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Prologue: Morlocks and Medics

	 

	The nightmare always began in the same way.

	Denny was walking in a forest, golden summer sunlight dappling the undergrowth. Birdsong and the hum of bees surrounded her. She glimpsed blue sky through the leaves, felt a gentle breeze on her skin. Small creatures clambered, leaped, or scurried through the bushes. A butterfly, wings richly patterned in red and black, fluttered in front of her face.

	She almost smiled. But she knew the idyll would not last.

	With dream-logic, she could suddenly see through the earth, foliage, the roots of trees. It was as if the ground was made of glass. Beneath her feet, she saw a vast network of burrows. Not tunnels, these were not engineered but dug with claws, their walls cemented with mucous.

	It was a huge nest of Interlopers.

	As the vision became clearer, she saw the inhabitants of the underground hive. Pale and naked, scuttling along like anthropoid ants, the Interlopers swarmed in their thousands. One passed directly below her, paused, turned its face up to her. Above its elongated muzzle, a blended mouth and nose, tiny black eyes gleamed.

	The Morlocks, she thought. Soon it will be time.

	Sure enough, the sirens began to sound, the wailing tone rising and falling. Suddenly she was no longer alone. All through the forest, people were walking, blank-faced, purposeful, heading the same way. The great multitude looked to be of all ages, all races. Mothers carried babies in their arms, old folk were supported by younger men and women.

	“No,” she said, as she had to, every time. “No, you don’t need to go!”

	Denny ran to the nearest man, tried to make him stop, but he ignored her, kept walking. She went through the same futile process again and again. But eventually, the crowd of vacant-eyed walkers grew so dense that she was simply carried along by it.

	The sirens were very loud now. She did not want to see where the mesmerized people were going, but she had to turn, had to look. A great edifice of white stone stood on the margins of the forest. It was topped by a colossal head of an Interloper, fearsome maw ringed with vicious teeth, tiny eyes set in deep sockets. Beneath the massive stone head, humans trooped into the pedestal, vanishing into the shadows. From within Denny heard snarls, screams.

	Eaten alive, she thought in despair. All eaten alive.

	She was very close to the gateway now, and the sirens were blotting out all thought. She could see pale figures lurking inside the vast stone pedestal, pouncing on defenseless humans as they walked inside. And the crowd was still carrying her forward, so that Denny knew she would soon be in the killing zone. She looked down. Her bare feet were treading in patches of fresh blood. She battled against the human tide, but in vain.

	Then she was inside. As soon as she had crossed the threshold the sirens stopped. The great gateway closed, trapping Denny and the other human cattle in twilight. Interlopers moved forward, crouching, predatory, masters of their dark domain. One by one, they pounced and fed, cracking open skulls, feasting on the bloody matter within.

	And then, only Denny was left alive.

	“No!” she cried. “You can’t have me, you won’t take me!”

	She pounded on the metal doors that sealed her only escape route, knowing that it was futile. She waited for the attack to come. But she stood unmolested, untouched.

	“You have nothing to fear,” said a low voice.

	Turning to face the semicircle of creatures, she saw that they had changed. They had all taken on human form. The same form, a specific female. Thirties, slim, average height, and a bright, inquisitive expression.

	Each one had Denny’s face.

	“What is this?” she gasped. “Why are you doing this?”

	The nearest fake Denny smiled, shrugged.

	“You know why,” said the creature. “You’re one of us, now.”

	Denny woke abruptly, heart racing, her limbs tangled in bedsheets. For a moment, she wondered if Frankie would knock on her door, check on her. Then she remembered her roommate was in Fordham on Task Force business.

	“Mopping up operations,” Denny muttered.

	She grabbed a notebook from her bedside table and tried to note down details of the dream before they faded. As it was a recurring nightmare, she had assumed that it was somehow connected to the surviving Interlopers. It was also, obviously, based on an old science fiction movie that had scared her as a kid. After she had finished the latest page of notes, she flipped back and saw that it was consistent with earlier attempts to summarize the dream.

	Could just be my subconscious, being a jerk, she mused. Or something else. Information leaking through. Thanks to Jabba.

	Denny threw back the covers and padded into the bathroom. She felt herself compelled to check on her symbiont several times a day now. The organism had become so short and narrow that it no longer merited its nickname. As she angled the mirror in her hand, she saw that the glistening tube of alien tissue had shrunk again. It was less than six inches long, and no wider than her finger.

