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Prologue

	 

	“Steer well clear of the island, boy!” said the old man. “Don’t wanna be getting too close.”

	Lloyd almost retorted that he didn’t need to be told how to drive a boat. He might have only been nineteen, while old Jack had been fishing these waters for six decades. But Lloyd wasn’t a fool. Nobody went too close to Tice Island. Not since the rich people turned up. Also, it was after midnight, and the shallows around the island were treacherous even by day. And then there was the fact that they didn’t want to be seen by anyone. Well, anyone who might report them.

	“Sure, Jack,” Lloyd said. “Keeping well clear.”

	He slightly turned the boat’s wheel to the right, altering course by a few token degrees. The red light on the end of the island’s dock passed slowly to their left, about two hundred yards off. A mile and a half behind them, the lights of their home port twinkled faintly.

	To Lloyd’s right loomed the bulk of Chuck Hansen, owner and skipper of the battered old fishing vessel, the Saucy Sue. He snorted in contempt.

	“Don’t worry, Jack,” Chuck said, “we’ll not let the spooks getcha. Me and Lloyd here, we’re the Scooby gang. Any ghosts try and getcha, we’ll pull off the ol’ rubber mask and show you it was the janitor all along.”

	The big man chortled at his own wit. Jack, standing just outside the small wheelhouse, was easily riled by mockery.

	“Easy for you to say,” he said. “But you ain’t seen them lights, all moving under the water! All you young folks are too busy chasing tail and staring at your goddamn phones to pay attention to what’s happening right under your noses!”

	Lloyd almost laughed at that. Everybody knew Jack consumed around a pint of cheap whiskey a day—if he could afford it. The thought that he saw things others did not was credible. But whether those things existed was another matter. Still, Lloyd’s mom had told him to be polite to Jack, like all seniors, even if he was the town drunk. Also, he liked hearing the old guy’s stories.

	“So, is the island haunted, Jack?” he asked. “Actual ghosts?”

	“Ghosts and worse than ghosts,” Jack said ominously. “Ungodly things. Cursed things.”

	Chuck snorted again but said nothing. He was staring ahead, looking for small bobbing markers. Their objective was close, but their boat was only doing about five knots. They wanted to make as little noise as was possible, and the old diesel engine of the fishing boat made a racket running at full speed.

	Jack started a familiar litany. The island was a bad place, always had been. Things had gotten worse since some outsider had bought it and renovated the old manor house. Some of the things Jack said were undeniably true. Lloyd’s mom had told him stories about the terrible things that had happened in Liberty Manor.

	“But that had been in the old days, before World War Two,” Lloyd interrupted. “These new folks might be kind of standoffish, but that’s just how rich people are. They got tight security because people sometimes kidnap billionaires. Saw a documentary about it… happens more often than you’d think.”

	It was Jack’s turn to snort.

	“That rich jerk Pelton Fell’s hardly ever on the island,” he pointed out. “Guy flies in on his fancy chopper every few weeks, stays for maybe a day, or even just a few hours, then leaves. Why is that, do you think? And what’s that foreigner doing there—Kruger—the Dutchman or German or whatever?”

	“I guess he’s the caretaker or the butler—hell, maybe he’s a chef. Who cares?” said Chuck. “Look, let’s focus on the friggin’ lobsters. We got fifteen pots to bring up, and we’re just about there.”

	That ended the conversation. Lloyd eased back on the throttle until they were idling over the lobster beds. It was illegal to take them from this patch of ocean at any time of year. But Chuck didn’t think much of marine biologists and their warnings. And he had a buyer, some fancy restaurant down the coast whose owner didn’t ask awkward questions. Maine lobsters always commanded a good price.

	Lloyd wasn’t happy about breaking the law, but he needed money for his mom’s medication. And Jack was always willing to take a few bucks so he could keep himself well pickled, as Chuck put it. Chuck himself had never been too bothered about rules, especially when they were imposed by outsiders like scientists.

	“It’s not like we’re going to destroy the ecosystem by making a few dollars,” he’d said dismissively when he’d recruited the two.

