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Prologue

	 

	Ireland, 1846

	 

	“The people are bloody starving, Father!”

	The young priest gazed at his parishioner, struggling to find words. Michael O’Nolan had always been a firebrand. Every fishing village had at least one man like him. A man who swore hard, drank hard, and worked hard to feed his family. Since the famine had struck, O’Nolan had strived to haul more fish ashore to help feed those whose crops had rotted from the potato blight.

	But it was never enough.

	“We must put our faith in the Lord, Michael,” said the priest as firmly as he could.

	“Seems like you put your faith in more earthly things, Father,” came the reply.

	The fisherman cast a glance around the priest’s study, taking in the shelves of books, the pictures on the wall, the crucifix, and the roaring peat fire on this chill September day. O’Nolan’s flinty gaze finally settled on the empty glass and the plate where lay the remains of a good dinner. The priest could afford to eat meat most days of the week. That made him a rich man in Clongarron.

	“It’s all right for some. But the catches are bloody terrible lately, Father, and with no other source of food… well, the Shaughnessy girl died last night. Yes, I know she had always been sickly even as an infant, but her mother couldn’t feed her, so weak she is herself. You were there with your prayers. You saw. Where is your God when the children suffer? When the mothers and fathers lament?”

	O’Nolan was almost snarling now; the words jerked out from between clenched teeth. For the first time since being assigned this remote parish, the priest felt real physical menace. The stocky, red-bearded man might lunge across his desk and grab him, beat him, and drag him out into the street to face the angry mob.

	No, Father James told himself, these are good people. There is no mob, only a flock seeking words of comfort.

	Father James had hoped that Clongarron, far out on its headland on the west coast, might be spared the worst of the great hunger that had swept Ireland. The village mostly consisted of turf-built hovels, but there was a small fishing fleet. The Atlantic was always fickle but often generous with catches. But even before the famine had struck the smallholders inland, the cod had started eluding the nets of the Clongarron men.

	For months, Father James had preached forbearance, insisting that the ways of the Almighty were inscrutable. But the last time he’d done so, it had been to a badly depleted congregation. Some had been too weak with hunger to walk up the hill to the church. Others had simply not come, including some of the most pious. Had they lost their faith?

	“I will do what I can. I have written to the bishop, and his lordship—”

	“Is no doubt dining even better than you!” interrupted O’Nolan. “Empty bellies, Father, cannot be filled with prayers! I am not asking you to feed five thousand, only a few dozens of honest working folk! And you can’t even do that! With all the gold and jewels of your church, all the land, all those fine cathedrals. Pah!”

	O’Nolan made a sweeping gesture with one meaty hand as if to sweep away the entire Christendom. Then he turned and stomped out of the study without another word, slamming the door for good measure.

	A mere six months ago, such conduct would have been unthinkable, even for a fiery character like O’Nolan. But respect for the church had been eroded.

	No, the priest corrected himself, it’s respect for me.

	Outside, O’Nolan addressed the crowd gathered beyond the garden wall. Father James could not make out the words, but the anger was plain enough. He stood and picked up his prayer book, a battered volume given to him by his divinity tutor right after he got assigned to Clongarron.

	“At least you’ll have a nice, quiet parish, my boy.” Those parting words from his mentor seemed bitterly ironic now.

	The priest tried to stride out manfully, head held high. But he was not a brave man by nature and had not expected to face such an all-embracing crisis. So he found himself hesitating as he emerged from his front door to confront the locals. He had spent eighteen months here and had thought, at first, that he was becoming liked and not merely respected. But today, he would settle for being listened to and not shouted down. Or pelted with sheep dung.

	The crowd stirred as he walked up behind O’Nolan, who spun on his heel and jabbed a finger at the priest.

	“There is the man of God!” boomed the fisherman. “There is the man whose religion can’t feed the bairns, or the old, or the lame, or the sick. There is the man of false promises!”

	The priest heard someone shout “Shame!” from the back of the crowd and felt emboldened. He raised his hands, holding up the prayer book.

	“My children, the Lord is testing us! We are sorely tried…”

	“Some more than others!” O’Nolan shouted, to a flurry of agreement.

