked out over the valley. Hills rolled away into the distance. A light mist hung in the bottom of the vale and gave it a haunted look. It would burn off by lunchtime. The church they were staying in was couple of miles away, but its spire could still be seen. Birds sung in the trees. The lightly wooded hillside was warm, full of laughter and the sound of spade slicing into dry earth. McEwan sat down next to her. She smelled of sunshine.

      “Not slacking off already are you?” asked a blonde girl, who emerged from behind the clump of Rhododendrons.

      “Lynda, this is Kate. Kate, this is my girlfriend Lynda.” McEwan introduced them. Lynda had been trimming down the branches. It was a relatively easy job that was largely effort free. “We've got one bush out. I don't think there's much harm in having a rest before we clean up the remaining roots. Is there any water left?”

      “Yeah, I'll get it,” Lynda said. She returned momentarily with a half-full litre bottle and handed it to McEwan. “Don't drink all of it,” she said. The bottle had been full when they left this morning. This was his first drink.

      McEwan bit his tongue, it was easier not to say anything. He took a long drink of the tepid water and offered the bottle to Kate. “I guess I'll have to go and get some more,” he said. She took it, her hand brushing his. Lynda was waiting with hands on hips, frowning and casting a cool shadow over McEwan.

      “It's okay,” said Kate. “I've got a bottle and I'm sure someone else in the group will have some.” She indicated the others, working on a clump ten metres along the hillside.

      One of them noticed her looking at them. He waved, smiling. She wiped the bottle mouth with her hand and took a sip. “That's John. I guess we're seeing each other,” she said. “Although, to be honest, I only met him last week, when I came here.” She waved back.

      McEwan felt a slight pang of jealousy. “Thanks,” he said. “I didn't really fancy the round trip.” Kate passed the bottle back to Lynda.

      “Come on,” Lynda said. “We've a whole hillside to clear.” She stomped back round the clump and returned to trimming the bushes.

      “Guess we better get back to it then,” said McEwan, raising his arms in a 'what can you do' gesture. Kate grinned and joined a conspiracy.

      “Do you fancy her?” Lynda asked him later.

      “No,” he said, holding her gaze, knowing that he probably did.
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        * * *

      

      They sat on the balcony, their feet dangling over the edge, as they looked through the banister at the stream bubbling by. The sun was setting, turning the sky shades of gold, red and cobalt. The heat of the day had warmed the dry wood and was radiating from the redbrick wall behind them. McEwan felt at peace, happy and content.

      His culinary skills had fed thirty. The food had been so well received that the conservation volunteers had come back for more. He had hardly eaten himself. His stir-fry didn't seem to have agreed with Lynda though. She was, by turns, in pain or in the loo. There wasn't much he could do. He sat with Kate, watching the world go by, pleased he had met someone he could be quiet with.

      “I better go check on her,” he said, breaking the silence.

      “Stay, come on a walk with me, into the trees,” she grinned impishly, an unspoken promise in her eyes.

      “I can't,” he said, regretting, for once, being bound by his principles.

      Kate's face fell. “I don't understand how you can be with someone like her, no-one here can. You're kind and helpful. She's a shrew, a selfish, wicked, spiteful woman. That's not something that's easy for me to say about anyone.”

      “I guess I see a side of her no-one else does, when we're alone.” McEwan clambered up. Kate reached out and held his fingers. Gently, regretfully, he left her to attend to his duty. She sat and watched the water flow as the sun went down.
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        * * *

      

      They stood out on the dirt track outside the church hall, a large pile of suitcases and rucksacks off to one side. Lynda's dad would be picking them up soon. Goodbyes were being said.

      Kate thrust a small sheaf of papers into his hand. “We're making sure we all swap email addresses,” she said. “So we photocopied the contact list the conservation trust made up. My details are in there, I hope you write.” Kate handed another bunch of papers to Lynda, smiling.

      A few months later, after Lynda slept with his best friend, he was free again, so he did.
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      Once the woman had been taken away, McEwan continued on to the offices. He walked past Blythswood Square, untended and overgrown, and down to Pitt Street. The steel and glass Claymore Consultancy building was situated on the site of the old police headquarters.

      Claymore had won the contract to perform criminal investigation in the city. It also owned a number of smaller security firms that worked on crime prevention in the neighbourhoods, estates and streets that could afford it. Consequently, some parts of the city had gone feral. It had been happening anyway, the government had simply decided to cut its losses and its costs. Outsourcing policing on local and regional scales made perfect sense.

      Glasgow had always been a pioneer of policing, having a force long before the London Peelers. The city council had practically begged for Glasgow to be the first deregulated city. Crime solving was actually up and reported crimes had fallen for the third quarter in a row.

      McEwan stopped at the entrance that operated like an air lock. The glass outer doors opened. McEwan entered and placed his right thumb on the print reader. After it scanned, the outer doors shut and then the inner ones opened. He crossed the empty lobby, his footsteps echoing, and climbed the stairs to the third floor. McEwan hated taking the lift, the entrance routine was bad enough, he always felt like he couldn't breathe inside the little metal box.

      At the end of the corridor was the situation room. He paused a moment, ensured his mind was back on work, and then opened the door. The room was a mess. Pinboards and white glossy wipe boards were covered in notes, ideas, photos and diagrams. Seven women had been killed in the last six months, the work of a serial killer. Their deaths, and their lives, had been dissected and displayed all around the room. Somewhere in here was a clue, something they'd missed. Perhaps Malcolm's report would give them a lead.

      McEwan had been on the case for five months. His predecessor had had a nervous breakdown. He was young but his success in a similar case meant his name had passed across the desks of them upstairs. They thought he was ready to run his own team, a rising star.

      The team had a wealth of forensic evidence, but there were no connections, no links and therefore no leads. Nothing concrete anyway. Identifying the inscribed language had led to the arrest of a couple of occult weirdoes. Beyond circumstantial evidence, McEwan had been unable to link them to the murders. No proof, no conviction. He had been banging his head against a brick wall and decided to give everyone the day off. Maybe a rest would help them come up with something new. If they didn't get a concrete lead, or worse yet, there was another murder, they were all for the high jump. The papers were all over him, and the case, like a bad rash.

      Jarita Jandhyala sat at her desk. She was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. Her thick, black hair was cut short and complimented her oval face.

      “What are you doing here?” McEwan said.

      “Staring into space, mainly. Going through our notes, the reports, and the backgrounds. I can't get the case out of my head,” JJ said, her Glasgow accent held traces of the sub-continent. She had tried, but couldn't put the case away long enough to get some proper rest. It was an itch, one she could only scratch by working on the problem. “This week's victim, Gillian Carter, I keep thinking about her.”

      JJ's directness surprised him, but it also got him fully focussed. She looked weary, bone tired. Part of him was annoyed she'd come in, but he was also pleased at her dedication. He could see a hint of desperation in her. The bit was between her teeth and she didn't want to let go. He knew how she felt. “That's why I wanted you to take a day off, along with everyone else,” he said, trying to sound supportive.

      “What were you doing?” she said.

      “Oh, pretty much the same,” he said. To some extent it was true, he had been thinking about the case. He always was. His guilt over the deaths he should have prevented hung heavy round his neck.

      McEwan sat down in his cubicle, turned on his computer and read Malcolm's report. “Malcolm called me,” he said. “He finished his report. Because the victim's body was a lot fresher this time, he was better able to do a better examination of the knife wounds. He thinks the murder weapon is some kind of surgical instrument. Will you see if there's anything in the database that could be used in surgery and inflict wounds like these?”

      “Okay,” JJ said, without enthusiasm. McEwan checked the rest of his mail and then re-read the report. “Nothing seems to fit,” she said. “I'm sure Malcolm would already have done a quick check and said if he found anything.”

      “I'm sure you're right,” said McEwan. “But one day even Malcolm will make a mistake.” He said this without any bitterness or rancour. Malcolm had never been wrong, but there was always a first time. “Okay, let's assume it is a surgical tool, but not something in the database. We have two options; either it's too new to get in, or too old to be considered relevant.”

      “I'll start checking the medical journals and suppliers, see if anyone has something new on offer,” said JJ, perking up. A new lead seemed to bring her new enthusiasm.

      McEwan could feel it too, but he remained cautious. “Okay, I'll just look through the rest of human history,” he laughed.

      Half an hour later they compared notes.

      “There doesn't seem to be anything relevant introduced recently,” said JJ. She was annoyed, this was another futile dead-end.

      “I might have something,” said McEwan. “We'd need Malcolm to narrow down which type, but there were a number of instruments invented by the Spanish Moors. They basically invented surgery, as we know it. I've been looking at designs by a guy called Kahaf Abul-Qasim Al-Sahabi.”

      “That's easy for you to say,” said JJ, smiling for the first time since McEwan had arrived.

      “He seems to have created a variety of odd, barbarous looking scalpels. But, better yet, he intended these items to do more than simply cut and mend flesh. The Moors, like the Sumerians, thought that illness was caused by demons inhabiting the body. These tools are also for exorcism,” said McEwan.

      “Which now explains the other occult trappings we keep finding,” said JJ, catching up with McEwan's train of thought.

      “Exactly. This guy is trying to exorcise his victims with the carvings, probably using instruments like these.” Perhaps it was more torture than exorcism. With these instruments there seemed little difference.

      “At least now we have another insight into his mind,” said JJ.

      “More than that,” said McEwan. “Now we have a probable weapon, we can go looking for it. We can see who has access to these objects. Surgeons, historians, museums. Perhaps one has been stolen?”

      “Okay I'll check and see if anyone has mislaid something like this,” said JJ.

      “I'll see if there is anywhere you can buy this sort of thing.”
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        * * *

      

      McEwan picked up the phone and dialled America. He checked his watch and calculating the time difference. Five hours behind, they might be in. The ring tone was unfamiliar to him; it sounded more like an engaged tone.

      “Hello, Alexandria Auctions, how may I help you,” answered a man with a nasal American accent. The auction house was based in New York's Greenwich Village.

      “Hello, sir. I'm Consultant Detective Alexander McEwan from Glasgow, Scotland. I'm investigating a case and hope that you can help me.”

      “I'll do what I can, sir,” said the man.

      “I see from your website that you had a number of lots up for auction nine months ago. All of them were related to alchemy and early surgery in Islamic Spain.”

      “That's right. Was there something in particular you wished to know?”

      “Are you aware of any other auctions, or sales, of this type of item, in the past few years?”

      “No sir, to the best of my knowledge ours was the first this century. These things aren't too easy to come by for private collectors.”

      “Could you send me a copy of your catalogue for the sale and also a list of who bought what items?”

      There was a pause on the line. “I can certainly send you the catalogue sir. We don't give out our client lists.”

      “Mister, er…”

      “Rowe, Nathan Rowe.”

      “Well, Mr Rowe, I'm investigating a murder. I'd rather not have to go through the complicated process of getting this information some other way. Tell you what, I'll give you my fax number, as well as my email address. You can check with directory enquiries, see if the number belongs to me.”

      “I'm sorry Detective, I can't do that. I'll send you a digital copy of the catalogue, but that's all I can do.”

      “Thank you for your help, Mr Rowe,” said McEwan, annoyed by this jobsworth. He gave his details and finished the call.

      “Not much luck?” said JJ.

      “Well, I know they sold some of these things, and we'll soon have the auction catalogue. We can see what they all looked like. We just don't know who bought them. They won't give me their client list.”

      “I haven't got much further with my inquiries,” said JJ. “There hasn't been any theft of ancient, Moorish, surgical devices reported. As far as I can tell, there aren't any on display in Scottish museums. That leaves the College of Surgeons in Edinburgh, but no-one is in right now.”

      “While we can go through channels, try and get a local judge to get us that list, I'm wondering if there's another way?”

      “Like what, hack into their computers?”

      “Actually, I hadn't thought of that.” He grinned. “But now you come to mention it…”

      “No way. Besides the evidence wouldn't be admissible.”

      “I know,” McEwan said, putting his hands up. “Just pulling your leg. On the other hand, if there was a financial transaction between a local bank account and the auctioneers, those records would be in Scotland.”