	They dropped anchor and started bringing up lobster pots. They used flashlights rather than the spotlight on the wheelhouse, so as not to be too conspicuous. There was plenty of fumbling and swearing as they searched for the little orange marker floats and then worked to hook the pots and bring them aboard. Lloyd, nervous and clumsy now that they were actually breaking the law, took a nasty nip from one angry crustacean.

	“Never mind, son,” Chuck said, grinning. “Look at it this way. You’re getting paid; he’s getting eaten. So, who’s the winner?”

	Lloyd, nursing a wounded thumb, tried to be philosophical about it. Then he noticed that Jack had stopped hauling. The old man was staring out across the sea toward the island.

	“Hey, grandpa!”

	Chuck had noticed too.

	“Come on, Jack, you got delirium tremens or something? We got work to do.”

	Jack didn’t respond. Lloyd couldn’t work out what had gotten his attention at first. But then he saw it. The water around the island seemed to be glowing, shimmering with greenish-white light. Lloyd had heard of luminous sea creatures swarming in vast numbers and wondered if this was the cause. But then the radiance started to spread, moving rapidly beneath the surface. Filaments of greenish light reached out, branching like tree roots.

	Chuck had seen it too. “What the…”

	“I told ya,” Jack growled. “There’s something not right, not natural, on that island.”

	“Aw, shaddap,” said Chuck, but he sounded less sure of himself now. “It’s just… plankton or something. Little creatures glowing like fireflies, only underwater.”

	“Bullshit!” said Jack. “Ain’t never seen nothin’ like that before, and I know this coast like the back of my hand.”

	The silent, flickering lights had now reached the waters under the boat. Lloyd felt the pit of his stomach become suddenly cold. It was one thing to mock the old man for his tall tales. Maybe most of them were just yarns. But this phenomenon was real, and even Chuck—who always had an answer—seemed puzzled by it.

	Then the lights were gone. As suddenly as they had appeared, the glowing green strands vanished, leaving the three men staring at each other. Then Chuck laughed dismissively.

	“Okay, show’s over. Let’s get the last pot up. Looks like the weather’s turning. Might be in for a storm. We need to get back to Carswell pronto.”

	Chuck and Jack went back to heaving on the line. But the last three pots seemed to have been fouled. Things like that happened, Lloyd knew—there was a lot of debris on the seabed that could get tangled up with the pots. At Chuck’s urging, he joined in.

	Whatever was down there was certainly heavy. Chuck, cursing, took most of the weight. Eventually, the thing weighing down their catch broke the surface and bumped softly against the Saucy Sue.

	“Gotta clear it,” grunted Chuck. “You two take the strain. I’ll see if I can cut it loose.”

	He went to the gunwale, pointed his flashlight down at the water, and reached for his knife with his other hand.

	“Jesus H. Christ!”

	Chuck reeled back, and Lloyd saw the big man's eyes were wide with shock.

	“What is it?” Jack asked.

	“A body,” Chuck replied. “A goddam corpse, right on top of my goddamn pots!”

	Lloyd immediately went to see the dead body and, without thinking, let go of the line. There was a small splash, and Chuck started cursing again. The skipper grabbed the line, then ordered Lloyd and Jack to clear the “obstruction”, as he called it.

	“No way,” Jack said, still holding the line. “I’m not touchin’ no dead human, no way!”

	Lloyd, thinking about that, suddenly felt less eager to see the body.

	“Damn it, you two idiots will not get paid unless you deal with this!” Chuck bellowed. “We can’t afford to lose prime lobsters, never mind the pots! I’ll take the strain. You get my goddamn catch on board, stiff or no stiff!”

	Even in the weak light, Lloyd could see Chuck was red in the face. Fright had given way to anger, and Chuck could be very mean if crossed. Lloyd grabbed a boat hook and peered over the side, hoping not to see anything too gross. Jack held the flashlight and began to give what he thought was useful advice.

	The body was just visible, half submerged. Lloyd sensed something foul in the air as he leaned down and poked the floating bulk. It yielded to the boathook with a slight splosh.

