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			To the memory of Heather Heyer and all those who have fallen fighting Fascism

		

	
		
			

			Monsters exist, but they are too few in number to be truly dangerous. More dangerous are the common men, the functionaries ready to believe and to act without asking questions.

			PRIMO LEVI

			Philomathes And are not our war-woolfes one sorte of these spirits also, that hauntes and troubles some houses or dwelling places? 

			Epistemon … if anie such thing hath bene, I take it to have proceeded but of a naturall super-abundance of Melancholie …

			

			JAMES I OF ENGLAND – DAEMONOLOGIE, 1597

			

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			1 The Wolf and the Moon

			The full moon had always brought him peace before. But as Endamon Craw looked out from his rooftop over lightless London, he thought it more like some grisly lantern searching out the corners and nooks of the city so that Death might see clearly to take his pick.

			In the distance a low voice seemed to murmur beyond the clouds, as if some mumbling giant was trying to say its names in words more familiar to Craw than the English he had been speaking for two centuries: Heinkel, Dornier, Junkers. Death was coming in on motors and wings, under the bomber’s moon.

			Craw had watched London’s light change for decades, from the weak glow of the first gas lamps, to the burning incandescence of the arc light, to the softer silver that had lain over the city in the years before the war. Now the city was flat black, under an old dark, with the moon shimmering off the rooftops as if off the surface of a lake. He felt an ache in his guts. Humanity at its old game – destruction. He held up his hand.

			‘Stop,’ he said. ‘Turn back. Be brave for love, not hate.’

			But he was not a magician and the rumble of engines grew louder.

			‘Will there be anything else, sir?’

			At his shoulder was an old man in tails, holding a tray upon which was balanced a shaking bottle. Although Craw strived to keep a modern home, he still couldn’t imagine life without the help. He was still a feudalist at heart.

			‘More whisky,’ he said.

			The old man took Craw’s glass, placed it on the tray, and poured it out with an unsteady hand. It wasn’t age that caused him to tremble, but fear.

			‘I would go to my wife, sir,’ said the man. ‘She’s in the shelter and …’

			Craw started, like someone remembering that they’d left their umbrella on the train.

			‘My dear Jacques, I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘I forget … Go to her, and take the rest of the whisky. A man needs to get his courage from somewhere on a night like tonight.’

			‘It’s the last of it, sir,’ said the butler.

			Craw waved his hand, his familiar gesture of dismissal, and smiled.

			‘We all must suffer at times like these.’

			The old man withdrew and left Craw looking out down Crooms Hill towards the Thames, thinking of his own love, Adisla, so long gone. Was she being reborn tonight, on the other side of the world, or was she about to die beneath the bombs, calling for him an inch out of earshot? He remembered her, by the fjord on a hillside, the sun making a halo of her hair. And then? Just a jumble of images down the centuries, without order or sense, whose meaning flashed fleetingly in his mind before falling away to nothing. He loved her, felt that love as powerful as a tidal rip pulling him towards her down the centuries. But the meaning of that love, the detail, came to him only in fugitive glimpses.

			A thousand years of transformations, of the wolf rising and falling inside him. His mind was like a sword, broken to pieces, melted down and recast. Still a sword, yes, but the same one that had been broken? He recalled a long time underground, a prison of darkness where the wolf had set him free, the reek of the prisoners, the fear of those who had tried to oppose him. Why he had been there, what he had been doing, was a mystery to him. He knew languages he had no memory of ever speaking, recalled a line of verse or conversation from five hundred years ago but could not say who had spoken it, or to whom he had been speaking. Tiny details from a millennium before came back to him – the moon through the roof of a shattered church, the turf saddle of a Viking horse. But the plot of his life was lost. Only she remained – Adisla – his need of her a lighthouse to his thoughts. If ever that went, he thought, then he would be no more than a beast – purposeless, watching the sun rise and fall, kingdoms come and go, without feeling or comprehension.

			Death had followed him, he recalled that – the terrified faces, the flailing arms, the spears jabbing uselessly at him, the swords bouncing from his skin. How many had he killed looking for her? He swallowed another gulp of the whisky, taking the drinker’s gamble – heads it makes me forget, tails it makes me remember.

			The sirens sang out their lament and searchlights lit the night, hunting the enemy, little moons circling their parent. In minutes came the flares. The pathfinding aircraft were on their mark. Huge burning candles dropped over London on parachutes, beautiful in their way, like angels descending, whiting out the parts of the city that the moon had missed. They turned the river into a shining avenue to guide the bombers home.

			The anti-aircraft fire began, the Bofors guns’ dull hammering like an insistent visitor who wouldn’t go away, the flak bursting in the sky. Incendiaries rained down, phosphorous white blooming into lilies of flame as they settled around the river.

			Then came the main body of the raid, the dark mass of bombers becoming visible in the silver light, crossing the moon as witches do in children’s tales.

			The first bombs proper fell, a few cowardly crews dropping early over Shooters Hill and Thamesmead and Erith, before they hit the thickest of the ack-ack defending the docks. The distant crump, crump, crump was like a giant treading over snow, plumes of fire dogging his steps as he approached.

			On the whole, though, the Germans held their nerve until they reached their target. Craw knew them for brave men, warriors from a long line of warriors. Down the centuries he had fought alongside them and fought against them. They had always impressed him.

			The city under flame was a beautiful thing, greens, reds, oranges and blues blooming from the soil of the dark like a summer garden. Craw’s finger drew out a shape in the air, like the head of an arrow, an absent-minded gesture, sketching out the Kenaz rune, the Viking sign of rebirth by fire that he’d learned at the court of King Forkbeard of the Rygir, whose ward he had been over a thousand years before. He shivered. Change was on the wind.

			Now the enemy was above him. He felt strange pressures in his nose and ears as the bombs pushed hot walls of air towards him and artificial vortexes rushed into the vacuums of the fires.

			Craw spoke to Death.

			‘Come on,’ he said, in the old language, ‘here I am. Can’t you hear me? Can’t you see me? It’s me, your servant.’

			But Death didn’t want him. He wanted the Davis family sheltering under the stairs at Number 16: Dr Davis, who had just looked in to check on his family, Mrs Davis, all the children, and Pluto the dog. He wanted the newly wed Mrs Andrews at Number 4 with her funny stories and engaging smile, and he wanted old Mr Parsons at Number 23, the one who’d killed the girl and said she’d run away, the one who deserved it most, next to Endamon Craw himself.

			‘Help them,’ he said, though he didn’t know who to. The old Gods of his fathers would delight to see such destruction. Christ? Surely a god of compassion could not look down on this and do nothing. Those who say the gods are creatures of love have a lot of evidence to ignore, he thought.

			He watched the last drops of his whisky evaporate in the burning night and, on an impulse, dropped his glass over the edge of the roof. It caught the firelight as it fell towards the earth, a little Lucifer ejected from his heaven.

			He felt giddy as he watched it fall and smash. Despite the heat of the flames he was cold; prickles ran down the back of his neck. His transformations had never been easy on him. He could recall very little of them but he remembered their beginnings at least, that restless, almost adolescent mental itch where he simply did not know what to do with himself. He didn’t want to stand up, he didn’t want to sit down; he didn’t want stay in, but he didn’t want to go out; he was hungry, but for nothing that the larder could provide.

			From what he remembered of the previous times, things had begun slowly – a subtle shift in his perception, flavours and smells becoming more intense, concentration more difficult. On this occasion there had been a definite starting point.

			It had been midnight and he had been in his study. The tranquil light of the Anglepoise lamp, the sparkling amber of the brandy decanter, a handmade Egyptian cigarette by Lewis of St James’s and a copy of St Thomas Aquinas’ Quaestiones disputatae de malo were his only company.

			And then he had felt it – the cut. It ripped into him as if it would split him in two. It was a familiar agony, that of a sword blow. Craw had been wounded before, but always he had seen his opponent. Here, it was as if some invisible attacker had struck him as he sat in his armchair, jolting his book and his brandy to the floor, leaving him bent double and gasping for breath. The pain shot straight to the centre of his chest and he would have feared it was a heart attack, had he thought himself susceptible to such things.

			Twenty minutes later, he pulled himself to his feet, all discomfort gone. He had become aware of a noise, an odd rhythmless drumming from downstairs and he had gone to investigate. A light had been left on in the scullery and a moth was beating itself against the Bakelite lampshade. Craw had sat down on a bench and pondered the implications of that. He had heard it from three floors away.

			The wolf, he thought, was rising in him. It could be in a year, it could be in ten years, but it was coming, as sure as the tears of Mr Andrews as he tried to dig his wife from the wreckage of their home, as sure as Mr Andrews himself would one day die.