	“Once it was you and me,” she murmured. “But soon it will just be us.”

	Again, she wished Harriet Zoffany were still around to consult. The biologist had established that symbionts slowly blended their genes with those of their human hosts. Zoffany’s experiments on rats had also hinted at a merging of nervous systems. But what that might imply for humans, no one knew.

	“But we’re gonna find out pretty soon,” Denny sighed, putting down the mirror. “In the meantime, Jabba, let’s try and get some shuteye.”

	 

	***

	 

	“So, what seems to be the trouble?” asked Doctor Khan.

	“I seem to have a sort of growth. On me back.”

	The patient sitting opposite Khan was David Stainforth, currently employed at Fordham city hall. Stainforth was forty-three, stocky, rather pale, with a few gray hairs in his close-cropped hair and thin goatee beard. The doctor glanced at the notes on the screen. Before now, the man had a pretty clean record. A detached retina a few years earlier had been treated successfully. There was nothing else of note.

	“When did you first notice this growth?” asked Khan.

	“That’s the funny thing,” said the patient. “Sometimes it isn’t there at all. Then sometimes I can see it, and it’s really big and horrible. You know, ugly like?”

	“So it’s a recurring problem?” Khan said, making a few notes on his pad. “Is it giving you any pain, discomfort?”

	“No,” Stainforth said. “But sometimes it – it kind of talks to me.”

	Khan fixed a smile on his face and moved his left hand below his patient’s line of sight. There was a panic button under his desk. Security would be with him in seconds, or so he had been told.

	“Talks to you?” Khan said, keeping his voice neutral. “In what sense?”

	“At night, sometimes,” Stainforth replied, unblinking and sincere. “When I’m on duty monitoring the CCTV, you know? And I hear this voice. It sounds a bit like a woman, or a girl. Sometimes more than one. I can’t make out the words, but you kind of get the taste of it. You know?”

	Khan nodded.

	“Do go on,” he said, left thumb poised above the panic button as he took more notes with his other hand.

	“I get the feeling I’m supposed to do something for these people, these women,” Stainforth said, frowning. “I feel compelled, you know? But this compulsion, it goes away real quick. And that’s when I feel the – the growth. The thing on my spine. But then whole days can go by and I forget about it. Sounds crazy, but I forget it’s even there. I can’t explain it, doc. Do you want to see it?”

	This could be above my pay grade, thought Khan. But he doesn’t seem dangerous. And it may be a genuine physical ailment with some psychiatric complications.

	“Okay, perhaps I’d better take a look at this – growth,” he said, rising from his office chair. “Please, take off your jacket and shirt.”

	Khan had expected to see, at most, some kind of rash on Stainforth’s back. But when the man removed his shirt and turned around, the doctor had to stifle a very unprofessional exclamation. A moment later, he felt dismay, tinged with panic. He had no idea what the problem was, but it looked serious. A dark greenish-brown streak of glistening tissue extended partway down the man’s spine. It was about eight inches long and roughly an inch wide.

	“Well,” Khan said, trying to sound calm and well-informed, “you certainly have picked up something.”

	He reached out tentatively, then stopped, took a pair of disposable latex gloves from a box on his desk. He felt a sudden, irrational desire to do anything other than touch the slimy-looking tissue. But Khan could hardly back off, not with a patient awaiting his verdict. He put his right index finger onto the weird growth. It yielded with a quiet squelch. Khan jerked his hand back as the patient gave a little gasp.

	“Is that painful?” the doctor asked.

	“Painful?” Stainforth asked, as if puzzled. “Oh, the pain. The pain of separation.”

	He’s afraid it might need surgery, Khan thought. Not surprising. But look at it, that thing needs to come off.

	“I think you need to see a specialist about this,” the doctor said, putting on his most reassuring tone. “I’m going to refer you to the university hospital.”

	“University,” murmured Stainforth. “So much knowledge.”

	“Yes, very knowledgeable people!” Khan said brightly, stepping behind his desk again. The barrier between him and the patient, however symbolic, seemed suddenly important. “Please, sit down again, and you can put your shirt on.”

