
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to all those cubicle dwellers who, in all their vast and multifaceted variety, labour thanklessly under the lash of insensate management to ensure that all the vital things in our lives do the things we expect them to do or, at the very least, don’t spontaneously explode at an awkward moment.
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			Part One

			The Jacquard

			I am often reminded of certain spirits & fairies one reads of, who are at one’s elbow in one shape now, & the next minute in a form most dissimilar; and uncommonly deceptive, troublesome & tantalizing are the mathematical sprites & fairies sometimes; like the types I have found for them in the world of Fiction.

			Letter from Ada Lovelace to mathematician Augustus De Morgan, 27 November 1840

		

	
		
			1

			January: Some Swans are White

			My final interview at the Serious Cybernetics Corporation was with the company’s head of security himself – Tyrel Johnson. Mid-fifties, one of those big men who by dint of clean living and regular exercise have failed to go to fat and instead compacted down to the tensile strength of teak. Light-skinned, with short grey hair and dressed in a bespoke navy pinstripe suit with a lemon cotton shirt and no tie.

			Since everybody else in the building dressed in varying degrees of slacker-casual, wearing a suit made a statement – I was glad I’d worn mine.

			Judging by the pastel-coloured walls, the spindly stainless-steel furniture and the words Ask me about my poetry painted along one wall in MS Comic Sans, I was guessing that Mr Johnson hadn’t decorated his office himself.

			I was stuck on the low-slung banana-yellow sofa while he was perched on the edge of his desk – arms folded. Working without notes, I noticed.

			‘Peter Grant.’ He spoke with a West Indian accent, apparently Trinidadian although I can’t tell them apart. ‘Twenty-eight years old, Londoner, plenty of GCSEs, three C-grade A levels but you didn’t go on to further education, worked for Tesco, a couple of small retailers, something called Spinnaker Office Services – what was that?’

			‘Office cleaning.’

			‘So you know your way around a mop?’ He smiled.

			‘Unfortunately,’ I said, manfully resisting the urge to add ‘sir’ to the end of every sentence. Tyrel Johnson had stopped being a copper the year I was born, but obviously there were some things that never leave you.

			I realised that I might have to come to terms with that myself.

			‘Two years as a PCSO . . . then you joined the Metropolitan Police and managed a whole six years before leaving.’ He nodded as if this made perfect sense to him – I wish it did to me.

			‘Following probation you went into Specialist, Organised and Economic Crime Command,’ said Johnson. ‘Doing what exactly?’

			It had been agreed that it would be counterproductive all round if I was to mention the Special Assessment Unit, otherwise known as ‘The Folly’, also known as ‘Oh God, not them’. That there was a section of the Met that dealt with weird shit was quite widely known within the police; that it had officers who were trained in magic was not exactly a secret, but definitely something nobody wanted to talk about. Especially at a job interview.

			‘Operation Fairground,’ I said.

			‘Never heard of it.’

			‘Nigerian counterfeiting gangs.’

			‘Undercover?’

			‘No,’ I said. ‘Interviews, statements, follow-ups – you know – leg work.’

			‘Why don’t we just get down to the main event?’ said Johnson. ‘Why did you leave the police?’

			Being ex-job, Johnson was bound to still have contacts in the Met – he would have checked my name out as soon as my CV was shortlisted. Still, the fact that I was even having this interview indicated that he didn’t know everything.

			‘There was a death in custody,’ I said. ‘I was put on suspension.’

			He leaned forward slightly for emphasis.

			‘Tell me, son,’ he said. ‘Were you responsible?’

			I looked him in the eyes.

			‘I should have seen it coming, and I didn’t act fast enough to stop it,’ I said – it’s so much easier to lie when you’re telling the truth.

			He nodded.

			‘There always has to be someone to blame,’ he said. ‘You didn’t try to stick it out?’

			‘I was encouraged to move on,’ I said. ‘Somebody had to go, but they didn’t want a fuss.’ I didn’t say who ‘they’ were, but that didn’t seem to bother Johnson, who nodded sagely.

			‘What do you think about computers?’ he asked, showing that the interview trick of suddenly changing the subject was also something that never leaves you when you exit the Job.

			It’s always ‘the Job’, with a capital letter, as if once you’re in it you can’t imagine doing anything else.

			Just be yourself, Beverley had said when I was dressing that morning.

			‘I once played Red Dead Redemption for twenty-four hours solid,’ I said.

			Johnson’s eyes narrowed, but there was amusement in the set of his mouth. It faded a little.

			‘I’ll be honest with you, son. All things being equal you’d normally be a bit overqualified for this job,’ he said. ‘But I have a problem.’

			‘Sir?’ I tried to keep an expression of bland interest on my face.

			‘Someone in the workforce is up to no good,’ he said, and I relaxed. ‘I can feel them scuttling around like a rat. I don’t have the time to chase them so what I need is a rat-catcher, someone I can trust to do the job properly.’

			‘I worked Oxford Street,’ I said. ‘Rat-catching’s my speciality.’

			‘Yes,’ he said slowly. ‘You’ll do – when can you start?’

			‘Right now,’ I said.

			‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ said Johnson. ‘We have to navigate you through HR first, so Monday will be fine. Nice and early.’

			He straightened up off his desk and I jumped to my feet. He held out his hand – it was like shaking hands with a tree.

			‘Just so we’re clear,’ he said, not letting go of my hand. ‘No matter what anyone else thinks – including the Uber-hobbit himself – you work for me and only me. Understand?’

			‘Yes, sir,’ I said.

			‘Good,’ he said and walked me out of the building.

			Johnson had made a point of calling the human resources department ‘HR’ rather than its official internal company name, the Magrathean Ape-Descended Life Form Utilisation Service, just as he called the department I had just joined ‘Security’ rather than the Vogon Enforcement Arm.

			That, and the fact that employees were officially referred to as ‘mice’, didn’t stop the Magrathean Ape-Descended Life Form Utilisation Service sending me a twelve-page contract by email and snail-mail and a non-disclosure agreement that was worse than the Official Secrets Act. My mum warned me that the company didn’t have a very good reputation amongst cleaning staff.

			‘Den hat for deal witt ein den nor dae pay betteh,’ she told me.

			Den nor dae pay betteh was Mum-speak for below minimum wage.

			My mum also wanted to know whether I was attending pre-natal classes with Beverley and making sure she ate properly. Eating properly by Mum’s definition meant Beverley consuming her own weight in rice every day so I lied and said she was. When I asked Beverley about any cravings, she told me not so far.

			‘I can pretend,’ she said just after Christmas. ‘If it makes you feel better.’

			Beverley Brook lived south of Wimbledon Common, in both sides of a semi on, appropriately enough, Beverley Avenue. The walls between the two halves had been knocked through and the rooms converted, but you could still feel the ghosts of the right-hand kitchen in the way the floor texture changed under your feet when you moved around the master bedroom’s en suite bathroom. There had been a few changes since I moved in permanently, mostly involving storage space and encouraging Beverley to use it for her clothes – with mixed results.

			We slept on the ground floor because Beverley was the goddess of the river Beverley Brook, which ran along the bottom of her garden, and she liked to have swift access to her watercourse in times of need.

