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CHAPTER ONE
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London, April 1923

It was a beautiful day for an outing. 

Saul Lazenby felt an unaccustomed contentment as he hopped off the train at Oakleigh Park station, up in the wild suburban highlands of Barnet, North London. It was pleasant to stroll in the spring sunshine, particularly because he was doing so alone. He was deeply grateful to his employer, who had taken him on when nobody else would, but that didn’t make Major Peabody’s endless lectures about his ridiculous theories easier to bear. Saul had no right to complain in the circumstances, and no intention of doing so, but it was undeniably pleasant to have a little time to himself, and to be paid for, literally, a walk in the park. 

That was his destination: Oak Hill Park, still a wild expanse of heath despite London’s unstoppable crawl outward over the towns and villages in its path. The green space was untouched as yet, dotted with bushes and beech stands and, naturally, oaks. Trees were ever a comfort to Saul. He’d loved the harsh desert landscapes of Mesopotamia and the unforgiving sun; he loved dry bricks and ancient stone and the feel of millennia-old earth on his fingers; but there was something profoundly soothing about an English oak, quietly standing in the green. He inhaled the clean air with satisfaction and turned his back on the city that squatted low in the Thames valley under a sullen grey haze. 

Perhaps he should leave after all. He’d come to London because it didn’t care; he’d feared, if he moved to some small town, that his reputation would follow him, that new friends and neighbours would turn from him with disgust. Some former friends had suggested he change his name and start afresh, but that seemed like dodging punishment. He deserved to shoulder the consequences of his actions. 

He pushed the thought aside, as far as it would ever go, and set off down the path through the park. 

If my theory is correct, there will be a site on the west side of Oak Hill Park, Major Peabody had said. A burial, a standing stone, a sacred grove. A historical artefact or a local legend. Explore for me and see what your professional instincts can discover. 

Saul’s professional instincts were shaped by his doctorate in archaeology from Oxford and two years working on excavations in Mesopotamia. Major Peabody believed that if the ravens left the Tower of London, the city would fall. It was not a match made in heaven, but Saul gave the Major the best work he could and strove to be respectful without losing what little self-esteem he still had. 

There was no sign of any sacred Druidic grove or whatever bee was in the Major’s bonnet this time, but there was a truly magnificent oak dominating the landscape not far ahead. Saul took another step towards it, admiring the gnarled branches and the bright light green of its fresh new foliage, and it burst into flame. 

The fire erupted so violently that Saul heard a faint whoomph of air, like an explosion, and his immediate war-trained thought was, Mortar. He could see all around the heath, though, and there was no engine of war, no gun, no people, even, except for one man some way down the path who was running towards the tree with such urgency that Saul found himself jog-trotting, then sprinting, to meet him. 

By the time Saul reached the tree, it was blazing so hard he couldn’t go near it, waves of heat rolling out and stinging his eyes. The other man was standing, breathing rather less heavily than Saul, staring at the conflagration. 

“What the devil happened?” he demanded aloud, in a decidedly upper-class tone. 

Saul couldn’t tell if the man was asking him or the empty air; he replied anyway. “I’ve no idea. I thought it was a mortar at first but—”

“We’re not at bloody war any more.”

“At first,” Saul repeated. “That or lightning, but the sky’s clear as you like. Did you see anything?”

“Such as what?”

Saul had no idea. “Someone with some kind of gasoline? That blaze is—”

“Unnatural,” the man completed. He was regarding the tree with hard, sceptical eyes. Saul couldn’t blame him. The tree had been a living thing; if you’d chopped it down the wood would have taken a good year to dry out for burning, but the fire was so fierce he felt it heating his cheeks, and so loud that they were almost shouting over the noise of branches crackling and snapping. How in God’s name did a live tree burn like that?

“It must have been lightning,” he said aloud. “I had a view of the whole park.”

“And you saw a very small thunderstorm above?”

Saul had trained himself to endure contempt, but he didn’t have to take sarcasm from a stranger. He turned away from the inferno and had his first good look at the other man. 

He was of medium height, but thinnish and rangy, which made him appear taller: the sinew and whipcord build that Saul himself had, and liked. English from his features, with dark hair and much lighter hazel eyes under near-black, slanted brows. A saturnine, sardonic sort of face, clean-shaven; a mouth that seemed made to sneer. He looked like the kind of man Saul had met a great deal in the war in the officer ranks: a thoroughbred aristocrat, effortlessly superior, endlessly disdainful. 

“See anything you like?” the man enquired, those finely shaped lips twisting, and Saul realised he’d been staring. 