	“It is not for us,” James continued, trying to match the stocky man’s volume, “to question the ways of the Creator! It is blasphemy against the Holy Mother Church that I am hearing today! Is this the way of Clongarron? A village of blasphemers, of heretics? For once that path is chosen, there is no easy road back to the faith!”

	He saw doubt and even fear in some eyes now. The villagers—stunted, scrawny, almost all of them illiterate—had all been raised good Catholics. A few were muttering in discontent, but most seemed unsure. Father James felt a swelling of pride, remembering his old tutor again. He would prevail. The truth would prevail.

	“Would you reject the faith of your fathers and their fathers before them?”

	“Why not?”

	The question came not from the sneering O’Nolan but from a tall, dark-haired woman. Barefoot and wrapped in a motley array of woolen garments, she strode to the front of the crowd. The villagers parted before her. A couple crossed themselves. The priest’s heart sank. He should have expected this intervention from a follower of the old religion. An outright pagan. Tolerated because she was a good midwife and offered herbal remedies that many swore by. And there were rumors she told fortunes and the like.

	“Why not?” the tall woman repeated. “If a faith is false, shake off its shackles and find yourself a true one! Do not blindly follow that little man in his black robe—look to the sea, the green and rolling deeps, and there you will find succor! Pray to the merrow, make the sacrifice to them!”

	“Brigid Cleary, you will burn in hell for this!”

	The words escaped the priest’s lips before the thought had fully formed. Years of theological study had not persuaded him of eternal damnation. Yet, in that moment, he believed in hell.

	His conviction did not seem to carry much weight with the so-called wise woman, however. She laughed and took a few steps closer to stand equidistant from James and O’Nolan.

	“Now is the time, Michael O’Nolan,” said Brigid. “You asked me the price of a good catch, and I told you, plain and true.”

	“What is it, then, woman?” O’Nolan asked gruffly.

	Instead of replying to the man directly, Brigid turned to face the crowd. She raised her hands. One held not a prayer book but something else. It looked to the priest like a small, carved lump of greenish stone. He’d never seen anything like it before. He felt himself losing control of the situation—if he had ever had it in the first place.

	“The merrow are out there, good people!” cried the dark-haired woman. “They see us, they know our plight, and they sense our hunger. Mothers, they can drive the fish into the nets of your menfolk! Men, they can bring you catches greater than your wildest dreams!”

	“Easy to say, woman,” O’Nolan put in, “but most things in this world have a price.”

	Brigid smiled and lowered one hand to point at someone on the margin of the small crowd. It was Simple Davey, a youth of around fifteen. He was a “natural”, in common parlance, one whose wits were somewhat lacking. But the lad was harmless enough. Davey was now looking puzzled and a little scared as he became the focus of everyone’s attention.

	“There is your price,” Brigid said. “The Deep Ones seek offerings—not of gold or corn, which we lack, but of flesh. Young flesh. You know that, Michael O’Nolan. There was a time when such offerings were made, but we turned against the old ways. And now we see the result.”

	Father James struggled to make sense of it all. He had heard tales of fishermen who went out on the sea at night and never returned. Of course, the men had drowned; that was plain common sense. But there were folk tales of the merrow, the merfolk, taking solitary men, not just from boats but sometimes from on shore. He had thought such tales were quaint and harmless folklore. But Brigid Cleary, who often visited the old standing stones at the tip of the headland, obviously took them as gospel. A hideous, blasphemous gospel.

	“No!” the priest cried, stepping out of his garden and into the road. “No, you will not harm an innocent!”

	He shoved past a few surly locals to take Davey by one skinny arm. The boy recoiled slightly, afraid of the priest, confused by all the ranting and pointing.

	“He is no good to us,” Brigid yelled, both arms raised again. “But those below, in the vast and salty deep, they have a use for him. And if we make a sacrifice, they will send the fish right into your nets! All the boats will return laden with great catches. And the people will eat!”

	Michael O’Nolan stepped forward and grabbed Davey’s other arm.

	“Seems to me it’s worth a try,” he boomed. “Come on, lad, and I’ll take you out on the sea. You’ll like that, won’t you?”