	“Don’t just tickle it, boy! Shove it good and hard,” Jack urged.

	Lloyd shoved harder, unsure if he was doing any good but wanting to impress the other men with his energy. Jack’s light played over the pale form, and now Lloyd could make out arms and legs swathed in sodden clothing. It was floating face down, but after another shove, it rolled over to reveal a face white as a fish’s belly. Lloyd saw empty sockets and a mouth hanging open, as if frozen in an eternal scream.

	Lloyd gave a few more ineffectual prods with the boathook, but it was obvious that the body was too entangled with the lines and pots. Chuck, still angry, decided to bring the whole lot on board. For a moment, Lloyd thought Jack would balk at this. But then the old man shrugged, and all three started pulling up the unwanted catch.

	They dragged the body over the gunwale, and it flopped onto the deck, still entangled with three lobster pots. Chuck took out his clasp knife and set about cutting the corpse free. Lloyd held the flashlight. Jack, reluctant at first, took a look at the horizon, where the stars were being blotted out by a storm front. Then he took out his own knife and started to help Chuck.

	Lloyd was hoping the others would not ask him to help heave the body overboard when Jack yelled. Lloyd almost dropped the flashlight.

	“You crazy old fart, what is it now?” Chuck demanded.

	Jack had stepped back from the body, staring at something in his hand. Lloyd swung the flashlight toward the old man, and it glinted off a chain and what looked like military dog tags.

	“I know who this is,” Jack said, looking up from the tags to Lloyd. “It’s Steve. Steve Bachman. But it can’t be him. It can’t be.”

	Lloyd looked at the dead man. There was no way anyone could have recognized him from what was left of his features. He shuddered at the thought that the mass of rotting flesh had once been alive.

	“Why can’t it be him?” Chuck asked. “Who the hell is Steve Bachman, anyway? I never heard of him.”

	The skipper’s voice was oddly subdued. Lloyd felt his stomach flip-flopping. They both stared at the old man, an attentive audience for once.

	“You never heard of him because Steve Bachman disappeared back in 1983,” Jack said quietly. “He was a Vietnam vet, a couple of years older than me. I just avoided the draft. He didn’t. Steve always wore his tags, as he was proud to have served. But he was a little touched, crazy, you know? When he came back. What with the war and all. Lived alone and didn’t talk much. Took to going out fishing alone at night. You both know how dumb—or crazy—that is. One night, he didn’t come back. They found his boat, but not Steve.”

	Lloyd shone the flashlight on the dead man again and jumped back in sudden panic. The corpse had winked at him. Then he realized that a small crab was moving inside the void where the left eye had been. He looked more closely and saw more movement, creatures of the shallows foraging on the body.

	But he couldn’t have died in 1983, Lloyd thought. There’d be no flesh left, not the tiniest shred, only bones.

	“You’re crazy, Jack,” said Chuck, regaining his confidence. “A man’s been under that long… he’s not gonna be still rotting now. You’d just have a bag of bones, for Christ’s sake!”

	“Then how do you account for these?” Jack demanded, jingling the dog tags in the skipper’s face.

	“Who cares?” Chuck said. “We still gotta cut this rotten bastard loose and heave him over the side. So come on!”

	The skipper, wielding his knife, took a step toward the body. Then he froze. As did Lloyd. They were both listening, trying to get a fix on a strange sound. It was something between a gurgle and a groan. It seemed to be coming from the corpse that couldn’t be Steve Bachman. Then a gout of seawater spilled out of the open mouth, splashing onto the deck. And the corpse began to move. Fingers twitched, what was left of them, and the right hand rose hesitantly, waving in the night air.

	“Oh, Jesus! Oh God!” whispered Jack.

	“What’s happening?” asked Lloyd, as if they couldn’t all see.

	The impossible was happening.

	The little crab fell out of the empty socket and tumbled down the man’s chest. There was more gurgling, followed by a kind of rasping. The body flung its head back and then spasmed, the legs kicking out. A boot flew off to reveal the remains of a sock half-covering a foot that was mostly bone and tendon.