Well, sod you, fellow. “I can’t say I do, no,” he said affably, and wasn’t sure if the flicker in the man’s expression was amusement or affront. 

By now there were others running up: a park keeper, passers-by, people demanding whether anyone had called the fire brigade. Saul found himself obliged to repeat his account a dozen times, in the face of blank incredulity to which he could scarcely take exception. There had been no mortar and no lightning strike, and the tree had ignited from the top, its branches burning before the trunk caught, which put paid to the gasoline theory unless an aeroplane had dropped the stuff from the sky. There was no explanation. 

“Spontaneous combustion,” said a matronly woman with a firm nod. 

“Lot of nonsense,” muttered a man dressed like a shopkeeper. 

“It is not. It’s in Dickens,” the woman said triumphantly. “Spontaneous combustion, that’s what this is.”

“You mean, it caught fire?” Saul asked. 

“That’s right. Spontaneous combustion.” She evidently relished the term. “That’s what happened here.”

Saul didn’t agree that It caught fire answered the question Why did it catch fire? in any satisfactory way, but the nods around him suggested he was in the minority. He glanced to the saturnine man, feeling he might see something of his own disbelief on that lean, compelling face, and saw with a slight feeling of anticlimax that the fellow had gone. He must have slipped away some time ago, for though Saul looked around, he could see no sign of a departing form.

There was an elderly man standing some way apart. His arthritic hands were clenched on the stick on which he leaned, and he looked as though he was close to tears. Saul sidled up to him and asked, softly, “Sir? Are you all right?”

“The tree,” the old fellow said. His mouth was working with palpable distress. “Her tree. Why?”

“It seems to have been some strange chance—”

“That was no chance,” the old man said vehemently. “Not her tree.”

“Whose tree?” 

“The Woman Clothed by the Sun.” 

Saul could all but hear the capital letters, and the expression seemed vaguely familiar. “The...?”

“The Woman Clothed by the Sun. The Prophet. Mrs. Southcott.”

“Mrs... Joanna Southcott?” Saul asked.

“This was her tree. Time and again she sat under it vouchsafing unto her followers the revelations of the Lord.”

“Of course.” As a normal sort of Englishman, Saul’s reaction to religious enthusiasm was usually to remove himself from the conversation as quickly as possible. He couldn’t. Major Peabody was going to be overjoyed by this. He smiled at the old man. “Tell me more.”

***
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THE MAJOR’S REACTION was all Saul could have desired. “Would that I had been there!” he kept repeating. “Would that I had seen it for myself! I must have observed some detail that would allow us to place this in its true context. You know Mrs. Southcott’s work, of course, Lazenby?”

“You have mentioned her, sir. And my informant told me a great deal.”

Major Peabody ignored that. Once he had decided he wanted to say something, a staff sergeant bellowing Yes, I know! in his ear would make no difference. “An ordinary servant girl who in the noonday of her life was touched by the gift of prophecy. She proclaimed herself to be the Woman of the Book of Revelation—”

“And visited East Barnet often, so her devotee told me,” Saul put in. “He says the tree was widely known as Mrs. Southcott’s tree. I confirmed that with the park keeper.”

“Mrs. Southcott’s tree,” Major Peabody repeated. “A true case of spontaneous combustion to which you can bear eye witness!”

“Well, I saw a tree burst into flame, and could not find any reason for it.” Saul would not put his name to any supernatural claim, but he had a sinking feeling that Major Peabody might do that for him.

“Yes, that is what I said. A remarkable phenomenon. I believe I begin to see. This confirms everything I have learned.” He hurried to his map. Saul rubbed the bridge of his nose and wondered what he had started. 

“I should like to examine the box,” the Major muttered. “I must see the box.” 

Joanna Southcott, the prophetess—or the crazed old woman who spouted nonsense, according to point of view—had left behind a sealed box of secret prophecies, only to be opened at a time of national crisis and in the presence of twenty-four bishops of the Church of England. Despite strong representations from her band of followers, this had not been done during the war. Major Peabody said the bishops had been intimidated by the responsibility, which Saul translated as declined to participate in such a farce. 

“You think the box should be opened? Is there a national crisis?”

“I shouldn’t presume to decide when the box is to be opened,” the Major said testily. “But if Mrs. Southcott’s tree has spontaneously combusted, the box itself may display signs of supernatural activity.” 

“Does it really exist?” Saul asked thoughtlessly. The Major gave him a hurt look, and Saul altered that to, “Can it be seen? Who has it?”