	As Khan typed a hasty message to a colleague at the hospital, he noticed that Stainforth had not moved. Instead, the man seemed to be mumbling something, the words inaudible.

	Oh, God, Khan thought, standing up again, psychiatric problems always complicate things so much.

	“David?” he said tentatively, wondering if a less formal approach would help. “There’ll be an ambulance along in about ten minutes to take you to the hospital. Please, put your shirt on and take a seat.”

	The patient stared at Khan as if seeing him for the first time.

	“They’re calling me!” moaned Stainforth. “The sea, the sea is so wide, and they are so young, so small. I should go to them. But I can’t.”

	Khan suppressed the urge to push his panic button. Instead, he gave in to curiosity and examined the weird growth again. It seemed to be worm-like. Khan ran a finger down where the pale human flesh joined the gray-green tissue. Stainforth gasped again, twitched slightly.

	“I’m sorry,” he said hastily. “Did that hurt?”

	“No,” breathed Stainforth. “It’s not pain, exactly. It’s this terrible sense of – of loss. I was part of something, I’m sure. Something beautiful. Something amazing. And now I’m so alone. Alone!”

	The man spun around, grabbed the doctor by the lapels of his jacket. As he jabbed the panic button, Khan noticed that Stainforth’s pupils were dilated.

	Maybe there’s something in his system, the doctor thought. But what kind of growth secretes a mind-altering drug?

	“Please try and calm down, David,” he said, attempting to sound firm.

	Stainforth let go, still staring at Khan.

	“The beautiful ones are too far away,” he said, mournfully. “They left us behind.”

	Khan was about to suggest that Stainforth put his shirt back on when the man’s head jerked around.

	“They’re coming!” he said, looking alarmed for the first time. “The enemy!”

	Oh crap, thought Khan, taking a step back.

	 

	***

	 

	“We’ve got another one.”

	Frankie Dupont looked inquiringly at Ben Collier.

	“General practice, other side of town,” the agent explained. “The doctor emailed an expert on parasites, guy at the university hospital. A couple of keywords got flagged up.”

	“Slimy?” Frankie hazarded. “Creepy?”

	“No, ‘spine’,” Collier corrected, as they left their safe house and headed for their unmarked van. “And also ‘baffling’.”

	As Collier put the black van in gear, Frankie puzzled over what she had just heard.

	“We go to red alert if a doctor admits to being baffled?” she asked, incredulously.

	Collier guffawed as he swung out into the mid-morning traffic. It was a bright day in late March, and he put on a pair of sunglasses before answering.

	“You’d be surprised how rarely doctors admit to not knowing what the hell they’re seeing,” he remarked. “As a profession, they have to maintain a show of – what’s the word?”

	“Omniscience,” put in Hattersley, the third member of the team.

	“Keep your eye on your fancy gadgets,” returned Collier. “See if we get a signal. Security has detained the guy, but he’s still on the premises.”

	“This Code Nine detector is a Heath Robinson contraption at best,” Hattersley grumbled.

	Frankie twisted around in her seat.

	“Heath Robinson?” she asked. “Here’s me thinking Gould invented it.”

	Hattersley looked smug.

	“You would say Rube Goldberg,” explained the technician. “Wacky inventions that are more elaborate than useful.”

	Frankie gave Hattersley her most withering stare.

	“Ted Gould did a damn good job,” she said. “It worked okay when he was using it.”

	Collier laughed as Hattersley reddened and turned to the controls of the detector.

	“Bad workman blames his tools,” Collier remarked. “And here we are, H-man. Got anything?”

	Collier swung the van into a small car park next to a low, red-brick building. A sign proclaimed it the Thornhill Medical Practice. A loud beeping sound came from the back of the van.

	“A definite blip,” Hattersley said, grudgingly. “Could be a Code Nine.”

	A man burst out of the front door of the building. He was naked to the waist, his eyes wide. Behind him came another man in a jacket bearing the label SECURITY.

	“I’m guessing it’s the first guy we want?” Frankie said, unbuckling her seat belt.

	It took them a couple of minutes to restrain and sedate David Stainforth, then bundle him into the back of the van. Doctor Khan objected strongly to his patient being ‘grabbed by some randos’. He was somewhat mollified when Collier showed him his security clearance.