	“Help me, Jack! Help me!” the dead man cried, water dribbling from his mouth.

	The arms waved impotently, remaining fingers clasping at nothing. Lloyd peed himself in terror and stumbled back, colliding with the boat’s mast. Jack crossed himself and started jabbering the Lord’s Prayer. Chuck, cursing under his breath, raised his knife and began slicing at the lines entangling the body, slashing into pulpy flesh. The undead man screamed, but Chuck kept hacking until, after just a few seconds, the body fell from the pots and hit the deck planking with a squelching thud.

	“Help me!” gurgled Steve Bachman. “Jack! Jack! I’m drowning!”

	“Help me get him off this boat!” yelled Chuck. “Come on, for God’s sake!”

	Lloyd didn’t move, just stood gawping in terror. Warm urine started to turn cold as it trickled into his left boot. Jack was on his knees praying now, a few words audible to Lloyd. “God”, “Christ”, “Savior”.

	“Pussies!” shouted Chuck. “I have to do every goddamn thing!”

	He flung his knife down and grabbed the body, which was gasping and gurgling in what sounded like pain. The big man lifted the writhing corpse and carried it a few paces to the gunwale. The eyeless face leaned over Chuck’s beefy shoulder. Then the long-dead Steve Bachman sank his teeth into the skipper’s neck. Chuck roared in pain and fury, then hurled the body overboard.

	The first blast of the storm struck the boat a moment later. The Saucy Sue rolled and pitched at anchor, timbers groaning. Chuck, one hand clamped to his wounded neck, started bellowing orders. Lloyd gawped at him for a moment, then a meaty hand slapped the young man hard.

	“Start the engine, son. I’ll raise anchor!”

	Lloyd found himself stumbling to the wheelhouse, already wondering if what he’d seen and heard had really happened. Another squall rocked the boat, and he fell, hitting his head on the door jamb. He saw stars. Then Jack was steadying him. The old man led him into the wheelhouse, and they got the boat underway between them. Pitching and yawing, the Saucy Sue headed off back toward Carswell harbor. The three men had plenty to say to each other on the way back—sensible talk of the sea, the engine, safe passage to harbor.

	None of them mentioned the undead man again.


Chapter 1

	 

	Marcus Mortlake struggled with his laptop, wondering why the contraption always worked perfectly outside the lecture hall, but gave him problems during presentation. He’d run through the slideshow a dozen times the night before. But this morning, the infernal machine was not cooperating.

	His audience was growing restless. Coughs, throat-clearing, a few older people looking at watches while the younger ones looked at their phones. He clicked on the icon again and looked up hopefully at the screen. But instead of the picture of an English landscape, an unfamiliar image appeared. It showed a circular room with a floor tiled in a strange pattern he could not quite make out. The chamber was windowless and lit by candles in sconces. A figure, robed in red, was standing over what might have been an altar.

	“This,” Mortlake said, confused, “this is not—I’m sorry, I must have opened the wrong file somehow.”

	He smiled apologetically at the front row of the audience. The lecture hall had grown suddenly darker so that he could not make out the faces of the onlookers. They seemed to have lost definition, their features blurring. Mortlake took off his reading glasses, but the faces did not become any clearer.

	“Erm, just let me try again…”

	He started clicking on files, but they all produced variants of the same scene. The red-robed figure was now standing at a lectern in what might have been a parody of Mortlake’s own stance. Instead of a laptop, they had a book open in front of them. And instead of an audience, the person on the screen was alone. Or were they? There was one other feature in the chamber, though it was hard to make out. It looked like a box, dead center of the floor, about five feet long by two across. Then there was something else. Something familiar.

	Then the image vanished, replaced by an all too familiar blue screen.

	“I’m so sorry, this keeps happening…”

	Mortlake turned back to his audience, then froze. They were moving toward him, a crowd whose faces were still oddly ill-defined. He stammered out a rebuke, asking them to return to their seats. But they shambled forward, oblivious. As they got closer, he saw that their faces were incomplete, missing vital areas of flesh and sinew. Teeth grinned from lipless mouths. Only a couple of them had both eyes.