	The fisherman exchanged a glance with the wise woman, and in that moment, Father James saw that this had all been staged. The crowd, the confrontation in the study, and the nonsense about the merrow. O’Nolan and Brigid had planned it, a drama to win over the desperate, hungry people.

	“No!”

	The priest struggled, but O’Nolan, aided by a couple of other men, shoved him aside. They led the youth away, O’Nolan talking all the while about his boat. Davey, Father James recalled, often pestered fishermen about going to sea. They had given him short shrift until now. O’Nolan had boxed his ears a couple of times because of his insistence. And now, Davey’s smile showed how delighted he was by this change of heart as he saw it.

	“No, stop!” The priest tried to pursue the fishermen, but others cut him off.

	Brigid, smiling in triumph, held up the small carving so he could see it properly. It was very much like the popular conception of a mermaid, the upper body of a woman attached at the waist to a fish-like tail. But there was something about the sculpture that made Father James’ skin crawl. The mouth was a little too big, the teeth too pointed. The eyes were blank orbs.

	“Idolatry!” he screamed as his flock deserted him to follow O’Nolan. “Blasphemy! Worship of false gods, demons of the deep! The Lord will judge you for this!”

	Brigid stroked the statuette with a pensive finger.

	“Your Lord is far away… if he exists at all,” she sneered. “While the Deep Ones are nearby. Listen!”

	At first, the priest heard nothing but the wind and the sea. But then another sound rose and fell, barely perceptible. It was a kind of wailing song, plaintive, wordless, but somehow sensual in its intensity. There was a yearning in it. Father James felt a stir that was part terror, part desire. He dropped his prayer book and clapped his hands over his ears. Then he fled back inside his house, shutting the door on the laughter of the wise woman.

	Safely ensconced in his study again, Father James began to collect his thoughts. He could not allow O’Nolan and his thugs to murder that poor boy, Davey. Yet there was no police in Clongarron, the nearest being at Ballymachen. He had no horse and no means of hiring any conveyance. And the nearest farm that might offer help was a mile away.

	“Oh Lord,” he wailed, “have mercy on your humble servant!”

	And then, as if the Lord had heard his prayer, he heard a familiar voice. It was the wife of the farmer who supplied him with milk and eggs. She had come in via the kitchen at the back, wide-eyed with alarm. She began to ask him what all the shouting was about, but he cut her off. The woman had a pony and a small cart. That was what mattered. He waved her over to his desk and sat down to write a note.

	“Colleen, you must go, as fast as you can, to Ballymachen and give this to the constable. No, on second thought, take it to the captain of the regiment there.”

	“The redcoats?”

	The farmer’s wife looked unsure. Even the most law-abiding people hesitated to call in the British.

	“We have no choice if we are to stop… Please, in the name of God, just do it!”

	He handed her the note and all the money he had in his desk—nearly five shillings. She gawped at the coins, at that moment grasping just how serious the matter was. A penurious priest would not hand over such a sum over a trivial affair. She rushed out the back to where her pony was placidly grazing at the roadside.

	“Hours—it might take her hours to reach Ballymachen,” the priest fretted. “What to do now? How do I delay them?”

	His old tutor had taught him many tales of martyrs, men and women tortured and killed by pagans. But during all those lessons, Father James had never considered just how terrifying it must be to confront the enemies of Christ. Now he grasped it, his fear more real than anything he had ever felt before. He was almost paralyzed with terror, but not quite.

	By the time he got to the beach, they were already dragging O’Nolan’s boat down the shingle—the layers of rock fragments on the beach—into the breakers. Brigid Cleary was preaching more blasphemy to the little crowd. Father James pushed his way to the front and looked her in the eye.

	“This is murder, no matter how you deck it out in your insane rhetoric!” he shouted. “You, O’Nolan, and you other men! I have sent for the redcoats! And when they come, you will be taken and hanged if you go through with this.”