“That, I do not know. Perhaps you might investigate. Yes, find out for me, Lazenby. I must think about the implications of today’s event.”

Saul had heard about this job a year ago, from a man whom he had once counted a friend, and who had put the notice his way out of pity. A lunatic, harmless enough, but quite convinced by every piece of fantastical nonsense he hears. According to him, London is a hotbed of magical powers, haunted temples, and secret societies. He’s a ridiculous crank, but he’s rich, he’s offering good money for an archaeologist to act out his games, he’d be delighted by a man of your educational accomplishments, and it’s not as though you have anything to lose. 

His acquaintance had been quite right. Major Peabody had been ecstatic to employ Saul, with his doctorate from Oxford and his two years’ work excavating alongside the great Leonard Woolley. He hadn’t given a damn about Saul’s war record or the conviction, and unlike the very few other people who’d been prepared to give him work since 1918, hadn’t expected him to accept lower pay and worse treatment as a consequence. He was in every way a fair and reasonable employer, except that his theories were tripe, his credulity exasperating, and his obsessions laughable. He believed every bit of folklore that came his way, every medieval myth or Victorian fantasy of the past. If Saul had harboured any hope of returning to a career in archaeology, working for Major Peabody would have destroyed it. He had, repeatedly, to remind himself that he had and deserved no such hope. 

The Major’s great idea was that London was a mass of sacred sites laid out in mystical patterns. He’d covered a map in pins and connected them with threads, crowing with pride when he could connect five pins to form a pentacle or six for a Star of David. Worse, he’d concluded that if he had three likely sites that might be part of a pattern, the missing points in it could be logically inferred and a new, previously hidden sacred site discovered. This meant that he would stick a pin in a featureless bit of Metro-land, and then ask Saul to find evidence of a holy well, plague pit, or undiscovered Anglo-Saxon earthwork. Saul had wondered whether to warn him about the dangers of looking for data to fit one’s theory, and decided that was akin to advising a deep-sea diver that it was a bit wet out. 

It had been a year of astounding futility right up to the point the tree burst into flame. 

Major Peabody regarded that admittedly bizarre event as a spectacular vindication of his theories. Saul considered that, since this was the first of some hundred and fifty “sacred sites” that had been anything more than a random rock or patch of grass, his strike rate was significantly lower than might be expected by chance. He didn’t say so. Let the Major enjoy his triumph; it did no harm. 

***
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IT PROVED SURPRISINGLY easy to track Mrs. Southcott’s box down. Saul had harboured an idea that any such thing would be a closely guarded relic, but the prophetess’s band of believers were only too happy to point him in the right direction, and two days later he and Major Peabody were at Paddington Station, taking a train to Newport. Saul had telegraphed ahead to the family who held the absurd thing, and had booked first-class seats for them both at his employer’s generous insistence. He might be acting as the private secretary to a crank, but at least he would do it well. 

His mild sense of satisfaction lasted until the train was about to move off. They sat in a six-person compartment, in the usual configuration of two facing benches. It was empty except for themselves, but as the whistle screeched and steam billowed, the door opened, and a man sprang in. 

“Good day, gentlemen,” he said, slamming the door and removing his hat. “I beg pardon for intruding.”

“Not at all,” cried Major Peabody as the train set off. “It is, after all, public transport; I trust my colleague and I won’t disturb you with too much talk. Good day to you.”

The man sat down opposite Saul, took up his newspaper, looked over it, and smiled. It was a sly, charming, insincere smile and it was worn by the man from the burning tree. 

Saul was sure of it. He’d paid enough attention at the time, he’d had that sardonic, highly bred face and voice in his mind for hours after, and here he was, the man who’d been at the Southcott tree, as they set off to see the Southcott box. 

It was the kind of coincidence that would delight the Major’s heart, and Saul wasn’t sure he could bear it. He could imagine the saturnine man’s sneer as the Major spouted mystical nonsense, and for all his fussy employer exasperated him Saul didn’t wish to see him mocked, any more than he wished to be known as a lunatic’s jack-of-all-work. 

The man was still looking over his newspaper at Saul, and as their eyes met, he tilted a brow in unmistakable question.

God. It couldn’t be—

No, of course it wasn’t an approach. Surely that was just Saul’s own wishful thinking. Although there had been that Like what you see?...