			Craw had known the feeling many times before – the fates wanted their wolf. He looked out into the night, beyond the flames, beyond the city, into the encircling dark. Somewhere out there, he sensed, was the reason why.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			2 The Gone

			

			Daylight, and Craw sensed visitors. From Crooms Hill, London lay out before him in the sun like a continent. Even after twenty lifetimes, the sheer size of the city could still take his breath away.

			Out of the window of his top floor study he could see the damage of the night before, the houses opened up into ramshackle theatre sets. Some fires were still burning, the smoke rising in the cold October air and giving the impression of something just minted, rather than destroyed.

			The trams had survived the attack and were gliding through the streets like buildings on skates, as if looking for gaps to fill. There were enough of those and yet, no matter how battered and broken, life went on.

			Every time you looked out after a raid it seemed things should be more destroyed than they were. But the trams moved, the shops were open. Normality was robust, it appeared, and yet you knew things were changing beyond retrieving. The grocer’s was next to the bank, which was next to a hole, which was next to the butcher’s, which was next to another hole. Each raid would leave more holes, but how many holes were needed before it would no longer be a street but just one big hole? How many bites can a moth take from a coat before it ceases to be a coat?

			In a way Craw found the damage exhilarating.

			The bombs imposed their own order on the city, cutting their own avenues and squares according to their type and number. A stick of incendiaries might unite Number 59 Eton Avenue with Number 68 Fellows Road, down to Number 38 Wadham Gardens and Number 3 Elsworthy Road, burning a path through the city which to Craw almost seemed polite. ‘You preferred the road running this way, but have you considered what it would look like going north?’ said the firebombs, marking the new path with the charred stumps of timbers running through the houses like a dragon’s back.

			Then there were the butterfly bombs that shredded your flesh if they caught you in the open but did little damage to buildings, just breaking windows and blasting away plaster, as if the shops and houses had come down with chickenpox. The landmines were less subtle, floating down sweetly on their parachutes before tearing out a chunk of nine or ten homes and leaving a gap like a palazzo in Hell. After every raid the morning light changed as, shorn of a tower here, a gasometer there, spaces where there had been walls, the city awoke to new horizons. But the cost, the human cost. So many precious things burnt and shredded, loves, desires gone, the music of the soul stilled.

			The morning confirmed his fears. The wolf was awake inside him, for certain. The world seemed brighter to the wolf, its colours more intense like in a film. Not exactly Technicolor, more like the first Kinemacolor films he’d seen, when the reds and greens had danced around their subjects in peculiar auras, as if God was a child who had selected the brightest colours but not quite got the hang of keeping them inside the borders of the shapes they were meant to fill.

			Then there were the smells: aromas, scents, stinks and fumes rising up from the streets in a palette of odours both grisly and enticing. The wider sensations of his wolf mind swept over him like the feeling of relief like when you suddenly remember that name that was on the tip of your tongue. It was as if a piece of lost knowledge had returned to him, and as if he was more fundamentally himself than he had been without it. There was rain coming from the west, from beyond the blue sky. Then there was cordite, the mould of building dust, a hundred shades of burning, from curtains, to skin and hair, to the morning toast of the still-surviving houses. There was a burst sewer that any human would have found repulsive, but which the werewolf found pungent and intriguing. He was coming alive to a city of smears and secretions: his own sweat on the glass top of his desk; the sour mothballs and cheap tobacco that trailed after his butler; the pigeon droppings on the balcony; vinegar on the window panes; mould in the wood of the windows; road grime and dust. The world seemed gloriously stained.

			He could not allow himself to enjoy the sensations too much and he lit a cigarette, banishing the overwhelming biology of the streets from his nostrils.

			Smell is the sense that is most linked to memory. Even the dull nostrils of humans are gateways to the past, to kisses we had forgotten, angers we had thought quenched. Wet newspaper can recall the delivery job held as a child, a bonbon can put us outside a shop, reaching up to our mother.

			Under the city’s odorous assault the werewolf’s memories seemed to engulf him in a way he found frustrating and disturbing. Yes, the cordite recalled the Great War, yes, the building dust took him back to Constantinople’s walls as they crumbled under the cannons, but there were other connections that were more troubling. Why did that smell of burning recall his childhood, a blonde girl on a hillside? Why did it make him think of her, and of love?

			It is not just the physical creature that is torn and rearranged when a werewolf changes. The mind warps too, like a piece of metal bent in the hand that you can never quite put straight again. The smells were roads that led to the past but, for Endamon Craw, some were impassable, overgrown, ruptured and cratered. He could look down them but could not see them to their ends. Parts of himself, he knew, had been torn away by what lived inside him. At this distance of years, did he remember? Or did he remember what he had remembered, that memory itself a memory of a memory of a memory of a memory – his past coming down to him in a series of Chinese whispers whose final message might or might not reflect the original one spoken.

			A wolf smells nothing as keenly as fear. London seemed to hang in an acid fog of terror left over from the night before. The sweat lying on corpses, the spilled guts, the vomit and the piss were not blown away by the relief of morning. The cortisol and adrenaline hormones that had pumped from the glands of the population under the bombs smelled sweet and appetising. He drew the sharp smoke of his cigarette onto the back of his throat. Cigarette smoke, Craw thought, was unique in the world of smells, in that it sent the mind to the future – the next cigarette – rather than into the past, that garden of snares.

			The bell rang downstairs. A Detective Constable Briggs and a Detective Inspector Balby were coming to see him on urgent and confidential business. He’d received their telegram the day before. Telegram was the only way to communicate with Craw. He had put a telephone into his home just as soon as they were available. It had, however, represented the most enormous threat to his repose, ringing at all sorts of unexpected moments. The final straw had been when it had gone off during dinner. His commitment to the modern age was insistent, but there were limits as to what a gentleman could bear. He had sent it back before it could cause any more chaos.

			Two men were led in, one small and powerfully built, around fifty, with a thick neck and shaved head. He had the demeanour of a man who could be smacked over the head with a spade without it disturbing his breakfast. This was Inspector Balby. The other was tall and slim, with a look to him more like an academic than a policeman. This was Constable Briggs, thirty-five years old – the thug. On him, Craw could smell blood.

			The butler made the introductions and the men shook hands. Craw could never quite overcome his distaste for this – the encroaching meritocracy, greeting these men as equals. In a sane world they would bow, not touch him. One of the appeals of the house on Crooms Hill was that its Victorian plumbing provided different water mains for the servants and the masters. To him, drinking water from the same source as the help was the thin end of the wedge. Still, he knew that his distaste would pass as all his opinions passed or, rather, came in and out like the tide. He willed himself to like the informality and forget who he had been. Welcoming the future – delighting in it, even – was a condition of his sanity. Everyone, he reminded himself, is constructed. It’s up to you if you have a hand in the building.

			‘You look well, sir,’ said Briggs. It was not a compliment. Any man of Craw’s age should have been sporting the swollen face of a firefighter after the previous night.

			Craw smiled. ‘Thank you, Constable.’

			Even if Craw had wanted to fight the fires, he was forbidden to. His job, which he had not wanted but had been given, was as master curator for the London museums and antiquities. He was chosen not for his knowledge of the past but for his eye to the future. He decided what could be moved to safety – where it was moved to and how it was stored – and what would have to wait a while under the bombs. His was the task of deciding what was history and what was ashes. The government deemed him too important to lose, and so he was mandated to spend his evenings in a Whitehall shelter, something he contrived to avoid.

			He wouldn’t have gone on fire-watch even if he’d been free to do so. It would have been as demeaning to him to man a hose as to cower in a hole. Craw did not like war but, when he did participate, he preferred to do so directly. His family motto, given to him by King Charles I of Sicily in 1274, expressed it neatly: Iugulum – The Throat. It had inspired Craw’s modern name.

			Craw’s study would have led a casual observer to deduce that the room belonged to some interior designer or avant-garde artist. Balby, however, was perhaps the least casual observer Craw had encountered in five centuries. Watchful by inclination, the inspector had trained any remaining sniff of lackadaisical attention from himself in thirty years of diligent police work. His title was Inspector, but it could have also described his personality.

			He had been in many rooms in the course of his career, but he had never been in one like this. It was very large for a living space, and had clearly had several walls removed to make it that way. There was so little in it, too. Balby had expected strange native heads, weapons, photographs of expeditions, and all manner of native tat from an anthropologist. This place was virtually bare and everything that was in it was as new as in a showroom.

			Balby had never seen such a room of chrome and leather. There was a desk with a glass top which struck him as dangerous, a cube of an armchair that looked very uncomfortable, and bookcases that seemed very ill-designed for holding books. They were no more than strips of pale wood. There were no curves or comforts, or even carpet on the polished wooden floor, just a plain-as-porridge rug.