      “That could be a needle in a haystack,” said JJ, looking less than impressed with this line of reasoning.

      “Not really, how many international transactions, to that auction house, nine months ago, do you think there could have been?”

      “I'll get on to the banks then,” she said.

      “I'll get us some food. What do you want on your pizza?”

      “Anything but pineapple,” she said. “How anyone can put that on perfectly good pizza is beyond me.”

      “I'm with you on that one,” McEwan said. “Chicken and mushroom it is.”
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        * * *

      

      They looked more closely at the picture of the object projected onto the wall. It had a cylindrical handle made from bronze, the size and length of a pencil. At the top was a sliver of similar metal. The front edge curved out like a sickle. The rear edge didn't follow it evenly, giving a fat, pregnant look to the blade. The rear of the blade and the cutting edge came to a point, a centimetre or more, behind their origin at the handle. The rear of the blade also had two large barbs or serrations sticking out of it. The note at the bottom identified this scalpel as Lot 34.

      “I think that's our weapon,” McEwan said. A couple of other items in the catalogue might also have been used as murder weapons, but McEwan's instinct said this was the one.

      “Well, you could be right, but without Malcolm confirming it we don't know for sure,” said JJ, before eating the last slice of pizza.

      “I'm going to try the friendly neighbourhood antique dealer you found, see what he has to say.”

      After eight rings the phone was picked up. A slightly sleepy woman answered. “Hello,” she said.

      “Hello, sorry to disturb you, may I speak to Leslie Griffith, please?”

      “I'll get him for you.” The phone was put down.

      “Hello?” This voice was alert.

      “Hi, Mr Griffith, sorry to call you after hours. I'm Detective McEwan at the Claymore Consultancy. I wanted to ask you about a lot you purchased from the Alexandria Auction house in New York a few months ago.”

      “I see. This couldn't have waited until tomorrow then?” Mr Griffith said.

      “I'm sure you know there have been a number of murders over the past few months. If we can prevent another, by catching the killer tonight, that would be for the best, don't you think?”

      “Er, yes. I suppose so,” said Griffith.

      “Do you recall the purchase, Mr Griffith?”

      “I do. I don't often buy from overseas.”

      “Can you tell me what it was you bought?”

      “I can't remember for certain, I'd have to check my records. I don't buy them for myself, you understand. I was asked to act on behalf of someone else.”

      “Do you know who it was?”

      “No, I don't remember. Look, why don't I look up my records and call you back Mr McEwan?”

      “Okay, how long do you think that will take?”

      “Not long, they're all on my laptop. I just need to turn it on.”

      When the phone rang McEwan snatched it from its cradle.

      “Hello, Claymore Consultancy, Detective McEwan speaking.”

      “Mr McEwan, I have the details you were looking for. My client wanted three lots; 29, 34 and 56,” said Mr Griffith. McEwan glanced up at the photograph still projected onto the wall.

      “Time to put out the call, get everyone together,” said McEwan, when he put the phone down. “Our man bought that scalpel. We have an address and we have a name.”
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      “Samuel Gibson. Please open the door,” McEwan said.

      There wasn't a breath in the close as the assembled group all waited for an answer.

      “We're here with the Claymore Consultancy, as they attempt the arrest of the now notorious Sigil Slayer.” A chirpy voice said in a low whisper. A pencil beam of light, from a hand held camera, shone in the woman's face.

      “Lady, shut the fuck up.”

      “You have until the count of three Mr Gibson,” McEwan said. “One. Two. Three. We're coming in.”

      “We're going in, stand by.” The crash of static on a radio.

      “Goran, Ian, be my guest,” said McEwan, gesturing to the door and standing aside.

      Bam The ram struck the door, the sound echoed up and down the Dennistoun tenement. The door held. Bam Harder this time, wood splintered. Bam Third time the charm, the door jam broke and swung open.

      A foetid smell wafted out to greet them. Sour rotten eggs, sulphurous, like the Devil had just passed through. McEwan took the lead. He walked through the door into a wide hallway. Careful not to touch anything, he switched on a torch and swung the beam into the open kitchen on his left. Clean. He moved to the end of the hall and pushed the door with his foot.

      “Anything, sir?” said JJ, from the front door.

      “Detective McEwan, as the video journalist assigned to this case, I am fed up with the coarse treatment meted out to me and intend to file a complaint.”

      “Agnetha, I'm trying to work here,” McEwan said, over his shoulder. The woman never seemed to learn when to stay out of the way.

      He poked his head round the door. The smell was stronger here. Perhaps Old Nick had paused here. When he saw what lay inside, he was sure someone diabolical had been at work. On this case he had become used to such things. “Better get the forensics guys up from downstairs,” McEwan said. He moved back to the front door. “No one else gets in there until they've done their work.”

      “But Detective, how am I to document this for our viewers?”

      “Agnetha, you can do exactly what your print colleague Mark is doing and wait.” Mark Johnson smiled and nodded.
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        * * *

      

      When the forensics team had all but finished McEwan and JJ entered the living room. It had a high ceiling, complete with cornicing and central rose decoration, from which the main light suspended. The room was painted a warm magnolia colour. A large, cream sofa sat in the middle of the room facing a widescreen TV. All the wooden areas, the doors, the skirting boards and the recess in the wall, were painted a rich mahogany. Small, cream shaded table lamps stood on mahogany side tables. A white marble fireplace stood over an original tiled hearth. The cosiness of the décor seemed at odds with the idea of a serial killer's home.

      The photographs and news clippings that covered the walls broke the homely feel. Sigil Slayer Strikes Seventh read one of the most recent tabloid headlines. Detective Dead-end accused another. McEwan didn't need reminding of his failings in pursuit of this case. The albatross round his neck hadn't fallen yet. He silently cursed the papers and their editors. Unfortunately, their sales were effectively paying his salary.

      McEwan studied the photographs of each victim in turn. “What do you think?” he asked JJ.

      “I'm just glad that the number of bodies we've found matches up with the women in the photographs,” she said. Her eyes were wide, fearful. This was not the first time they had seen something like this, but they were both fighting the urge to get out.

      The bodies had been carefully positioned for each photograph. McEwan wondered if there was some hidden layer of meaning. Since each body had been found in this pose, it made it unlikely anyone had interfered with the bodies, such as moving them from another site. The evidence from each locus pointed to only one person having been there.

      McEwan turned his attention to the body on the Chinese rug in front of the fireplace, its head rested on the hearth. The body, like the other victims, was naked. As with the others, the characters that had given the Sigil Slayer his nickname had been inscribed into the flesh. Surrounding the body were a number of old, thick, leather-bound books. Pages lay on the floor like autumn leaves, ripped from the books. The images and symbols on the pages were replicated in the carvings on the dead body. The corpulent man appeared to have been killed in the same manner as the other victims of the killer.

      A cruel-looking scalpel had been discarded on a small side table. “Let's say,” McEwan said, indicating the table, “that this is the same ancient chirurgeon's scalpel that we found in the auction house catalogue.”

      “And that this man has been killed by his own knife,” said JJ.

      “Then either this man was not our murderer, or somehow, someone, has killed a serial killer, using his own methods,” said McEwan, shaking his head in disbelief. He looked at JJ, who smiled thinly. It seemed their victory had been robbed from them. A new mystery had arisen to take the other's place.
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        * * *

      

      A high insect whine rose rapidly in pitch, succeeded by a flash of light and the buzz as film wound on its spool. The flash jolted McEwan from his reverie. The light wounded his tired eyes. He rubbed at his temples and surveyed the room again.

      If Samuel Gibson was the perpetrator of these crimes, how had he died in exactly the same manner as his victims? Either the killer was one step ahead, or a new one had emerged from the shadows, perhaps usurping the mantle of the Sigil Slayer.

      The photographer finished his work and mercifully began to switch off the bright lamps. “I'll be glad to get out of here,” said Geoff. He opened the door into the hall, yellow light flooded the room. He began to pack away his equipment. “I had no idea it would be like this. I usually do portraits, graduates and babies, that sort of thing. The smell…” Geoff crinkled his nose in disgust, and narrowly avoided retching.

      “You'll get used to it, Geoff,” McEwan said. Geoff appeared to be turning green.

      “I should have them for you by the morning,” Geoff said, a little too cheerfully, before he escaped out the front door. Although he had been highly recommended, this was the first time Geoff had actually been brought in to do the photography at a murder scene.

      “I hope to get you the results of the post mortem in the next few hours, if you want to come down to the morgue?” said Malcolm. Malcolm had been working as the pathologist on the case since the investigation had begun. His closely shaved head of white hair and thick beak of a nose reminded McEwan of an American eagle.

      “What's your initial assessment?” said McEwan. Two crime scene detectives began placing the body carefully into a bag.

      “Well, from the liver temperature, I'd say he died about five or six hours ago, right where we found him. He appears to have been stabbed by a knife and shortly after his death the characters were inscribed on his body.” Malcolm's accent was British, but quite neutral. McEwan had not yet managed to place it anywhere. Neither had he plucked up the courage to ask Malcolm, for fear of meeting his exasperated stare.

      “Just like the others,” McEwan said.

      “I'd say so,” Malcolm said.

      “OK, thanks Malcolm. I think I'll pass on the post mortem and catch up with you in a few hours,” McEwan said, yawning. “I need some sleep.”

      “Lucky for some. You know, I nearly got some before you called,” Malcolm said.

      On a hunch McEwan stepped past the body, now being placed on a stretcher. He went over to a photograph of who they thought was the first victim. He peeled up the corner. The wall was paler underneath the picture than around it.
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        * * *

      

      McEwan left the tenement building, glad to breathe the wet, fresh air, and glad to be free of the throng of journalists who had kept him there. He headed toward his car, walking stiffly. It began to rain, but the water on his face freshened him.

      “Thanks.”

      McEwan started, until he saw Mark Johnson emerge from a close doorway. “Jesus, Mark, you scared the life out of me.”

      “Sorry, Detective. Didn't mean to startle you.” Johnson grinned.

      “Sure you didn't,” said McEwan. He ducked into the close beside Johnson.

      “Thanks anyway, I always enjoy seeing her taken down a peg,” Johnson said, still smiling.

      McEwan sighed. “Agnetha was being a pain Mark, it wasn't just spite.”

      “Thanks for the scoop too,” Johnson said.

      “I thought you were covering the case.”

      “I was, but the editor got fed up with the lack of progress. He moved me on to something else. You're lucky. No solution, no fee.”

      “Don't remind me. Look, off the record?” Johnson nodded. “If I hear a word of this, I'll never give you a scoop again.”

      “You know me, off the record is off the record,” said Johnson, trying to look shocked that his journalistic integrity was doubted. “What is it?”

      McEwan looked at Johnson. “I still don't know that we've got the guy.”

      Johnson looked surprised. “Why?”

      “Someone killed him. Could be the real killer.” While Johnson thought this through, McEwan looked out at the sky. “Look, it's pissing down and I'm knackered. I'm going home.”

      “No problem, I don't have a home, so I forget everyone else does,” said Johnson. “You run along.” Johnson was left wondering about the killer's killer. He felt afraid now, being so close to the scene of the crime. Up til now only women had been killed.

      McEwan reached his old car and quickly shuffled off his overcoat and jacket. He hung his jacket on the hook in the rear of car, getting wet while he did so, before swinging into the driving seat. He started the engine and headed south for home.

      How had the letters been carved into the murderer's flesh? He could have done it to himself ante mortem, but it must have taken a good deal of mental strength to avoid going into shock. Also, how did the knife, which in this theory must have also been used to commit suicide, get onto the side table? Someone else must have done it. It couldn't be suicide. It had to be murder.

      McEwan had been taught at university that the commandment should correctly read Thou shalt not murder, which seemed to let a lot of killers off the hook.

      The car headlamps skimmed the surface of the wet streets, dancing over ruts and faded white lines, folding around the odd wisp of mist. The wiper blades broke up the view into brief frames and for a few moments the world seemed more like a projection, where the film had come to an end and the reel was slowing down. Groups of dark figures stood around braziers on street corners. Makeshift barricades blocked some roads.