			Beverley was five months gone by then – an event marked by her borrowing a slightly larger wetsuit from one of her sisters to accommodate the bump. She’d also taken to working on her dissertation, ‘The Environmental Benefits of Waterway Reversion’, while sitting in a straight-backed chair at the kitchen table.

			That evening I sat at the other end and went through the contract, most of which seemed to be concerned with detailing the many and varied ways the Serious Cybernetics Corporation could fire me without compensation. It was hard work, and I kept on being distracted by the beauty of Beverley’s eyes as they flicked from laptop screen to notebook, and her slim brown fingers as they held a highlighter pen poised over the textbooks open in front of her.

			‘What?’ she asked, looking up at me.

			‘Nothing,’ I said.

			‘Okay,’ she said, and I watched as she bent to check something in one of the books and her locks fell over her shoulders to reveal the smooth curve of the back of her neck.

			‘Stop staring at me,’ said Beverley without looking up. ‘And get on with your contract.’

			I sighed and went back to decrypting the fact that not only was I to be on a twelve-month probation, but that the management reserved the right to extend that probation indefinitely if I failed to meet a series of loosely defined performance criteria. It was all very depressing, and borderline legal, but it wasn’t as if I had any choice.

			I hadn’t had a job, as opposed to ‘the Job’, for over eight years. The last being a stint stacking shelves in the Stockwell Kwiksave which had ended when the company went bust. The best that can be said about shelf stacking is that it’s not working as a cleaner.

			I signed the contract in the indicated boxes and stuck it back in the envelope provided.

			Parking being what it was around Old Street roundabout, there was no way I was going to drive from Bev’s. Instead I got the 57 from Holland Avenue and hit the Northern Line at South Wimbledon, where I squeezed myself into an imaginary gap between two large white men. A morning commute on the Northern Line is frequently grim but that morning the atmosphere was strange and I swear I felt a tingle of vestigium. Nothing professionally worrying, just a whiff of glitter and stardust. A middle-aged woman a couple of armpits down the carriage from me said, ‘It’s a godawful small affair,’ and burst into tears. As the train pulled out I thought I heard a man’s voice say, ‘To the girl with the mousy hair,’ but the noise of the train drowned it out. By the time we got to Colliers Wood, nobody was singing but I’d picked up enough of a nearby conversation to learn that David Bowie was dead.

			In case I hadn’t twigged that the Man Who Fell to Earth was brown bread, the newly mounted poster facing out through the glass windows of the SCC’s main entrance, and the teenaged intern handing out black armbands to all the arriving mice, would have been a clue.

			The poster was of Bowie in his Ziggy Stardust phase with a red lightning bolt running across his face, and had been placed just under the large friendly letters that spelt out don’t panic across the window.

			At no point did anyone suggest that wearing an armband was compulsory, but I noticed that none of the mice, not even the ones in death metal sweatshirts, refused one.

			The Serious Cybernetics Corporation’s atrium was fitted with a line of card-activated entrance gates. Unlike most corporate offices, the barriers here were head-high and made of bullet-resistant Perspex – a level of security I’d only ever seen at New Scotland Yard and the Empress State Building. Every mouse had an RFID chip built into their brightly coloured ID card and had to tap in at the barrier. Three whole paragraphs of my employment contract detailed exactly what penalties I would suffer should I lose or allow someone else to use my card. Since I hadn’t actually received one yet, I dutifully reported to the long bright blue reception desk, where a young and incredibly skinny white woman with an Eastern European accent smiled at me and handed me my brand-new ID card and lanyard.

			Then she handed me a towel.

			It was a fluffy orange bathroom towel.

			‘What’s this?’ I asked.

			‘It’s your first day towel,’ said the receptionist. ‘You wrap it around your head.’

			‘You’re joking?’

			‘It shows you’re a newbie,’ she said. ‘Then everyone will know to be friendly.’

			I gave the towel a cautious sniff – it was clean and fluffy and smelt of fabric conditioner.

			‘Can I keep the towel afterwards?’

			‘Of course.’

			I wrapped the towel around my head and fastened it like a turban.

			‘How do I look?’

			The receptionist nodded her head.

			‘Very nice,’ she said.

			I asked how long I was supposed to keep it on, and she told me the whole first day.

			‘Well, at least it will muffle the tracking device,’ I said, but that just got me a blank look.

			Past the barriers was a short corridor with two sets of lifts on the left and access to the main stairwell on the right. Beyond them it widened out into an open atrium four storeys high. This, I’d been told by Johnson, was the Cage where the mice could hang out, mingle and chill. You could hear the air quotes around ‘chill’ when he said it.

			From the point of view of us Vogons it was also home to the storage lockers where everyone, including me, was supposed to stash any outside electronic devices while at work. The lockers were the standard metal cubes with electronic locks keyed to the RFID in our ID cards. The doors were randomly painted as a single square of one of the colours of the rainbow, with a number stencilled on in white or black – whichever contrasted best. You were not supposed to have a personal locker, but instead pick the first one available. Because the lock was keyed to your ID card, the locker sprang open automatically when you left the building. Long-term storage was forbidden.

			Now, personally, if I was managing a building full of poorly socialised technophiliacs I would have gone for personal lockers and mechanical locks. When I asked Johnson about this, he said he’d made that very same suggestion his second week on the job, but management said no.

			Any employee could check out a flip phone for use within the building. These were simple digital mobile phones which were restricted to internal calls only. They were officially called babelphones – all calls to and from the outside were routed through the company switchboard and logged. But the majority of the mice didn’t bother, because they spent most of their working hours logged into the company intranet – where they were much easier to contact.

			The rest of the Cage was painted in bright pastel blues, oranges and pinks and was arrayed with tables, blobby sofas, beanbags and a table-tennis table. Vending machines lined the walls and there was a genuine human-sized hamster wheel in one corner, with a bright blue cable leading to an enormous plasma screen TV. Apart from a couple of guys who’d obviously pulled an all-nighter and then crashed on the sofas, the mice ignored the delights of the Cage and headed for their work assignments with the same grim determination as commuters on Waterloo Bridge.

			The Serious Cybernetics Corporation prided itself on its lack of conformity and so the mice dressed with deliberate variety, although there were definite tribes. Skinny black jeans and a death metal sweatshirt, with or without a denim waistcoat, was one. Cargo pants, high tops, braces and check shirts were another – often with a floppy emo hairstyle that I thought had gone out of fashion when I was six. Lots of leggings in bright colours with luridly striped jumpers were favoured, but not exclusively, by the women. From my initial survey it was two thirds male and 95 per cent white. I did catch sight of a couple of reassuringly dark faces amongst the crowd. One of them, a short skinny black guy with a retro-Afro and a Grateful Dead T-shirt caught my eye and gave me the nod – I nodded back.

			It was a good thing I had a towel wrapped around my head or I would have really stood out.

			The Serious Cybernetics Corporation actually occupied two separate buildings. The entrance, the Cage, and most of the administration were part of a speculative office development on the corner of Tabernacle Street and Epworth Street that had gone bust in 2009. When celebrity entrepreneur Terrence Skinner made his surprise migration from Silicon Valley to Silicon Roundabout he snapped it up cheap – well, by an oligarch’s definition of cheap.

			But that wasn’t enough, so he also acquired the five-storey former brick warehouse further up Tabernacle Street, and built enclosed walkways on the first and fourth floors to link them.