			He thought of his own wife, Lily, who had been taken in the 1919 influenza. ‘Frill it up, Jack!’ she would have said. And he would have done, because he liked to please her.

			He also noted, because not much missed him, that there was only one representation of a living human being in the room – a stark black and white photograph of Craw himself looking out from a sleek silver frame on top of the desk. Beyond that there was not so much as a snap of a wife, a lover, a favourite nephew or a pet.

			Besides what Balby considered the hugely egocentric photograph, the room’s only other adornments were three large pictures. The one above the brushed steel fireplace was no more than a collection of smudges and lines that he thought a child could have done. The other was a large reproduced advertisement, of all things, for the record-breaking Coronation Scot steam train which ran between London and Glasgow. Why anyone would want an advert on their wall was beyond Balby; there were enough of them outside, weren’t there?

			Only one painting struck a jarring note. It was on the wall with the tall window in it. It was an old thing for such a modern room, a collection of three boards with a background of Byzantine gold. The painting itself was done in some sort of powdery oils. Balby knew nothing about art, but he looked on the strange, flattened but not flat, faces, the ornate halos, the rich golds and reds, and he had a feeling that the painting must be both very old and also foreign. On the centre board a young woman with blonde plaits sat holding a child at a strange angle, a small figure of a man at each shoulder. Two boards served as wings, each with two larger figures of men. The woman’s face, he thought, was extraordinary – evaluating, cold almost, but expressing a yearning and a restlessness that made you think that any second she might get up and run away.

			‘Taddeo Gaddi, Madonna and Child Enthroned with Angels and Saints,’ said Craw.

			There she was – Adisla, looking down at him from the wall. He’d found her through the visions of an Arab hermit in the Rub al Khali desert, the Empty Quarter. The man was a descendant, it was said, of the mystical tribe of Ad, hated by God, they of the lost city of Iram of the Pillars. Forty years of meditation in the sands, under the heat of the sun and the cold of the stars, living off scorpions, rats and the bitter desert flowers, sucking the water from the rocks of fugitive springs, had retuned the hermit’s mind to the frequency his ancestors had known. He recognised Craw for what he was – one of the cursed. That meant he could connect with him. The man had touched him and said ‘sleep’. Craw had awoken in the morning knowing exactly where he had to go to find his love.

			He’d raced from the towering sands, down the camel trail that the frankincense merchants had abandoned a thousand years before when the dunes had turned from hills into mountains, through Persia and Turkey where, at Antalya, he had taken a Venetian glass galley to Italy, buying his place with a seat at the oars, then on over the Apennines, running with the wolf packs through the forests, and down into Florence itself, to the church of Santo Stefano that he had seen in the visions the hermit had lent him. And there she was, staring out at him from the altarpiece, a hundred and fifty years dead. He had taken it with him, encountering some difficulty with the priests. There had been blood.

			‘The lady is extraordinary, don’t you think?’ said Craw.

			He remembered so little of her; only snatches of conversations – those, and the dull ache of his bond of love. How many times had she been reborn? How many times had he failed to find her over how many human lives?

			Balby snorted. To a man of his persuasion, saints and Madonnas were idols, plain and simple.

			The painting aside, the spare and tidy space of Craw’s rooms appeared to the policeman like something from a silly story in the newspaper – life as it will be lived in the year 2000 – and it all looked as if it had been put up ten minutes before they walked in.

			It would normally have made Balby suspect Craw of being a poseur or a dandy, or even a homosexual. Craw, however, looked like a serious man. He was on the short side of average, dark and pale and sharply suited, more like an architect than an academic. Balby had noted the signet ring when they shook hands. He found its wolf’s head motif a little, well, suspicious.

			‘A very interesting room, sir,’ said Briggs, as if ‘interesting’ was a quality of dubious legality.

			The policeman perched himself uncertainly on the sofa. It seemed too deep for him to sit on it properly.

			‘Yes, officer,’ said Craw, ‘it’s the Bauhaus style – do you know it?’

			‘Sounds German to me,’ said Briggs.

			‘How insightful of you, it is German. From the design school at Dessau.’ The policemen exchanged a look. ‘If you’re interested I could put you in contact with a dealer.’

			‘I shan’t be wanting any Nazi furniture, sir,’ said Briggs. He too had seen the ring.

			‘Well then, this would be ideal for you. The Nazis shut the school down. Degenerate art, you see.’

			‘I thought you said it was German,’ said Briggs.

			‘Not all Germans are Nazis,’ said Craw.

			‘And not all Englishmen aren’t,’ said Briggs, who tended to view conversations as a sort of toned-down fight.

			Craw smiled. ‘Shall we get to business, gentlemen? Please, Inspector Balby, sit down. This is 1940 and manners are no longer the thing.’ His eyes flicked towards the seated Briggs.

			Craw was mildly annoyed at the implication he was a Nazi. Nothing so low born, he. The upstart Hitler had been a corporal, a dirty, sweating, toiling corporal. How could the proud princes of the Rhine, who traced their right back beyond Charlemagne, allow themselves to be ruled by such a creature? At least Britain was led by a man of the blood.

			‘Professor Craw,’ began Balby, ‘we have reason to believe …’

			(My God, Craw thought, they really say ‘we have reason to believe’.)

			‘… you may be able to help us. You are an anfro— An anthara—’

			Balby was an intelligent man but not a learned one. His brain ran to practical pursuits. He left the long words to the coroners and the judges. Craw did not try to help him with the word.

			‘Antharapologist,’ he finished.

			Craw lowered his eyelids in assent.

			‘Specialising in …’ Balby paused over the next words too, not because they were unfamiliar, but because he disapproved of the ideas that they raised.

			‘Systems of belief,’ said Craw. ‘When I’m allowed the time to get on with my proper work.’

			‘Heathen systems of belief,’ said Balby.

			‘All systems.’

			‘I hope not Christianity, sir.’ There was one subject capable of cracking Balby’s professional demeanour – that of the living Christ.

			‘That too,’ said Craw.

			Balby rocked his shaved head from side to side, like the boxer he had once been loosening up for a bout.

			‘Christianity is not a system of belief, sir, it is the word of God.’

			Craw had no wish to enter a debate with a believer because, as he had found down the centuries, you cannot debate with a believer. Believers believe, they don’t question. If you want a debate you had to pick a debater, people of very different mindsets. A change of subject might be appropriate, he thought.

			‘Perhaps, Inspector, you and the constable would like a drink after your long journey. Shall I ring for my man? I’m afraid all we have is advocaat. The last of the whisky went last night, and it may be a day or two before we can get any more.’

			‘My church doesn’t allow alcohol, sir,’ said Balby.

			‘I find nothing against it in the Bible,’ said Craw.

			‘I don’t know which Bible you’re reading,’ said Briggs, with a short laugh. He had never read it himself, though he tried – unsuccessfully – to kid his boss that he had.

			‘Well, I prefer it in the French, the vulgate. The language sings, don’t you find? So much more so than the vetus Latina.’

			He instantly regretted his flippancy. When you’ve lived so long you learn many different ways of being. You can try them on like clothes and discard them like last season’s fashion. This is not to fight boredom, it is to remain sane. If you simply are what you are then you get left behind, become a relic.

			The aloofness of the English upper classes of the 1920s and 1930s, their refusal to treat anything seriously, the lightness of the jeunesse dorée, had appealed to Craw, but sometimes he became carried away. He didn’t want to belittle people; to him they were already little. Mortals exuded a strange sort of sadness, even in the fullness of their youth. Like cut flowers, he thought, they were beautiful and must die. He had no wish to add to their woes in the brief moment of their lives.

			‘Alcohol is the drink of the devil, sir,’ said Balby.

			Craw smiled. ‘In the case of advocaat we are in agreement, Inspector. It’s not a drink, it’s an assault on a perfectly good brandy. You should prosecute.’

			‘I don’t prosecute, sir, I just arrest.’

			Craw stopped himself from saying that he was impressed by the man’s literalism. Balby showed an admirable exactness. It was refreshing to be with someone to whom words actually meant something.

			Balby, a professional student of people, scrutinised the academic. He could tell that the levity was a veneer, that something else was under the urbanity, the polish, the charm. What, he couldn’t say. Still, Balby liked charm, not for its own merits but because of its weakness. Men asked to explain why they were loitering at midnight were charming, murderers were charming, con men … Well, some of them. Those in control had no need to be charming, only those seeking to control. Kings weren’t charming, only courtiers, he thought.

			Charm wasn’t a weapon at his disposal. In fact he had to guard against its reverse, a sort of clodhopping earnestness that he could neither like nor prevent in himself.

			He didn’t regret raising God, but he regretted having to raise God. He would have been happier to know he was dealing with a pious man. Not that Balby often dealt with pious men; the impious were his bread and butter. It was just that he expected better from a man of learning than he did a criminal. Still, as Craw had been unintentionally flippant, he had been unintentionally too serious and was keen to return to business. He didn’t want to antagonise the professor – he needed him.