	His voice sounded weak against the background of the waves and the screech of gulls overhead. But O’Nolan and his henchmen did stop. Davey looked puzzled and hurt, wondering perhaps why the kind Father James wanted to stop him from going out on a boat. The priest saw that a few of his parishioners were hesitating. Only about half the village was here, he estimated, so the rest were at least not supporting Cleary and O’Nolan. If he could sway enough of them…

	“Get away, priest,” Brigid said. “Go while you can. If we do not make sacrifice, they will come to claim their due.”

	“Nonsense!” the priest yelled.

	But some of the villagers were already muttering and starting to move back, away from the incoming tide. The wordless song from the sea had risen again, and now it was louder, more insistent. Father James felt the same strange thrill as before.

	“There they are!” Brigid declared, throwing out a skinny arm to point. “See them? Do you see the Deep Ones?”

	Just inside the mouth of the small cove where Clongarron huddled, a dozen or so pale shapes had appeared. They might have been seals as they moved so smoothly. But the shape, even at the limits of vision, did not seem quite right. And no seal had ever sung so strangely.

	“Do we take the lad out to them?” O’Nolan demanded, addressing the crowd as much as the priest. “Or will you have them come ashore and take him? Or maybe another?”

	“Let them take me if they dare!”

	Surprised at himself, Father James dashed forward and grabbed Davey’s arm.

	“Come with me! Come with me, and I’ll give you some chocolate!”

	The confused boy hesitated for a moment. One of O’Nolan’s companions seized Davey, but the stocky fisherman waved him back.

	“No, let the priest do his best. Or his worst.”

	Father James led the boy stumbling up the beach toward the church. It was a sanctuary. The Lord’s house.

	No thing of evil can cross the threshold, he told himself. Not if I have faith. Not if I truly believe.

	Behind him, he heard Brigid Cleary exhorting the people to go home and bar their doors.

	 

	***

	 

	The soldiers arrived near nightfall, a thin column of red-coated infantry led by a captain on horseback. The officer surveyed the village from the high ground just inland and saw nothing untoward. A few flurries of peat smoke showed that cooking fires were lit. There were some men pulling three boats up the beach. The note had talked of murder and riot, but there was no sign of trouble. Fearing an ambush, the captain decided to go to the priest’s house before entering Clongarron proper.

	In the house, he found a boy of around fourteen to sixteen who was evidently simple-minded. The boy’s face was smeared with chocolate. Asked about the priest, the boy jabbered something about the church and the singers. It seemed odd, to the captain’s way of thinking, for there to be some kind of choral service. Hardly likely in a time of unrest. But, to his Protestant English imagination, these Irish were a mad lot, even at the best of times.

	The captain led his men to the church. The door was ajar, and stains were leading along the path and onto the porch. There was also a smell, rich and heavy in the salty sea air. The barracks in Ballymachen were close to the town’s shambles, where pigs and cattle were slaughtered. The scent of blood was all too familiar to the captain and his men.

	The captain led his sergeant and three other men into the church. There, they found what was left of the priest. It was hard at first to make out just where the blood and tattered garments ended and the body began. The captain had not seen battle and so fought to keep his dinner down. Twilight was approaching, but the day was still bright enough to pick out reds, browns, and yellows.

	“Bloody hell, they butchered him!” breathed a soldier.

	The captain could not disagree. But it was not just the horrific brutality of the killing that disturbed him. It was the way the blood of the priest had not merely been splashed around the floor and walls, but how it was formed into pictures and symbols. The altar, in particular, had been daubed in what might have been lettering of some kind. The captain had been to some far-flung corners of the empire, but he had never seen writing like it.

	He marched his men into town with fixed bayonets, his sword at the ready, prepared to encounter a tribe of savages splashed in the gore of the holy man. Instead, he found a kind of party underway. People were smoking fish by fires on the beach. Great heaps of cod and mackerel lay about, along with crawling heaps of crabs and other less identifiable creatures of the sea.

	The villagers fell silent as the soldiers drew near, and a few started to skulk away to their hovels. But one woman stepped forward, hand upraised, to halt the captain’s horse.

	“Will you join us in our feast, good sir?” she asked. “We have more than enough for all your men.”

	“I have no appetite after what I saw at the church!” the captain retorted. “Who committed that foul deed? Name the murderer, or it will go badly for all of you!”