			I knew all this because I’d taken the time to acquire the original building plans. What can I say? I like to be prepared.

			Because of this layout, most of the mice were funnelled up a wide steel staircase that led from the floor of the Cage to a first floor mezzanine and then on to their open-plan offices, cubicles and conference rooms.

			The Cage had balconies on the third floor which gave a good overview of the mice in their million hordes as they went to do . . . I had no idea what they did. When I checked them out, I saw Tyrel Johnson leaning casually on the railing and looking down at us. He spotted me looking up and beckoned.

			I took the lift.

			When I joined him at the railing I pointed at the towel around my head and Johnson smiled.

			‘Everyone has to wear one on their first day,’ he said, and introduced me to my fellow Vogon Leo Hoyt, a white guy with darkening blond hair and cornflower blue eyes. He was wearing a credible navy M&S suit that had almost, but not quite, been tailored to fit.

			We shook hands; his grip was firm and smile sincerely welcoming. I was instantly suspicious.

			‘Are we going to have a briefing?’ I asked, which made Leo laugh.

			‘This isn’t the police,’ he said. ‘We don’t get briefings here. We have information dispersal conclaves.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Oh yeah,’ said Leo, and grinned.

			‘Do we get one of those then?’ I asked.

			‘Somebody is up to no good,’ said Johnson.

			‘How do you know?’

			‘There are unexplained gaps in the security logs,’ said Johnson. ‘Just a few seconds here and there. Leo found them.’

			Leo looked suitably smug.

			‘A glitch?’ I asked Leo, who shook his head.

			‘They looked like deliberate breaks,’ he said, hesitated and then admitted, ‘I can’t find a pattern though.’

			‘I want you to work the employee side,’ said Johnson.

			‘Interviews?’ I asked.

			‘No,’ said Johnson. ‘For the first couple of days I want you to wander around and stick your nose where it doesn’t belong. Get to know some mice and get a feel for the place. Let them get used to seeing you around, and after a week or so you’ll be invisible.’

			Especially when I could take the towel off.

			Before I headed back to rejoin the mice I asked Johnson whether he’d worn a towel on his first day.

			‘What do you think?’ he asked, and I decided to treat that as a rhetorical question.

			I started with the emergency exits, memorising positions and routes so that in the event of an emergency I would know where to guide people out. It’s one of those weird truths you learn early on as police that quite a high percentage of the public have all the survival instincts of a moth in a candle factory. They run the wrong way, they refuse to move, some will run towards the danger, and others will instantly whip out their phones and take footage.

			While I was studying the exits I took a moment to check the alarm systems that guarded them and tried to see if they were vulnerable to tampering either from the inside or out.

			One place I couldn’t check were the offices on the top two floors of Betelgeuse, the northernmost building. As far as I could tell, there was only one point of access for these – an enclosed skyway on the fourth floor that bridged Platina Street. Two similar skyways on the first floor gave access to the offices on the lower floors, but this one was different. For a start, it was painted a sinister clean room white, had tinted windows and terminated in a plain blue door with a security lock that not only required the correct ID card but also a passcode as well.

			‘It’s a secret project,’ said Victor when we had lunch together.

			‘No shit, Sherlock,’ said Everest, talking around a mouthful of pizza.

			I’d met Victor and Everest during my initial wanderings. Everest had marched up to me in one of the multifunction floating workspaces and demanded to know whether I’d got my job because I was black.

			‘Of course,’ I said, just to see what the reaction would be. ‘I didn’t even have to interview.’

			He was a stout white man, heavy around the hips, face adorned with the traditional round glasses and neck beard and topped with a mass of curly brown hobbit hair. He was dressed in a purple OCP T-shirt, baggy khaki shorts, black socks and sandals. His ID card was purple and yellow and gave his name as Harvey Window.

			‘Told you,’ he said to his companion – a short, round white woman with small blue eyes and brown hair cut into a short back and sides. She ignored him and held out a hand.

			‘My name is Victor, pleased to meet you.’ There was a stress on the name that said here is a clue, let’s see if you get one. I shook his hand and said I was pleased to meet him too.

			‘This is Everest,’ said Victor.

			Everest held out a clammy hand for me to shake and then, after the merest clasp, snatched it back.

			‘Let me make things very clear,’ he said. ‘We are the company assets and you are here to keep us safe. Not for your benefit, but for our benefit.’

			‘I live but to serve,’ I said, which he seemed to accept at face value.

			‘Good,’ he said and, turning, walked away.

			‘Everest?’ I asked. ‘Not Gates or Bill or Money?’

			Victor shrugged.

			‘Someone called him Update once and we almost had to call the police,’ said Victor and sniggered.

			‘Really?’ I asked. ‘The police?’

			‘Really,’ said Victor. ‘He tried to take a bite out of an Asset Co-ordinator and if Tyson hadn’t grabbed him I think he would have drawn blood.’

			‘Tyson?’

			‘Your boss,’ she said. ‘Tyrel.’

			‘Victor!’ Everest called from across the room. ‘We have that thing – remember.’

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Victor as he turned to follow Everest. ‘We’re the freaky ones – everybody else is normal.’

			Later I’d made a point of hanging out on one of the balconies overlooking the Cage until Victor and Everest turned up for lunch, although of course at the Serious Cybernetics Corporation, lunchtime was an illusion. Once I clocked where they were sitting I wandered down and bumped into them accidentally.

			The Cage had a truly mad array of snack machines, all of them completely free – the better to encourage the mice not to wander beyond the confines of the office. They were wonderfully varied and some, like the doughnut machine with the art deco stylings, were either antiques or reproductions of antiques.

			I’d been boringly conventional and had a tuna and sweetcorn baguette from a machine adorned with a reproduction of Delacroix’s Liberty Being Too Busy Leading the People to Pull Her Dress Back Up across its front. Victor had a box of sushi from a genuine Japanese automated sushi dispenser and Everest had a pepperoni pizza from a machine that purported to make it from scratch.

			He stared at me as I sat down and continued to stare at me as I said hello and for about a minute after I started talking to Victor, and then went back to his pizza as if I didn’t exist. Occasionally he would take a series of precise slurps from a can of Mountain Dew, and he said nothing until I asked Victor about the top floors of Betelgeuse.

			‘Those are the Bambleweeny floors,’ he said. ‘And off limits.’

			‘What do they do up there?’ I asked.

			‘Why do you want to know?’

			‘It’s easier to guard something when you know what it is,’ I said.

			Everest’s brow wrinkled as he thought about my answer.

			‘If Tyson didn’t brief you,’ he said, ‘then you don’t need to know.’ Which showed a charming faith in the wisdom of hierarchies.

			Victor giggled and put his hand over his mouth.

			I gave him a quizzical look and he returned a little shake of his head and rolled his eyes at Everest who was diligently finishing his pizza.

			‘It’s a mystery,’ said Victor.

			One way in which us Vogons differed from run-of-the-mill mice was that we had a definite shift pattern, so come five Johnson insisted I clock out.

			‘Tired people don’t do their jobs properly,’ he said, demonstrating one of the reasons why he’d left the police.

			I took my towel with me and showed it to Beverley when I got home.

			‘And you wore that all day?’ she asked.