No. And even if it was, Saul had no intention of entertaining it. The man was undeniably the kind he liked—those long, brown, strong fingers on the newspaper, the lean build, the winging brows—but Saul had been husbanding pennies and rationing himself to one meal a day before he secured this post; if he lost it he’d be ruined. He was not going to commit indecent acts in a railway station convenience with a total stranger on his employer’s time, even if that was the stranger’s intent, which, he told himself firmly, it probably wasn’t. 

The man was looking at him with amused puzzlement, as though Saul had spoken his determination out loud, and it dawned on him that if it wasn’t an approach, he must seem deranged not to acknowledge the fellow. 

“Pardon me, sir,” he said. “I think we’ve met before?”

“I think we did,” the man agreed, lowering his paper. “Randolph Glyde, at your service.”

“Saul Lazenby.” 

“Charmed.” Mr. Glyde glanced at Major Peabody, who hastened to introduce himself, and volunteered that he was an antiquarian researcher.

“How fascinating,” Mr. Glyde said. “And are you an antiquarian as well, Mr. Lazenby?”

“Lazenby is an archaeologist,” Major Peabody said over Saul. “An Oxford man, now devoting his time to my studies.”

“And what do you do, Mr. Glyde?” Saul asked, before the Major could say any more. “Are you a man of leisure?” The suit he wore was sufficiently well-made to suggest wealth, whether earned or inherited. 

“Ah, no, so few of us can afford leisure these days. Those iniquitous death duties, you know. I work for my bread. I’m a commercial traveller.”

Death duties had hit the great landed estates very hard, and the newspapers were filled with stories of the newly labouring aristocracy. The heirs to earldoms were becoming radio announcers and photographers, while the daughters of dukes took up as mannequins or wrote pieces for magazines. Nevertheless, the disjunct between the man’s appearance and the idea of a commercial traveller was such that Saul found his brows lifting sharply. “You’re a salesman? Of what?” 

“Wines and spirits,” Mr. Glyde said promptly. 

“For whom?”

Mr. Glyde’s smile glinted. “Plummet and Rose.”

“Where’s your sample case?”

“I sent it on ahead.” The smile was widening.

Major Peabody gave a harrumph. “There is no need to interrogate our fellow traveller, Lazenby. Wines and spirits are a most respectable business for a gentleman. Perhaps you could recommend me a port, Mr. Glyde? I have need to replenish my cellar.”

They discussed port for a while. Saul stayed out of the conversation, watching Mr. Glyde’s face. He knew nothing of the wines and spirits trade but he did feel sure that a commercial traveller of any competence would have a sales book with him, or make an effort to conclude a bargain, and Mr. Glyde was obviously competent. He had that air, the effortless confidence of a man who never questioned his own intelligence, fortitude, or judgement. Saul wouldn’t have been able to put his finger on precisely what showed it, but you could tell it in a man, just as you could tell a man from whom it had gone. 

But the clever Mr. Glyde wasn’t making any effort to sell wines and spirits to a highly receptive audience, and Saul had an increasing sense that something didn’t add up. 

It had to be chance that Mr. Glyde was on this train, in his carriage. There was no other possibility, given they hadn’t exchanged names. Or—had he still been there when Saul had given his name to the park keeper? Might he have tracked him down from that? 

But why would he? Saul didn’t believe for a moment that Mr. Randolph Glyde, with his well-cut suit and faint, lazy smile, would go to such trouble for a thin, sunburned man with defeated eyes. If he’d wanted a fuck, which was at least in principle not outwith the bounds of probability, Saul was of the opinion he’d have suggested one on the spot.

He had no reason to have tracked Saul down. But if his presence here was chance, why was he giving every impression of lying about his profession, and why hadn’t he said anything about their previous meeting? Jolly peculiar show with that tree bursting into flame for no reason, wasn’t it? 

As he’d anticipated, his employer took the first opportunity to turn the conversation to his obsession. Mr. Glyde made some remark about a vintage port tasting better with a dusty old book by his side upon which Major Peabody leapt, launching into a description of his library. The self-described salesman made no effort to bring the conversation back to the topic of port, instead listening to the Major with a look that was just slightly sceptical as he described his great theory of the psychic patterns of London, giving Saul undeserved and unwanted credit as his collaborator. Saul could only sit, fuming, as Mr. Glyde’s eyelids flickered occasionally in his direction. 

After interminable miles, the train pulled in to a station where there would be a ten-minute stop for passengers’ comfort. Major Peabody hurried out to use the facilities. Saul and Mr. Glyde sat and looked at one another. 

“So,” Glyde said. “Archaeologist. Have you dug up very many magical artefacts in North London?”

Saul set his teeth. “Major Peabody is my employer. I can’t listen to any mockery of his enthusiasms.”