      McEwan nipped into Allison Street, off Victoria Road, and crawled along looking for a space amongst the ranks of cars. Eventually one presented itself and he walked back to his flat.

      After wrestling with the main tenement door he climbed the stone stairway, being careful not to trip over the minor fissures that were the hallmarks of subsidence in the area. His second floor flat appeared nondescript from the outside, the door coloured by a faded mahogany stain. The nameplate was tarnished at the corners, where the occasional polish had failed to clean up all the brass. He fumbled his keys in the locks and, with relief, finally made it home.

      McEwan flicked on the hall light and walked in, past the bedroom, bathroom and kitchen on the left. He turned right into the front room. Although spacious, the three-seat sofa and two armchairs seemed to occupy most of the room. He had a small stereo and a modest TV. A small regiment of CDs, in no particular order, sat on the shelves in a little recess near the bay sash windows. McEwan closed the grey curtains. He picked up the universal remote from the laminate coffee table and switched on the TV.

      He had just missed himself on the news report. The programme focussed on the occupation of Taiwan by Chinese forces, the pre-emptive invasion had occurred after Taiwanese bombers had been implicated in the death of 50,000 factory workers on the Chinese mainland. American aid was paralysed due to the Chinese owning so much of America's foreign debts. The Bangalore call centres riots had left 500 people dead, after the police had provoked a peaceful protest over equal working conditions for different castes. The riot was punctuated by the announcement that many of the jobs were being transferred to Ecuador.

      He went across the hall into the kitchen. A large, original fireplace, with a gas heater, took up a lot of room in the kitchen. Nothing sat on the mantelpiece save a few fading postcards from distant friends on holiday in even more distant locations. In a large alcove, that at one time used to be a cupboard, was an old desk salvaged from his parent's house. Most of the time he ate dinner there, even though an old PC, with a cathode tube monitor, sat on top of the desk.

      He took the steel kettle off the hob, filled it at the sink and lit a gas ring. While waiting for it to boil, he threw a tea bag, taken from a caddy on the worktop, into a chipped mug from the cupboard beneath. The ritual, not quite a proper tea ceremony, began to help him unwind.

      He no longer tried to forget the more unpleasant aspects of his job. Nothing he had tried made them go away. He'd finally given up smoking as a crutch. Although right now the desire to smoke again was strong. He wanted to relax, but he knew it wouldn't do him any good. He had even tried to see if meditation would help.

      He finished making his cuppa and returned to the front room. With a heavy sigh, he collapsed into his armchair and flicked through the TV channels as a way to distract himself from his thoughts. He only had access to council telly, but he wasn't looking for content; the rapid colour and the liquid ideas helped soothe him. He enjoyed the little death of that hypnosis-induced nirvana. There was a momentary peace, an inner tranquillity.

      This peace was undermined by the sense that someone was walking over his grave. It was like that creepy, spine shiver feeling he got when someone was reading over his shoulder. He was sure no one was in the flat, but could not shake the sense of something left unspoken, like a conversation that had ended unexpectedly. He rose from his chair and did a quick check. He felt foolish opening cupboard doors in the hall, spooked like a child anticipating leg-grabbing horrors under the bed. Maybe Johnson jumping out on him had left him tense? He went to the window. Lightly brushing aside the curtain he looked out into the street below. Nothing moved, but rivers of rain in the gutter.

      Except, perhaps, in the shadow of the close over the road.

      Did someone retreat back a step, seeing the curtain twitch? He eased back the curtain to a crack and waited. Nothing moved, not even a cat seeking dry ground in the deluge.

      He sat back in his chair. The after effects of the adrenaline surge made his nerves jangle. They were sensitive, but everything had its edges rounded off. He was tired. The cascading TV images brought him no peace as he flicked through the channels. In despair he hoped that sleep would take him away from the world for a while.

      McEwan washed his face in the bathroom and then closed the hatch over the shower drain, in case he tripped over it in the night. With no room for a bath in the narrow room, he had had a small raised area built to cover the plumbing. He went into the bedroom, sank onto his futon, and tugged the duvet over him.

      Sleep and McEwan were inconstant bedfellows. Like a capricious lover sometimes she stayed, sometimes she teased. All too often she left early in the morning without saying goodbye. For once McEwan slept the sleep of the damned.
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      The small, narrow room had a high ceiling and it felt like it would fall over. This sense of vertigo was compounded by the way the whole building leaned forward. The sick feeling was eased slightly by sitting on the bed, a mattress that occupied half the floor. Next to it was a fold-down dinner table and two dining chairs. The chairs came from a different dining suite to the table, but both chairs and table looked like they dated to the 1960's. On top of the table sat a fern, which McEwan thought looked more like a hash plant. From the mattress all he could see through the narrow window was blue sky. Inside it was raining.

      Just off the train to Bristol, they had come to her flat to dump his bags. Kate had gone to kiss him, a proper kiss, rather than the twin pecks of greeting they exchanged awkwardly in the station. He had averted his face.

      He comforted Kate. Her tears wet his t-shirt. Since he was the cause of her sorrow, he felt awkward trying to help make it better.

      “I told you I was seeing someone, in my last letter,” he said.

      “No, you didn't,” she said, her sobs easing. Kate looked up at him, accusation in her eyes.

      He wasn't sure if being this close was pushing the boundary of what was acceptable. “I'm sure I did.”

      “Is she nice?” said Kate.

      “Yes.”

      “Not like Lynda?” Kate kept on pushing.

      McEwan laughed. “Nothing like Lynda. Nothing at all.”

      “So what's she like then?” Kate sat up slowly, her knee length navy skirt getting caught up round her legs. She studied his face trying to detect a hesitation or avoidance in his responses to her interrogation.

      “She's Dutch, tall, thin, sort of dark blonde, but reddy hair. I like her accent,” said McEwan. He didn't want to hurt Kate further, and didn't want to say too much about Marja. She was fiercely protective of her privacy. She probably wouldn't be too happy with him cuddled up with his friend either. He put it to one side.
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        * * *

      

      The next day they went for a long walk along the waterfront. On the way they passed the Holy Cross church with its leaning tower reminiscent of Pisa. They strolled past old, derelict warehouses and new renovations. Although the sky remained blue, a stiff breeze came up the Avon from the sea, carrying the tang of salt and a hint of heavy diesel fuel.

      They talked of nothing and everything before finally finding a bench sheltered from the wind. Kate lay on the bench, her head in McEwan's lap. Her eyes were closed, her lips full and relaxed.

      He looked out over the water lost in thought. When he came back he realised he was caressing her breast, a smile on her lips. He panicked, unsure how to get out of this.

      Slowly, he stopped and moved his hand away. It wasn't like he didn't want to; it was that he knew he shouldn't.

      Kate opened her eyes. He couldn't read anything there. She never said anything about it. Perhaps she thought it was a daydream?
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        * * *

      

      During the conference he stayed in a hotel in town. The night before he was due to leave McEwan invited Kate to come along with him and a few people he had met to dinner. They ate at a fine Chinese restaurant and made small talk. At one point he realised he was holding Kate's hand under the tablecloth. He was sure the others noticed. What was he doing? Should he just surrender to the inevitable and face the consequences of his desire and infidelity? Wasn't the thought as good as the deed?

      They left the other behind and walked along the waterfront again. The cool air cleared McEwan's head.

      “Come back with me,” he said, his voice thick.

      “I can't,” Kate said, capricious and playful. “Marja sounds like a nice person. If you were still with Lynda I would have no problem.”

      She danced away from him. The breeze lifted her skirt and hair, turning her into a Dervish. Or a Djinn.

      Kate insisted on going home herself.

      McEwan didn't know if he had fallen from his cast iron moral pillar.

      Although they still wrote, it was the last time he saw her.

      He sought the memory of her smile in other women, but he never found it.
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      The rain had passed the next morning when McEwan arrived at the office, parking his car in the underground car park. The air was cool, fresh and filled with the familiar burnt malt smell from the brewery. It was not there everyday, but it was as much a character of the city as the homeless and the boutiques. He made his way to the office, nodding at Margaret the receptionist on the front desk, who smiled back. So far the day was looking good. He walked down the quiet corridors on the third floor, paused for a moment before entering the cubicled room. A few of the staff had made it in already. JJ; Ian Urqhart, one of the big lads who had rammed the door; and Tim Andrews, no one was sure what he did, but he always seemed to be working on something.

      “Anything new, Sir?” said JJ, trapping her hair behind her ear.

      “I'm just in the door,” McEwan said, hanging his jacket on the coat stand. “There was nothing new after you left. Still, you might be able to get your holiday now. We'll see what Malcolm's come up with. Ian, before I get it in the neck from the boss, please try and be more courteous to Miss Ragnarson in future.”

      “She's a fucking pain in the arse,” Ian said, his face reddening.

      “I realise that, but the company she works for helps pay our wages and it's her first time embedded with a consultancy team.”

      “Aye, Sir,” Ian said.

      McEwan found his cubicle, slumped in his chair, and switched on his computer. He had an email from Malcolm asking him to drop by at his convenience. Another one from the photographer, with digital images attached. Copies of the film prints would take a few more hours. McEwan rarely noticed any significant difference, but after one agency had had their digital files tampered with both types had been mandated by quality control, one for speed and one for trust. He printed out the attached images and began sorting through them, using them to recall his mental image of the scene. He concentrated on the characters carved into the victim's flesh.

      Early on in the case, he had discovered the symbols belonged to an alphabet known as Enochian. First used by the Elizabethan magus John Dee, while his sidekick Edward Kelley was in a trance, communicating with the angel Uriel. Dee claimed it was the primordial language spoken by Adam and all mankind before Babel. Adam's descendant Enoch had used it to write a book about what he had learned when angels had taken him to visit heaven. It was this book that Kelly dictated to Dee with angelic help. A whole system of ceremonial magic had sprung up using tables Dee had constructed with these Enochian characters. Some people, however, believed Dee to be a spy and this language was his invention, a cipher used to send coded messages.

      McEwan opened his word processing program. Using an Enochian font he had downloaded from the Internet and the character map, he began transcribing the characters on the corpse into a document. As he did so, he thought a pattern was emerging, but he couldn't see anything definite and, besides, occasionally he wasn't sure what symbol to use. Either the curve of flesh, or some artefact of light and shadow made it difficult to be sure, so he had to use a photo editor to zoom in.

      “How's it coming along?” asked Amanda Lane, breaking his concentration. McEwan's line manager stood by his cubicle, dressed in a conservative, but fashionable, charcoal trouser suit, dark hair falling to her shoulders.

      “I don't know. I have a feeling this one is different, that it isn't gibberish like the others. It's just I'm not sure why yet,” he said.

      “Perhaps because it's your final report for this case? You got your man, congratulations. I'm sure you'll make Senior Consultant after this.” Her left hand rested on the navy blue cubicle divider.

      “Oh? No. I mean thank you, but I'm not certain we have.”

      “What do you mean?” said Amanda, looking at him over the rim of her thin rectangular glasses, a menacing tone in her voice. McEwan knew he was on thin ground; the Consultancy couldn't afford to admit failure at this stage. “The papers and TV seem pretty certain that you said you had found the killer. That was a little foolish if isn't true, don't you think?”

      McEwan groaned inside. “That's not quite what I said. The evidence we have so far indicates the dead suspect was the killer. I will have to get confirmation of that from Malcolm and the forensics team.”

      “So you did find the killer then.” Amanda folder her arms and smiled a cruel, thin smile. “All you need is the confirmation.”

      “If the results prove he killed the women, then I still need to know who killed him,” said McEwan, standing up to tower over the tiny woman.

      “You know as well as I do, that we can't afford to keep a staff this size, running on a case this long, without a result. You got your break, found the killer and it's unfortunate that a vigilante got to him first. That murder is another case. All you need to do,” Amanda's finger stabbed towards McEwan's chest, “is write the report. Case closed.”

      “It isn't closed if he wasn't the killer,” said McEwan, irritated. He was careful not to show his full anger to his boss and his staff. He wanted to scream with frustration. It had taken them a long time to get this far; he didn't want to take a short cut in case someone else died.