	“I must protest,” Mortlake said, retreating. “I only lecture to the living. It’s in my contract!”

	He collided with the back of the stage, and the semicircle of grotesque figures closed in. They were not an assortment of random strangers as he’d originally thought. Despite the ravages of death, he recognized some of them. Old acquaintances, all of them deceased. And one dark-haired woman, face still complete enough to reveal herself as his mother.

	Now Mortlake remembered. Every single one of them had died in his presence.

	“No!” he shouted. “No! I did my best! I couldn’t save everyone!”

	“Oh, Marcus,” his mother said, reaching out fingers that were more bone than flesh, “oh, my little boy. I’m so disappointed in you.”

	He woke, sweaty and yelling, to pitch darkness. He reached out for Lynn, but he was alone in bed. She was away, and his thoughts were too jangled to recall where or why. Instead, he groped for his phone, activated it with his thumbprint, and opened the voice recorder app.

	Already, the nightmare was fading, details losing definition and color. He had to make notes at once. He tried to speak clearly and to the point. When he’d finished, he checked that it had worked, closed the app, and checked the time.

	In theory, he could get another hour’s sleep. The prospect did not appeal, though, so he got up to prepare for the lecture he would be giving in real life later that morning.

	But first, there were cats to placate. Two pairs of green eyes regarded him from the bedroom door. There was an indignant yowl. His pets had been rudely awoken by his nocturnal antics. He pulled on his old dressing gown and trudged out in search of treats. The day was already breaking over Cambridge, one last star visible from his apartment window.

	“Oneiromancy,” he muttered in the general direction of the cats. “Divination by dreams. Funny, I never did get around to writing a paper on that.”

	A furry body wound itself around his bare legs.

	“There was a book, Opal,” he said, opening a foil packet. “I’m sure of that. It was the book.”

	 

	***

	 

	Lynn Carroll waited for the last of the stragglers, then slipped into the lecture hall. She found a seat at the back behind a tall girl with a great mass of curly hair, so her chances of being spotted were minimal. On the stage, her boyfriend was making an ass of himself, fumbling with his laptop, trying to get the first slide up on the big screen. Lynn smiled, wondering how irritated she would be if she didn’t love the guy.

	She asked the girl next to her, “Does he always have trouble with tech stuff?”

	“Oh yeah,” the girl replied. “He’s getting better, though. This is the first time he’s messed up in months. Maybe he’s having an off day.”

	Lynn nodded politely and sat back, feeling pleased with herself. Marcus Mortlake, Professor at St. Ananias College, had received her advice with good grace and promised to tidy up his act. But she had had to spend the last couple of days in Oxford at a symposium on Bronze Age ritual art. It felt good to be back in Cambridge again, and—as her Friday morning was free—she’d dropped in to see how he was holding up.

	“Aha!” Mortlake exclaimed as an image flashed onto the screen. “Now we’re cooking with gas, as our American cousins put it.”

	Lynn groaned inwardly. Mortlake’s idea of American slang consisted of terms from old movies sprinkled with occasional and disconcerting bits of hip-hop jargon. She’d tried to wean him off the idea of sounding cool to students, and it was clear she still had some work to do. Making a mental note, she concentrated on the screen and Mortlake’s words.

	The lecture was fascinating. Once Mortlake got into his flow, he brought the subject to life. His topic was the hill figures of southern England, enormous outlines carved in dozens of hillsides. These chalk giants, as they were sometimes called, were outside Lynn’s specialty as an archaeologist. But she knew some had existed for thousands of years.

	“Why people preserved them is, in a way, as great a mystery as why people created them in the first place,” Mortlake explained. “These chalk giants need constant care and attention, or nature will erase them in a few years. Though in some cases, you can’t help feeling that people might heave a sigh of relief if that occurred.”

	The next image was of a naked man standing on a hillside, in a state of what Mortlake delicately termed “arousal”. This was the Cerne Abbas Giant. He might have been a pagan fertility god. Or, as the professor admitted, just a dirty joke by local villagers that got out of hand.