“Then you must spend a great deal of time with your fingers stuffed in your ears. What drives an Oxford man to work on such tarradiddles? He must pay remarkably well to silence the objections of your academic training, if not your conscience.”

“That is none of your damned business,” Saul said furiously. “I might as well demand what makes a gentleman lie to total strangers about his profession.”

Glyde’s lips curved unpleasantly. “What a peculiar accusation.”

“You’re a highly peculiar salesman. I don’t know what brings you to this train—”

“Do you not,” Glyde said, and those light eyes snapped onto Saul’s with almost physical force, drilling into him, a look so intense and commanding that Saul felt a momentary urge to curl up and agree to anything. “Do you not have an inkling of my purpose, Mr. Lazenby?”

Saul narrowed his eyes, a physical expression of defiance that seemed to help his inner resolve. “The only motive I can imagine is one entirely discreditable to a gentleman, and if that is the case, I suggest you don’t try it. In fact, I suggest you find another carriage. I’ve no interest in your importunities and I shan’t see my employer insulted.”

Glyde’s brows shot up, then he laughed. “Nicely deflected. I almost wonder if I believe you.”

“I don’t give a damn if you believe me or not. But I’ll be happy to turf you out of this carriage if I must, and we shall see if that convinces you.”

“How remarkably belligerent,” Glyde said. “Do you have any idea what you’re about?”

“I’m capable of removing your sort from decent company, if that’s what you mean.” Saul was less sure of that than he’d have liked to admit. He’d been underfed for some years, between a Mesopotamian gaol and unemployment in London, and Glyde looked to be in hard training. On the other hand, Saul was in a hell of a bad temper, and the prospect of shaking this sarcastic sod till his teeth rattled seemed worth the probable consequences. 

Perhaps Glyde read that determination in his face. He shrugged one shoulder and, as Major Peabody opened the carriage door and bustled back in, he murmured a smooth word of farewell and disappeared, leaving Saul in a frustrated state of targetless anger, curiosity, and just a touch of disappointment, as though there had been an opportunity lost. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Randolph let himself into the house on Fetter Lane with a sense of deep relief and a cry of “Shop!” 

“Here!” yelled Sam from the living room. Randolph dumped his wet hat and coat on the stand and came in to see his three fellows seated comfortably around the room, feet up, looking disgustingly warm and relaxed. 

“I hope you idle swine know it’s raining outside,” he said, collapsing into a chair. “God, I’m tired. Someone pour me a drink.”

“Pour it yourself,” Sam said, but made a long arm for the whisky bottle and handed it over. 

“Have a heart, I’ve been on my feet all day. Incident in Peckham. Peckham,” Randolph repeated with distaste. 

“What’s wrong with Peckham?” Isaacs demanded.

“It’s not Belgravia or St. James’s,” Sam said. “You’re an awful snob, Randolph.”

“I try. Specifically what was wrong with Peckham was a corpse that had signally failed to lie down and be dead, and that’s the second one this week. What a bloody day.”

Sam groaned. “Did you find the cause?”

“Found it; dealt with it,” Randolph said crisply. He had no urge to relive his messy afternoon in detail. “Are you swine really going to make me get up for a glass?”

Isaacs picked a tumbler off the shelf next to his chair and threw it. Randolph caught the heavy glass more by luck than judgement and gave him a glare in lieu of thanks, then poured himself a generous measure and knocked back half of it in a swallow. 

The burn of the alcohol in his throat was sufficiently heartening that he found himself toying with a joke along the lines of whines and spirits. He didn’t have the intellectual vigour to make it work; instead he struggled for a second to place the phrase, before remembering that absurd conversation a few days ago with the man Lazenby in the train. 

If only more of his work involved sinewy, sunburned, sensitive men, rather than people who lacked the common decency to die properly. He downed the remaining whisky, topped up his glass, and said, “So how was everyone else’s day?”

Barney pulled a face, making himself look more than usually boyish in that minor-public-school way of his. “Ugh. Well, Isaacs and I went to Smithfield, as you asked.”

“So you did. What did you find?”

Barney waved a hand for the whisky bottle in lieu of answer; Isaacs got up to retrieve it. Randolph raised a brow. “Go on, tell us. Unless we’re to understand from your unaccustomed indulgence that you have seen horrors the like of which no mortal man can bear.”

“Nah,” Isaacs said. “That was Wednesday.”