			‘We need your help, sir,’ he said.

			‘Yes?’ said Craw. ‘How can I enlighten you, gentlemen?’

			Briggs bristled. This man, he decided, gave himself airs. He was wrong there. Someone else had given them to him. If Craw had to guess, he would have said he took on such views after the mind-warping effects of a transformation, some time in the age of chivalry. He wished he had not done so, but what is, is.

			‘Take a look at this,’ said Briggs.

			He removed a large flat photographic box from his briefcase. He opened it and passed the first photograph over to Craw. Briggs watched Craw’s eyes as he examined the print. He’d hoped to see him start, to watch the smoothness fall away before the picture of the first corpse. Ann in the canteen had nearly fainted when he’d given her a glimpse. Was it asking too much to see this upper-class ponce do the same? It was.

			One of the fallacies the lower orders maintain about their betters, Craw had noted many times, was that those on top were in some way delicate creatures, cut off from life. Briggs and his like mistook them for the bourgeoisie. Craw had been brought up to the hunt and the battlefield. He had seen worse than that photograph before he was six years old.

			‘There are some strange marks upon him,’ said Craw, squinting closer.

			Balby took a large magnifying glass from his pocket and passed it to him.

			‘Oh, you really carry those, how delightful.’

			‘Only when required, sir, they’re not part of the uniform.’

			‘Pity,’ said Craw, suddenly feeling rather foolish for his enthusiasm. The police wanted his help and all he could think of was the excitement of looking like Basil Rathbone as Sherlock Holmes. He’d never read the books until he’d seen the films, and hadn’t been able to believe what he’d been missing.

			‘The young man was kept somewhere before he was killed?’ said Craw, studying the photograph like a vintner assessing the colour of a wine.

			‘How do you know that?’ said Briggs, as if Craw had just given himself away as a spy.

			He didn’t like this fellow’s cool. It had taken Briggs himself years in the CID before he could look at things like that unflinchingly. He was proud of his professionally armoured personality. Craw, he felt, had not earned his calm in the face of horrors. And ‘the young man’. Craw himself was no more than thirty-three, and yet was taking on as if he was in some wholly other category to the boy before him, some wise head to shine the light for the lumbering dolts of the police.

			‘I don’t know, I was simply asking a question. He has bruises on his wrists which might indicate manacles and, though I am no expert on the fashions of the young, I would be surprised if these other marks are among them. Presumably someone did this to him? How long do you think it would take to raise the flesh like that?’

			‘We think at least four months,’ said Balby. ‘Have you seen anything like it before?’

			Craw had seen most things before and, yes, he had seen something like it. And yet he had never seen anything exactly similar.

			The photograph showed what looked like the body of a youth, naked and lying in a freshly excavated grave.

			The entire surface of his flesh was marked with what might have been mistaken for pimples, had it not been for the regularity of the pattern. Viewed in one way they might be swirls, in another, regular lines. Craw had seen the technique before, in Africa. The skin was cut and had substances rubbed into it until it formed permanent calluses. It was a form of tattooing, though more painful, lengthy and intricate. Never, though, had he seen it quite so extensive. The marks, some new with scabs, others quite established, covered every inch of the boy’s flesh, with one notable area of exception.

			‘And who,’ said Craw, ‘do you think removed his face?’

			‘Well, that, sir, is what we’re trying to find out,’ said Balby.

			‘Quite,’ said Craw, with a neat smile. ‘I can say nothing without indulging in speculation, which may obscure as much as it illuminates. I’m afraid you may have wasted your time here. Do you have a hotel or are you returning directly?’

			‘Half time, sunshine,’ said Briggs.

			Craw raised his eyebrows. He was more fascinated than insulted. Was this the modern age, butting its way into his drawing room? Did people really talk like that nowadays, with such brutality, such lack of respect? It almost made one pine for the age of the rapier and the small sword. There were downsides to each gentleman carrying his own weapon, but the general effect on manners was not one of them. Not that Briggs was of high enough social status to be challenged to a duel. But even giving such a man a beating was against the law today. The world has grown soft, he thought, the world has grown soft.

			Balby put his hand into the air, embarrassed at the constable’s manner but unwilling to criticise him in front of Craw.

			‘There are others like this,’ he said. ‘Other murders. We would like you to come and examine the bodies personally. I have permission from the War Office to take you up to the Midlands.’

			‘Are they ordering me to go?’

			‘No, but they have no objection if you do.’

			‘Unfortunately, gentlemen, it is quite out of the question. My work here is valuable.’

			‘More valuable than the people who are being killed?’ said Balby.

			Again, Craw raised the eyebrow, what the Romans had called the supercilium, from where we get ‘supercilious’. Balby did not know the word, nor its derivation, but he had no doubt of the meaning of the gesture.

			Craw shrugged and said, ‘Qu’importent les victimes, si le geste est beau?’

			For a second he had forgotten the company – honest, simple, working men, not the slightly too-sophisticated aristocrats he chose for friends. Quoting the opium-addicted anarchist poet Tailhade at policemen was unlikely to endear them to him, even – or especially – if they were familiar with the man’s work.

			‘Hark at Charles de Gaulle,’ said Briggs.

			‘I’m afraid neither of us have the benefit of your education, sir,’ said Balby.

			‘Something about the enduring power of beauty. I’m needed here. Do you know what I do, I …’

			Now it was Balby’s turn to raise his eyebrows. Craw felt mildly ashamed of his condescension and stopped mid sentence. Why did he feel the need to justify himself to this man? It was as if Balby’s quality of attention was so strong that it pulled you in like a current, forcing you to join his examination of yourself. Craw’s words sounded pat and unconvincing, even to him.

			‘We’d like you to look at something else,’ said Balby.

			Briggs reached into his suit pocket and took out a bulging envelope. Craw noted that the smell of blood became stronger, but this wasn’t the smell that drifted through the windows, stuck to the furniture and tapped at his palate – the blood of fear. This had a different note, different secretions and sediments. Craw read it exactly: excitement.

			Briggs slid the envelope across the table. Craw opened it. Whatever was inside had spent some time immersed in blood. If Briggs had been disappointed at the academic’s reaction to the photographs, he was astounded now. All the colour seemed to drain from Craw’s face as he looked at the item in front of him.

			Craw felt terribly light-headed, but he didn’t know why. It was as if his memories were submerged in a filthy lake, trying to make the surface, but as much as he tried to reach down and pull them out, they slid from his grasp. Something inside him was searching to connect, an electric charge in his head building and looking for a point to which it might leap to fuse a gap to form a bridge of memory.

			Craw swallowed to compose himself. He examined the envelope’s contents. It was a pebble, small and triangular. The policemen were surprised to see him pick it up and sniff at it. He detected the residue of that eager blood he had smelled earlier and something else – new leather, wet leaves, sandalwood, even.

			He looked at the pebble and had a feeling as if he had encountered someone he had known for years but whose name he could no longer remember. How can you forget the most important moments of your life? Easily. Can you remember your birth? What of Craw, who had been born a man, become a wolf, been reborn a man and reborn a wolf, and reborn a man again? What had the trauma of his formation and reformation done to his memories? You cannot recall your nursery but, standing in it at age twenty, might you not find it strangely familiar?

			On the pebble was scratched a motif, or rather the remains of a motif. Someone had spent some time scratching out the majority of the design. All that was discernible was the representation of a hand, though that too bore several scores across it, as if someone had been interrupted while trying to erase it. Craw was intrigued. In just a few lines the artist had managed to catch something in the shape and position of the fingers. The hand seemed to him to reflect tension, or a fight against tension – the fingers were curling over into a fist, the thumb seemed at an unnatural angle.

			‘It was associated with one of the bodies,’ said Balby. ‘It seems to be some sort of primitive art.’

			Craw heard his own voice speaking, although his mind was racing, trying without success to work out where he had seen something like this before.

			‘Neo-primitive. The execution is impressive. This is the work of someone with a good eye.’

			‘But it’s primitive? Caveman stuff?’ Briggs asked.

			‘Neo-primitivism is an art movement of this century,’ said Craw, with a dimssive wave of the hand. ‘This is not old, definitely not old. The rendering is too …’ he searched for the right word, ‘knowing. I’d say it was created within the last thirty years.’

			‘So how does it relate to the marks?’ Balby asked.

			‘Who is to say that it does? Was it found near one of the bodies?’

			‘Yardley, one of the victims, had it in his hand,’ said Balby.

			‘Rigor mortis had set in and they had to break his fingers to get it out.’ Briggs seemed to relish the details.