			‘To be honest, I forgot I was wearing it after a while,’ I said.

			Eventually it got incorporated into Beverley’s improvised Bulge support system but only after it had been washed. I said this was great, because now I would always know where my towel was, but that got me yet another blank look.

			The next day I turned up for work sans towel, but I kept the suit. I managed to ingratiate myself with a number of mice and Victor invited me to join one of the floating role-playing games that assembled in one of the satellite conference rooms accessible from the Cage.

			‘Metamorphosis Alpha,’ said Victor, when I asked what we were playing. Which turned out to be an ancient game from the 1970s with a horrible resolution mechanic but I’m not a purist about these things. Besides being fun, it was a useful way to get to know my fellow mice – the better to guard them from harm, or themselves.

			Leo Hoyt spotted us playing in the corner of the Cage and came over to glower at me, and then walked away shaking his head.

			‘I bet he prefers World of Darkness,’ said Victor.

			Everest made a rude noise.

			There were rumours that Terrence Skinner sometimes sat in on these pick-up RPG sessions, although Victor and Everest said he’d never sat down with them. A lot of the mice didn’t so much admire Skinner as worship the ground he walked on. He was famous for being the dull tech billionaire, the one whose company InCon nobody could remember the name of, the one that had made his fortune behind the scenes and wasn’t blowing it on Mars rockets, sewage systems and genetically modified rice.

			I wasn’t introduced to the Great Man immediately – that was not how things worked at the SCC. Instead Terrence Skinner practised what he called ‘management by walking around’ which involved him striding through the various cubicle farms, trailing personal assistants and nervous project facilitators in his wake.

			He tried to drop in on me unexpectedly on my third day while I was hot-desking in the Haggunenons’ room. You could hear him coming twenty metres away, but Johnson had briefed me so I looked suitably surprised when he materialised at my shoulder.

			‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

			‘I’m checking yesterday’s entry logs for anomalies,’ I said.

			Terrence Skinner was a tall, rangy man with widely spaced blue eyes, thinning blond hair and thin lips. He wore an expensive black linen blazer over a faded blue Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy T-shirt with a picture of a smiley face with lolling tongue and hands covering its eyes. The words Don’t Panic were written in large friendly letters next to the face.

			‘What kind of anomalies?’ He had a strong, almost comical, Australian accent. An affectation, I knew, because I’d seen a TED Talk from five years previously when his accent was much less pronounced and almost hidden beneath a layer of West Coast tech-speak.

			I was actually looking to see if there were any breaks in the CCTV coverage that corresponded with any particular person entering the building, only I wasn’t about to announce that to Skinner’s entourage – just in case.

			‘Anything irregular, double entries, duplicate IDs – that sort of thing,’ I said.

			‘Do you think somebody’s sneaking in?’

			‘It’s always possible, sir,’ I said. ‘No system is foolproof.’

			‘Not when there are so many inventive fools, eh?’ said Skinner who, I noticed, didn’t invite me to call him Terry or even Mr Skinner.

			I gave a convincing little chuckle, because it never hurts to ingratiate yourself with the boss.

			‘Yes, sir,’ I said.

			‘I’m pretty certain that we have algorithms looking for that sort thing.’

			‘You never know,’ I said.

			A tall, athletic white woman dressed in a lightweight suit, one of the team of bodyguards that guarded Skinner in shifts, gave me a curious look before returning to her scanning-the-cubicles-for-lethal-threats routine.

			You want to start with the snack machines, lady, I thought. That’s an early death from Type 2 diabetes right there.

			Skinner turned to the woman.

			‘I feel safer already,’ he said, gave me a friendly nod and off he swept.

			I asked Johnson about the bodyguards when I handed in the results of my anomaly search.

			‘Somebody tried to kill him in California,’ he said. ‘So he hired some specialist security.’

			‘Who was it tried to kill him?’

			‘It was just a carjacking,’ said Johnson. ‘But he got paranoid and wanted the extra reassurance. It’s the fashionable thing to do in California – or so I’m told.’ He glanced down at the printout I’d done for him. ‘Anything tasty?’

			I said as far as I could tell nobody was sneaking in.

			Johnson grunted.

			‘They’re sure it was a carjacking?’ I asked.

			Johnson gave me a look.

			‘Who?’ he asked.

			‘The American police.’

			‘Why do you care?’ he asked.

			‘What if it wasn’t a carjacking?’ I said. ‘What if it was a proper assassination attempt?’

			‘You think Google’s out to get him?’

			‘He thinks it’s serious enough, doesn’t he? Why else did he get the bodyguards?’

			‘He has a personal masseuse, you know,’ said Johnson.

			‘It might be a security threat,’ I said.

			‘You really are fresh out of the Job, aren’t you?’

			‘It might be though, mightn’t it?’

			Johnson sighed.

			‘The personal security of Mr Skinner is not our concern,’ said Johnson. ‘We’re here for the premises and the mice. And somebody is sneaking around behind our back – I can feel it.’

			‘Gut instinct?’

			Johnson waved his hand at his office door.

			‘Go play with the mice, Peter,’ he said. ‘Find me a rat.’

			And just to prove that the private sector wasn’t that different from the police, I found the rat the very next day – entirely by chance.

			I’d taken to swinging past the fourth floor skyway at random intervals. If Johnson had asked, I would have told him that its forbidden nature would attract the most rats. I really hoped he didn’t ask, because it was a terrible excuse and the truth was I was dying to know what the secret might be.

			A series of team meetings and high-level conference calls were scheduled for that afternoon, to coincide with morning on the West Coast of America. With most of the management tied up, the rest of the mice took the opportunity to skive off. If I were a rat, I thought, now would be a good time to poke about where I didn’t belong. So I headed up to the fourth floor skyway to see if anyone was poking about up there.

			I didn’t actually expect anyone to be trying to break into the security door in broad daylight, so I was a bit surprised to turn the corner and find someone doing just that.

			He was a skinny white man in his twenties, with black hair, long legs in spray-on black jeans and pristine white high tops. White T-shirt tight across his back as he leaned against the blue door – his open palm pressed where I guessed the lock had to be.

			I considered letting him break in, but he must have heard me or something because he snapped away from the door and turned to face me. Which is when I recognised him.

			‘Hello, Jacob,’ I said. ‘What are you up to this time?’
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			December: Relative Changes in Likeliness

			On the west side of Hampstead Heath, up the hill where the houses go for a banker’s bonus, there’s a cluster of terraces at the bottom of the depression. It used to be a malarial swamp until it was drained by the creation of the nearby pond. During the Regency some bright spark dubbed it the Vale of Health, either in a cynical attempt to sell houses or as an ironic joke – nobody knows for sure. Either way the name has stuck until this day and the place exists as a little bubble of rather tasty Regency and Victorian-era terraces pushing into Hampstead Heath. It has what they call ‘a village atmosphere’ in that the houses are expensive and full of incomers and you have to walk a long way up a steep hill to get to a bus stop. On the eastern edge of the village is a rectangle of scrubby gravel and tarmac half the size of a football pitch where the showmen park up for the winter. They were the reason that I was dragged from my nice warm Bev and forced to drive across the river on a cold, foggy Wednesday morning a month earlier.