      “Then you'd better pray that he was. Otherwise, you'll be on your own.” Her eyes narrowed, challenging him.

      “I guess I'll keep on it then,” he said, holding his ground.

      “OK,” she smiled, the smile not touching her eyes. “But I want that report on my desk by the end of the week. And Alex, we had a complaint from Ms Ragnarson. I'm sure I don't need to say anything more on the matter.”

      “No. I've already taken care of it.”

      “Good.” Amanda turned on her heel and left the office.

      McEwan stared blindly after her, exhausted by the unexpected encounter. What was the point of doing this job if they didn't catch the bad guy? He came back from his thoughts and noticed the rest of the team looking at him. “Someone killed him. Murderer or not, mourned or not, it's still a crime.”

      No one said anything. He could see they agreed with him, but they'd heard Amanda, he was on his own.

      McEwan sat back down and tried to focus on the symbols again. He checked the character frequency and decided which symbol could be e and which was t and so on. His mind just wasn't on it now. He hadn't determined enough of the symbols to tell if a substitution cipher would yield useful information. After half an hour he wasn't making any significant progress on identifying the remaining glyphs so he decided to go and visit Malcolm in the mortuary and view the body directly.

      If there was a code hidden in the characters, then substituting the symbols for English letters seemed incredibly simple. Cryptographers and computers had not found any code hidden in the writing on the previous bodies. He felt the need to try. It was nagging at him and he had learned to follow those instincts.

      Malcolm's offices and the morgue were situated in the bowels of the building. Stopping in Malcolm's office first, McEwan found him pouring a cup of coffee from a filter machine set up in the corner. Malcolm nodded in greeting and lifted a used mug with a questioning look on his face.

      “Yeah, thanks,” said McEwan, something to wake him up was welcome.

      “Milk and two sugars?” said Malcolm.

      “I'm amazed you remember, given how many times you've made me a cuppa,” said McEwan.

      “Not many people come down to have coffee with me. Maybe if there were more I would forget,” Malcolm said.

      “Somehow I doubt it,” said McEwan.

      “How few people visit me, or that I would forget?” said Malcolm.

      “That you would forget,” McEwan said. In McEwan's experience Malcolm was usually better referenced than the case files as not only was the information more usefully recited, but it was also accessed faster than even the best search engine. “You asked to see me,” he said.

      “Indeed. I haven't gone home yet, so I hope you slept well. It's likely the victim was killed using the knife we found and that the knife is also the murder weapon used on the others. I have taken samples of blood from the knife, some of which was fresh and some old. With luck, the forensics lab will be able to extract enough DNA to allow us to say exactly whose blood is on it. We can compare that DNA with that of the other victims and hopefully conclude which of them may have been killed with the scalpel. I was also able to take fingerprints from the knife and again I hope to match them with the victim, or his attacker,” Malcolm said.

      “That's a good start. Any idea how long it will take?” asked McEwan.

      “Results should be in this afternoon, with luck.”

      “What about the corpse itself, has it given up any secrets?”

      “I can tell you what he ate over the last few days, but there is nothing unusual there. His internal organs were healthy for a man in his late thirties, no sign of substance abuse, but we will have to wait on the toxicology results to confirm that. So the really interesting clues come from the characters written in the flesh.” Malcolm paused. “There appear to be differences, when compared with the other victims.”

      Intrigued, McEwan looked at Malcolm. He had thought it unlikely the victim had carved the symbols on himself, but it would be good to have this confirmed and a clue to who had was always welcome. “What sort of differences?” he asked.

      “The characters are written similarly, but there are slight stylistic issues. It's more a matter of handwriting if you like. It does not appear to have been performed by the victim; the angles of incision are wrong for that. This would suggest a second party, which is supported by the slightly different style. The cuts are more surgical in their manner. I also think the author started on the face, then worked on either the right or left arms, before proceeding down the torso. The author was also sitting astride the body while he did this. He then moved onto the legs, which he worked on while sitting on the corpse's left hand side. Again, working down towards the knees and feet. This differs from the other victims who were, as you will recall, mutilated entirely from the right. I would say that the calligrapher was about one point five to two metres tall, which doesn't give us enough to suggest a sex.”

      “So there is a distinct change, different cutting technique and a change in victim gender, even though the general cause of death and mutilation remains the same. That means that this victim probably was the serial killer, and he was killed either in mockery or mimicry, depending on the motives of this new killer,” McEwan said. Malcolm nodded his agreement. “Hopefully this was a one off vigilante killing and not a new serial killer taking up the mantle. You suspect a 'he' rather than a 'she'?”

      “Yes, but I have no evidence for that,” Malcolm said, shrugging, “beyond the usual statistics in these cases.”

      “Have you been able to pick up anything; hair, blood that sort of thing?”

      “No, there doesn't appear to have been a fight. So no gouged flesh under the fingernails and no circumstantial remains. It doesn't help that the victim was naked. That being said, we are checking on all remains from inside the bag and anything washed off the body.” Malcolm squeezed the bridge of his nose with his right hand, closing his eyes briefly as he did so.

      “Maybe you should go home now?” McEwan said, glad he had had some rest.

      “I will. Is there anything else I can do for you until the labs get their results back?”

      “I'd like to look at the body myself. I want to get a good look at some of these carvings. They aren't entirely clear from the photographs.”

      “Okay, follow me and I'll take you through.”

      Malcolm led the way out the door and down to the Morgue itself. He punched a number sequence into the keypad outside the steel double doors and pushed the left one open. He walked in and held the door open for McEwan.

      “Thanks,” McEwan said, as he took the door from Malcolm. The room was brightly lit with two large metal slabs raised to waist height in the centre. Each had a lip and a hose to allow the washing of bodies and the collection of any waste and evidence in the drain. Over them was a large lamp that could be angled to focus light on any part of a body. Along one wall a row of six brushed metal doors reflected a dull sheen. On the right slab the body of the most recent murder victim, the suspected killer himself, lay grey and inanimate. The difference between living people, even those terminally sick or in comas, and the dead, still held a grim fascination for McEwan. The spark, the vitality, the way the body still held itself together rather than slumping like a balloon half-deflated. Even in his line of work it wasn't something he saw often.

      The carvings were black and blue where some final bruising had come out. The round face showed a light emergence of stubble hairs. The Y-shaped cut, across the whole torso, now sewn back up, did not interfere with any characters he had been unable to identify. McEwan angled the light at the symbols he had been unable to discern and quickly found the corresponding character in the font. Malcolm watched patiently, making sure McEwan didn't destroy something that may prove to be of importance later. It only took five minutes.

      McEwan straightened up and looked at Malcolm, who seemed to have drifted off inside himself.

      “Do you need a hand putting him away?” McEwan said.

      “No, I'll do that myself and then head home for a few hours kip,” Malcolm said.

      “Thanks Malcolm, let me know when you get anything.”

      “Will do.”

      McEwan pushed the door release button and headed back to the office. Very shortly he had completed his limb-by-limb recording of the characters. Then he checked the frequency of each symbol again. He substituted the letters and made a couple of good guesses. Some of the words were backwards, but there it was.

      A message. A name. An address.

      Catherine Harlow. Kelvinbridge.

      It was a clue, as clear as day.

      He sat stunned for a few moments, not sure what he was seeing was real. He had only been thinking of Kate yesterday, after the speed-dating event. He had met her while he was at university, but he hadn't seen or heard from her in years. Seeing her name sent a shock through him. His feelings for her weren't as dead as he had thought.

      He checked the symbols, the frequencies, changed some of his guesses just to be sure. But there it was – a simple substitution code.

      There was no mistake.

      It might be a trap, someone, the new killer, using an old flame to get at him. But Kate, if it truly was her, was also in danger. He picked up his jacket and headed for the car park.
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      Kelvinbridge was not far from Pitt Street, but the traffic system made getting over to Great Western Road a nightmare. McEwan quickly discovered that, as usual, he had forgotten which roads were closed off and had to backtrack to St George's Cross and go up Maryhill Road, to turn down into the streets where he wanted to park. He had to negotiate a litter of bricks, empty oil-drums, cars abandoned in the middle of the road and a rude barricade being dismantled by a gang of kids who should all be in school.

      Nearer Great Western Road conditions improved slightly. He didn't have to hunt too long to find a space. After arming the car's alarms, he soon found himself outside a white plastered building on a quiet terrace. A street or two away the River Kelvin flowed towards the Clyde. Its damp tangy scent was carried down to him on a warm breeze. The tall spire of Kelvinbridge Church cast a shadow down the middle of the road, almost pointing him to the right door.

      He walked up to the black door. Two small, brass nameplates sat on either side of it, on the right James Nichol, on the left Catherine Harlow. He knocked on the front door and to McEwan's surprise found it open. Anticipating the worst, he carefully opened the door. Behind it was a small vestibule from which led to two doors.

      The left door was made of heavy, dark wood. He guessed that this was Kate's flat. The door on the right, that appeared to be composed of curls of peeling white paint, clinging to a decaying pine frame, stood ajar.

      He began to fear something terrible had already happened. He hesitated, torn between following up on Kate or investigating the open door. He peeked into the ground floor flat. McEwan could see a tasteless, paisley patterned carpet, hear the retort of TV gunfire and smell the heavy ooze of old chip fat. He couldn't tell if anyone was home. He decided to ring the bell on Kate's door. After a moment he tried again, still nothing. He tried the door, but it held fast.

      He turned back to the open door. He detected the delicious, tantalising smell of cigarette smoke. Someone was here after all. “Hello?” McEwan called, knocking on the door and creating a small flurry of paint flakes.

      “Aye, whit can I do for you?” said a gravel voice that had been distressed by a lifelong two-packs-a-day smoking habit.

      As he opened the door, paint dandruff accumulated on his suit. “Hi, I'm Consultant Detective McEwan. The doors were open.” McEwan showed his badge as he entered the flat.

      “U-ha. Jim Nichol. Take a seat.” The shrivelled and preserved occupant of a worn sofa chair appeared to be about eighty and was indicating the two-seater sofa next to him. “I like to leave them open, get some air into the house.” Nichol took a draw of his cigarette, nearly burning up half of it in one go.

      Tufts of stuffing escaped through cuts in the fabric as McEwan sat down. The rest of the room continued the sense that it hadn't been decorated since the 1970s. The coffee table was laminated chipboard, scarred and burnt where cigarettes had missed the overflowing ashtray or one of the empty Tennants lager cans that covered most of its surface.

      “I'm looking for Catherine Harlow, I believe she lives upstairs, but she doesn't appear to be home. Do you know where she works?” asked McEwan.

      “She works for the paper. She's no been home fer a few days though. I thought I heard a lot ae clatter the other night, last I heard ae her. I canna see her as the type to go nicking stuff, she pays her rent on time and sometimes gets me ma messages when I cannae make it to the shops. She's a good girl with a good job, nae a troublemaker,” said Jim Nichol with a note of accusation.

      “I wasn't looking for her in connection to a theft,” McEwan said.

      “Aye, I forgot, you boys dinnae bother to look into that kinda thing these days, unless some rich type pays you to look for their missing stuff,” Nichol said with venom. Perhaps he had some stuff still missing.

      “Actually, I'm here to see that she's okay, I'm working on a murder case and I'm following up on a lead that suggests she may be in danger.”

      “I ken you now, seen you on the news. I thought they said this morning you'd found that bastard? You think Katie's been murdered too? Have you caught this guy or not?” Nichol's eyes narrowed and McEwan felt he was looking right through him.

      “That's what I'm trying to determine,” McEwan said. “If I can speak to Ms Harlow, or go up and check on her flat, I will hopefully be one step closer to being certain. Since you're her landlord do you have a spare set of keys I could borrow?”

      “Okay son, I'm sure she's fine. There's a set of keys on the mantelpiece.” Nichol indicated the tiled construction that surrounded a gas fire with his right hand, cigarette clenched between fingers, sending a plume of smoke into the air.