Barney grinned. “Quite. No, today wasn’t unwarrantedly ghastly at all. It’s just...” He scratched the back of his hand, a light unconscious gesture that drew Isaacs’s sharp gaze. “Well, it was uncomfortable. That rather nasty feeling in the air. So we had a look around, and asked a few questions, and, uh—”

“Turns out the problem was in Cock Lane.” Isaacs completed Barney’s sentence for him, as he so often did. Two minds with but a single thought, alternately expressed in the civilised English of Eton and Sandhurst, and a Cockney rasp. “Knocking and scratching. Which—”

“The fact is, we’d swear it was the Cock Lane Ghost,” Barney concluded. “And I know you’re going to say that’s not possible.”

“Well, yes, I am,” Sam said. “The Cock Lane Ghost was a fraud. There was nothing to it.”

“I must say, given the state of this ghost-raddled city, it takes a special gift to spend a day on one of the few manifestations that doesn’t exist,” Randolph added, applying as much acid as possible to his tone. He had had a trying week. 

“Yes, we’re aware it was a fake,” Barney said. “Now it’s real.”

“Oh, God,” Sam said. “Are you sure?”

Isaacs had dark eyes, heavily hooded at the best of times, narrowing to slits in moments of annoyance. “Not to say we’re experts like you gentlemen, but we’ve been at this game more than five minutes.”

“We’re sure.” Barney took a measured sip of whisky. “It’s blasted uncomfortable. Malice, accusation, a mood of growing discomfort and distrust among neighbours—”

“Could it be a genius loci?” Randolph asked. 

His three companions all looked blank. Barney remembered some Latin from his expensive education, but possessed only the slightest, scrabbled-together knowledge of the arcane; Sam knew more about the theory and practice of ghost-hunting than anyone Randolph had ever met, but had barely darkened a school’s doors; Isaacs had neither formal nor occult learning. “Plebeians,” Randolph told them all. “Genius loci, a spirit of place. One of those manifestations that arises from the atmosphere. A spiritual echo.”

“Oh, yeah, I know what you mean,” Isaacs said. “No.” 

“Definitely not,” Barney added. “It’s an entity.”

Sam shut his eyes. “Fine. Did you get rid of it?” 

The soldiers glanced at one another. “Well, it buggered off,” Isaacs said. “I wouldn’t feel quite comfortable in saying got rid of.”

“No, I agree. It felt a sticky sort of blighter and you know, this isn’t our field.”

“Ugh.” Sam rubbed his forehead. “Randolph, do you have time to take a look tomorrow? I’ll be tied up all day with Syrena Phan, and this doesn’t sound right.”

“If I must, dear fellow,” Randolph said with dramatic gloom. Sam didn’t bother with even a perfunctory smile, which was unusual. “Is there something bothering you, at all?”

“Oh, you know. Well. Another approach from Whitehall today.”

“Arseholes,” Isaacs muttered. “You told them to sling their hook, right?” 

If there was one principle that united their little band, it was refusal to do Government work. The thoroughly decent Barney would unquestionably kill before he let bureaucrats get their soft, unaccountable hands on Isaacs again, while Sam, whose family had been destroyed by the War, regarded the British state with all the hatred of which his cheerful nature was capable. He looked fairly uncompromising now. “Of course. But they were very pressing. Threatening stiff penalties.”

“I’ll tell ’em where they can press their stiff penalties, whenever you like,” Isaacs growled. 

“Already did. They aren’t listening. The Shadow Ministry would like us to know it’s time for a united front.”

“Nothing fills my heart with more optimism than the British ruling classes establishing a Front,” Randolph said. “It was such fun last time.”

Isaacs cackled; Barney got it a second later, and snorted. Sam didn’t laugh. “Something seems to be going on over there, gents. Sir Ranjit’s getting old; I’ve heard younger men are trying to force him out of the job. There’ll be any amount of political coups and manoeuvring planned, and I have no doubt they’ll be looking for pawns to play with. I wouldn’t be worried by that alone, but I had a letter today. From Jo.”

All three of the others sat up straight. Randolph had never met Jo, Sam’s foster-sibling and the most talented soothsayer England had produced in a century, but he’d heard a fair bit, including that Jo, like many of the greatest seers, was neither man nor woman in the conventional sense, and should be referred to as “they”. Jo had left Britain before the War, disappearing to an undisclosed location abroad rather than permit their prophetic powers to be used as a military weapon. They had never returned, for fear of detention; Sam couldn’t visit them in case he was followed; even letters had to go through a complex poste restante system. If Jo had written, something was up. 

“What did they say?” Randolph asked. 