			The showmen, like a lot of people who live on the edges of polite Mail on Sunday-reading society, have a strong connection to the old traditions and the old wisdoms. They live on the fringes of the demi-monde, which comprises the magical, the magic adjacent and, occasionally, people who wandered into the wrong pub and decided they liked the ambience.

			If it wasn’t for these Vale of Health showmen remembering to propitiate the Goddess of the River Fleet every midsummer, the whole area could easily go back to being a malarial swamp. At least that’s what Bev’s sister Fleet said the last time me and Bev were round her house for dinner. And she should know, given she’s the goddess of the local river.

			Beverley had of course asked what kind of propitiation, because she’d got a Kia from the New Malden Conservation Society the year before last and was always looking to see if her sisters could top that.

			‘Just the usual,’ Fleet had said. ‘Alcohol in large amounts.’

			The number of showmen wintering at the Vale of Health has been steadily declining in the last thirty years, but there were still enough to fill the site and force me to park outside the gate on the access road. This being Hampstead, the chances of some neighbourhood busybody phoning in and making a complaint were high.

			Henry ‘Wicked’ Collins was waiting for me by the gate. Behind him the caravans were lumpy grey shapes with an occasional rectangle of warm light marking a window. Sound was muffled by the fog and we could have been standing in a field somewhere remote and outside the M25.

			Wicked was a blunt little white man in his sixties, wearing a flat cap and a big camel-hair coat. He grinned when he saw me and stepped forward to shake my hand. His palm was rough and calloused.

			‘The lady at 999 said I might have to wait a week,’ he said.

			‘You know we turn out for you, Wicked,’ I said. ‘Even on a Monday morning.’

			‘Come this way,’ said Wicked and I followed him through the blocky shadows to where a big red, green and gold trailer sat on its jacks. I’d been around enough fairgrounds by then to know an attraction when I saw one boxed up for travel. Because it’s never wise to pass up free advertising it had BERNOULLI’S MIGHTY ORGAN written across the side in big circus lettering. Beneath the title was a cartouche with a picture of organ pipes in gold, red and blue.

			‘A fairground organ,’ I said.

			‘More than that,’ said Wicked. ‘This is your actual Gavioli. Originally made for Prince Albert, or so they say.’

			It had to weigh five tons at the very least.

			‘They obviously didn’t steal this,’ I said. ‘Did they?’

			‘If I could just draw your attention to this lock here,’ said Wicked, and pointed to a lock a third of the way up the side of the box. I realised that the side itself was segmented so that the bottom third could fold down and the remainder could swing up. Like many old-fashioned fairground attractions, its travelling box also formed part of its superstructure.

			I peered at the lock and asked what was wrong with it.

			‘It’s been jimmied, hasn’t it?’ said Wicked.

			I pulled out my pen torch and had a closer look. The keyhole was blocked by the brass sheet part of the lock mechanism. Forcibly displaced to the left, I guessed, dragging the deadbolt with it and out of its socket. I knew this lock-breaking technique and it wasn’t something you could do with a set of picks or a drill.

			I took the glove off my right hand and rested the tips of my fingers against the lock. The metal was cold but bearable, and I breathed out slowly and let my mind go as blank as possible.

			Vestigia is the trace left behind by the supernatural; there’s more of it about than you might think but you have to be trained to spot it. After that it’s just a matter of practice.

			I felt a sharp little jolt, like a static electric shock, and a sherbet-flavoured fizz. Somebody had definitely used magic to force the lock, but not with a spell I recognised.

			‘What’s behind here?’

			‘I thought you’d never ask,’ said Wicked.

			He had to undo heavy-duty latches at each end of the trailer, and the siding was a couple of centimetres thick and heavy enough that I had to help him let it down safely. Once down, the siding formed a decorative apron covering the trailer’s undercarriage, wheels and jacks. It was painted in the traditional baroque showman style, all gilt and vivid blues, greens and reds. The bottom of the organ was revealed, the lower sections of the pipes with their mouths gaping silently in a row. There was a series of horizontal snare drums mounted in recesses and what looked like a mechanical glockenspiel fitted below the centre of the pipes.

			‘Was there any other damage?’ I asked.

			There was a row of evenly spaced keyholes about fifteen centimetres above the bottom of the trailer. Looking closely, I saw they each served a large shallow drawer, as if of an enormous desk, the seams and handles cunningly hidden by gilt embellishments. I touched each in turn and on each I felt the same tiny shock I had with the main lock.

			Wicked bent down and carefully pulled open the leftmost drawer. Inside, it was subdivided into compartments. Each was tightly filled by a stack of heavy cards roughly twenty centimetres per side. They were bound like a cartoon Christmas present by beige muslin tape tied into a bow at the top. Wicked pointed to an empty compartment at the back of the drawer.

			‘That’s what they stole,’ he said.

			‘What was it?’ I asked.

			Wicked pulled one of the stacks out of its compartment and untied the bow. The words bohemian rhapsody were written in felt tip on the top card. Wicked lifted it to show how it was attached at one end to the next card, and that to the next so that the stack folded up like an accordion. The card stock was heavy, expensive and yellowing with age. Each card had a pattern of holes and slots drilled through it.

			‘Looks just like a punch card, right?’ said Wicked.

			‘What’s a punch card?’ I asked.

			It all started with a French weaver, Joseph Marie Jacquard, who invented a way to automatically change the patterns on a loom by means of big cards with holes in them. These were linked together to form a sequence and, voila, everyone gets to wear a fancy shirt. C’est très bon.

			We’d retreated into the warmth of Wicked’s caravan for tea and history.

			‘A loom is a complicated bit of kit,’ said Wicked. ‘So if you can control a loom, why not a piano or an organ?’

			The caravan was a nearly new Sprite Quattro, with the front end converted into an office by the removal of one of the sofas and the addition of stacked ranks of storage bins that blocked out the left-hand windows. As the guest I got the remaining sofa, while Wicked leant against the sink. The fog was still heavy enough that I could have used my reflection in the front window to shave.

			Given that the goal of every entertainment entrepreneur is to eliminate all those expensive and temperamental performers, it wasn’t long before some bright spark of an organ maker applied the technology to music. Anselme Gavioli, of the famous Gavioli family, patented the system in 1892. But there were already instruments such as the Bernoulli’s Mighty Organ that used the mechanism. The stack of cards was called a music book. The cards unfurled and ran through a thing called a key frame, which read the slots and holes and opened valves in sequence, which drove the pipes, drums and cymbals of the mechanical organ.

			Mechanical music for a steam-powered age.

			‘And a punch card?’ I asked.

			Wicked waved a rich tea biscuit at me.

			‘I can’t believe you don’t know what a punch card is,’ he said. ‘I thought it was part of geek culture.’

			‘Depends on the geek, don’t it?’ I said.

			‘In my old life,’ said Wicked, ‘when I was a student, I used to programme computers with them.’

			Because that’s how they did it back in the days when computers filled rooms and the Lunar Lander touched down using hardware less powerful than my mum’s thermostat. Wicked used to write his program out by hand and then use a machine that translated the instructions into lots of holes in lots of cards which were then literally ‘compiled’ and fed into an optical reader. And, behold, your program ran and you got the results you wanted – often as early as the tenth or eleventh time you tried it.

			‘If you were really careful,’ said Wicked.

