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Prologue

	 

	Declan Mooney had been trying to tune his portable radio to the BBC’s sports channel for roughly fifteen ever-more frustrating minutes. He eventually resorted to hitting the radio, fairly gently, then gave up rather than risk smashing it. He decided to check the scores on his phone instead but got just one bar and no useful service.

	“Bugger,” he told the empty office.

	He told himself this was just a nuisance, that the huge aluminum box he was charged with guarding was the problem. It stood to reason, after all, that the sheer amount of metal in the vast storage facility would interfere with reception. And the way the lights flickered, and the fact that his walkie talkie reception was poor to lousy—they, too, could be blamed on the fabric of the building.

	It’s nothing like Rookwood, he told himself for the hundredth time.

	If Declan had had a choice, he would not have opted for a night watchman’s job in a place like this. It was a labyrinth of corridors lined with locked doors. He would have preferred a day job with plenty of people around, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. And besides, nothing unusual had actually happened.

	And yet… I can’t bear to sit here in silence.

	“I need me some noise,” he said, and found a playlist on his phone. It was noisy, abrasive rock music, without too much thought behind it. Instant coffee for the brain, it made ideal listening for a long, lonely night in a big, gray box. But even the raucous tones of mediocre guitar bands fronted by forgettable white guys who couldn’t really hold a note seemed to fail Declan tonight.

	The problem was, during the odd quiet moment, and during the brief pauses between tracks, Declan felt sure he heard something. Sensed something, anyway. He kept flicking through the feeds from various security cameras on the screens in front of him, hoping to see some dumb kids who had broken in, perhaps to have it off out of the rain, or take whatever street drug was in fashion. But every sweep showed nothing but empty corridors and closed roller-doors, like a never-ending series of garages for undersized cars.

	When he had started this job, he had tried to imagine what was actually in each of the lock-up units. He had begun by imagining the proceeds of crime, untold riches in jewels, bullion, stolen artworks. Then he decided that international master criminals probably wouldn’t stash their ill-gotten gains in Tynecastle.

	Then he had tried to imagine stuff that compulsive hoarders might stash away because they couldn’t bear to part with it. That, unfortunately, left him with too many options, from authentic Klingon costumes to bellybutton lint. He decided people might be storing perfectly sensible things they couldn’t put anywhere else, which was boring, but certainly true in most cases.

	“What the…?”

	Declan killed the music in the middle of a long, derivative guitar solo. Something had snapped him out of his reverie; a noise that was loud enough to be heard above the music. Had he been wearing headphones—something he’d been specifically warned against—he would never have heard it.

	The sound came again. It was muffled, distant, but had a metallic boom about it. Something had either struck the wall of the structure or one of the lock-up doors. He flicked through the camera feeds again but saw no sign of movement. The noise came a third time, a dull tinny thud. Declan jumped up, grabbing his walkie and his flashlight. He had no weapon, but he had a duty to investigate.

	“Terry,” he hissed into the handset. “Terry, can you hear me?”

	Terry was the guard on the other unit, which was only a few yards away. But the hiss and crackle that came over the walkie meant they might as well have been on different planets. Declan picked up the internal phone but got no tone. It was dead.

	“Crap.”

	Declan fought an impulse to simply ignore the noise, knowing he would lose his job if he screwed up. He could not afford to be fired. He left his office, trying the walkie at regular intervals, but continually getting nothing. The lights were flickering again, and his torch seemed inclined to join in. He tapped the flashlight, restoring full beam, and walked on. The erratic sounds were now almost continuous, a kind of rumble that suggested a malfunctioning washing machine. As he rounded a corner, he felt the temperature plummet, and wondered if an outer door was open.

	No, the alarm would have gone off.

	The metallic thumping was coming from this row of lockups. Declan raised his torch and flicked it up and down the corridor. The churning noise rose and fell, and was punctuated by a startling bang. He saw one of the roll-up doors bulge outward. Now, he knew what was happening. Nobody had broken in. Somebody was trying to get out. Declan heaved a sigh of relief.

	Some idiot locked themselves in. God, maybe somebody decided to spend the night rather than go home, then thought better of it.