      “Thank you,” said McEwan getting up and retrieving the keys. “I'll bring them back soon.” Nichol glared at him and McEwan was glad to leave.

      He unlocked the door and turned on the light, then climbed the narrow staircase to the upper flat. The stairwell was filled with framed photographs of various henges, circles and other groupings of standing stones. McEwan was able to make out some of the more famous ones, such as Stonehenge and Avebury. The short, squat tower guarded by magnificent stone lions seemed out of place. He recognised it as the Hamilton Mausoleum that once stood in the grounds of Hamilton Palace. The palace had been at the end of an avenue of trees leading down from the hunting lodge of Chatelherault. Apart from the section that had been newly planted, the avenue no longer existed, and on the site of the magnificent palace now stood a sprawling shopping centre.

      He continued up to the flat itself, the stairs turning to the right. He passed an open bathroom door on the left. He guessed the right hand side was a living room, similar to the flat below and opened the door. He walked into a room in chaos. A long bookshelf, that had divided the room into a lounge and a study, had toppled over, spewing several books, manuscripts and papers across the floor. A computer sat on an old, heavy writing desk. Its side-drawers had been thrown onto the floor mingling with their discarded contents. He tried switching the PC on. After a few moments and some fine whirring a penguin logo appeared onscreen. The PC was using a variation of the Linux operating system. The command line prompt asked for a login. He abandoned it for the time being.

      The bedroom was also in disarray. A wardrobe and chest of drawers had regurgitated their contents over the room. The kitchen had also been ransacked. The boxes and cartons in the hall cupboard had been pulled off shelves and emptied onto the floor. The bathroom appeared to be untouched, but it contained no obvious hiding places. Someone had either attempted to find something in a blind panic or had attacked the flat in a fury. It was hard to know whether to call in the guys in forensics or let them have a day off. McEwan decided to ask Jim Nichol a few more questions and headed to the stairs.

      The mausoleum caught his eye on his descent. It puzzled him that such a different stone monument would be arranged amongst the others. He stopped and took the picture from the wall. He felt something on the back and turned it over to have a look. A small, unsealed, plain white envelope was taped across the back of the picture. He peeled it from the backing board and opened it. On the pristine sheet of paper inside two words were printed: sang-real and san-graal. Right now the words meant little. Maybe someone back at the Agency might have an insight. Someone like Malcolm, perhaps, with his ability to retrieve facts better than the database. There was a computer in the front room. He reckoned these were a username and password.

      He waded through the debris of the living room and righted the swivel chair that would have sat in front of the desk. McEwan entered sang-real at the login request and hit return. Password. McEwan entered san-graal and hit return. The machine simply gave him another prompt: [sang-real@arcadia sang-real]$. He was so used to using a windows based machine that he wasn't sure he had even logged on successfully. He wracked his brain trying to remember the commands he had used on the Sun workstations at university.

      Eventually it came back to him. He opened a window system and discovered a single file – journal.txt. He opened it in what seemed to be a word processing program.

      Sure enough it appeared to be a journal. McEwan skipped to the end, its most recent entry was two days ago:

      
        
        Too late to go back, but sometimes I wonder how I got myself into this. Robert did warn me of the dangers. Kether's teaching has helped me cope, helped me stay in control. I still lose it sometimes. Kether has also warned me about Robert. I no longer know what to believe. He does seem to be following me, though. I'm not sure why. Actually, I think I do. He thinks I can solve this, when he hasn't been able to. He needs to keep track of me in case I get there first. I just hope I can lose him.

      

      

      Reminded of the danger Kate was in McEwan decided to read the rest of the journal later. He took out the memory stick on his key ring and made a copy of the file. He switched off the machine and taking the passwords with him went downstairs to face Jim Nichol again, locking the door behind him.

      “Hello?” McEwan said, as he entered the ground floor flat.

      “Come in lad, just put the keys back where you found them,” said Nichol, who didn't appear to have moved, save to light a fresh cigarette. The Western did not appear to have finished either.

      “Can I ask you a couple of quick questions?” said McEwan, standing in front of the TV.

      “Aye but I'm tryin to watch the film.”

      “You said it's been two days since you last thought Ms Harlow was home?”

      “Yes.”

      “You said there was a commotion. Any sounds of a fight? Was there anyone else in the flat?”

      “There was a lot of noise. I couldnae be sure there wasn't someone with her, but I usually know. I, er, hear them, on the stairs,” Nichol said somewhat slyly. “It sounded like she was rowing with someone, but I was sure I didn't hear anyone go up with her.”

      “Does she have a boyfriend?” McEwan said, not sure he would like to hear the answer, but he knew it was important to help find her.

      “I'm not sure. There's a guy who seems to come over occasionally. I've never actually seen him, though I've heard her call him Ro-bear.”

      “Ro-bear?”

      “Yeah, you know like Robert but without the t at the end. French or something like that.” From Nichol's intonation, he seemed to regard the French with some distaste.

      “Okay. Where did you say she worked again?”

      “The daily paper. The Record, down on the quay.”

      “Thanks for your help, Mr Nichol.”

      “Aye. Well I know where you are if you've no caught the right guy and something happens to her.” Nichol stabbed the ashtray with the cigarette.

      McEwan smiled and headed out the flat trying to understand how a shrivelled octogenarian could unnerve him so much.
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      Malkuth Media occupied the site of the old Fisherman's Institute on the Broomielaw. The converted institute used to be the home of Club Nostromo, where McEwan had wasted way too many Saturday nights chasing Goth girls in his student days. The institute was finally condemned and knocked down to make way for the new high-rise that took its place alongside the other media and financial buildings that had grown up along the renovated waterfront. The waterfront was once a part of Glasgow you risked your own life walking along. Now it was one of the safest areas of the city thanks to the private security afforded by the companies lining the river.

      Malkuth Media had bought up the ailing Record newspaper and re-branded it for a more modern age. It had a limited print run that had taken on the free daily papers, but it also had a successful home on the Internet. No one knew who owned Malkuth Media.

      The reception area was all tinted dark glass and black polished marble floor. The occasional architectural fern appeared to have been placed according to Feng Shui. McEwan walked over to the huge reception desk in the centre of the lobby.

      “Hello, Sir. How can I help you?” said the alert receptionist. Her black hair was cut into a sharp bob that made her look Parisian.

      “I was looking for Catherine Harlow please,” said McEwan.

      “Who can I say is calling?”

      “Consultant Detective Alexander McEwan.” A brief moment of panic shot through McEwan. Galloping over to her house he had been so caught up worrying about her safety that he hadn't worried about the sort of impression he would make. Now he began to wonder what she'd think when they met again. Would she be disappointed? Would he seem foolish, especially if everything was okay? He was afraid to meet her again and find it had all been a juvenile crush, a summer romance, that meant nothing, but he was also afraid something had happened to her, he still cared. He tried to put his fear to one side and concentrate on finding her first.

      “I'll just try and get her.” The receptionist lifted a phone and punched in three digits. After waiting a few moments she put the phone down. “I'm afraid Ms Harlow isn't at her desk and I'm being diverted to her voicemail.”

      This seemed to be a dead end. The scales of fear tipped for the moment. His fear she was hurt grew greater than his fear of seeing her. He tried to think of an alternative course of action. “Okay, could you get me Mike Johnson please?” he said.

      “I'll see what I can do.” The receptionist smiled professionally and punched another number sequence into the cradle. “Hello, Mr Johnson? I have a Detective McEwan here to see you. Okay, I'll send him up.” She put the phone down and looked up at McEwan. “If you take the lift to the eighth floor, Mr Johnson will see you.”

      “Thank you,” said McEwan, and headed for the lifts.

      When McEwan emerged from the elevator on the eighth floor, Mike Johnson was waiting for him. His thin, crow-like features made him look gaunt under the fluorescent lights. His clean white shirt didn't suit him. Johnson offered his hand.

      “Hello Detective, didn't expect to see you so soon,” he said, shaking McEwan's hand, his light Welsh accent more obvious out of the rain. “How can I help you?”

      “I'm looking for one of your fellow reporters, Catherine Harlow. Would you be able to find out when anyone last saw her and perhaps what story she may have been working on?”

      “Give me a minute, I'll ask the boss if he's seen her. I don't work with her, so don't know her too well.” Mike walked off towards a glass walled office. The blinds were drawn down so McEwan couldn't see who Mike was speaking to. His attention wandered around the room, another cubicle warren like his own. While McEwan was used to a mess of paperwork during an investigation, this place looked liked the recycling trucks dumped the city's shredded letters, crumpled magazines and cardboard boxes in here. It was a fire waiting to happen.

      Mike came back a few minutes later. “I'm afraid Kate hasn't been seen for about two weeks now. She took a month's holiday after a couple of days absence. Boss seems to think she wanted to spend some time working on her book and things are fairly quiet at the moment. She officially covers cultural and heritage related stories, but as we don't get too many of them she mainly works on layout and graphics,” Johnson said.

      “Do you know what her book is about?” McEwan said, maybe someone had been upset by her investigation.

      “No. I think someone said it was to do with Freemasonry in Scotland or something like that.”

      “Freemasonry?” McEwan found this an odd topic of research. He wondered what Kate had gotten herself involved in.

      “Yeah, you know, rolled up trouser legs,” Johnson mimed rolling up his left leg, ”and funny handshakes.” Johnson laughed, waving his right hand around curling it up into silly shapes.

      “It may not be that funny,” said McEwan. “It's quite urgent I contact her. I've tried her home and she hasn't been there for a few days. Do you know if maybe she had planned to go away for a while, if there was anywhere she may likely have gone, if she had a boyfriend she was staying with?”

      “Like I said, I don't know her too well,” Johnson said. “I don't think she has any family. I know she attended a funeral in the past couple of years, but I can't remember if she even said who it was that had died.”

      “Did you say you were lookin for Kate?” From the next cubicle came a woman's voice, hardened with time and gin. A woman in her late forties stood up, her greyed hair hung limply on her head. She was wearing an awful, brightly patterned blouse.

      “Detective McEwan, this is Janice,” said Johnson, introducing them. He seemed reluctant to do so.

      “Hi Janice, do you have any idea where Kate is?” McEwan said.

      “No, but I mind she telt me she had been looking for some old building. So she may have gone to look into it.” Janice looked pleased to have helped with some information.

      “Thank you for your help Janice. If anything else occurs to you, perhaps you could get Mike to call me?” McEwan said, not really any further forward with Janice's information.

      “I will. Sorry I canna be o more help.” She smiled.

      “No problem, everything helps,” said McEwan.

      “Anything else I can do for you?” said Johnson, starting to lead McEwan back to the lifts.

      “No. Thanks for this, appreciate it.”

      “Is she in serious trouble?” Johnson said, concerned. He remembered McEwan's comments about this new killer.

      “That's what I'm trying to find out,” said McEwan. A lift waited for him, its doors open, inviting him in. He walked in and turned, pushing the button for the lobby.

      “Good luck,” said Johnson, as the lift doors began to close.

      “Cheers,” said McEwan, but the doors had already closed. Faced with little else to work on, he returned to Pitt Street, determined to see if the journal yielded any further clues.
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        * * *

      

      McEwan rubbed his tired eyes. He probably should go to the optician, but he never seemed to find the time. His whole head was tired. He looked at his computer screen; the screensaver clock said it was 16:35. He had been reading for nearly four hours. It wasn't that Kate's journal was particularly long, so much as it was densely written and he was sure he was missing a few important points. Either she had gone quite mad, or else McEwan's own grip on reality was not as firm as he thought. For the time being he decided to stick to examining the top level.

      Kate had begun research into buildings connected to Freemasonry, principally the Mausoleum in Hamilton and Rosslyn chapel in Roslin. She had also begun to believe there was a third significant structure called Arthur's O'on. Consequent to this research, her path had crossed three individuals. First Robert Saint Claire, then a figure referred to as The Mistress and finally a man named Kether.

      Mr (or was that Monsieur?) Saint Claire remained thoroughly elusive, as although a number of Sinclairs appeared in the phone book, there was not one Saint Claire. Neither were there any Saint Claires registered as holding a driving license in Glasgow area. A few lived in Edinburgh but none of them were named Robert. Either this guy had avoided leaving records or he was using a false name.