			Craw stroked the pebble. He was intrigued. He looked up at the mortals. Craw never knew if there were others like him but, when he’d seen the work of Van Gogh, he had wondered if the artist, too, had borne his condition. There was something in that competition of colours, those swirls and smears that seemed to show how a werewolf saw the world – or rather experienced it, in sights, smells and tastes. To him the policemen’s flesh was alive with sweat, soot, residues of meals and drinks, grease from hair. Their hands were hanging in the smells of trams, trains, tobacconists and newsagents, the soap of washrooms, the bay rum they had splashed under the arms, the talcum powder they had applied to their feet. Their skin gleamed and teemed as the world clung microscopically to them as they passed through it. If he could have painted, he thought, he would have wanted to paint like those bristling self-portraits the Dutchman had produced in the years of his greatest genius.

			His senses were becoming acute, but that signified little. The cells of the palate and nose renew themselves most readily – once a fortnight in even ordinary humans. It is there that, as far as he could recall, his encroaching transition first showed itself. How long before the change? Months, perhaps; years, even.

			He tapped the pebble and looked at that strange, resonant hand. He felt almost as if he might grasp it and, in so doing, touch something that had been lost to him for a long time. He looked up at the face of the Madonna that seemed to scrutinise him from the wall.

			‘For how long do you gentlemen think you might need me?’ he asked.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			3 An Accidental Magician

			‘This is the life, eh, Gertie?’ said Dr Max Voller to his wife as he reclined in the back of the staff car.

			The deep black Mercedes had picked them up in Paderborn and was conveying them the thirty kilometres to Wewelsburg Castle, where Max would begin his new appointment. It was six months before Balby had knocked on Craw’s door, summer, and the German countryside was blooming. The road ran through fields deep with poppies and cornflowers, which Max imagined as the flags of a tiny nation cheering him in to his new life.

			He was glad to avoid the train. They had travelled up that way and, the nearer he had come to Paderborn, the more SS had joined the carriage. In his regular army uniform he’d felt conspicuous among the sharp black tunics and jagged rune insignia of the Schutzstaffel – Hitler’s special guard who seemed to be penetrating every aspect of German life – and the arrogant bastards did nothing to make him feel easier.

			One, part of a gang of grinning troopers, had even made a pass at Gertie, asking her where she was going and if she was busy that evening. She’d shown him her wedding ring and he’d said it was ‘a pity that such a credit to our race should be with a regular army man’. He’d sat back in his seat and stroked at his collar, drawing attention to the grinning death’s head insignia that marked him out as a concentration camp guard.

			Gertie was a credit to the race, for sure, a real stone cold Nordic beauty. Max had been going to say something to the trooper, but she had put the goon in his place.

			‘You don’t really know how to approach women, do you? Perhaps you have very little experience of them, given your age.’

			The trooper had gone red to his boots, far more embarrassed than he really had any need to be, and Max had suddenly realised how young the SS man was. No more than eighteen, at a push. The sinister uniform had blinded him to the fact that his tormentor was only a boy. Not so Gertie. She was not an unkind woman but, when crossed, she could always put her finger on a weak spot. She had a sensitivity to her; everyone who knew her saw it.

			Still, he didn’t need to worry about train louts. It was he who was taking the staff car, swastika pennants fluttering in the breeze, and they who were stuck on the filthy nineteenth-century locomotive that took them up to Wewelsburg.

			Gertie smiled at him, a tight and nervous movement of the lips, no more. Part of him felt proud and flattered that he had been able to get the posting, but he knew his wife disapproved of him working with the SS. Still, he told himself he hadn’t actually applied for a job so, in that way, his conscience was clear. He was there essentially because of a bet.

			

			Dr Voller’s old job had been as a doctor at an army clinic in Salzgitter – treating the clap in the artillery garrison defending the steelworks, largely. He worked alongside his friend Dr Arno Rabe and, to lift the boredom on slack days, they would test their debating skills on one another.

			The subjects could be frivolous. ‘How did we end up in this shithole?’ was one of them. Arno had argued that the state was stacked against people like them – bright lower-middle-class boys. Max had argued that they were personally responsible, for arsing around too much at medical school.

			‘Cheese: An impediment or a help to the National Socialist state?’ was another hot topic. They’d gone on about that for days. Maybe the argument wasn’t so useless after all, because many of the things he’d said against cheese weren’t too far off what the Nazis said about swing music or modern art, two cultural forms Max personally very much enjoyed.

			‘Cheese is by nature decayed milk. It represents the corruption of a pure natural German product. Cows are all German, by the way. Note the Friesians.’

			‘Cheese is improved and perfected milk. It is Übermilch!’ said Arno, saluting with his outstretched right arm. He’d pulled out his ration book – it was still a novelty then and the allocations were generous.

			‘Look,’ he’d said, ‘if you want proof, here it is: “Reich Cheese, Reich Milk, Reich Eggs, available on these, the Egg Coupons of the Reich!” Salute the coupons!’ He’d brought his heels together and shot out his arm. Max had laughed. The Nazis really used those names.

			Then had come the debate that had changed his life. ‘It is more important for an argument to be consistent than it is for it to be right.’

			Max had reasoned that it is immaterial if an argument is right or wrong. If it is believed, it is right. If it is disbelieved, it is wrong. So an argument that was right in the nineteenth century – the earth went round the sun– was utterly wrong in the seventeenth.

			‘Galileo was wrong,’ he’d said. ‘You’re never more wrong than when you’re locked up by the Inquisition.’

			Arno, who Max knew well was no Nazi – though, like Max, he was a member of the party because things were a lot easier that way – had said that right and wrong are eternal values.

			‘The willingness to endure can change reality,’ he’d said. ‘What if Galileo had given in?’

			‘He did give in,’ said Max. ‘He recanted. It made sod all difference in the long run what he did.’

			This argument had continued for days and it had begun to occupy a large part of Max’s thoughts, largely because there was nothing else to occupy them. Then he’d read, in an advertisement in a medical publication, that the Ancestral Heritage and Research Teaching Society – the Ahnenerbe – were inviting papers on possible fruitful areas of medical research for military purposes. There was a small prize for the best three papers and, if any submission was of high enough quality, it would receive a research grant.

			‘Here we go, Arno,’ Max had said. ‘It is time for our argument to move out of the theoretical and into the experimental. I am about to demonstrate the power of bullshit!’

			And so he’d drawn up his paper. As a younger man, before he’d qualified as a doctor, he’d been interested in psychic phenomena – the latent powers of the human brain. One medical degree and a little cold thinking later, he’d come to the conclusion that there were no such powers. Never mind. He had plenty of raw material to draw on.

			Years before, when he was sixteen, he had been courting Gertie at her parents’ house. They’d been laughing and joking on the sofa when she had suddenly cried out ‘Bruno!’ Bruno was her dog, a fat black mongrel, shiny as a beetle and, to Max, half as charming. Max liked dogs but this one was a leg-shagger and a threat to his trousers.

			‘What about Bruno?’ Max asked.

			‘Farmer Volz has shot him! Down in the lane by the sheep pens.’

			‘No, he was in the garden when I came in.’

			‘I saw it, as clear as I see you, he’s been shot!’ she said. She was red-faced, blotchy and almost hyper-ventilating. It was the hottest day of a hot summer and Max had suspected heatstroke. But Gertie had been dreadfully upset and he’d agreed to go and look.

			Sure enough, the dog was missing. He’d followed the lane down to the pens and there he’d found the animal with a gunshot wound in the front left hand side of its skull. The dog had obviously been half hit by a shotgun blast. It wasn’t dead, but it was as good as. The brain was clearly visible. It was breathing but the motor faculties had gone, and there was no hint of recognition in its eyes when he approached.

			Max didn’t know what to do. Gertie certainly couldn’t be allowed to see her pet in such a state and, for all he knew, it could take the dog days to die.

			He looked around. The farmer had caused this mess and, as far as he was concerned, the farmer could clear it up again. But Volz had legged it. Brave enough to shoot a dog, not brave enough to see its owner’s tears, he thought.

			In the end, he’d gone back, broken the bad news to Gertie, consoled her, held her, kissed and comforted her. Her mother had refused to let her go and see the dog – it would be too upsetting, she said. Then he’d borrowed her father’s overalls and gone back with a spade. He had hesitated to kill the dog but he didn’t really see what other course of action was open to him. It had taken all his resolve, but he had finally given Bruno a whack with a spade on the site of the wound. The dog, mercifully, had died almost straight away. Then Max bagged him and buried him in the back garden. Max was a sentimental sort and, though he disliked the dog, he felt sorry for his beautiful young girlfriend. He made her a little cross for the grave and drew a bone on it. She felt his sympathy, as solid as a touch, and the bond had grown between them.