“How is they?” added Barney, who did his best. “Well, I hope?”

Sam made a face. “I think well, but troubled. They’re having visions. Not terribly specific, but they wouldn’t write if it wasn’t important.” He took a letter from his pocket. “They say, It’s hard to judge what is related. The veil is so thin and hangs in tatters in too many places. I must tell you this: no sign will guide you; no gun will save you; a fool and a knave may do what an emperor could not, and the unenlightened man brings light.” 

There was a respectful pause, which Isaacs broke with, “You what?”

“Not the faintest,” Sam said. “It will make sense in the end one way or another but, as Uncle Robert used to say, the hard part is working out what it means while it’s still useful. He was awfully good at it, but then he could do The Times crossword before breakfast. I don’t suppose any of you—”

“I think I got a four across, once, in 1920. Let’s have it again?” Barney repeated the words after Sam. “No sign will guide you; no gun will save you; a fool and a knave may do what an emperor could not, and the unenlightened man brings light. Umph. Any ideas?”

“An obvious one,” Randolph said. “We know what an emperor, or at least the Kaiser, could not do as of 1918.”

There was a nasty pause as the others considered that. 

“Um,” Barney said. “Sam, old fellow, would you say Jo might tackle quite such...large matters?”

“If you mean, did they just prophesy the fall of empire, I’ve no idea.”

“Could we ask?”

“They won’t know. They aren’t obscure on purpose, believe me. If they could write, Watch out for a fellow called Smith who’s going to pick your pocket next week, let alone, The monarchy will fall, they would.” Sam was bristling slightly, as he always did at any imputed slight to his beloved foster-sibling. 

“No doubt,” Randolph said. “I have been dealing with the Southcott woman’s gibberings recently; Jo is a marvel of clarity by comparison, and at least they don’t insist on rhyming.”

“You didn’t say what happened there,” Sam put in. “The Southcott business.”

“With the tree, or the box?”

“Either.”

“Nothing.”

Sam exhaled audibly. “Could you do better, please?”

Randolph shrugged. “The Southcott tree burned. I don’t know why. Mrs. Denton, who holds the Southcott box, reported that it grew very hot to the touch but that the clasp held. I don’t know why. Does that help?”

“Randolph...”

“There’s really no point asking me; it was Aunt Clothide’s area. All I’ve ever known about the damned box is the importance of not opening it without at least two dozen holy people present in case it provokes a national calamity.”

“I thought it was meant to save us all.”

“God, you’re optimistic,” Randolph said. “On that note, and going back to our previous conversation, does the issue in Cock Lane suggest human activity, or might it be the state of the veil?”

“Let’s have that again?” Barney asked a little hopelessly.

Randolph sighed. “From the beginning, then. Once upon a time, the divisions between this world and what lies outside were sufficiently substantial that one could use a scrying glass without having something tear one’s eye out.”

Barney was giving him a look. “We do know that much, thank you.” 

Randolph ought not to be impatient with Barney and Isaacs’ ignorance, although he was. The soldiers been thrust unwillingly into this game, and had survived their abrupt introduction to the supernatural world without descending into terror and madness apparently by thinking about it as little as possible. He’d never known two people less inclined to introspection or study; they just got on with things. It worked as well as anything could in their situation, but meant they were mostly useless and somewhat trying when it came to theoretical discussion. 

“Well, it’s the crux of the matter,” Sam said. “Before the War, it was hard to get through, in either direction. An entity turning up—well, before the War that wouldn’t happen without a great deal of effort on someone’s part to invite it in. And perhaps that’s what’s happened now. But the veil is in tatters and Cock Lane’s a funny spot, and what Randolph and I are wondering is if something’s arisen without being summoned. I can’t say it’s impossible. And that would be worrying,” he concluded with admirable understatement.

Barney gave a vague shrug, mirrored by Isaacs. Sam sat back. “With any luck it’s just someone buggering about, but I wish you’d take a look, Randolph. You’ll have a better chance than me of telling if something’s seriously wrong.”

“I’m flattered you think so,” Randolph said, almost meaning it. Sam had been brought up a practical ghost-hunter rather than an arcanist, but he was learning fast. “Sadly, the definition of wrong is changing so quickly these days I can barely keep up.”

Sam grimaced. “Well. Nothing’s how it used to be.”

“Too true,” Barney muttered.