      Neither The Mistress, nor Kether, gave him much to go on. Both names seemed more like comic book characters than the names of real people. Fortunately Kate had described how she met The Mistress and consequently Kether.

      
        
        I have heard of a mysterious figure named The Mistress who appears to be some Godfather-like figure in Glasgow's occult underground. I hope that she will be able to help me better understand my condition. Most of the characters I have met are either dabblers or deluded, maybe she's the real thing. The problem is no one knows where she lives or how to contact her. Rumour has it that she knows when you are looking for her help and decides whether to contact you…I have placed cards in the occult shops in Glasgow – Disciple seeks Mistress – and hope that somehow my request will pass along the jungle telegraph…I finally received a call, on my home phone. I had only used my mobile number in the advert. The woman's voice told me to go to a place in the city centre where I would receive more detailed instructions…I have passed whatever test was set for me and gained an audience with The Mistress. She found me wanting, but has said she would recommend me to another: Kether…Kether has agreed to help and I am to begin my instruction tomorrow, I don't know how I would have kept control much longer.

      

      

      If he were lucky he would get to the two occult stores he had found in the city centre. Fortunately they were quite close to one another. He found a couple of file cards and wrote on them – Disciple seeks Mistress, call Alex – and added his own mobile number. He hoped he wouldn't draw the wrong attention.
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        * * *

      

      McEwan parked his car on King Street where the first shop nestled beneath old railway arches, amongst second hand clothes shops and a few bar restaurants whose names changed often, although the clientele remained the same. The railway line was rarely used and was like a garden hanging in fabled Babylon. Spray-painted tags were scrawled over the empty shops.

      It amused McEwan to find the shop two doors down from one that sold crucifixes and plastic Jesus models. By the look of it the occult shop was more successful. A few velvet clad Goths were still browsing inside, so he opened the glass doors. A pleasant, but faint, scent of sandalwood incense greeted him. Half the shop appeared to be devoted to clothes, mainly black with the occasional deep purple, red and green. A couple of glass cases were devoted to dragon and skull shaped jewellery. Decks of tarot cards and books of spells sat on a tightly packed bookshelf. McEwan remembered haunting a similar shop in the long gone Virginia Galleries. He couldn't understand the need for bags that looked like huge, rubberised trilobites.

      A warm, round woman with hennaed hair and ruddy cheeks, seemingly wearing a dress sewn from rags, came up to him. “I'm sorry, I was just closing,” she said with a light sing-song voice.

      “That's alright, I wasn't intending to stay long. Would it be possible to place an ad in the window or on your notice board?” he said.

      “Sure you can. It's over there,” she pointed to a pin-board on the rear wall, near a glass case counter. “Could I see it first, though?” she said.

      “Of course, here it is,” said McEwan, as he took the card out of his inside coat pocket and handed it to her face up.

      “Hmm.” The woman frowned.

      “Is there something wrong?” he said.

      “Er, well, it's just I've seen one of these before, almost identical card. I was asked not to place another,” she said.

      “Who asked you?” said McEwan.

      “I couldn't say.”

      “Why can't you tell me?” he said, concerned that not only had this woman been intimidated, but also his only lead may have been compromised.

      “Simply because I don't know,” she said, getting a little flustered.

      “I work for the Claymore Consultancy. If someone is intimidating you I can try and get something done about it.”

      “Yeah, sure,” she said, her tone hardened. Then she sighed and relaxed. “I really don't know, I received a phone call and was asked not to do it again.”

      “Can you remember anything about the voice?” Perhaps the person intimidating the shopkeeper was also the murderer and responsible for Kate having, seemingly, disappeared.

      “It was a woman's voice, soft and calm, almost velvety, purring. There was no threat in the voice, just what seemed a reasonable, but firm, request. I've found in my experience when such things happen it is easier to agree and move on.”

      McEwan hadn't expected it to be a woman. “Can you remember who placed the ad?” he said.

      “Yes. It was a woman, late twenties, dark auburn hair, slender figure. She was dressed smartly, like you, so I didn't think she was part of the groups I normally cater to.”

      “Have you seen her since?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head.

      “I'm trying to find her. The best lead I have is through the people I believe she met after placing her ad. And I'm afraid my only chance right now to contact them is to follow her example. Will you place the ad and allow me to apologise in advance for any problems it causes? If I meet anyone I promise to make it clear it wasn't your fault.”

      “Okay, but only because the lady is missing. The last thing we need after recent months is another wannabe Satanist giving the Fundies something to rant about.” She paused a quizzical look crossed her face. “Hang on a minute, I thought you caught that guy yesterday?”

      “We did. But I want to be sure and this woman may be involved somehow.”

      Reluctantly the shopkeeper pinned the advert to the board amongst those promising past life workshops and tarot readings.

      McEwan was not surprised to meet a similar reception at The 23rd Aeon on High Street, although this store seemed less for the mystically inclined and more the serious magus. The sombre and slender redheaded proprietor also claimed to have received a gentle request that she had heeded. After a little persuasion he was able to place his card up on the wall. He had covered the two shops in the city centre and that just left the one in the West End for tomorrow.
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      It was dark by the time McEwan got home. The day had been the longest he had known in some time. He was more used to long nights with his recent case. After placing the ads, and with no further leads, he had returned to Pitt Street to try and finish his report. The possibility that Kate was in danger nagged at him constantly. He felt impotent, but what else could he do? His mobile phone rang as he opened the main door to the tenement.

      “Hello?” he said, not recognising the number.

      “Hi there,” said a woman in a sultry voice. “I hear you're in need of discipline.”

      McEwan thought he heard the crack of a whip in the background. While it was probably someone taking the piss, it could be a test. Was there supposed to be some kind of code word? He made a stab in the dark. “Sang real,” he said.

      “Ah, vouz parlez Francais?” purred the woman.

      “No. Not really,” said McEwan, as he began to climb the stairs. “I think you must have the wrong number,” he said.

      “You placed an ad. Discipline sought from mistress.” The voice lost some of its honey and gained more vinegar.

      “I think you've misunderstood. That was a disciple seeking a mistress. Like Mark, Luke and John,” said McEwan, not sure now was the time for a Sunday-school lesson.

      “You should have written a clearer fuckin advert then,” said the woman and slammed down the phone. McEwan felt angry himself, agitated by the call. Perhaps that advert had been bad idea after all?

      When he got to the landing on the second floor, he could hear his home phone ringing. He got out his keys and opened the front door. He hurried inside, sprinted down the hall and picked up the phone, leaving the door open. This phone was rarely used, and he recalled Kate's experience.

      “Hello,” he said, breathing heavily and sounding a bit like his mystery mobile caller.

      “Consultant Detective Alexander McEwan?” asked a female voice. Her accent sounded English.

      “Speaking. How can I help you?” Was this the phone call? He hadn't expected to hear so soon, but then again he was already receiving prank calls.

      “I think I can help you, Mr McEwan.”

      “In what way?”

      “I understand you wish to meet with my Mistress?”

      Maybe this hadn't been such a crazy idea after all. “That's correct,” he said, still not a hundred percent certain that this wasn't another prank call.

      “The Mistress has considered it prudent to meet with you and has asked me to invite you to visit her this evening, if this is convenient.” There was no sense of a question in her voice, but equally it wasn't likely McEwan was going to refuse.

      McEwan's tiredness melted away. “Of course I can meet her tonight. Where and when?”

      “You will be met at the entrance to the Botanic Gardens on the corner of Byres Road and Great Western Road at 10 pm.”

      “I'll be there.”

      “Goodbye, sir.” The line went dead.

      McEwan looked at his watch: it was 9.15. If he was lucky he'd make it over to the West End. Barely in the door, he locked it and returned to his car, praying to the Gods of traffic lights and chance for a clear run.
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        * * *

      

      He was greeted at the busy corner by a tall, spare young woman, dark bob, fine glasses perched on an aquiline nose.

      “Hello, I'm Helen,” she said, the voice matching the one on the phone. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Hi,” said McEwan and took the offered hand, noticing even in the poor street lighting her pale skin and long thin fingers. Her hand was cold to the touch, as though her circulation was poor.

      “I have a map for you. I will ask you to return it to me when we arrive at our destination. If you attempt to copy it the ink will fade. Do you understand?” Helen asked.

      “I do.” McEwan wondered how that could happen, but right now it was the least of his worries.

      “Excellent. I hope to see you in about half an hour, all going well.” She handed him a folded square of thick, yellowed paper and walked into the park.

      Thinking it better to keep the contents to himself, just in case, McEwan returned to his car before he unfolded the thick paper. It appeared to lead him to a road at the foot of the Campsie Hills going via Bearsden. He pulled out onto Great Western Road and headed towards Anniesland Cross. After all this time, someone could have made this junction easier to negotiate. He eventually headed out onto the road to Bearsden. It felt strange leaving the city, he used to travel north all the time, but nowadays he hardly went out into the countryside.

      While driving, McEwan ruminated on the combination of mysterious people and magic shops, which reminded him of some of the more outlandish aspects of Kate's journal.

      
        
        Robert has introduced me to some ideas and concepts I had not considered when I first began my work. He claims to have used a process of transformation to ascend to a higher state of being, or rather to become another type of being; a Nephilim…I have decided to attempt to become a Nephilim myself, Robert is adamant that I should not try this alone. He is afraid he is losing his influence over me. I must work on this myself…I feel It looking out of my eyes. Its thirst for everything to be experienced is hard to control. The best way I can describe the feeling is that it is like quitting smoking cigarettes for two days and trying to go cold turkey. Only instead of cigarettes it is all foods, drinks, sensations combined. I am close to tearing at my skin to let It out of me, but It isn't really in my flesh. It is my mind It occupies, beside me.

      

      

      Although he had first come across them in the name of a band he had listened to in his Goth days, The Fields of the Nephilim, McEwan had also found the Nephilim in the Bible. In the book of Genesis, they were a race of giants, who had been born when women had been impregnated by angels. The giants had spent their time causing mayhem and were wiped out by the Flood.

      When he was at university, he had learned of books that were not selected for inclusion in the Bible. Examples of these books had been found amongst the Dead Sea Scrolls, some of which, like the one Dee had transcribed, were attributed to Enoch. These books described Watchers, angel-like beings that appeared to be living on earth. A small group of these Watchers, or Bene Elohim, Sons of God, saw the fairness of the Daughters of Men. Driven by their ensuing lust, they made a pact to stick together come what may and to take the women as wives. They fathered the original Nephilim, but this group also taught mankind various arts and sciences. Astronomy, cultivation, herbalism, building, creating weapons, the use of make-up and magic, had all been introduced by these people.

      The Nephilim were said to be blood-drinkers, they ate everything and warred amongst themselves. Eventually the abominable crimes the rebel Watchers and their offspring committed caused the earth to cry out in pain. Enoch had been approached by some of the larger Elohim group and asked to warn the rebel Watchers of their coming punishment. The rebels had begged Enoch to intercede with God on their behalf. Enoch was taken on a journey to see God in Heaven. This Heaven seemed like it was set in a hidden mountain valley, not in some ethereal plane. Unfortunately God's wrath could not be calmed by anything other than the waters of the Flood.

      It was absurd for an ordinary living being to be transformed into something only otherwise born of a sexual union with a mythical being. Kate's friend Saint Claire had a different understanding of it.

      
        
        Robert has told me that the union of a human with a higher spiritual being is the culmination of many works described in esoteric literature. He points to a similar union described by the Alchemists, the Chymical Wedding, where both male and female are combined to form a sacred hermaphrodite. This appears to be the final Great Work, where the Philosopher's Stone or Universal Solvent are just steps along the path; turning the lead of the soul into gold. Consequently he feels the union of angel and human, described in Genesis and Enoch, is just another symbol of a common root process and that the bloody birth of the Nephilim was the destruction of the old being.