	“Ah, sir,” the woman replied, smiling insolently, “now, no one here could tell you that. For it was not the work of any man in this place. Nor any woman, either. That, you can be sure of. Whoever did that to poor Father James is many miles away now and out of the reach of your justice, I fear.”

	The captain blustered and made threats, then offered gold. His men searched from house to house, seeking weapons or bloodstained garments and barking out questions to all and sundry. But the searchers found nothing, and the villagers made a point of speaking only in Gaelic. If any knew English, they would not speak it.

	Eventually, the captain gave up and marched his men back to their base. He made a report, and the constabulary investigated. But nothing was discovered, and no one charged.

	The captain was soon posted elsewhere but had not forgotten that grim day in Clongarron. The sight he saw in that church would return to him whenever he heard the roar of the sea.

	And he never ate fish again for the rest of his days.


Chapter 1

	 

	Marcus Mortlake leaned forward in his seat, peering closely at the magician. The man was not conventionally dressed for the role. Mortlake had expected robes, a long beard, and, of course, a wand. Here, the wand was more of a scepter, its glinting gold offering a striking contrast to the rags the barefoot sorcerer wore. And yet the others—even the king himself—stood in awe of the man. It demonstrated, Mortlake thought, that knowledge was the true foundation of lasting power. Or at least, that was something most of us would like to believe.

	“I think I felt a spot of rain,” said Pickering, frowning up at the sky. “Is it nearly over?”

	Mortlake tutted quietly. Clearly, the magic of the drama had not done its work on his companion. He focused on the scene a few yards away, drinking in the words of the elderly actor.

	 

	“I’ll break my staff,

	Bury it certain fathoms in the earth,

	And deeper than did ever plummet sound

	I’ll drown my book.”

	 

	Mortlake felt a tear welling in the corner of one eye. Shakespeare’s words never failed to move him, especially when they were spoken with such pathos. Prospero, abjuring the magic he had used to change so many lives, was often taken to be the playwright himself. Mortlake wasn’t so sure about that. Perhaps the magician was any individual’s mind or soul, and the motley collection of people around him the influences of the world. The whole play, by this interpretation, might be a psychological analysis of the balance that must be struck between free will and social conformity.

	But then, Mortlake thought, great art is always open to reinterpretation, over and over. When we cease to try and find a meaning in it, it’s dead.

	He turned to Pickering, eager to share this possible insight. The ex-officer was trying to brush ice cream off his shirt.

	Mortlake sighed. He wished Lynn could be here. They’d never been to a show together, and watching The Tempest in the park would have been a good start.

	“It’s nearly over,” he murmured. “Then we can adjourn to the pub.”

	Pickering brightened noticeably at this happy thought. When the play ended, he joined in the applause for all of five seconds before leaping up and brushing, again, at the ice cream stain.

	Mortlake rose more slowly, some of his old injuries acting up a little, perhaps because of the dampish surroundings. He straightened, feeling a slight click in one knee. His doctor had recently assured him that he had the body of a healthy sixty-year-old. He had pointed out that he was only in his fifties. The doctor only shrugged.

	“We’re going to the pub, Keegan,” said Pickering to a smiling man who had been sitting two rows behind. “But we’ll have to go easy on the beer.”

	“Oh yeah,” said the Scouser, “I’ll limit myself to four or five. Wouldn’t want any accidents.”

	He tapped a slight bulge below his left shoulder.

	Pickering rolled his eyes. Advertising the fact that you were carrying a gun was never wise. In a crowd milling around in a park, it was bonkers. But Keegan persisted in playing by his own rules.

	“That was a good one, I thought,” the Liverpool native remarked as they joined the people flocking to the park gates. “Bit of magic, a shipwreck, wrongs righted. I kept losing track of who was who. But then, my girlfriend gave up trying to keep me straight on which Kardashian’s which years ago.”

	Mortlake had to smile. Keegan was always bright and breezy. If a man was on at least one—or several—hit list, then having a cheerful bodyguard was some consolation.

	“Was your girlfriend surprised when you said you were going to see Shakespeare?” the professor asked.