	“Either way,” Mortlake remarked, “he’s certainly a giant in all significant respects. Locals used to believe that if a childless couple made love on the most conspicuous part of his anatomy, a happy event would occur nine months later. The Cerne Abbas Giant is probably quite recent, only four or five hundred years old. Others—well, we can only guess.”

	The next slide appeared. This, too, showed the outline of a man, but the figure was much more basic. A child might have drawn it, as Mortlake said if a child could have mastered basic perspective and worked on a surface over two hundred feet long.

	“This is the Long Man of Wilmington. What is he holding, if indeed he is holding anything?”

	Lynn leaned forward, fascinated. Mortlake had mentioned this to her before. The basic outline of a man, with no facial features, stood with arms outstretched. On each side of the figure was a line as tall as itself. The lines might have been a pair of spears or staffs clutched by the Long Man. Or they might, Lynn thought, indicate a doorway.

	“Is he a wayfarer, a warrior, or one emerging from some strange threshold?” Mortlake asked. “Or perhaps all three? In ancient times they knew things that we have forgotten. Doorways were immensely significant—most cultures had a deity concerned with them in one way or another. Perhaps they encountered strange beings entering our world—beings we never get to meet. Or if we do, maybe we can never grasp the truth of the encounter.”

	There was some muttering in the audience and a muffled giggle or two. Mortlake had been asked politely to keep the paranormal stuff to a minimum. Lynn willed him to remember that and not prompt any overt teasing. She held her breath until he moved to figures carved quite recently.

	“The best example of a modern chalk giant, in my opinion,” Mortlake went on, “is the Burford Kiwi in Wiltshire. It was produced after the First World War when troops from New Zealand were given something to do while waiting to be shipped home.”

	A picture of the enormous kiwi got a big laugh.

	“And yet,” Mortlake went on, “it is undeniable that some of the most famous hill figures predate recorded history. One of the best examples is also, in my opinion, one of the most beautiful. Behold the White Horse of Uffington.”

	On the screen, a stylized image appeared. Lynn was reminded of cave paintings she had seen in southern Europe. The White Horse suggested the same creative genius. The artist who had crafted the White Horse had carved just a half dozen lines. The result was not a realistic picture but something far more strange and powerful.

	“The unknown artist offers us,” Mortlake commented, “the essence of a horse. Its speed, its beauty, and above all, its freedom. People whose names we will never know bequeathed us a truth we should never forget. That if this fascinating world is to be enjoyed rather than merely endured, it must contain beauty, freedom, and the love of both, most of all. Life is short and precious, and we are small, frail creatures. We should seek out the best in each other…”

	He hesitated, seeming to lose his thread. Lynn held her breath and felt her heart begin to race. Mortlake stood in silence, gazing at the bright picture as if awestruck. Then he, with his voice a little shaky, spoke again.

	“Thank you all for attending this year’s Ulric Daubeny Memorial Lecture. I’m happy to take questions, as we have a few minutes before the hour—”

	Applause almost drowned out his words. Then came the chatter and clatter of an audience dividing, with the majority leaving. Lynn was pleased to see a couple of dozen people opting to stay. It was always soul-crushing when nobody wanted to ask you a single damn thing after you’d put your heart into a lecture. She got up and slipped out. He hadn’t seen her.

	When she returned in twenty minutes after waiting in line for coffee, Mortlake was just emerging into the atrium. His expression when he saw her was almost comical. Then he ran forward, arms outstretched, and grabbed her in a bear hug. She gave a little yelp of surprise mingled with pleasure. It was the first time he’d embraced her in public.

	“Hey, it’s only been three days,” she reminded him. “And we talked every night. Remember, Professor, our frequent telephonic communications?”

	“I know,” he said, looking around sheepishly as they moved apart. “I just wasn’t expecting to see you before this afternoon.”

	He kissed her on the cheek.

	“I love you, but why are you here?”

	“Came back early,” she said. “I couldn’t listen to that asshole Dubrovksi talking smack about the Hittites. They were a proud people, and they deserve better.”