			I thought we might be digressing a bit, and asked him whether this was really relevant to the theft.

			‘I just couldn’t believe you didn’t know,’ he said. ‘But also it is a little bit related. The music book that was stolen was called The Enchantress of Numbers.’

			That actually prodded something in my memory.

			‘Ada Lovelace,’ I said.

			‘You’re not a total loss, then,’ said Wicked.

			Ada Lovelace, daughter of Lord Byron, mathematician and, reputedly, the first ever computer programmer.

			‘So a song about her?’ I asked. ‘Who by?’

			‘We don’t know whether it’s a song or not,’ said Wicked, ‘let alone who wrote it, although my money’s on Charles Babbage.’

			Who was famous for designing, but failing to build, the first ever universal computing machine. A monster of gears, wheels and drive chains that would have ushered in the information age a hundred years early – assuming you could get it to work. 

			‘How can you not know whether it’s a song?’ I asked. ‘Haven’t you played it?’

			‘Can’t do that,’ said Wicked. ‘Wrong number of keys.’

			Because each organ was rated as having a certain number of keys.

			‘Old Benny out there is 84 keys,’ said Wicked. ‘Others are 101 keys or 112 keys or more. And that’s without getting into whether it’s a keyed or keyless system. You can’t run a music book made for 84 keys in a 112-key organ, or vice versa.’

			‘So, how many keys does the stolen book have?’

			‘137,’ said Wicked. ‘Which, as I’m sure you’ve spotted, is a prime number.’

			Which I totally hadn’t, but I felt my geek cred had been impugned enough for one day.

			‘So, who has a 137-key organ?’ I asked

			‘Nobody,’ said Wicked. ‘That’s the mystery.’

			Burglary, which is defined in law as entering someone’s gaff and nicking stuff, is a pain to investigate. Violent crime often involves poor impulse control and people having a go because someone had it coming, and frequently happens in front of CCTV or witnesses. Burglary is generally a crime of opportunity and stealth, and worse – it’s done by strangers. Most men are murdered by their mates and most women are murdered by their partners. Most burglaries are done by someone who couldn’t pick their victim out of a line-up.

			The best scheme the Met ever had for recovering stolen goods was setting up a fake fencing operation and arresting anyone stupid enough to try and flog their ill-gotten gains. Somehow, I didn’t think that approach was going to work in this case.

			On the other hand, this burglary had obviously been precise, targeted and probably to order.

			Although I’d sprung for a SOCO to dust for fingerprints, I didn’t expect my burglar to leave any viable prints. And I wasn’t disappointed.

			‘They wore gloves,’ said the SOCO. ‘Based on the pattern, probably made from kidskin.’

			The pattern of smudges was instructive, though. Judging by where they clustered, it was clear that the burglar opened each drawer in turn until they found what they were looking for. There was no sign that they touched anything else – they certainly hadn’t rifled through any of the other music books.

			This told me that they’d known the name of the music book they wanted, where it was stored generally, but not the precise drawer.

			Once the SOCO had signed off on the site I asked Wicked whether anyone had recently inquired about The Enchantress of Numbers or even about music books in general.

			‘Somebody wanted to buy Bernoulli’s Mighty Organ, the whole shebang, including the music books,’ said Wicked. ‘Said they wanted to ship it to America for a theme park.’

			‘When was this?’ I asked.

			We were back in Wicked’s caravan, this time for coffee and witness statements. I had my notebook out, which Wicked eyed with the deeply engrained cultural suspicion of the travelling man.

			‘Last month,’ said Wicked and, when prompted, gave me the exact date and time.

			‘Did he say which theme park it was for?’

			‘He was talking fast and I really wasn’t listening,’ said Wicked. ‘There was something shifty about him, so when he told me to name my price I told him two million cash up front. Sterling, not dollars.’

			‘And what do you think it’s really worth?’ I said. Not two million, that was for certain.

			‘Technically it’s priceless,’ said Wicked. ‘But I doubt I’d get more than fifty grand for it – not these days.

			‘Anyway, he thought about it. We haggled for a bit, but I really didn’t like him.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘There was something off about him, but I couldn’t say what,’ said Wicked.

			‘Something uncanny?’ I asked.

			‘Maybe,’ said Wicked. This went into my notebook as Fae?

			‘Who did he say he was working for?’ I asked.

			‘Just a mo,’ said Wicked, and he pulled out a brown leather wallet that barely closed around the amount of random stuff wedged into it. He emptied out various compartments and sorted through the pile of visitor cards, special offers, credit cards, his NHS card, Oyster card and a special offer on Audible that had expired a year before.

			‘Damn,’ said Wicked. ‘I meant to use that.’

			After a bit of sorting he found and handed over a visitor’s card, plain black letters on thick white card stock. It read Mitchel West, Acquisitions, Guffland Entertainment – followed by a phone number, URL, email and Twitter address. I made a note of the numbers and dropped the card into a paper evidence envelope – because you never know your luck.

			I got a description from Wicked, which amounted to average-sized youngish white guy with brown, possibly light brown, hair. He was dressed in a casual navy blazer, a long khaki coat that was possibly Burberry, and even if it wasn’t it seemed posh to Wicked.

			‘But fake posh,’ said Wicked. ‘He said that since I was asking so much I should at least show him the goods. Which I did. Including the storage areas.’

			Had Mitchel West shown a particular interest in the music books?

			‘Not that I noticed,’ said Wicked. ‘Not that I was paying attention.’

			He had noticed the silver Audi A6 that Mitchel West had arrived in.

			‘Still had that new car smell,’ said Wicked. ‘Wafted out when he opened the door.’

			He hadn’t noticed it enough to remember the licence plate number – nobody ever does.

			I finished up the crime reporting checklist, gave Wicked a crime number and promised to get in touch if there were any developments. Had this been an ordinary robbery, that is about as far as it would have gone. Not counting my suspension, I’d been out of normal operational policing for over three years, but I’d noticed that things had definitely got tighter while I wasn’t looking. Still, the obviously magical nature of the burglary meant that I had to follow it up.

			I drove up the steep lane that connected with East Heath Road and looked around for CCTV – nothing. Libertarians and criminals complain about the surveillance state when they see a camera. Police officers complain about it when they don’t. I’d been hoping to catch that brand-new silver Audi so I could run its number plates, but the nearest reliable CCTV was at South End Green and there were too many alternative routes out of the area. For a major crime you would have put a team on looking anyway, however futile. But this was burglary – wholesale crime that has to be solved at a discount.

			Still, the burglar had used magic. Which made it my business.

			Five minutes on my phone had determined that Guffland Entertainment was an entirely imaginary company, and while there were some Mitchel Wests on Facebook and Twitter none of them seemed likely candidates. I had another look at the card and was just wondering whether it was worth breaking out my own fingerprint kit and giving it a quick dust, when I noticed that there was something printed on the reverse. It read in tiny letters PrettyPrint. As my old governor used to say, a copper’s one true comfort in life is that criminals are mostly thicker than pig shit.

			Another five minutes on my phone confirmed that not only were PrettyPrint a chain of high-street printers, but that they were nice and small – five branches in the Greater London area, and the nearest one down in Old Street.

			I called my governor, Detective Chief Inspector Thomas Nightingale, to let him know what I was up to and ask whether Gavioli was in our files.