	Declan stopped outside the unit, examined the check-in sheet hanging by the door. In theory, everyone accessing their lock-up should sign in and out. But according to the sheet, nobody had been in for over a week. He shrugged. People often ignored the rules. He moved closer to the corrugated metal door, listened to the odd bumps and thuds from inside. It still sounded vaguely mechanical, but not entirely. It was almost as if some kind of miniature tornado was swirling around inside, occasionally hurling small but fairly solid objects against the walls and door.

	“Hello again, Declan.”

	He almost fell, turning around quickly just as the lights failed completely. His flashlight picked out a large, unmoving figure back along the corridor. The churning noise grew. There was another sound underneath it. Something was being ripped or torn apart. Paper.

	“Who is it?” Declan demanded.

	The flashlight beam revealed very familiar garb, camouflage trousers above heavy boots, a dark jacket, and a face concealed by a ski mask. In the intruder’s right hand was a long gun. It was an Armalite. The American rifle was the weapon of choice for the kind of men who had long ago, in a city across the Irish Sea, sworn to kill a young ‘traitor’ called Declan Mooney.

	“You’re not real!” he shouted, stumbling away from the apparition. “You weren’t real in Rookwood, you’re not real now.”

	“Oh, Declan, we’ve all come a long way since Rookwood.”

	The gun came up as Declan froze, fear vying with reason. A shot rang out, deafening in the confined space. The left side of his body erupted with pain, the agony blossoming under his ribcage. He slumped against the metal wall, dropped his walkie, and clutched at his jacket, expecting to feel blood pumping through his gloved fingers. But there was nothing.

	It was all a trick, he thought. All an illusion. Just like before.

	And then he died.

	 

	***

	 

	November in Tynecastle, he thought. It’s bloody bleak.

	Detective Sergeant Nathaniel Farson was on his way to check in for the night shift. The weather was wet and cold, a steady drizzle soaking anyone unwise enough to walk outside sans umbrella. Farson, snug in his police Ford, was at least spared that. Or so he thought. But, as soon he took the turn off toward the old Tyne Bridge, he realized he was going to have to get out and get wet, after all.

	Flashing lights ahead and a queue of traffic meant a problem on the bridge. Farson toyed with simply sitting in the queue, calling in to the control room to say he was stuck. He was heartily sick of police work in all its forms. But then he reasoned that, if he intervened, he would at least get a few brownie points. It did not pay to piss off the top brass too much, and Farson had made a nuisance of himself lately.

	The detective got out and immediately stepped into a rain-filled pothole. Cursing, he dodged between stationary vehicles and got to the police cordon, where a fresh-faced young constable was arguing, in a desultory way, with a group of irate drivers.

	“I don’t care if she does chuck herself in the river,” one man was saying. “I’ve got a delivery to make, and I’m already late!”

	“And your work ethic does you credit, sir,” said Farson drily, as he slipped under the barrier. At the same time, with practiced ease, he showed the youngster his ID.

	Farson quickly established that a girl of about twenty was clinging to the rail of the bridge from the outside. The young constable had tried to talk to her, but she had not seemed to hear him. Now, a priest was ‘having a go’, as the uniform put it. A trained negotiator was on the way.

	“I don’t suppose he’ll mind if I have a go, too,” Farson remarked, walking into the shadow of the vast, cast-iron arches. The bridge, built in the mid-nineteenth century, had long been a magnet for potential suicides. Farson had talked one down himself, in his days as a regular patrolman.

	He could make out the priest, a white-haired man in a raincoat. The girl was crouching on a narrow ledge and holding onto the metal mesh behind her. She wore jeans and a black hoodie. Her dark hair was plastered down over her face. The detective wondered what the priest might be saying, and hoped it was not too religious. In his experience, the young did not respond well to piety.

	“Excuse me, sir, how are things going?” he asked quietly.

	The white-haired man looked around, and Farson could see from the priest’s expression that he did not think things were going very well. He gently suggested he take over for a while and moved along the inner edge of the rail until he was almost within grabbing distance of the girl. For a moment, he thought he might actually be able to haul her to safety. She seemed oblivious to Farson.

	“No,” she said suddenly, and shuffled sideways a few inches. “No, don’t try it.”