	A group of students had been looking on. She raised an eyebrow at them, and they walked off, smiling and joking, with a few backward glances at the middle-aged lovers.

	“Can you hear them talking about us?” she asked, linking arms with Mortlake.

	“Is that a surprise?” he chimed in at once.

	“I still think the Go-Gos version is the best,” Lynn said as they walked out of the college building into bright sunshine. It was July, the end of the academic year, and the days were heating up.

	“Fun Boy Three every time,” he insisted. “But we won’t let it drive a wedge between us.”

	“Nope, we are way too mature for that.”

	Lynn finished her coffee and tossed the cup into a recycling bin.

	“I got another message from Jimmy last night,” she said. “He wants to talk. Maybe some more hints as to where the book went.”

	Jimmy Hsu, a high schooler with a brain most adults would envy, had been in touch a few times in recent weeks. The boy was part of a worldwide network she had established when Mortlake had gone missing, presumed dead, the previous year.

	He had returned alive but injured and frail. He had recovered much of his strength but would never be quite so active again. Lynn worried their on-off quest for what she dubbed the Book of Death might prove too much for him. For them both. But they could hardly allow the thing to exert its influence. It had already done terrible harm. They had assumed it was still buried on the site of the lost village of Little Purdey. But a careful search of the area revealed nothing. The book, a demonic entity, had the power to ensnare the unwary reader. Its contents changed so it would always offer its owner their heart’s desire. But the catch was the knowledge it conveyed was always tainted and therefore destroyed the user.

	“What time is it in New England?” Mortlake asked. “I can never remember if they’re ahead or behind.”

	“The wrong time for FaceTime,” she replied. “They’re five hours behind. So Jimmy is still tucked up in bed. But we can catch him at breakfast later on.”

	“Won’t his mother object to him chatting to us before school?”

	“Nah,” she said. “His folks are away. It’s their anniversary, so his dad’s taking his mom to a fancy resort. Apparently, it’s tax-deductible in some mysterious way.”

	They strolled through the heart of Cambridge on their way back to the ancient college building where they lived. Around them, tourists took selfies with medieval buildings in the background. Mortlake wondered aloud if they behaved any differently at Disney World.

	“Yes,” Lynn said, “they’d spend a lot more money.”

	The morning’s lecture came back to her.

	“Hey,” she said, leaning closer and lowering her voice. “It’s not your fault. None of it is. The village, the priest, Zeraphon. You fought hard, and you sent that crazy bastard to hell.”

	Mortlake didn’t reply. She gently steered him to a seat in the shade of an old chapel, away from the busy thoroughfare. Pigeons, ever hopeful, fluttered down and started strutting around their feet.

	“If they were rare birds,” Mortlake said, looking down at them, “we’d never stop talking about how beautiful they are. The iridescence of their feathers—isn’t it wonderful?”

	“Not to mention the way they walk,” she added. “Comedy gold. Now stop trying to change the subject. You took it hard because you take everything hard. But we saved two people. And a dog. And it’s not like the villagers died, not really.”

	He shook his head.

	“Somehow, it’s worse that they were erased so completely. Nonexistence, being wrenched out of history. And all because I tried to help an old friend and failed.”

	She gripped his arm, wondering if this was the crisis she’d feared. Mortlake had taken such a beating in the last few years, seen so much carnage and suffering. He’d been close to death a dozen times, and there was only so much anyone could take.

	“Marcus,” she said, “if you want to take some time, go ahead. Maybe a year or two, maybe more. Hell, if you want to just give up and let somebody else deal with it, I’m here for you. I won’t think less of you.”

	He leaned back and sighed in frustration.

	“I never set out to do anything like this,” he said, still studying the pigeons. “I just wanted to help people. I exposed frauds, handled some hauntings, and even drove out the odd demon. But instead of things getting easier as I got older, they got harder. The evil I fought grew more powerful, cunning, and ambitious. And I just seem to get weaker, year by year. I thought there’d be someone I could pass the torch on to, someone younger and stronger.”
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