			How had Gertie known the dog had been shot? The incident had intrigued the young Max, and he’d started to collect stories of premonitions and sudden realisations that someone was dead. Clocks occasionally stopped at exactly the second a son fell out of the sky in a test aircraft; dogs suddenly howled at the moment their owners had been hit by a tram. Even after his belief in the paranormal had faded he’d continued to collect the stories out of habit. He’d also never quite got round to cancelling his subscription to New Metaphysical Round-Up.

			And hadn’t he made a note of it when a woman in Salzgitter told him how she’d had a vision of her husband catching a girder in the head at the moment a careless crane operator had killed him? And weren’t the visions of shamans and magicians all induced by stress and pain – the Red Men lying tethered waterless in the sun for days to see their gods, the Aztec temples dripping with the blood of sacrifice, even the Christian saints communing with the divine in their moments of agony? For his paper, his ‘master-bullshit-work,’ as he’d described it to Arno, he went back to his old file.

			Almost all the incidents of sudden realisation of death involved either a severe head injury or very quick denial of oxygen, such as drowning. Well, that was if you looked at it with a certain prejudice – that is, looking for evidence that psychic powers existed, rather than keeping a more open mind. The technical term for this sort of thinking is teleology – coming up with a hypothesis and setting out to find the evidence to prove it, rather than deducing your result from the evidence. He’d buried his doctor’s scepticism and contacted that part of him that still wanted to believe in wonders. He began to ask what mechanism might be at play here that, as the conscious faculties are destroyed, something else for a second finds its voice and can speak over miles of ocean, over intervening mountains or vast deserts. Could this power, he’d thought, be used, trained and harnessed? No, of course not. But you might argue that it could.

			What if we could understand what was going on when the everyday brain was destroyed, study the mechanism, and then replicate it in our soldiers without the need for trauma? We’d be able to ditch every radio set in the Reich, have a secure and instantaneous communication network.

			Max had laughed even while he was writing this stuff but, then again, he had enjoyed himself and really got into the flow of it. He was in that spot that he sometimes found himself in when playing tennis well – as if it wasn’t really him playing, but as if he was the expression of some external force that wanted the ball to return over the net. The work came easily; the ideas followed one from the other with little direction from himself. It was more as if he was reading the paper than writing it.

			When he read it back then, for a second, he even believed it could be true. He’d been very pleased with his efforts and sent them off to the Ahnenerbe.

			He’d been expecting, at best, to win enough to take Gertie to dinner. What he hadn’t expected was a job offer.

			He’d been invited to take up a research post at Wewelsburg, seconded to the SS and under their orders but not actually part of the organisation. If things went well, the letter said, perhaps membership might be considered at a later date. Professor August Haussmann himself, regional head of the Ahnenerbe, would meet him there to explain his new duties.

			Max replied immediately, accepting. The chance to get out from under the shadow of the stinking steelworks had been too good to miss. ‘Yes,’ he’d said.

			He hadn’t stopped to think what Gertie might think.

			She’d just shaken her head when he’d told her.

			‘The SS, Max?’

			Gertie’s objection to the Nazis was not so much political as instinctive. She’d been only sixteen when they came to power and, though she had her views at that age, they had not coalesced into anything you could call a coherent ideology. Debate had been stifled by oppression and fear, so she had little chance to find the like-minded people who might have given her dislike of the Nazis a focus, even a name.

			There is, though, a sensitivity particularly – though not exclusively – found among women, that sits close to a psychic power: the ability to sense not so much another person’s personality as their tone, to hear them like music. It was the presence of the Nazis, and the SS in particular, that she hated. They seemed to emit a sensation she could almost feel on her skin, like the buzz of a fat fly too close to the ear, like the smell of Bakelite burning.

			‘Working alongside them, not as part of them. We’d probably hardly see them. It’s got to be nicer than Salzgitter.’

			Gertie hadn’t said anything, just looked at Max with her deep blue eyes, a look that seemed to reach into his soul and remind him who he was, what was right and what was wrong.

			He’d recognised her posture – one foot in front of the other, hands on her hips as if braced against someone who was seeking to push her over.

			‘Mule stance!’ he’d said.

			She’d smiled and laughed, but he’d known she wasn’t going to move on this one.

			‘I’ll write and tell them “no”,’ he’d said, with a laugh

			Luckily, there had been a way out. His own commanding officer, ‘Fatty’ Meer, had refused him permission to accept. Max was relieved because it got him out of a tight spot with Gertie, and he had written to Haussmann to tell him he was forbidden to take the job. By return he had received an authorisation to quit his post signed by none other than fish-face himself – Heinrich Himmler, the SS top dog. No getting out of that, then. He’d told Gertie that she didn’t have to come with him, that she could stay at her parents’. She would have none of it.

			‘For better or worse,’ she’d said. That was one of the hundreds of reasons Max loved her. Other wives might have sought recriminations. She, seeing that there was no way out, had kissed him and told him she’d stand by him.

			Arno had been incredulous that he was going.

			‘But it’s bullshit. ‘You’ve sold them utter bullshit.’

			‘Well,’ said Max, in a low voice, ‘we’ve been buying it from the fuckers for long enough.’

			Arno had nodded and laughed. ‘You watch yourself.’

			‘I’m pretty good at that. Who knows, if I do well maybe they’ll make me an SS man.’

			‘Lucky old you.’

			‘I don’t know, I think I’d look pretty good in black.’

			‘It’d go with your heart. Heil Hitler!’ Arno had clicked his heels and said the greeting with such overbearing seriousness that neither man could really keep from laughing.

			‘Heil Hitler,’ Max had said, pursing his lips in mockery of ‘Fatty’ Meer’s comic stern expression.

			Anyone looking at them would have had difficulty being certain they were taking the piss. Anyone who knew Max, though, would have known that he was. Taking the piss was pretty much his base state; it was something that came as naturally to him as earnestness did to his wife.

			

			The car rounded a bend and the castle came into view.

			‘Wow!’ said Gertie.

			‘Do you like it, darling?’ said Max. ‘If it’s not to your taste I can always buy you another.’

			‘I have to say, it does look lovely.’ Gertie would have liked anything better than the tin hut that had been her quarters for the past two years.

			The castle was enormous, rising out of the forest around it like a huge locomotive from billows of green smoke, Max thought. There was a large round crenellated tower like a chimney, linked by a long sloping roof to a smaller domed tower that could have been the driver’s cab. The day was bright and sunny but the place possessed its own haze. It seemed to steam in the sunlight, its many windows flashing light out over the valley.

			‘Welcome to the centre of the world!’ said the driver, ‘Wewelsburg – the black Vatican!’

			‘Yes,’ said Max. ‘Very soon I hope to be part of it!’

			Gertie squeezed his hand and smiled. Things, he thought, were finally on the up.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			4 Survivals

			

			The facts Craw deduced from the police statements were these:

			David Arindon went to bed, drunk, at around 11 p.m. on 14 March 1940, in his home at 23 Somerset Road, Earlsdon, Coventry. It was an unseasonably warm night and, the drink boiling his blood, he had left the window open.

			His wife, who had nowhere else to sleep, joined him at around 11.15 when she was quite sure he was out for the count. She too had been drinking, though not as heavily as he. At 4 a.m. Mrs Arindon woke and got up to fetch a glass of water. She was quite sure her husband was in the bed when she left. Once downstairs she smoked a cigarette and contemplated murdering him, leaving him or putting up with him, the option she found the most attractive being the one she was least temperamentally inclined to see through.

			At 4.15 she returned to the room and her husband was gone. None of his clothes were missing, and neither were his shoes. When he had not returned four days later, Mrs Arindon called the police.

			‘You’ll find the criminal record attached,’ said Balby to Craw as the train pulled out of Watford station.

			Craw looked at a pink sheet.

			‘A wife-beater and a spiv and a racketeer and a mugger?’ he said. ‘Oh, and a former burglar. And a con artist!’

			‘Man of many talents,’ said Briggs.

			Watford receded and, the prospect of home turf in their minds, the policemen felt freer in Craw’s company. They’d only just got on to the morning train. It was packed to bursting, but the guard had allowed them to sit in the mail van as they were on police business. The war had meant that fewer trains ran, and the bombing meant that more people than ever were going to stay with half-known relatives at the other end of the country. Nerves, brought on by an uncertain future and the threat of German attack, saw cigarettes smoked at competitive levels. Craw, a committed and enthusiastic smoker, thought it more likely the passengers would be asphyxiated than fall victim to a Stuka.

			In the guard’s van it was as if you were standing next to a bonfire. In the straining corridors and carriages the human heat was enormous and the smoke choking, so it felt more like you were in one. Craw had seen one man smoking so close to his wife that it looked like she was trying to puff away on the lighted end. Still, the smoke did something to stifle the competing smells of animal humanity – salty skin, fatty lipstick, greasy breakfasts and hair oil, of money on the hands and bread and dripping on the breath.