	Farson stopped, held up his hands in a placatory gesture, but she did not look up. He wished he could see her face, gauge just how far she had gone down the road of despair. He glanced down, and felt his heart miss a beat. He was not looking at the rain-spattered surface of the River Tyne. He was looking at a car park fifty feet below, where another couple of uniforms were trying to hold back gawkers.

	Oh, Christ, this could be a bad one.

	As he looked up at the girl, she turned her head and for the first time, he saw her eyes. They were light gray in the poor light, might perhaps be blue by daylight. She looked coolly at Farson, not appearing to be agitated.

	“Hi,” he said. “I’m Nathaniel. I’m a police detective. I just happened to be passing, believe it or not. What’s your name?”

	The girl seemed to consider the question, then smiled and shook her head. At the same time, Farson caught sight of the vicar in his peripheral vision and turned to wave the man back. But there was nobody near him. Annoyed with himself, he switched his attention back to the girl. She was still smiling, and nodded as if he had confirmed something for her.

	“You can see them, too!” said the young woman. “You can, can’t you? You’ve seen them before, maybe.”

	“Maybe,” Farson said, trying to shake off the odd sensation of someone standing near him. “But forget—forget them, let’s talk about you. Won’t you tell me your name?”

	She shook her head.

	“My name is not important, officer. I won’t be needing it much longer.”

	Oh God, he thought. This is not a cry for help.

	“Here they come,” she said, sounding more excited. “All here for me. They told me to come here. They made it all really clear. I was wasting my time with the pills, talking to people, silly little mantras about how strong I am. Nobody gets out of this alive.”

	The girl braced herself, clearly preparing to jump.

	“Don’t!” Farson exclaimed and lunged for her. He managed to catch hold of her black hoodie. Again, he had the sense they were not alone, and this time he felt a piercing chill as dark figures moved on the fringe of vision.

	“Don’t feel bad about it, Nathaniel,” said the girl, and wriggled out of her hoodie. She fell forward, for all the world as if she were plunging into a swimming pool. There were screams from below as Farson closed his eyes. A loud metallic crash, the breaking of glass, the irate tone of a triggered car alarm. It was over.

	Farson looked down and saw colleagues clustered around the girl’s motionless body. An ambulance had been standing by, but he doubted if its team could do any good. He began to walk back toward his car, still clutching the hoodie. The intense cold he had felt a few moments earlier had vanished, replaced by the familiar chill of a damp November evening.

	“Sorry,” he told the young constable. “I’ll deal with the paperwork, make it clear you couldn’t have stopped me.”

	The officer said something hard to make out over the sound of car horns blaring. Some drivers clearly felt that, now the girl was gone, there was no good reason to obstruct honest citizens.

	“Sorry, what was that?” he asked.

	“Who were those other guys?” the constable asked, eyes wide. “I mean, was there anybody else there?”

	The priest appeared, put a hand on the officer’s arm.

	“Best not to ask about that, lad,” the old man said. “Some things are better left alone. My faith tells me such things are sent to delude and ensnare us.”

	Farson hesitated, wondering how much more the priest might know. Then he decided he had enough on his plate. Spooky Farson, as he was known in the canteen, did not need to probe any more mysteries. He took charge of reopening the bridge, then continued his journey to work.

	When he arrived, he found he was assigned what the duty sergeant called ‘another bloody weird one’.

	 

	***

	 

	“Two in one night,” Farson murmured as he stepped aside.

	Two paramedics were wheeling a body out on a gurney. The detective stopped them for a moment and lifted the blanket covering the dead man’s face. He glanced at it, then did a double take. The bald, bearded man looked familiar. He let the blanket drop and waved the paramedics on, thanking them absentmindedly.

	“Okay,” he said to the officer waiting inside the doorway, “fascinate me further.”

	The constable led him to a lock-up with a badly battered door. It looked as if it had been kicked or otherwise buffeted from the inside.

	“They found the night watchman there,” she said, gesturing. “He sent some kind of garbled message to a colleague in the next building. Guy found him dead and called us, so—”

	“Rooney?” Farson said. “Or was it Mooney?”

	The young woman looked surprised.

	“Yeah, his name was Declan Mooney—was he a villain?”