It was seven years since the War, and the War Beneath, had ended. That was far too short a time for memories to lose their bite; quite long enough for the world to be turned on its head. Old families whose sons had died in Flanders sold their stately homes to war profiteers; the land was dotted with half-empty villages where the young men were dead and the young women gone; the cities and towns were full of hungry-eyed jobless men; the Empire that had covered a full quarter of the earth was beginning to look less like an immutable and unchanging truth and more like hubris, with nemesis attendant. And the veil between this world and the other, repeatedly slashed and burned by the Great Summonings of the War Beneath, was slowly, inexorably tearing apart. 

Not everyone recognised that as truth. Some believed the damage mankind had inflicted would repair itself. But Randolph had lost almost every relation, professional colleague, and teacher he’d ever known in the War, just as Sam had lost his entire family, and Barney and Isaacs had near as dammit lost their souls. He was no longer prepared to believe that things would work out for the best. 

“Right, well, one foot after another,” he said briskly. “No sign will guide you, eh? How fortunate I already know the way to Cock Lane; I should be quite nervous to consult Bartholomew’s Reference Atlas, under the circumstances.”

***

[image: image]


HE WENT THE NEXT DAY. Cock Lane was an alley of no account near the great Smithfield meat market, famous only for the notorious fraudulent haunting of a previous century. Randolph felt such a delightfully named thoroughfare was missing a trick; one should surely have been certain of picking up a telegraph boy or a guardsman there. 

Not that he had the energy. He’d rather liked the way it had been in his war: casual encounters when one had the time and inclination, to which the authorities turned a blind eye because there weren’t enough occultists to waste any over petty morality; no tiresome obligations afterwards, since there were more important matters afoot and anyway half the men one fucked would be going back to wives or sweethearts. He didn’t have the strength for dodging around dark alleys any more, let alone the tedious palaver of winks and nods to ascertain shared inclinations. He’d nearly died for his country a great deal too often; if that country was as grateful as it claimed to be, it could demonstrate that by leaving him alone. 

He’d been told things were changing. The new generation of gilded youth, nauseatingly referred to as Bright Young People, made a great parade of unconventional natures. “Darling, you can’t move for homosexuals!” he’d been assured of some Piccadilly club by one of his fashionable acquaintance. Good for them, he supposed. It sounded like the sort of milieu in which a handsome, jaded, upper-class predator could have made absolute hay with fresh-faced innocents to the benefit of all concerned, if only his war had ended when everyone else’s had. If he’d been like other men of his class, with nothing better to do than amuse himself; if he hadn’t been so sodding busy with ghosts. 

If he wasn’t getting old. Randolph, who was thirty-five, chose not to pursue that thought. 

He wasn’t entirely sure why he was thinking of this at all, except, perhaps, for those encounters the previous week with the man Lazenby. He let his mind roam over that as he headed up Farringdon Street, since idle thoughts were a useful way to free his less usual senses. 

Saul Lazenby, who had looked like an ordinary bystander when that bloody tree had gone up and Randolph had been too damned late to see what happened. The diviner they used, an irritable pet-shop owner in Brixton, had sent a series of frantic but incoherent telegrams, and by the time Randolph had worked out there was some threat to the Southcott Oak, he’d had very little time to get there. 

Randolph had immediately telephoned Mrs. Denton, whose family guarded the Southcott box, to be assured of its safety and ask for watchfulness. Two days later she’d telephoned back to say that a Major Peabody had requested permission to visit, and would Randolph please take a look. So he’d looked, and he’d seen: Saul Lazenby, the innocent bystander at the Southcott tree burning, innocently by-sitting in a railway carriage on his way to visit the Southcott box. 

It could be innocent, was the damned thing of it. The Dentons had kept a very close eye on the visitors and reported no effort to open, steal, or damage the box. Peabody had been an obvious idiot, his head full of half-baked mystical notions and theories. If Lazenby had been in Oak Hill Park by chance, it was perfectly reasonable that his unicorn-chasing employer would follow up the Southcott connection. 

If. Because Randolph still didn’t know what had made the tree burn, and he had not quite liked the feeling he’d had from Lazenby. There was something out of true there, something off. It might be purely personal, of course: Lazenby was of the solid respectable middle classes and without doubt interested in men, and Randolph knew, if only by observation, the fear and shame that might have been heaped on him. If you told a fellow he was wrong long and convincingly enough, he often grew wrong. Perhaps Lazenby was simply a self-loathing queer working for an idiot and no more need be said. Perhaps Randolph should track him down and cheer him up. That sensitive, sun-browned face, that lean and hungry look, the banked fires in his dark, unhappy eyes—oh, he’d bet Mr. Lazenby would repay a man’s efforts, given half a chance. 
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