			So the mail van was the most comfortable place on the train. Craw’s man had placed a towel over some sacks and Craw sat back to make himself comfortable. He fitted a cigarette to its holder, put it to his lips and waited for Jacques to light it for him. A strange look from Balby made him wonder if this was quite the modern thing to do. His friends wouldn’t find it unusual, but they were all of a certain class. The future, he knew, belonged to men like the policemen: clerks, shopkeepers, salesmen and businessmen. One should look to them for clues on how to survive. Perhaps he would not allow his butler to light his cigarettes any more, barbaric as that would be. He took the lighter from the butler.

			Craw was a puzzle to Briggs. He was desperate to know what it was he did for the government. Something to do with paintings, he thought he’d said. Why had that made the War Office so confidently recommend him, after a request from the Home Office, after a request from his chief inspector – an idiot who knew nothing about policing, why did they insist on giving retired army brigadiers that job? – after a request from Balby? And why had the War Office become involved? Hadn’t they enough to worry about with Hitler?

			Antharopologiser was just another name for a bookworm. ‘Craw will know’ the telegram had said. But Craw didn’t know.

			‘I collate and order antiquities,’ said Craw.

			‘You read my mind,’ said Briggs.

			‘I read your face. You’ve been glancing at me on and off for the past hour. I deduced on my odyssey to the lavatory that I have nothing stuck to my teeth, so I assumed you were curious about me. Since the modern age is increasingly preoccupied with what one does, rather than who one is, then it was clear you were wondering about my job for the government. Any good, Constable? I fancy myself as something of an amateur Holmes.’

			Actually, Craw did sometimes find himself trying to ape Holmes’ dry nature. Over the centuries you can wear identities out or even, given enough trauma, forget who you are. When a new and engaging personality comes along, courtesy of the pen of Mr Conan Doyle, it’s tempting to try it for size.

			‘Holmes was an amateur, sir,’ said Balby.

			‘A freelancer. Surely, Inspector, that’s distinct from amateurism.’ Craw shifted on his mailbag.

			‘In law enforcement there are two sorts of people – proper policemen and amateurs,’ said Briggs. ‘Holmes was not a proper policeman.’

			Craw raised his brows as Holmes might have done and sat back on his sack. There was a slight criticism implied about his involvement, even though the police had come to see him, asked his help, which he had graciously granted them at no little cost to his own work.

			Craw didn’t really know why he was there.

			He did have some fun referring to Jacques as ‘Watson’ along the railway journey, but he was slightly regretful that he had been called away with so little time to pack.

			He had no idea what sort of society he might be in once he arrived in Coventry, so he’d erred on the side of caution and had Jacques take the full range of what a gentleman might require, from tweeds to evening dress. Craw was meticulous in his appearance as it showed that he still cared for the opinion of humanity. To let himself become slovenly wasn’t just bad form; it was a gateway to something he refused to contemplate on a sunny day in late autumn. He adjusted his cuff link. To move among men untroubled he needed to retain his respect for them.

			The stone, though. That hand. Not just the hand – the tension in the hand. It might, of course, have had no meaning at all. Whoever had killed the person the stone was found with may have placed it there as a red herring. He had endured an Agatha Christie once and knew about red herrings. Or perhaps it was just a comfort to the dead man, some token of his youth. Strange comfort. And why the scratching and scoring, the attempt to erase the design? It was clearly that. The lines of the hand were fine, the scoring done with a much less exact instrument. A screwdriver, perhaps?

			He returned his attention to the file.

			The earliest disappearance, in 1939, involved the death of a man no one could mourn. John Hamstry had killed four children for the pleasure of watching them die. The case was too gruesome for the papers to do more than even hint at the details. Because he was insane he could not be hanged, and had been committed to life in an asylum.

			Later that year he had escaped from a prison van while being transferred from solitary confinement in Birmingham to Broadmoor. How this had occurred was unclear, but it was thought that the driver and guards had been overcome by some fumes from the engine and the vehicle had crashed, allowing the lunatic his freedom. In late 1939 his body had been found by a tramp searching a rubbish tip. It was identifiable by a single fingerprint – one of four square inches of skin left on him. At first it was thought that animals had stripped his flesh, but the coroner had disagreed.

			He had concluded, in a report never made public, that the flesh had been removed by something that controlled the depth of cut – something like a wood plane. Whether the stripping had begun when Hamstry was alive or dead, he couldn’t determine. However, he leant towards alive. The finger that had identified him had not been found on his hand, but in his gullet. The coroner thought it most likely he had bitten it off himself in an attempt to suppress the pain of his flaying.

			‘Death by sarcasm,’ said Craw as Balby ran him through the file summary.

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘Sarcasm, officer, from the Greek sarkasmos, a ripping of the flesh.’

			‘A man is dead,’ said Balby, dropping the fact like a stone on Craw’s levity.

			‘Just the beginning of Hamstry’s agonies, if you’re right.’

			‘You’re too clever for me again, sir.’

			‘I should imagine there are few better candidates for Hell than he.’

			‘That’s God’s judgement, not yours,’ said Balby.

			‘Thankfully,’ said Craw.

			There were four other cases, three who could broadly be termed members of the underworld – two spivs and the safe-breaker, the young man Yardley, on whom the pebble had been found. The pebble meant nothing to his associates, it seemed, although one had suggested he might have found it on a job and used it as good luck charm. Yardley, too, had been found brutally murdered, his face flayed. He had been identified through a tattoo he bore on his leg. He had last been seen when he had gone out ‘to take the air’ late at night. The policemen were sure he had been looting in bomb sites, particularly since he had been arrested on suspicion of such not a week before.

			The file went on to describe another disappearance – that of an old man who, it seemed, had no enemies, no real friends and had offended no one. He wasn’t long for the world anyway, having just been diagnosed with lung cancer. What linked them was that, with the exception of the excoriated Hamstry, their bodies had been found showing similar signs of torture – the raised flesh, the torn faces.

			The spiv David Arindon was more perplexing. Like the old man, he had been to bed at night and, in the morning, he had been missing. This wouldn’t have bothered Balby in the least under normal circumstances. In fact, he would have been pleased that such a pest had vanished.

			But Arindon’s wife, a woman for whom he had a measure of sympathy on account of the beatings she took at her husband’s hands, had been convinced something had happened to him, something associated with the company he kept. So Balby had enquired and discovered that the man had neither run off – he had five pounds’ worth of winnings left uncollected at the bookmaker’s and all his clothes left in his wardrobe – nor, apparently, been done away with by any of his associates. In fact, Arindon was wanted because the city’s criminal fraternity had taken possession of a good deal of ironmongery – frying pans and pots and the like diverted from war effort scrap collection – and were looking to shift it door to door.

			Murder wasn’t in the Coventry gangs’ style. Arindon had never even received so much as a stripe from a razor in punishment from his bosses. Why kill him out of the blue with no warning, particularly with all the attention it would bring down upon them? Also, most of the lads from whom the gangs drew their muscle were being called up. Criminal was not a reserved occupation, though you could be forgiven for thinking it so. It was only old lags like Arindon who were left running the moneylending and selling stolen goods. The young hotheads, the sort who might lose their temper and do away with Arindon, were all in the army. His wife might have killed him. Balby half-wished she had, but she wasn’t that sort of woman. He didn’t think it added up.

			In fact, the person who had come closest to killing Arindon in recent years was Briggs. The police often used his regular visits to the cells to let him know what they thought of a man who treated a woman that way, in what Briggs termed ‘the only language his sort understand’– the Morse code of fists tapped out on faces.

			What linked the disappearance to the murders was only that there had been the sound of a car moving away, heard by neighbours in the night. It was thin evidence of a connection – cars were not that common late at night but they weren’t unheard of either – so Balby had merely appended the case to the file.

			Briggs had disagreed. Arindon, he thought, had crossed the wrong people and made a beeline for another town, he said.

			‘Naked?’ said Balby.

			‘Perhaps he had hidden clothes somewhere else.’

			‘In order to create a mystery and have the police looking for him? If he’d wanted to disappear then he’d have told his wife he was leaving and gone.’

			Briggs had been quiet after that.

			‘You are agreed, though, Professor Craw, that this has the signs of devilry?’ said Balby.

			‘Yes,’ said Craw, ‘it would bear that interpretation.’

			Balby nodded. ‘Have you any idea what the marks mean?’

			‘No,’ said Craw.

			Briggs gave a roll of his eyes, as if to say Fat lot of good you turned out to be.

			Balby seemed to digest the ‘no’ for a couple of seconds, like someone trying to place the taste of some strange food.

			‘But you have seen things like it?’

			‘Yes.’