	“He’ll get the usual visit from Scotland Yard, be told some stuff about national security,” Collier explained as they drove away. “It usually works. Most professionals don’t want a black mark on their file.”

	“Do you think this one is the last?” Frankie asked.

	She was in the back with Hattersley, making sure Stainforth remained laid on his side despite the van’s swerving through mid-morning traffic.

	“I doubt it,” Hattersley said gloomily. “Cassandra enslaved a lot of locals via her little cult. Even if most of them left town, there could be plenty of Code Nines left.”

	Frankie checked Stainforth’s pulse and breathing. The Task Force medics back at the nearby military airbase would perform more elaborate tests. Then he would be taken back to headquarters in London. He was the seventh controlled human detained so far. She agreed with Collier’s assessment, that only the most valuable people had been taken when the Interlopers had fled.

	Valuable people like Zoffany, she thought ruefully. God knows what they’re doing to her, exploiting her for.

	“You think they’ll figure out a way to cure them?” she asked Hattersley.

	“You’re assuming it’s an illness,” the technician pointed out. “Some might see it was a different state of being. Evolution, in fact.”

	Frankie felt herself growing resentful of the Englishman’s perverse way of looking at things. But she kept her voice level when she responded.

	“I reckon being enslaved by monsters from another dimension doesn’t count as progress.”

	Hattersley’s mouth twisted up in a crooked smile.

	“It is from the Code Nine viewpoint,” he said. “Know your enemy, Frankie. Put yourself in his place. Or in this case, its place. For them, converting us into slaves and food animals makes sense, but it’s a huge task. A human antagonist would probably balk at the scale of it. But–”

	Frankie nodded reluctantly.

	“But they’re not human,” she finished. “And they could give it a try. Take us over. Turn us into cattle.”

	They fell silent as Stainforth moaned and fretted under the anesthetic. The black van stopped briefly at the airfield gates, then headed out onto the runway. Soon they would be back in London.

	We’ll be back under Trent’s supervision, Frankie thought. I wonder if Hattersley would be so cool and theoretical if he knew there was more than one non-human threat?

	“Cheer up, Frankie!” said Collier. “We’re winning, one day at a time. We’ll get them all eventually.”

	 

	***

	 

	“I do not care what your papers say, Herr Kapitan,” said Andreas Schliewe. “Your vessel cannot use our facilities. No spaces are available.”

	The British captain standing in front of Schliewe looked blankly at him for a moment. Then the man smiled, and the German harbormaster felt oddly relieved.

	Why did I fear he might attack me? Schliewe wondered. Such a thing is unheard of.

	The two were standing on the busy docks at Hamburg, the picturesque backdrop of the medieval city barely visible beyond cranes, trucks, and warehouses. The captain of the large, London-registered motor yacht had been very persistent about requiring a place to dock. But, as Schliewe had pointed out, he could not conjure up a space that did not exist.

	“I appreciate your position, Herr Schliewe,” the captain replied, his tone friendly. “But our circumstances are somewhat unusual. Perhaps if you came aboard you might change your mind?”

	Schliewe frowned. His keen sense of propriety was always alert to the possibility of bribery. Smugglers offered thousands, sometimes millions, to humble functionaries so that they could bring drugs, arms, and trafficked individuals through Hamburg. Since he had taken charge, Schliewe had enforced the regulations assiduously.

	“I pride myself on my professionalism,” he warned. Then a thought occurred to him. “Are you claiming that you require to dock at once for emergency reasons?”

	The captain’s brow wrinkled in thought, then he shrugged.

	“We have passengers who are – let us say, celebrities? One of whom wishes to come ashore. But this – celebrity – would rather do so discreetly.”

	Schliewe frowned, checked the passenger roster of the yacht. He saw no names that he recognized. Noticing this, the captain admitted that several passengers were traveling under assumed names. Schliewe raised an eyebrow, back on familiar territory – that of clear rules, properly enforced.

	“I must inspect these persons’ passports before I can consider allowing them ashore,” he said. “And of course, I will have to contact my opposite number in German Federal Customs.”

	“Of course,” the captain said. “Procedures must be followed. But first, please come aboard the Fulmar and meet our VIPs.”

	Schliewe was about to refuse when the captain reached out and took his hand. The German pulled back, but not before he experienced an odd, tingling sensation.