			‘Not that I know of,’ he said. In the background I could hear hammering and shouting. Obviously work on the upgrades at the Folly had started. ‘I’ll pass it on to Harold and see what he knows.’

			Professor Harold Postmartin, D.Phil, FRS, was our tame historian and archivist. Even if he couldn’t dig anything up he was bound to be interested in a connection to the Gaviolis – obscure historical connections were a major passion.

			Call finished, I made a note of my current actions in my daybook and set out.

			Not wanting to slowly survey the permanent roadworks at Kings Cross, I went east and then down the New North Road. I couldn’t find parking near Old Street roundabout so I slipped into Shoreditch and found a place behind the Charles Square Estate and cut through to Old Street.

			PrettyPrint was jammed in between a wholesale fashion jewellers and a kebab shop in a surprisingly undeveloped one-storey row of retail units. It was painted the mandatory blue and white of all print shops, which I’ve always presumed is to make sure the lumpy grey copiers and printing machines fit in with the décor. The young Asian man in the blue company T-shirt looked pleased to see me for all of the five seconds it took me to identify myself, before passing me on to the manager. This was a painfully thin black woman in her early thirties, who gave me a disapproving look. Not disapproving of anything in particular, you understand, just routine scepticism. For some reason I’ve been getting it all my life, so I’ve learnt to ignore it.

			‘Can I help you?’ she said.

			I explained about the fake cards and how they’d been used in the commission of a burglary.

			‘So?’ she asked.

			So could she look up any details of the customer in question, you know, so I could catch them.

			‘I’m not sure I should,’ she said, and cocked her head to one side. ‘Commercial confidentiality, and that.’

			I pointed out that technically since their work had been used in furtherance of a criminal offence then they were, technically, guilty of aiding and abetting under the Accessories and Abettors Act 1861.

			‘You’re kidding me, right?’ said the manager. ‘Eighteen sixty-one and you just know that off the top of your head.’

			‘It’s my job,’ I said, although actually I’d looked it up in my Blackstone’s law manual when I stopped for a coffee on the way. It pays to be prepared.

			‘Only,’ said the manager, ‘we just print stuff. We don’t know what it’s used for.’

			‘But now I have informed you that it was so used,’ I said. ‘So if the perpetrator does it again you will be knowingly aiding and abetting.’

			‘Do you normally talk like this?’ she asked.

			‘Like what?’

			‘In so far as the party of the first part is . . . is . . . whatever,’ she said.

			‘Can you at least tell me whether the card was printed here?’ I said.

			She made me wait, but I knew by the quirk of her lips upwards that she was going to help. She took the card, still in its evidence bag, and sashayed over to a computer near the back of the shop. After poking at the keyboard for a minute, she reported that they’d definitely printed a batch of calling cards with those details.

			I looked around and found a compact CCTV unit covering the front counter.

			‘Do you know what day and time they came to pick it up?’ I asked, and the manager gave me the date and time. When I asked to see the CCTV footage for that period she didn’t seem surprised or reluctant – I think she was enjoying the excitement. Once they’ve established that you’re not going to arrest them or their relatives, people like to help the police. Especially those doing dull, low-paid jobs in retail. The CCTV was digital storage – you’d be amazed how many shops are still using VHS tape – and the manager read the time off the computer and put an hour each way on my USB.

			‘I don’t suppose they paid by card, did they?’ I asked.

			‘Yeah, they did actually,’ said the manager. ‘Does that help?’

			Wrangling personal details out of a bank takes time and paperwork, fortunately not mine, so it wasn’t until Friday morning that I headed bravely beyond the North Circular to Palmers Green and the modest first-floor flat of one Jacob Astor – probably not his real name. This turned out to be the top half of an Edwardian terrace on a side street off Aldermans Hill. It had been cold and grey when I set off, although occasionally the sun would peep out for a quick gloat before buggering off back behind a cloud for a sly cigarette – or something. It wasn’t freezing, but I was definitely considering seeing if I couldn’t dig out my thermals.

			The door was an original arts and crafts affair with a long leaded-glass rectangle of green, yellow and blue above a plain brass letter box. There were two electric doorbell buttons fastened to the jamb. Both had the remains of masking tape labels stuck below them, but time and weather had obliterated the text. On the assumption that the top bell would ring the first floor, I gave it a long hard push. There was the faint sound of a bell from inside but I couldn’t tell whether it was up or downstairs.

			In a spirit of scientific inquiry I pressed the lower button. This time the bell was loud, annoying and definitely on the ground floor. I gave it another couple of long rings until I saw, through the coloured glass panel, an interior door opening and a vaguely human shape emerge.

			‘I’m coming!’ shouted a woman from inside and then, distinctly, came the sound of a small child gearing up for a good wail.

			The door opened to reveal a compact Asian woman in her late twenties with a dark southern complexion, and dressed in a blue sweatshirt with ask me about horseradish in white letters across the front. In her arms was an overwrought toddler in a green romper suit whose tantrum paused briefly while he eyed me up suspiciously. The woman followed suit.

			‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t want a personal friend in Jesus.’

			I showed her my warrant card.

			‘But have you let the Metropolitan Police into your heart?’ I asked.

			The child screwed up its face in preparation for a resumption, so I stuck out my tongue, which has often worked with various cousins in the past. Woman and child gave me identical looks of astonishment – seen like this, they were definitely related. So I was guessing she was the mother.

			‘Do you know if your neighbours are in?’ I asked.

			She said she thought he was at work but, when I asked, didn’t know where that was. I left her my card, asked her to phone me if he came back and then had to reassure her that there was probably nothing to worry about.

			‘We just want to chat,’ I said. ‘It’s just routine.’

			Then I scarpered before the child could start up again.

			I had considered forcing the door, but if I did that magically it would leave a trace that Jacob Astor, who might well have been a practitioner, would notice when he got home. I could kick the door in manually, but I would need authorisation from a senior officer for that. And a broken door would be pretty bloody obvious, too.

			Fortunately, I had a fairly good idea where Jacob Astor was gainfully employed because he’d been getting regular salary payments from the same source for the last two months. I’d tried his home address first because your workplace is more likely to phone and warn you that the police have come round than your neighbours are. At least in a London suburb like Palmers Green.

			I got back in my car and headed down Green Lanes towards the West End, St James’s Square and the London Library.

			In 1840 Thomas Carlyle, the famous Scottish philosopher, polymath and slavery enthusiast, upset that the British Library wouldn’t let him take any books home, called for the establishment of a subscription library on the model already pioneered in Leeds and Nottingham. The result was the London Library, which moved to St James’s Square in 1845 and, two major extensions and some light bombing later, it remains one of the best book collections in the world.

			St James’s was your classic posh Georgian square where the houses were once owned by the landed gentry, but by now the torch had passed to multinationals, think tanks and gentlemen’s clubs. A blue plaque on the front of a neighbouring house read:

			ADA

			COUNTESS OF

			LOVELACE

			1815–1852

			Pioneer

			of Computing

			lived here

			The Enchantress of Numbers herself.

			As a wise man once said – I believe in coincidence, coincidences happen all the time, but I don’t trust coincidences.

			And this was all getting a bit steampunk for my liking. If Jacob Astor turned out to be wearing goggles it was going to go very hard on him indeed.