	“Yeah,” Keegan admitted. “She said, ‘I thought he died years ago.’ Total philistine.”

	“To be fair,” Mortlake observed, “she’s right as to facts. Though you could argue Shakespeare lives on in his works.”

	“I prefer to live on by not dying,” said Keegan, “if it’s all the same to you.”

	They continued their banter as they reached the park exit, but Mortlake was relieved to see that Keegan and Pickering were both scanning the crowds closely. The chances of an attempt on Mortlake’s life were small but, as Pickering had put it, definitely not zero. Just a few months earlier, Mortlake had destroyed the hopes and dreams of one of the richest men in the world. And then there were the other influential people he had thwarted or otherwise annoyed in a long and varied career.

	But on this pleasant London evening, it seemed nobody was out to kill him. Not by conventional means, anyhow. The use of supernatural forces was another matter, of course. Mortlake himself had tried to put up various barriers to magical attack. But there was only so much he could do. It was a case of someone being determined enough to try, and then getting lucky on the day. As with all assassinations, much was down to chance. Or fate.

	They crossed the road from the park and passed a pub that was already heaving with playgoers. Another two streets away, they found what Keegan termed a “nice, quiet little boozer”. Pickering put in the drinks order while Mortlake was directed to a corner seat by his bodyguard. Keegan explained that the right place to sit was always with your back to the wall, facing the door, and preferably with a second exit nearby.

	“Even if your bolt hole is the ladies’ lavvy,” added Keegan.

	They sat in silence for a moment, and then Mortlake asked if it was okay to check his phone. Keegan shrugged.

	“So long as you’re using a VPN, yeah.”

	There were a couple of messages from the grad student who was looking after Mortlake’s cats. Both had photos attached. One showed a grumpy-looking Bigglesworth turning his back to the camera. The other was of Opal, Bigglesworth’s daughter, curled up contentedly inside a cardboard box.

	“Business as usual with the moggies, eh?” Keegan remarked as Pickering set down three pints.

	“You know me too well,” Mortlake smiled. “I do worry about them.”

	Another silence. Literary discussion could only take them so far. This brief excursion into the everyday world was Mortlake’s first since returning from the U.S. Soon, he would return to the safe house set up by the Shadow Trust. An entity he did not trust but which was the only one powerful enough to offer physical protection. He could hardly go to the police after the things he had done. Mortlake might not have broken any laws, but that was not the point. Powerful enemies could get information from any police force.

	“Cheer up, Prof, it might never happen!” said Keegan, wiping beer froth from his upper lip.

	“The problem is, it already has,” Mortlake commented drily. “That’s why I’m trying not to think about tomorrow.”

	Silence fell again, at least in their corner of the bar room. Mortlake pondered the trap he had created for himself: summon a demon, then obtain hidden knowledge. It had seemed extremely simple at the time. And the complications had materialized in due course, as they always did. He cursed himself again for his arrogance, the hubris of any man thinking he could command an inhuman being.

	“She’ll be all right, Prof,” Keegan said finally, looking Mortlake in the eye. “I’m a bit psychic myself, you know? I can tell. You’ll get her back.”

	Mortlake couldn’t find the right words to thank the man, so he raised his glass to him. Someone put a song on the jukebox, and in the far corner, a couple of giggling young women began a game of darts.

	“Glad I’m not sitting over there,” Keegan commented as one dart ricocheted from the wire and bounced across the floor.

	The pop song, playing just loudly enough to make out the words, was an oldie, a hit Mortlake vaguely recalled from his childhood.

	“When you’re in love with a beautiful woman, you watch her eyes,” sang Dr. Hook and the Medicine Show.

	“Humblebrag,” said Pickering unexpectedly. Seeing his companions’ expressions, he added: “The lyrics. Boasting about how attractive his woman is, making out it’s a burden. Isn’t that a humblebrag?”

	“Not really,” Keegan replied. “But you get a consultation point for trying.”

	Mortlake thought of the beautiful woman he had failed. Would he feel worse or better if he didn’t love her? If the victim of his blunder had been a total stranger?

OEBPS/cover.jpg
BOOK OF