        The Gnostics spoke of us all being gods, if only we eschewed the material world and found Gnosis. They believed that we have, trapped within our flesh, shards of the Divine. We only have to recognise this and our imprisonment at the hands of the Creator, and our sorrow in this world of sorrows, is placed in perspective - This appears to be a way of recognising and merging with that shard of the Divine.

        I have also read of Crowley's ritual, the Knowledge and Conversation with the Holy Guardian Angel, which takes six months and is supposed to be the first step taken into truly becoming a Magus. Crowley's version has its roots in some of the oldest magic books, such as the Seal of Solomon and The Sacred Magic of Abramelin the Mage. Since it concerns a literal conversation with an angel and the consequent focusing of this guardian's power with one's own Will it certainly sounds like a similar union.

        I realise that I desire to undertake this journey, to unite my higher spiritual self with my earth bound mind and flesh.

      

      

      This still sounded like a load of insane bollocks, but he could accept that becoming a Nephilim was just a phrase representing this change. It seemed just as likely as finding Nirvana or any other so called spiritual enlightenment. Really it was just a psychological effect, at best, insanity at worst. What had Kate gotten herself into? She could be rash and a little ditzy at times, but was usually a rational person. It began to seem a lot had happened to her since they last spoke. McEwan began to be afraid that she had changed too much from the woman he knew.

      He turned down onto the A81, before turning right towards Milton of Campsie. McEwan followed the road carefully, looking for the final turning. A deep forest grew up and flanked the road, pine trees interspersed with deciduous. The turning appeared out of nowhere; unmarked and unlit. He almost missed it. Yanking the wheel sharply, he skeetered onto a dirt road. Hoping his suspension wouldn't give out on him, he negotiated the potholes and was surprised to find the road was cobbled after about a quarter of a mile. The trees towered over him, cutting off the light; heavy winter snows had bent the boughs. His headlamps, on full beam, barely pierced their depths. He expected to hear a howling, followed by a wolf pack bursting from the trees in front of him. Nothing so dramatic happened, until he cleared a bend and saw ahead of him a Jacobean castle, a narrow square tower thrusting into the sky. There were no sprawling ramparts and battlements that he usually associated with castles. Nonetheless, impressive stone lions flanked the entrance doors. Pale, golden light spilled out of an upper window, like Rapunzel's hair cast down for her prince.

      As McEwan clambered from his car, the damp, pine-scented air catching in the back of his throat, Helen emerged from the main doorway, surrounded by the golden light streaming from the house. He was surprised that she had arrived here before him, but thought it likely she knew some more direct route than his map had given him.

      “Hello again, The Mistress is expecting you. Please follow me,” Helen said, and turned and went inside.

      “How did you get here so quickly?” McEwan said.

      “I know a few shortcuts,” Helen said, with a slight smile.

      “How long has the castle been here?”

      “I'm not sure. Since the seventeen hundreds, I think. The Mistress will know. May I have the map please?” Helen's pale hand stretched out, palm up.

      “Sure,” said McEwan, handing the folded paper back.

      The hallway was like an ornate Victorian gentleman's study. It was lined with dark wooden panels and covered with swords arranged into huge star shapes, points in the centre, and basket hilts on the outside. Sometimes a shield sat in the centre, covering the blades. Here and there, a gilt edged portrait of some minor noble looked down upon him. Helen led McEwan towards the large sweeping staircase that curved round and up to the first floor. Thick carpet, such a dark red it was almost black, was held in place by shiny brass stair-rods. Rising up the stairs in Helen's wake, McEwan passed a huge banner of blue silk with a silver crescent in its centre. According to a small plaque, the banner once belonged to Clan Douglas. The landing was dark, except for the light shining out of an open doorway.

      “Please come in, Mr McEwan,” a voice said with a heavy French accent.

      It appeared to come from the open room ahead, which Helen was now indicating for him to enter. He dutifully did so, the bright light dazzling him after the dark hall outside. A redheaded woman, wearing a long black dress, probably in her mid twenties, sat in a large, leather wingback chair beside a small fire. She held a book of Keats' poetry, which she closed carefully and put down on the small table beside her.

      “Good evening to you. I am the mistress of the house. If you have need of refreshment then please ask and Helen will bring it to you. Please, sit,” she said in flawless English, while indicating the wingback chairs that faced hers.

      “Hello, Ms, erm?” said McEwan, choosing the chair nearest to the fire. He had the uncomfortable feeling he was sitting with royalty; something about this woman's tone and bearing made her seem older and more confident than he had expected, given her appearance. He felt a palpable sense of authority from her and yet a serenity too. This woman commanded all she surveyed, whether in her own demesne or elsewhere.

      “It is irregular that I meet people without first seeking them out,” The Mistress stated, looking into the flames.

      “I'm sorry to use such unorthodox methods. Please don't blame the people who helped me, but it is concerning quite an urgent matter.” McEwan hoped he would not be dismissed as Kate's journal said she had been. He didn't have anything else to go on right now.

      “What would that be, Mr McEwan?” The Mistress turned her head away from the fire.

      McEwan felt the pressure of her gaze. Her eyes were a deep blue and he felt their cold interest dissect him like a pathologist would a corpse; the meat was almost irrelevant to the answers hidden deeper within. “As you may know, I have been investigating a series of murders. I believe we have found the killer, but he has also been murdered. I have reason to believe that a woman named Kate Harlow may be in danger from this second killer.”

      “Correct me if I'm wrong, but these days it isn't normal for a case to be pursued without someone paying the consultancy to do so. You have surely won the reward from the grateful families and the press? No one other than an un-mourned murderer lies dead. Why persist?”

      “The killer may not have been found after all. Also, I don't wish to find myself hunting a copy-cat killer in a few months, with more people dead,” said McEwan, feeling distinctly uncomfortable under her stare.

      “How very altruistic of you,” The Mistress said. “However, I don't think you have quite told me everything, Mr McEwan.”

      Her eyes looked straight into McEwan's. He found himself trapped like the proverbial rabbit in the lights of the oncoming truck. He felt the pressure increase and a small pain began to spread from the base of his skull into the surrounding muscle. “That's all there is to it,” McEwan said with great difficulty.

      “Really? I don't think you're being completely honest with either of us,” said The Mistress. The pain increased again. His eyes felt like hot pins where poking out from the back of his eyeballs.

      “Kate was a woman I loved,” McEwan blurted out, the pressure lifted. As the pain in his head died, the pain in his heart grew, as he was forced to relive buried feelings. “Assuming this is the same Kate…” He wanted to turn away, to hide his sorrow and loss, but he was still impaled under The Mistress' gaze.

      “Mr McEwan have you considered that it may be too late for Ms Harlow. That the killer you seek has already destroyed her. That, maybe, she is in fact the second murderer herself?”

      McEwan's mind was still foggy, he tried to think straight, but the pain hadn't fully gone. “No, I hadn't. The Kate I knew wasn't capable of such a thing.” McEwan had begun to wonder what he did know about Kate. Her journal entries seemed like insanity.

      “Mr McEwan, in my experience, everyone is capable of murder. Ms Harlow came looking for me to help her. What you may not be so aware of is that she had undergone an operation, a journey, which transformed her. She meddled in something she was not wholly prepared for. The result left her somewhat unbalanced and so she sought me out.” The Mistress still regarded him intently, as if weighing his responses.

      “She had succeeded in becoming a Nephilim?” said McEwan.

      “Ah, so you do know. That was her frame of reference for this change. Yes, she succeeded.”

      “In what way was she unbalanced?” McEwan both needed to know and didn't really want the answer.

      “Since you know of her change, perhaps you also know of its effects on her too. If not, what do you recall of the Nephilim?” The Mistress' inquiry seemed almost casual now, like two people talking about the weather.

      “She referred in her journal to her internal struggles, and something to do with someone named Kether teaching her to control what was inside her. The Nephilim on the other hand were reputed to be wicked blood-drinkers, creators of mayhem and destruction…” Verbalising his thoughts finally made the pieces fall into place, and left McEwan feeling like he had been punched in the stomach; perhaps Kate had become capable of murder after all, urged on by whatever part of her was let loose inside her mind by the ritual she had performed.

      “You have begun to understand,” The Mistress said watching him crumple, a slight smile touched her face, subtle and enigmatic.

      McEwan was released from her gaze and he felt himself slump into the chair. Helen appeared, seemingly uncalled, and placed a small crystal glass containing a rich amber fluid on the table beside him. Her face showed some sympathy where The Mistress did not, but she left quickly. McEwan lifted the glass presuming whisky, only to find the amber fluid was a little thicker than he expected, more like a liqueur. It tasted of whisky though, probably Drambuie, and he was glad he could feel the burn as it slid past his hollow heart into his stomach. Meanwhile The Mistress continued to study him. It seemed she was savouring his misery. He pulled himself up in the chair and met The Mistress' eyes once more. Defiance had grown within him, a desire to prove her wrong.

      “Could you tell me where I would find Kether?” McEwan asked firmly and evenly, getting himself under control again.

      The Mistress smiled in delight. “I will tell you what I told Kate. You will find him on the Tree of Life. Thank you for coming, Mr McEwan,” The Mistress said, dismissing him at the same time. He rose slowly and left the room. He was met by Helen and escorted to his car.

      McEwan was numb for the whole journey home. A headache began to grow in the knot where his skull and neck met. He was barely conscious of driving along the roads and stopping at traffic lights. He walked into his flat. He hoped Kate hadn't turned into a murderer's killer through playing with some stupid occult bullshit. At the same time The Mistress obviously didn't think it was bullshit, she was deadly serious about the whole thing, as the pain behind his eyes reminded him. How could she have caused it with just a look? More likely he'd spent too many long, late nights on the case and it was catching up on him. He was glad to find his bed and hoped the nightmares of his waking world would not follow him into his sleeping one.
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      The headache had nearly gone when he woke. The Mistress' eyes still haunted him. The thought of someone he loved having been so fully transformed made him sick to his stomach. Any attempt to approach the idea and examine it led to a shot of adrenaline running through him and a jittery nervous side-effect, but he needed to work it out. A few painkillers set him up for the day, dissipating the tension, but he was left feeling slightly detached from the world. McEwan made his way into work at a measured pace.

      McEwan was the first one in when he arrived. He checked his email and found that Amanda, his Boss, had read Malcolm's most recent post mortem report. Again she re-iterated her opinion they had found the killer. He cautiously replied they still needed the final evidence to prove this. He worked a little more on his own report, until the team had arrived.

      “Okay, guys. If I could have a quick word,” he said, perching on the edge of his desk. After a few moments shuffling he had their attention. JJ looked earnest, Ian fiddled with his tie, towering over her. The rest gathered behind them. “I'm sure you've heard, we know that our most recent victim was not killed in the same way as our other victims, as it first appears. This means we have a new killer. Until we get proof that our victim was the killer of the women, I want you to keep checking leads.” There were a few groans. “I know, I know. Just a few more hours then we can start to tidy up the files and case notes and you can get your well-deserved time off. I want to thank you all for the sterling effort you've put in so far. Just give me a few more hours, okay?” There were few mutters of agreement, and they all shuffled back to their desks, or the coffee machine. He promised himself that they'd have their celebration once he was sure. He decided to find Malcolm and see what the forensics tests had produced.

      Malcolm looked up from his work and smiled seeing McEwan walk in. “You look like shit,” he said, turning on his swivel chair.

      “Good morning to you too,” said McEwan.

      “I have the results of the tests from the samples we took yesterday,” said Malcolm, quickly sensing McEwan's no-nonsense mood. He turned back to his computer and brought up the reports he had been sent. “Now, where are we? The toxicology report is largely clear, but did show up some unusual alkaloids, such as Atropine, which suggest that he had ingested some small amounts of belladonna…”

      “Why would he have done that?” said McEwan.

      “Well,” said Malcolm swivelling back to face him, “I would say it was probably a simple ritual, maybe with some occult overtones. The quantity is quite small so he wouldn't have been poisoned. In the past women used it to dilate their pupils, the wider eyes making them more attractive, hence the name. I think in this instance it would let more light into the eye, perhaps giving him better night vision. It's an odd detail, I'll give you that.