	Farson shook his head, ran his hand down the dented door.

	“No, just a witness in a case. Poor bastard seems to have come down in the world. What’s in here?”

	After a short while, they found some bolt cutters and removed the padlock on the door. Farson half-expected to find more bodies, but instead, he saw a tiny, windowless room full of confetti. He clicked on the light and went inside, examined the shredded paper—the remnants of books, dozens of them. Under the chaos, he noticed cardboard boxes that had been thrown around as if by a whirlwind.

	Or a maniac.

	“Do you think the night watchman did this, sir?” asked the constable.

	“Why?” asked Farson. “I’m intrigued—do you think our minimum wage employee removed the padlock, tore up all the books, shut the door, and relocked it, then dropped dead? I don’t know what your idea of a fun evening is, constable…”

	There was a long silence as he continued to investigate. He found a ripped but otherwise intact leaflet, turned it over. The title was BEYNON BOOKS, with a snail mail address and a phone number. There was also, he was pleased to see, an email address. Inside the leaflet promised Rare Books, Antiquarian Books, Unusual Books, Enjoyable Books…

	“Bloody expensive books,” the detective murmured, bagging the leaflet.

	“Evidence, sir?” asked the constable.

	“I’m going to go out on a limb,” Farson said. “And hazard a guess that this lock-up belongs to an antiquarian book dealer.”

	The young officer kicked a large heap of brownish paper debris.

	“Reckon he’s going to be a bit short of stock, then.”


Chapter 1

	 

	Hell was a labyrinth of magic mirrors.

	Everywhere she turned showed a fresh image, all different, yet all reflections of the same soul. Annie Elizabeth Semple was revealed again and again, in all her vileness. Every mirror showed a story set in a different world, each one centered on versions of the tormented soul who called herself Liz. Here she was a vile, plague-bearer, twisted body covered with sores, pus oozing through her foul rags. Then she saw a monstrous creature, hairy and bestial, fangs and claws clotted with gore. More often than any other of her many selves, she saw an excrement-smeared lunatic, chained up in a padded cell.

	Even worse were the subtle, attractive images that gradually revealed the disgusting reality underneath. Liz saw herself as a fine lady, a busy young mother, even a heroic nurse in wartime. But every seductive reflection changed subtly in a moment, revealing the evil glint in the eyes, the deranged expression distorting the face. The fine lady poisoned her husband, the young mother smothered her offspring, the nurse left wounded heroes to die. Every possible variant of Liz that her imagination could conceive was evil.

	“But they are not you, Liz. None of them are you!”

	Paul Mahan struggled to get through to the tortured creature who cowered in the shining maze. He urged her to smash the mirrors, as he had done many times before. In earlier shared nightmares, Liz had not dared to try and break free. But recently, she had exhibited more bravery. Paul had cause to hope that the courage she had shown before might reemerge and liberate her from this torment.

	“I can’t do it,” she wailed. “I am a monster, I’m evil, I’ve done terrible things!”

	“You can, just smash the goddamn glass!” Paul insisted. “You’ve got the power, Liz, you know you have—now use it!”

	Liz remained curled in a ball amid the ever shifting, ever shining mirrors of her soul. Paul, frustrated, reached out to try and touch her. He had never attempted that before, but his dream-hand did connect with the girl’s bare shoulder. She flinched, looked up from under an untidy mop of dark hair.

	“You can kill people with your mind,” Paul said, brutally. “So why can’t you break a few sheets of glass?”

	Too late, he realized he had crossed a line, probed too deeply into the source of all her self-loathing. Liz’s expression changed, her face becoming mask-like, her eyes devoid of feeling. Her eyes seemed to grow until they merged, became a single, lightless void. The last trace of radiance vanished, and he was in his own personal hell, a place of utter loneliness, with all hope of human contact gone. Paul flailed against nothingness, tried to scream in airless, starless space.

	Suddenly, light returned, albeit a dim, unearthly radiance. Paul knew at once he was Liz, the newly dead girl haunting the half-burned East Wing of Rookwood. He had been drawn into her mind, and now she was reliving some crucial event. He guessed it must be the wrong she had once done, the ‘crime’ that led her to condemn herself.