	As if someone had tickled the inside of my head, he thought. Most peculiar.

	“Herr Schliewe,” the captain said quietly. “I think I can trust you. The persons I am referring to are members of a certain singing group that is very popular with pre-teen girls.”

	When the captain named the group, Schliewe thought of his twelve-year-old daughter, and her reaction if he got the autographs of her favorite singers. He made an instant bargain with his conscience. He would inspect a luxury yacht applying to use the harbor facilities and meet its famous passengers.

	And if this perfectly sensible procedure results in some autographed pictures for little Julie, so much the better.

	Ten minutes later, Schliewe climbed up the ladder from his launch to board the Fulmar. He had inspected many vessels in his time, and at first, the yacht seemed ordinary enough. It was only as he was shown below deck by the captain that he began to wonder at the absence of other crewmembers, and the silence.

	Normally there would be music playing. Crewmen shouting. A general bustle as people prepare to go ashore.

	However, Schliewe shrugged off his concerns, as the captain led him along a passageway to a large, furnished lounge. Seated on a couch he saw three young women dressed in expensive-looking clothes, attended by a couple of adults dressed as wait staff. Even Schliewe, with his limited interest in pop, recognized the famous faces.

	“Here he is, girls!” said the captain.

	Schliewe fixed a smile on his face and advanced across the lounge, already wondering how he could get such famous celebrities through the dock area without too much fuss. The three girls stood up, beaming dazzling smiles at him. He was about to say what a pleasure it was to meet such stars when the captain and one of the waiters grabbed him by the arms.

	“What? Please, gentlemen, ladies,” Schliewe protested. “This is most irregular.”

	The other waiter stepped forward and sprayed something from a small bottle into Schliewe’s face. It stung his eyes, produced an acrid, burning sensation. He coughed, spluttered, protested some more. Then his captors led him to a chair and lowered him carefully into it.

	“This is outrageous!” he exclaimed, tears streaming down his cheeks. “Serious charges will be brought, I assure you!”

	Schliewe tried to stand, but felt dizzy, could not lever himself upright. The stinging sensation in his eyes faded, but was replaced by a strange humming noise that grew rapidly louder. A sensation of numbness spread over his face, down his chest, into his limbs.

	“Help me!” he croaked.

	He reached up for one of the men standing over him, then stopped to gaze at his hand. Schliewe’s vision was dimming, but it seemed as if the flesh of his fingers was darkening, becoming purplish-black. Just before darkness closed in, he saw his thumbnail fall off, the exposed flesh beneath looking like rotten fruit. There was an iron taste of blood in his mouth.

	The last words he heard were in English. They were spoken in a cool, measured voice by a woman.

	“A qualified success,” said the unknown woman. “But with a few more adjustments we will be able to start testing on a larger scale.”


Chapter 1: Deceit and Detection

	 

	Never be alone with him, thought Ted Gould, glancing at the short man walking just ahead of him. That’s what we agreed. But it’s not easy when he’s your boss.

	“Good morning, good morning!”

	Trent, the Task Force leader, was full of effusive bonhomie. The staff at the children’s home greeted him familiarly. He was clearly a regular visitor. This made Gould resentful, confused. He had only seen Lucy half a dozen times since Denny Purcell had rescued her over a year earlier.

	She’s my sister. I should see her more often, get to know her better. Despite the obstacles.

	They were ushered down a corridor by a member of staff. The walls were decorated with bright murals of tropical islands, forests, mountains. Amiable creatures swam or ran or flew, and none preyed upon one another. Monkeys in trees looked benevolently down at lions, mice peered up at comical owls, smiling dolphins cruised amiably past schools of multi-colored fish.

	Propaganda, Gould thought. We prettify nature, play down the violence. Is that wise?

	The attendant showed them into an observation room. Gould steeled himself to ask her to stay, but did not need to. Instead, the woman stood between Gould and Trent while they watched the children play. Sometimes a little boy or girl would look directly at the one-way mirror. Even though he knew all the child could see was its own reflection, Gould still felt uncomfortable.

	“Of course,” the woman said, “this room would normally only be used by child-care professionals and such. But Lucy – well, we all know there are special circumstances.”

	“Quite so!” Trent responded with his usual chirpiness. “And we are most grateful to all of you for being so accommodating.”