      “Now, the DNA, extracted from the blood samples on the scalpel, matches the DNA of three of the victims, our dead murderer and an unknown person. It is reasonable to conclude that the three victims were killed with the knife, given the DNA matches and the entry wounds. The suspected killer's own blood being on the knife was more conclusive given its freshness; he does seem to have been killed by his own knife. The unknown person is a puzzle; the DNA is from a sample of older blood, so it may be an unknown early victim.”

      “He may have killed someone before he began in earnest, perhaps someone no-one would miss, like a tramp, then began his Great Work. That certainly would fit the typical profile,” said McEwan.

      “Yes, and I'm sure when you get round to finding his roots, you'll find he tortured small animals too,” Malcolm said. “What's this 'Great Work' you referred to?”

      “I'll get back to you on that in a minute. Please, continue.”

      “What's left? Ah, fingerprints. Well this was interesting. We only have the victim's prints on the knife, with one exception. That print is so blurred it could be anyone's. Whoever killed him was probably wearing a set of rubber gloves. We found nothing unusual in the flotsam from the body, just the victim's own hair and carpet fibres from his flat.”

      “The scalpel has been confirmed to have been purchased by our recent victim,” said McEwan. “The blood on it comes from at least three of the dead women, the knife also matches the stab wounds, and the only fingerprints on the knife that we can match, belong to the dead man. I think we can safely say that we have our serial killer.” He was relieved that this mystery was concluded, but he still needed to know who had killed his murderer.

      “That sounds like a good assessment. You look a little troubled. What have you discovered?” said Malcolm.

      “I was able to translate the carvings I was looking at yesterday. They spelled out a name and an address. I knew someone with the same name while I was at university, and given this new murder I thought they might be in danger, so I went over to check it out. The place looked like a bomb had hit it, their employer hasn't seen them, and so the only thing I have to go on is what I found in her journal,” said McEwan, feeling vulnerable sharing this with anyone, even Malcolm.

      “Any luck?” said Malcolm.

      “Yes and no. The journal's full of some crazy shit involving angels and Nephilim and using some magical process to turn into one. But it also documents some of her recent activities. So I followed them to someone who calls herself The Mistress, who turns out to be an intense recluse. She turned Kate away and sent her to some guy called Kether instead. This Mistress woman didn't give me a straight answer when I asked how to find him, but gave me a riddle. She also suggested that Kate herself is likely the murderer I'm looking for, since the process she has gone through has probably made her a psychopath.”

      Malcolm could see that McEwan was clearly exasperated. “Your old friend, Kate, has tried to do something to become an angel and driven herself mad and thus turned into a murderer?” he said.

      “She's tried to become a Nephilim, to achieve some kind of enlightened state, like Nirvana I guess. The Great Work in alchemy is similarly an attempt to gain enlightenment, to get closer to God by undergoing a transformation process.”

      “What exactly is a Nephilim?” said Malcolm.

      “Mythically, or at least Biblically, a Nephilim is the offspring of a human and an angel,” McEwan said.

      “Ah, so some kind of spiritual being become flesh?”

      “Possibly, but this group of angels, or Watchers as they are referred to, seem to either already have been on earth, or descended to where humans were living, driven by their attraction to the Daughters of Man. I would guess they were actually a more advanced race or tribe, a group of which rebelled, broke some tribal taboos, bred with the locals and then taught them their trade secrets. This tale has somehow led to the concept of angels as we know them today,” said McEwan.

      “I'm not exactly the Biblical expert, but wasn't Jesus also the offspring of an angel and a mortal woman? And I'm sure there was supposed to be angels at his birth too, but that could just be one of those muddled Christmas traditions,” said Malcolm, frowning as he recalled this information.

      “Well some people attribute Mary's conception to a visit from Gabriel, but he was the deliverer of the news of the Holy Spirit at work. Certainly an angel tells the shepherds to go and visit the holy child. But the tales are not consistent or even present in all the gospels.”

      “I seem to have diverted you,” said Malcolm.

      “Well I was wondering if this Great Work is what everyone aspires to, to get back to God.”

      “Even our murderer, crawling through blood and pain?” Malcolm said, surprised to hear McEwan speculate on the spiritual.

      “Why not? Just because he's chosen the wrong direction, doesn't mean it's not that impulse which had been driving him.”

      “It's certainly an interesting motive for murder,” laughed Malcolm.

      “I didn't mean it as a motive, just a hidden influence, in all of us, that had become twisted in this case. Likewise, whatever the cause for her state of mind, or even if it has made her capable of murder, I still need to find Kate.”

      “What was the clue you were given?” Malcolm said.

      “I could find this guy Kether on the Tree of Life.”

      “I'm guessing that's not the one in the Garden of Eden, unless he's a serpent.”

      “That was the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. I'm pretty sure the angel sent to guard the Tree of Life was Lucifer. At least the cherubim were given that job and he was their leader.”

      “Have you checked the Jewish traditions regarding the Tree?”

      “Not yet. I'm not long in, and it was a long night.”

      “I'm afraid I can't help you with this one.” Malcolm smiled apologetically.

      “Okay, thanks anyway, Malcolm. Sometimes it's good to just have someone to bounce ideas off.”

      McEwan made his way back upstairs to the office and started a quick search on the web. Kether was a station on a diagram used in the Kabbalah called the Tree of Life. The Kabbalah was a form of Jewish mysticism that coalesced in the 12th century. McEwan thought it must have had a strong influence on the Alchemists, as it too had a notion of a Great Work, which was much more explicitly about coming closer to, and becoming more like, God. He looked more closely at the ten stations, or sephira, on the diagram. The diagram looked more like a number of interlinked triangles than an actual tree. The sephira were arranged in order of the descent of God's emanation, down through different levels of being. At the top, outside the Tree, was God, followed by Kether the first and highest point on the tree, and far from God, imperfect and impure, was the Earth. The name for this sephiroth was Malkuth. Was this Kether also the shadowy figure behind Malkuth Media? It was the only lead he had, so McEwan returned to the riverfront.
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      For the second morning in two days, McEwan strode over the black marble floor of Malkuth Media. The receptionist recognised him from the day before.

      “Good morning Detective McEwan, what can I help you with today?” she said brightly with a warm, professional smile.

      “I'd like to see Mr Kether please,” he said.

      The brunette receptionist looked genuinely puzzled. “I'm afraid I have no idea who Mr Kether is. I don't think anyone of that name works here.”

      “He's the big boss man who owns the company, the building and probably half this side of the water-front. I'd like to speak with him regarding a murder.” McEwan figured he'd try steamrollering his way in to meet Kether. He just hoped he'd guessed correctly, otherwise this could be very embarrassing.

      “I'm sorry sir, I don't know who the owner of the company is and I'm pretty sure he doesn't work in the building.” The receptionist said, her smile becoming brittle.

      “Then is there someone here who would know who the owner is; the CEO perhaps, or someone else on the board? You remember Ms Harlow, I was asking about her yesterday? She may be in grave danger and the longer I'm kept waiting around the greater the risk to her life,” said McEwan, raising the ante.

      The receptionist started to look panicked. “I will try and get someone to speak to you,” she said. She picked up the phone and made quiet, hurried calls. “Someone will see you soon. Please take a seat.”

      McEwan nodded his thanks, but stayed standing. He didn't want to appear relaxed. A few moments later a short thin man, dressed in a sharp suit, appeared from the lifts.

      “Mr McEwan, if you'd like to follow me?” he said, indicating the way back to the lifts with an outstretched arm. With his short, dark hair cut close to his head and dark, beady eyes darting nervously, he looked like a small rodent expecting an owl to swoop upon him at any moment.

      “Sure,” McEwan said, pleased he had gotten this far. He wasn't going to get complacent though; he still hadn't gotten to meet Kether. The man began leading the way to the open lift that waited for them. “Perhaps you could tell me who you are?” McEwan asked.

      “I am no-one of consequence. I am merely taking you to the person you wish to see,” the man said as he entered the lift. As soon as McEwan entered, the man put a key into a lock on the panel and pushed a button sequence.

      “The CEO?”

      “Effectively, sir.”

      The man stood quietly as the lift glided into life. The journey seemed to take longer than McEwan expected, but he was feeling impatient. The doors opened onto a small, marble-lined hallway with a bronzed door at the end. The short man took the lead through the bronzed door into a large room with windows looking out over the river. It was sumptuously furnished with couches and rugs covering a wooden floor. The walls appeared to be carved from sand with what looked like Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs and images of kings in chariots, Osiris and Isis, and other animal headed gods sitting on thrones in relief. The whole room had a luxurious air of decadent Egypt if it had continued as an empire for another two thousand years. It smelled very dry with a hint of an exotic wood spice. McEwan had to resist the urge to sneeze.

      Behind a large desk, with his back to the panorama, sat a tall man with high cheekbones, pale creamy-white skin with a rosy flush and long, strawberry-blonde hair. The hair was kept back from his face by a thin, copper band that sat on his head like a plain crown. He was wearing a dark, fashionable and expensive suit, and a black shirt of similar pedigree, that made his features seem even paler. His most unusual aspect was his head, which did not appear quite right. It had a slight taper towards the back, like the small end of an egg. He finished writing something and rose to a good six feet four. With a genuine smile, that touched his hazel eyes, he welcomed McEwan into the room.

      “Detective McEwan, I call myself Kether,” he said, his accent akin to a man from India or the Middle East, but educated at Oxford. “I'm pleased to meet you.” He emerged from behind his desk and offered his hand to McEwan, who shook it and noted at least this one was warm.

      “I'm glad to meet you too. I was beginning to think I had followed a red herring.” The opulent room and this man of startling appearance almost overwhelmed McEwan. He kept his composure and reminded himself that this man appeared to be a friend of Kate's which, given the response he'd received from her acquaintances so far, was not saying much. In fact he became more resolute to remain in control and not repeat the mistakes of the night before. “I'm guessing you already know why I'm here?”

      “Indeed, but please sit.” Kether motioned to a set of couches that faced one another across a low ebony coffee table. “Is there anything I can get you?”

      “A double espresso please,” said McEwan, deciding to take advantage of offered hospitality this time. He took off his jacket and lay it over the back of the nearest couch, then sat down, sinking into the soft black leather.

      “Excellent,” said Kether and nodded at the man, who McEwan now took to be a servant. The man crossed the room and left through an ivory coloured door with what looked like an elephant being brought down by hunters carved into it.

      “Kate?” said McEwan, getting to the point. In his own way this man was as unsettling as The Mistress. He had a presence, which quite apart from his alien appearance, made McEwan feel uncomfortable. No wonder he was a recluse.

      “Yes, Kate,” said Kether as he sat opposite McEwan. “As you must know by now she came to me through the same route that you did, so you were not entirely unexpected. Unfortunately when we first met she was desperate and a little troubled, but not quite the same way you are.” Kether smiled.

      “She thinks she has joined herself with an angel, and it is exerting some kind of control over her. She is clearly suffering from some kind of mental breakdown, and may even have committed murder,” McEwan said. Kether did not seem to be taking the matter seriously enough.

      “Detective, can you imagine walking through verdant meadows, fragrant with flowers and grasses, the earth springy beneath your step, your bare feet warm and wet from the dew? The morning sun rises and takes the chill from the air. You stop to eat waxy cheese with fresh-baked aromatic bread, salty ham slices, washed down with crystal water and rich berry-red wine. Then you make love to your beautiful partner, sun kissed flesh and wet warmth, softness and strength, joy and tingling senses, combining spirit and skin, exultant high followed by rapturous collapse, and perhaps the illicit smoky dirty complement of a cigarette? I'm sure you can. And we haven't even touched on a million more experiences we can have on earth. Now imagine being only able to see this with no frame of reference. After all, when we watch a film, we at least have some personal experiences to fall back on and, as we get older, perhaps more emotional experiences, that can also help us identify with events. Instead we are talking about a non-corporeal existence filled with an empty longing for something as simple to us as weight, as well as something as complicated as love. What if you find a way to experience those joys, to take form and flesh, and to be? Wouldn't you spend time revelling in those experiences so long denied?”
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