	“No, no, Liz!” he protested. “Let me go! Let yourself go free, don’t relive this.”

	Instead, their point of view shifted, and Paul seemed to float along empty, smoke-blackened corridors until he reached a broken window. Outside, it was night. The grounds of the asylum seemed deserted. But then there was movement, a diminutive figure in short pants, sneaking timidly toward Rookwood. As the boy got closer, Paul saw he was about twelve and dressed in antiquated clothing, the sort of slightly comical outfit English boys wore in the years after World War Two. The boy glanced back a couple of times. It seemed someone was watching from the edge of the grounds.

	As soon as the boy clambered through the window, Liz whispered to him, entering his mind. His name was Micky. He was shy and self-conscious about his size, desperate to fit in, be one of Tommo’s gang. Liz saw Tommo in his mind, the swaggering bully who had forced the boy to go into the haunted building as a test.

	Liz felt her rage return, and Paul once more experienced the cold fury that had allowed the girl to kill Palmer at the very climax of his last experiment. She was angry on behalf of the lonely little boy this time, wishing she could set things right for him, for all the victims who suffered and had no one to help them. Liz spoke to the boy, mind to mind.

	‘He’s lying to you, Micky. Tommo will never let you in the gang, he’s just trying to make you look stupid. He wants you to pee yourself and run away, screaming like a little girl. You don’t need his gang, Micky. You can be brave and rely on yourself, make real friends. Just find the courage inside you. Tell Tommo and his gang to piss off…’

	The boy smiled, straightened up, no longer cowering in the dark. He turned to clamber back out of the East Wing and froze. Suddenly, Paul sensed another presence, one that was all too familiar. Palmer was suddenly locked in conflict with Liz, battling to try and control the boy. The purely mental struggle was still intensely vicious, with Palmer marshaling his retinue of weaker victims against Liz. But still, Paul felt, the girl was strong enough to defy the amoral doctor.

	And then Liz gave up.

	Paul felt her retreat from the psychic fray, then saw Micky slump against the wall as Palmer took possession of his young, vulnerable mind. Liz withdrew from the East Wing, heading into the heart of the building. Paul knew what would happen next; that Palmer would bring the worst impulses of the boy to the surface. A death would result; Tommo the bully stabbed with a shard of broken glass. The press reports from the time called it a senseless killing.

	“Why did you stop fighting, Liz?” he demanded. “That’s not like you. I saw what you did to Jeff Bowman when he threated Ella and Neve.”

	The answer appeared in his mind. Micky had appeared just a few months after the disaster at Rookwood. At the time, Liz did not know whether Palmer could overwhelm her. She dreaded being defeated and enslaved in death after she had triumphed over him in life. Unsure of her strength, she had chosen to flee. With the benefit of hindsight, she could have won the battle for the boy’s soul.

	“You can’t blame yourself for that,” he insisted, as he found himself back in the hell of mirrors. “Liz, forgive yourself for that moment of weakness!”

	She looked at him blankly, shook her head. A burst of energy struck him, sent him hurtling far above the bizarre glass maze. The labyrinth where Liz lay trapped by her own guilt shrank to a tiny point of light. All around him was darkness, an eternal void.

	“Nooooooo!”

	Suddenly, the darkness parted, as if a curtain had been drawn back. A vast, curved surface appeared, and Paul wondered if it was the surface of some strange planet. Then the murk cleared enough for him to see it was a face, or part of one. Paul saw very fine, golden hairs on the skin. He turned his head and saw enormous lips moving, forming syllables.

	“… Three. Two. One.”

	The woman’s calm voice raised him from his reverie. He gazed up at the anxious features of Doctor Blume. After he recognized her, he realized she was leaning over him as he lay on her therapy couch. Behind her stood Mike Bryson, looking down anxiously.

	“Thought we’d lost you there, mate,” said Mike. “She kick you out again?”

	Paul glanced around the office, remembered where he was and what they were doing. Or trying to do.

	“Yeah,” he said grimly. “I couldn’t get her to break free, but she felt confident enough to give me a smack in the kisser, or it’s psychic equivalent. Something like that, anyhow.”

	“Was Ella there this time?” Mike asked.