	At that moment, a fresh group of children ran into the playroom. Lucy was among them, talking eagerly to another girl. Gould was not good at judging children’s ages. To him Lucy looked about six or seven, though medical opinions varied. The fact was that she had been born three years after Ted, but they were now nearly fifty years apart.

	“All that time away,” Trent murmured. “So sad.”

	Gould looked round sharply at his superior. The cover story was that Gould was Lucy’s uncle, a long-lost relative. Paperwork had been contrived to fit the story. But the looks that staff members sometimes gave Gould led him to wonder if they thought he was actually the girl’s father.

	They might think I disowned her, then regretted it. But how can I insist that the nicer lie is the true one?

	It was a minor complication. The central fact was that Lucy Gould had been abducted and kept in the Phantom Dimension for a few weeks, by her reckoning. Decades had passed in the human universe. After her rescue, she had been almost unable to speak, severely traumatized. But looking at her now, Gould saw a normal child dragging a large, stuffed rabbit around behind her.

	“She never lets go of that bunny,” the attendant remarked. “Sleeps with it, insists on having it with her at bath time. It’s looking a bit battered now.”

	“Her one constant in a baffling, chaotic world,” Trent remarked.

	A pager beeped and the woman excused herself. Gould looked at the door as it closed behind her, took a faltering step after it, then realized he could not justify leaving the observation room.

	“Don’t be afraid, Ted, old chap,” said Trent. “Your precious mind is quite safe with me.”

	Gould turned to see Trent looking at him benignly. The plump little man was leaning against the far wall, thumbs in the waistband of his slacks.

	Could anyone look more harmless?

	“We need to have a chat, Ted,” Trent went on. “About the serious problems we both face. You’ve been involved with this from the start. You’ve sacrificed a great deal. A glittering academic career. People you love, lost to you.”

	Trent levered himself upright and Gould flinched involuntarily.

	“You seem rather jumpy, old chap,” Trent said, face a picture of concern. “I shouldn’t have mentioned work matters in this situation. Very insensitive of me. Forget it – just forget it for now.”

	The female attendant came back into the room at that moment, apologizing for being called away. They resumed their observation of Lucy. Every smile, every gesture, was painful to Gould. He and Harriet Zoffany had tentatively planned to adopt the little girl, despite formidable bureaucratic obstacles. Now he might never see Zoffany again, and Lucy seemed likely to be raised by strangers.

	They watched for another ten minutes or so, then Trent declared that they had a long drive back to London. Fortunately for Gould, Trent always used a chauffeur. They made awkward conversation on the return journey.

	“You’re aware,” Trent put in during a lull, “that the life sciences team has finished their analysis of the egg fragments?”

	Gould was not and said so.

	“Yes,” Trent went on breezily. “Judging by the remains of larger shells, it seems that three females were hatched. The daughters of Cassandra, out there somewhere.”

	Trent gestured at the sunlit English landscape as it rolled past.

	“Three potential queens,” said Gould. “Three females that can produce dozens, maybe hundreds of new Interlopers. And we have no idea how to find them.”

	Trent looked around, eyebrows raised in quizzical amusement.

	“Don’t be downhearted, old chap!” he said. “I’m sure with such a brilliant team I’ll be able to report success very soon. We have the money trail, plus your detector, and of course the addition of Ms. Dupont to our squad of agents–”

	Trent talked on, but Gould found it impossible to listen to the upbeat monologue. Instead, he wondered what Trent might really be. And whether, without his knowledge, the being masquerading as an overweight little bureaucrat had already tinkered with his mind.

	With luck, he thought, Denny will be able to tell me.

	 

	***

	 

	“We’ve got another one – missing German harbormaster,” said Tania. “Andreas Schliewe vanished after setting off on a train from Hamburg to Switzerland.”

	“And you’re telling me this because?” returned John Matheson. “Thousands of people go missing every day in this country alone.”

	The researcher wagged a finger at the security chief.

	“We’re looking for possible Code Nine activity, and this one gets three red flags.” She counted them off on her fingers. “One, a person in authority, two, based on an international frontier, and three, the disappearance followed unorthodox behavior.”