			There was another pause.

			‘Oh, go on,’ said Briggs, ‘let us in on the secret.’

			Craw sensed his dislike and was pleased. That was generally the level on which he preferred to deal with humans, to watch them to their graves without too much in the way of regret.

			‘In Africa the natives cut themselves with stones or glass and rub certain plants into the wound to stop it healing normally. This raises the skin in bumps. They can make some rather fetching patterns, believe me.’

			‘Are these patterns like the ones on our victim?’ Balby asked.

			‘Not that I’ve seen, and I have to say the work I’ve witnessed in Africa has been more expertly done than the designs in those photographs. The native patterns can be quite beautiful.’

			‘Savages,’ said Briggs, shaking his head.

			‘Well, that’s the interesting thing about the cuts,’ said Craw. ‘The tribesmen would regard you as a savage because you don’t have them. They are the mark of humanity, separating it from the kingdom of beasts.’

			‘And do these tribes mutilate people?’

			‘They don’t cut off each other’s faces, if that’s what you’re driving at.’

			‘So what do the marks mean?’ Briggs asked.

			‘I’m afraid I’m rather stumped on that one, officer. Anything I said would be a guess.’

			‘Guess then,’ said Briggs.

			‘Now hold on,’ said Balby. ‘Let’s not cloud the issue just yet. If it wasn’t some savage practice, what other interpretation would it bear?’

			‘That is the end of my specialism, officer. As a layman I’d say madness, plain and simple – madness.’

			‘It’s an odd madman who can take a man from his house in the middle of the night without disturbing his wife sitting downstairs,’ said Balby.

			‘Arindon, Mr Underwood and Dawson were the only ones who are thought to have gone in the night, sir,’ said Briggs. ‘Yardley and Falk simply went out and didn’t come back. Well, not in one piece, anyway.’

			Craw couldn’t be bothered to listen to the policemen argue. He closed his eyes and lost himself in the comforting rhythms of the train.

			He still had a sense of the wonder he’d felt when he’d seen his first steam train, his first journey with the country racing by. He often asked himself where it would all end, this procession of marvels that had started, he thought, at the fall of Constantinople. The effectiveness of the Turks’ new cannon, it had to be said, had taken him by surprise.

			Although Craw had forgotten so much, he had not forgotten that – Adrianople teeming, that endless plain, dervishes wheeling their death dance just like the berserkers of his youth. Had he known what would follow he would have surrendered to the Turks, who could be merciful in such situations.

			Back then Craw, though he had not taken that name, had not known the exact nature of his curse. He had taken his wolf form four times – as far as he could recall – and he had lived longer than any man alive, but he hadn’t met death face to face. They had written a poem for him, he’d discovered when he eventually returned to that city. Craw spoke it to himself as the flat Midlands countryside rolled past his window.

			

			How the waters of the blood moon bubbled

			on the stone steps three cliff-lengths

			above the sea.

			 He stood before the Gate

			impregnable in his loneliness. 

			

			His crooked teeth

			whitened strangely.

			 ‘Noon out of night – all life a radiance!’

			he shouted and rushed into the horde.

			

			The Constantinian Christians were bloody awful poets, he thought. There had been some stuff about his return, too, about virgin maidens, black ships sucked into a great whirlpool, and myrtle uprooted from the bottom of the sea.

			He’d vowed, when he came back to serve the Turkish Sultan and saw how the city had suffered, that he would never do anything that would end up in an epic poem again. They don’t do happy stories, on the whole, he’d concluded.

			Some time in the 1920s one of his friends had put him into a limerick when he’d acquired a talking bird after the old lady who lived downstairs had died. It appeared she had rather a foul mouth in private because the bird’s language was ripe:

			

			There was a young man called Craw

			Who inherited a handsome macaw

			Though the bird’s goose was cooked

			When he told Maisie ‘get fucked’

			And Maisie removed Craw’s hot paw.

			

			That was the extent of his ambitions as far as appearing in verse went. He liked his new, flippant, distant, English way of being. Seriousness can begin to feel like a heavy burden after ten centuries.

			The colours were really all he remembered about death. Colours that seemed to suck in the light. Life really did seem a radiance by comparison. Perhaps the Constantinians weren’t such bad poets after all.

			Suddenly Craw came back to consciousness. He’d been dozing where he sat. He got up, stretched his legs, and peered through the tiny window of the guard’s van.

			There was Coventry approaching; the city of the Three Spires, though Craw could only see two of them. It was a pleasant-looking place and he would enjoy the sightseeing at least. The medieval heart of the town would appeal to him, he thought. He’d spent much of the Middle Ages in Germany and found the architecture of some English towns similar. He didn’t know why the Germans insisted on fighting the English. They were the same people, he thought. The English were slowly learning the valuable quality of humility, but there was nothing so fundamental it couldn’t be decided by talking.

			Craw’s mental map of Europe would have differed from that seen by the War Office. To him, Yorkshire and those lands that had fallen within the Danelaw, was a separate country from the Norman south. The Normans, of course, were Norsemen by heritage but had largely lost contact with their cultural past by the time they invaded. The English were a mixture of the various Norse bloods of the conquerors and the Saxon of the conquered. The Germans were virtually the same. Britain, of course, still contained a good many of the real slaves – the Celts. Craw, with his dark looks, had always suspected he may have been one of them. A word, an insult, flashed in his mind from long ago: ‘Thrall’. Had that been directed at him? Still, he thought, ties of race have never counted for too much when it really comes down to it, no matter what Hitler would have us believe.

			Briggs got up to visit the lavatory. Balby moved over to Craw, speaking in a low voice to avoid the butler’s hearing.

			‘If you’re going to offer any speculation it would be better if you did it now.’

			Craw shrugged. ‘As speculation, and pure speculation, I’d say they were designed to fend off evil.’

			‘Why?’

			‘The report speculates that they might be in a spiral form. I take that to be a labyrinth. This is to confuse bad spirits and render them powerless. Presumably the victims feared some supernatural influence, or whoever raised the mark on them did. I should guess they’re marks of protection.’

			Balby blew out heavily and shook his head.

			‘Well, if you’re right they don’t seem to have done a very good job, do they?

			‘You have a point, Inspector, you have a point. There is, of course, the other explanation – that they are marks of sacrifice. The stripping of the flesh recalls certain African witch doctor practices, where human flesh is held to be a powerful ingredient in medicines. There the victim is usually kept alive in order that their screams add potency to the magic. Human sacrifice is considered a powerful means of communication with the spirit world.’

			‘You think that’s happened here?’ Balby asked, hoping his job was going to be made vastly easier by narrowing the field of suspects to African blacks.

			‘No. There is no component of marking in Muti murders. The possibility of ritual self-sacrifice suggests itself, however weakly.’

			Balby put up his hand. ‘Why would someone want to sacrifice themselves? It seems rather a short-term strategy.’

			Craw was expressionless. ‘Isn’t that what Jesus did, officer?’

			Balby swallowed down his anger.

			‘If Arindon has died, then it’s for his own sins and no one else’s,’ he said. ‘He had no reason to sacrifice himself. For what?’

			‘Hundreds of our boys sacrifice themselves every day, and do we ask why they do it?’

			‘Queen and country.’

			Craw nodded. ‘And because they’re told to. The facts of the case seem to indicate this happened to these people against their will. I merely raise the spectre of self-sacrifice so you have the full range of possibilities in front of you. In such cases there is often a belief in some sort of spiritual reward. Martyrdom. The assassins of Hassan-i Sabbah would fling themselves from the towers of his castles if he ordered them to. The possibility is remote, however. These men, after all, were abducted. That would seem to militate against that end of the hypothesis.’

			‘As do the characters involved. Self-sacrifice isn’t Hamstry and Arindon’s style.’

			‘A fair point again, Inspector. My instinct says the marks are for protection. It would take a period of formal study to establish conclusively that that was the case but that, I should imagine, would be the most fruitful line of investigation.’

			‘Are you sure that’s what they are?’

			‘I have just spent the last five minutes explaining that I am not,’ said Craw, as Briggs returned into the carriage.

			The train pulled in to the station and the men disembarked. On the platform was a young, uniformed policeman. He was in an un-policeman-like state of excitement as he waved to Balby and came half running across the platform.

			‘Yes?’ said Balby.

			‘It’s Arindon, sir, we’ve found him.’

			‘In what state?’

			‘He’s covered in those marks.’

			Balby didn’t even glance at Briggs. It didn’t seem to matter to him that he’d been proved right that Arindon was connected to the other disappearances, though Briggs looked away. It seemed to matter to him that he’d been proved wrong.

			‘Where’s the body, in situ, I hope?’ Balby asked.

			‘There’s no body, sir,’ said the policeman. ‘He’s alive.’
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