			The London Library had kept the original rusticated Georgian façade, but through the front doors was a cool, misshapen atrium with enough Victorian wood panelling to keep the BBC in period drama sets for about the next decade.

			There was a long reception desk of dark wood and glass and a series of tastefully retrofitted barrier gates to control the punters. I showed the receptionist my warrant card straight away. She was a plump, mousey white woman dressed in a black pullover and matching skirt. There were flashes of silver at her wrists and a heavy thumb ring on her left hand. However, she did have the traditional pair of reading glasses attached to a sturdy cloth lanyard hanging around her neck – presumably these were compulsory attire for all librarians.

			She said her name was Susan. She had a middle-class, Home Counties accent.

			‘Do you have a guy called Jacob Astor working here?’ I asked.

			Susan narrowed her eyes.

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I believe so.’

			‘Do you know where he works?’

			‘I can find out,’ she said, and reached for the phone but I asked her not to. She looked puzzled but put the handset down.

			‘Can you make a guess at where he works?’ I asked.

			She said probably on the first floor, in conservation.

			‘I need you to take me there right now,’ I said.

			She hesitated, but then asked a nearby member of staff to cover while she took me up.

			‘This way,’ she said and opened the gate for me.

			Susan led me up a short flight of stairs and then to the left, through a set of glass doors marked art room and into a room with some rather nice imitation art deco styling. Here the bookcases were made of a varnished light brown wood and we swerved around the corner of a stack into another corridor where we stopped in front of a lift.

			‘The main lift in the entrance is much busier,’ said Susan.

			This lift was modern, with stain-resistant brushed steel panelling, but was fortunate enough not to have a prim female voice informing us that the doors were about to close or that we were about to alight on the second floor.

			We emerged into modern, white-painted corridors with black detailing and frosted internal windows and threaded our way past another random stairwell until we came to a heavy fire door labelled offices, acquisitions and collection care.

			Susan used a smart card on a reader located at convenient wheelchair height and opened the door. Beyond the door, the crisp, modern styling was slowly being swamped by the inevitable overspill of books and papers that have plagued libraries since Alexander the Great decided to give historians a really good place to write up his exploits. We passed through a narrow corridor and the gap between two black enamelled ceiling-height steel bookcases to a vaguely clear area with a couple of modern desks. Nobody was about.

			‘I’ll see if anyone’s in Conservation,’ said Susan, and headed into a room further on. ‘Jacob!’ I heard her call. ‘There’s someone to see you.’

			‘Who is it?’ said a voice behind me. Male, young, North American.

			I turned to find a slim white guy in his mid-twenties dressed in jeans and a green jumper. He had a blandly handsome face with black hair, high cheekbones and just a hint of an epicanthic fold in the corner of his light brown eyes. He was carrying a pile of hardback books with scuffed brown covers.

			‘Jacob Astor?’ I said. ‘My name is . . .’

			But before I could get to the identification part, he threw the books straight at my face. And while I was reacting to that, he knocked me down with an impello-palma spell. It was as fast and neat and precise as my governor would have liked. It was also beautifully judged – just enough to knock me on my arse, but without serious injury.

			Susan was making little incomprehensible noises behind me as I clambered to my feet. Jacob Astor, if that was his real name, was running back up the narrow corridor towards the security door. He had to slow down long enough to press the open button and that allowed me to close the gap. As he went through, Jacob glanced back and his eyes widened as he saw me bearing down on him. He tried to slam the door in my face, but I cast a straight impello that knocked it open again.

			Oh yeah, I thought. I can has magic spelz too.

			Jacob looked shocked, but his surprise didn’t seem to slow him down as he banged through the next set of fire doors, ignored the stairs and hung a right – back towards where Susan had brought me up in the lift.

			I skidded to a halt just short of the turn and cautiously stuck my head around the corner. Just in time to catch a flicker of movement at the far end of the corridor where it opened up into a room full of shelving.

			I wanted to pull out my phone and get some uniforms to block off the exits. But this was Westminster, the busiest Borough Command in the Met. And these days response officers were as rare as hen’s teeth. Even if I could wrangle a couple of cars, Jacob the sprinter would be long gone. So I charged after him in the vain hope he’d be too busy running to smack me in the face again. Or possibly something worse. But I tried not to think about that.

			‘Stop, police!’ I shouted, on the basis that one of these days it was going to have the right effect.

			The library stacks were ceiling high and so close together that the books kept brushing my shoulders. Away from the white paint and frosted glass of the offices it was suddenly dim and yellow and closed in. I couldn’t see him down the first aisle, so I did a sharp right on instinct and was rewarded by the sight of Jacob’s back. I flicked a water balloon at his head, but I think he must have sensed it coming because he ducked and the clear globe of water went over him to splash against a row of books.

			Jacob ducked left and shouted.

			‘Watch the books, watch the books for Chrissake!’

			‘Stop running,’ I shouted back as I skidded around the corner after him, ‘and we won’t have to!’

			The little wanker threw another impello-palma at me, but I already had my shield up and his spell fizzed and died half a metre from my face. I’ve gone toe to toe with some seriously dangerous magical fuckers, and if I have not necessarily emerged victorious then at least I emerged alive.

			Jacob was fast and assured and I was pretty certain he was holding back.

			Ahead I saw him grab the side of a stack and swing himself around another corner. I followed and found myself clattering down a staircase as narrow and steep as a gangway on a ship.

			Down we went into philology & fiction (s–z), another room full of stacks with a scuffed floor and low ceilings. Jacob had stopped trying to delay me and was concentrating on zigzagging his way through the shelving and down yet another flight of stairs. I wasn’t gaining, but I was keeping up even as he dodged through more shelving. I was fine with that, because sooner or later he was going to have to exit the building. And once he was in the open I was going to have him.

			He went left at art: sculpture (cont), through another fire door and we were back in the modern refitted office section. One floor down I guessed, but I might have got turned around somewhere. Then into a 1930s stairwell where we both ended up doing that fake parkour thing of grabbing the banister and swinging around the bend. Down past another landing with my DMs slapping on the marble risers as I tried to keep Jacob in sight.

			Finally the ground floor and a sign pointing at an emergency exit.

			I came around another corner in time to see Jacob slam another fire door closed before I could get to it. Stupidly I pushed at it before I realised it was code-locked like the offices upstairs. Through the vertical glass strip in the door I saw Jacob traverse a short hall and push open an external door. He didn’t look back.

			It was a fire door, so it had by law to have an emergency door release. I found it halfway down the wall and jabbed impatiently at the plastic cover but the door still would not open. I put my palm on it level with the locking mechanism, and there it was – the same static electricity tingle I’d felt on the locks of Bernoulli’s Mighty Organ. We think Jacob used the same spell to jam the locking plate, but we couldn’t be sure because I used a slightly over-aggressive impello variant to knock the door off its hinges.

			It hadn’t even hit the ground before I was through the doorway and out the next and into the cold December daylight outside. In front of me was the blank grey slab sides of The White Cube Gallery, to my left along the brick cobbles was a clear run to Duke Street and to the right and around the corner there was an alleyway that led out into Jermyn Street. Jacob could have gone either way, but even if I guessed right he’d still have been long gone.
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