	Matheson nodded, then followed Tania out of his small office and into the operations room. Three rows of desks accommodated the Intelligence Section. This consisted of six non-combatant agents whose time was largely devoted to combing the internet. Officially, their brief was to look for unusual activity. Informally they described their activity as ‘weird watch’. Tania da Silva was their team leader. For her birthday, she had been presented with a coffee mug bearing the title Chief Weirdo.

	“This the guy?” asked Matheson, pointing at a photo on Tania’s monitor.

	“You deduced that from the mass of German words on the screen?” she asked. “Yes, that’s him. Family man, clean record, very punctilious. Well, obviously, he’s a German official. But his wife reported that he seemed strange, rather distant, for a few days before he disappeared.”

	“On a train to Switzerland,” Matheson mused. “If it was a Code Nine, what’s so special about Switzerland, as opposed to any other European country?”

	Tania enumerated a few more facts on her fingers.

	“One, a fiercely neutral country that we can’t operate in very effectively, at least compared to NATO member states, and two, it’s famously home to a lot of secret bank accounts.”

	Matheson nodded.

	“Including some of the Lanier fortune?” he suggested.

	“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Tania replied. “And the one thing everyone needs, human or otherwise, is hard cash in some form.”

	They discussed the situation some more. It was obvious that, if an Interloper had come ashore in Hamburg posing as the harbormaster, it must have arrived by sea. While Tania set out to identify suspect vessels, Matheson got in touch with a sub-contractor in Geneva. It was a long-shot, but he could at least offer to send over one of Gould’s Code Nine detectors. The Task Force also had the ability – not strictly legal – to track unusual financial activity online.

	“You can expect the detector to be flown in via private charter,” he explained. “Of course, it should automatically bypass Customs at the airport, but remember – remember–”

	Matheson found himself struggling for words. Somehow, he could not articulate the straightforward procedures he had in mind. For a brief second, as he groped for a phrase, a piercing pain jabbed him behind the eyes, and he winced. He saw Tania turn around, mild concern on her delicate features. Matheson grinned weakly, and mimed drinking a pint of beer. She shook her head in mock disapproval.

	But I only had two pints last night, he thought, as he managed to finish the call. Slept like a baby, felt fine this morning. What just happened?

	For a moment, he considered consulting the Task Force’s chief medic. But then Matheson dismissed the idea. He had taken over as security chief after the shocking demise of Comstock, an old comrade. Matheson had always enjoyed the role of second-in-command. Now he faced the burdens of leadership, which ranged from life-and-death decision making to signing off on agents’ expense claims.

	If I have any more problems, I’ll see the MO, he told himself. But it was probably just one of those things.

	 

	***

	 

	“Ready for your close-up, Mister De Mille?”

	Gould tried to smile at Denny’s attempt to lighten the mood. The ends of his mouth curved up, but his eyes remained haunted, melancholy. Denny looked over at Frankie. The other woman got up and drew the blinds, plunging the apartment’s living room into near darkness.

	Like we’re about to summon spirits, Denny thought. And I suppose we are, in a way.

	“Okay,” he said, extending a hand over the table. “Have a rummage around, on the house.”

	Denny took off one of her thin black gloves, flexed her fingers. The gesture was meaningless, a nervous habit she had acquired. This was the third time she had scanned Gould. She had taken to using the word ‘scanned’ not because it was especially accurate, but because Denny felt the term had the right sound for a scientist.

	“Okay, Ted, here we go,” she said, reaching out to grasp the tips of his fingers.

	The first impression from the scientist was always the same. A sense of loss and loneliness that was very much at odds with his bluff, rational, British exterior. Denny had probed the emotions of many people during her career as a psychic. But they had been strangers. When she shared the emotions of friends, she tended to squirm with embarrassment, or worse.

	Quick, get through the surface stuff, she told herself. Drill down!

	Her telepathic ability was erratic, not easily controlled. Surface emotions and thoughts were easiest. But she forced herself to go deeper, resisting the urge to pull back, free herself from the torrent of complex, often dark emotions. As she had entered Gould’s mind before she knew what to look for, and what to avoid. She skirted the painful memories of his sister’s disappearance, the terrors of his encounters with the Interlopers. At the same time, she tried to avoid the more intimate details of his relationship with Harriet Zoffany, but still caught cringe-making glimpses.

	Full speed ahead, she told herself. Get back to the crucial moment, that day when all hell broke loose on the London Underground.
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