	“No,” Paul said, smiling. “No, she’s been absent for the last few sessions. Thank God. So that worked.”

	“I must recommend we cut back on these experiments,” said the doctor, as she and Mike helped Paul up. “Here, drink some water—I know you are anxious to help Ella, but taking on her entire burden might not be the best way.”

	Paul wobbled, spilled some of the plastic cupful of water, and plopped down on the couch again. He ran quavering fingers through his hair and wondered if it was going gray yet.

	“If you can think of another way to take the heat off Ella,” he said, not meeting Blume’s eye, “I’d like to hear it. She and I are the only people with this tie to Liz, the only people she can reach out to, cling to.”

	“Yeah,” said Mike quietly, sitting down next to Paul. “But, look at it this way—if you have a breakdown, or whatever, you can’t help Ella, or Liz. You’ll just wreck your own health.”

	Paul nodded, unable to refute his friend’s commonsense. Since he had started these off-the-record sessions with Blume, he had endured tremendous stress. Blume’s use of suggestion to put Paul into Liz’s personal hell had been Paul’s idea, attempted against the therapist’s advice. But since Blume had been confronted with clear evidence of the paranormal, she had been willing to help. This was, Paul suspected, partly from guilt at having at first dismissed his experiences at Rookwood as symptoms of mental illness.

	“Let’s check with Neve,” Mike said finally, taking out his phone.

	Ella’s mother confirmed her daughter was sleeping peacefully. Mike passed the phone over to Paul, who struggled to find anything new to say.

	“Yes,” he confirmed. “Yes, it’s still the mirrors, all the versions of her bad self, as she sees it… Well, perhaps that’s what hell is, or indeed heaven. We are alone with ourselves. It seems very unfair, I agree…”

	They chatted some more, and Paul wondered if he was right to sense greater warmth in Neve Cotter’s voice. She had clearly not been impressed by him in the past, but since he had done his best to take the burden of Liz’s torment from Ella, she had become kinder.

	In another life, would I have asked her out for dinner and a movie? Paul wondered. Well, guess I’ll probably never know.

	Doctor Blume saw them out and bade them farewell as she locked up her office. The miserable weather had persisted into the November night, and Paul shivered as they dashed to Mike’s car. In the distance, they heard shouting, a smash of glass. It was nearly two in the morning, but some locals were still outside, almost certainly drunk, and possibly fighting.

	“Come to historic Tynecastle,” said Mike as they buckled up. “Where the nightlife is noisy, copulatory, pukey, and has that edge of raw physical danger we can all enjoy.”

	“Oh, to be young again,” smiled Paul. “If only they knew what’s out there. Or what might be out there.”

	During the drive back to their shared house, they talked in a desultory fashion, of the Palmer entity. Strange events had been piling up since Paul had tried to destroy Rookwood, but there was no discernible pattern. They agreed, if Palmer was active, he was either playing a subtle game, or was just lashing out crazily.

	“Could be a bit of both,” added Mike, sourly.

	Their conversation was interrupted by a sudden explosion, high above. It was a firework rocket, reminding Paul that tomorrow was November 5th.

	“No,” he said aloud. “No, it’s today.”

	“Yep,” Mike said, glancing up. “Bonfire night, AKA Guy Fawkes’ Night, when we celebrate the fact that a 17th-century religious fanatic failed to blow up the King and Parliament, and then got burned at the stake along with his pals.”

	“These days, maybe some people feel he should be applauded for giving it a damn good try,” observed Paul. “Do people still burn Guy Fawkes in effigy? I don’t recall seeing that last year.”

	Mike shrugged as he turned onto the main expressway across town. Another rocket exploded, then a salvo of three or four sprayed red starbursts against the backdrop of low-hanging clouds.

	“I doubt it,” he said. “When I was very young, the older kids used to wheel a Guy through the streets. ‘Penny for the Guy,’ that was the old chant, but trick or treat on Halloween has replaced it.”

	Paul nodded, remembering how American the English Halloween had seemed, and how it almost coincided with the much older autumn bonfire festival. Another rocket exploded high above the streets, further away now, bangs fading to become sharp pops.

	“I forgot to ask,” said Mike, as he pulled into their street. “How’s the tutelage going?”

	“Oh God, don’t ask,” Paul groaned. “All these nightmare sessions are not doing anything for my concentration. But at least it brings in some cash. I just wish they’d stop asking me to write their essays for ’em.”

	“Entitled little brats,” Mike said. “And here we are, home sweet home.”

	 

	***

	 

	Farson finished up at the storage unit and drove the uniformed constable back to police headquarters. The young woman remarked on the inevitable fireworks that were being set off around the city.

	“I hope none of these idiots blow their faces off,” she said. “Or if they do, it’s not on my shift.”

	“They should ban the damn things,” said Farson. “Only professionals should handle things that go bang. Basic common sense.”

	They drove on in silence for another few minutes.

	“Sir,” the constable asked. “Do you think—something is going on?”

	Farson glanced sideways at his subordinate.

	“Something’s always going on, Sue—that’s why we still have work.”

	“That’s not what I meant, sir,” she said, irritably. “You know, like that bridge jumper, and this thing with the books. They’re just weird. And all that business at the old asylum.”

	She hesitated, and Farson imagined her thought processes.

	I’m Spooky Farson, I get all the odd cases nobody wants. But now there are so many, it’s hard to make a joke of them, hard for the top brass to ignore, never mind the lower ranks.

	“You can speak freely, Sue, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

	The woman took a deep breath.

	“A lot of the guys down the nick, they think this Palmer stuff is becoming a real threat. There are so many mental cases, now, and we only see the ones that are a public safety threat. This friend of mine works at the infirmary, and she says the number of people with psychiatric problems has gone way up. Right across the board, no obvious explanation.”

	Farson had already observed this trend, but it was still interesting to find that others were seeing it, too.

	“And,” Sue continued, “there’s this graffiti all over the place.”

	Farson frowned, not grasping the significance of the point. Seeing his expression, the young officer gestured at a derelict pub as they passed.

	“You didn’t see it, on the wall there?” she asked.

	“I saw the usual spray-painted crap,” he replied. “Why?”

	“Take a closer look,” she urged. “Next time you see a wall covered with tags and all that, look more closely.”

	They arrived at headquarters a few moments later, and Farson spent the next few hours filling out online forms. He tackled the suicide first, though he always found it the hardest subject to deal with, even including murder. He used the most detached jargon he could muster, distancing himself from the horror of a young life ended for no good reason.

	“But maybe for a good reason this time,” he muttered.

	He checked the background details of the young woman. She had been a student at Tynecastle University, specializing in advanced software design. On a hunch, he Googled her name, and found she had been featured in her local newspaper as a star student, and had won a scholarship. He then chided himself for procrastination, because he hated the one duty he was bound to perform right now, tonight. He obtained her parents’ home phone number, took a deep breath, and made the call.

	The conversation was a long and difficult one.

	 

	***

	 

	Mike had been snoring next door for a couple of hours when Paul finally decided to go to bed. He had been trying to prepare notes for his online tutelage service, which he offered to history students around the world in return for meager amounts of cash. He had little chance of obtaining any kind of regular teaching post in the near future, given his notoriety. But, by concealing his identity, he had managed to build up an online clientele who did not think of him as ‘the asylum guy’.

	As usual, the messages from his clients ranged from intelligent questions to desperate pleadings for help. He skimmed through, flagging up queries he could deal with simply by sending a ‘sample essay’ or something similar. He wondered how many students would submit his work as their own, without altering a single word. Then he realized he was past caring, and very tired.

	“I tell them not to cheat, they cheat anyway, the little bastards,” he mumbled wearily as he slipped under his duvet.

	He had hoped for a dreamless sleep, but instead, he kept waking from an uneasy slumber dogged by confusing images. He kept finding himself back at Rookwood, and the building was both the modern apartment complex he had known, and the Grim post-war asylum where Liz had been incarcerated. He relived Palmer’s experiments on Liz and his other human guinea pigs. The death of Palmer and most of the inmates and staff in 1955 was somehow combined with Paul’s own attempt to destroy the building. He felt the blast of his improvised bomb, the heat of the blaze on his skin. And he saw, once again, the Palmer entity reeling in the flames, apparently unable to escape the scene of the doctor’s monstrous crimes.
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