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				CHAPTER ONE

				If the past becomes a land to voyage unto, how carefulle the journeyman must be. Will he not tread in a nightmare of uncertaynties? Be enmeshed in histories of which he knows nothing? Like a man coming suddenly to a foreign land, and speking not the language . . .

				The Scrutiny of Secrets by Mortimer Dee

				The bomb fell in a split second of silence.

				Racing down the street, Jake felt the unbearable pressure in his teeth and nerves; he grabbed at the unlit lamppost and threw himself to the ground.

				The explosion was terrifying, a white starburst on his retina. It blew out every window. Bricks and dust roared down, glass shattered on his back and head and arms. Lumps of rubble thudded on him.

				For a moment he was blind and deaf in a fog of ash and pulverized brick, afraid of broken legs and arms. Then he coughed, dragged himself up on to hands and knees, and turned his head.

				The street was gone.

				What had just been a square of Georgian houses was now a vast crater spouting flames, lurid in clouds of smoke. Fires erupted like volcanoes; as he staggered to his feet he felt sudden heat scorch his face.

				It was hard to breathe. His eyes were gritty with dust, his hands black with soot that fell like rain.

				A hand grabbed him. Noise buzzed in his ear.

				‘What?’ he mumbled.

				The blur became a man in dark uniform, the letters ARP painted in white on his helmet.

				With a crack Jake’s hearing came back.

				‘. . . said get to the shelter! Bloody bloody stupid kid!’

				He shoved Jake fiercely away from the twisted lamppost.

				Searchlights stabbed the sky. Jake glimpsed his own hand, bleeding.

				Dazed, he said, ‘Where is it?’

				‘The Underground! God in heaven, where did you come from? I had this street cleared!’

				Jake managed a short, bitter laugh. ‘This isn’t the 1960s, is it.’

				The air-raid warden stared at him, taking in his carefully anonymous dark clothes, the narrow band of worked silver clasped around his wrist. Suspicion came down on his face like a shutter.

				‘What’s your name? Where are your papers?’

				‘Jake Wilde.’ He stared at the ruined houses in sudden despair. The black Mirror must have been in one of those houses, the glass Chronoptika that had transported him here from his own time. It had to be nearby, and it couldn’t be destroyed by any German bomb, so was it there, under all that rubble? Before the dread of not getting back could grip him, he said, ‘What’s that noise?’

				A faint, screeching sound. For a moment of sheer terror he thought it was another bomb, then the warden turned quickly. ‘Someone’s trapped.’

				He ran into the smoke.

				Jake wiped dirt from his face. Quickly he took out a small, elegant square box from his pocket and touched its tiny screen.

				‘Piers? Piers! Can you hear me? Listen! It’s all gone wrong. I’m in the Second World War, Piers!’

				Nothing.

				He had left them just seconds ago, gathered round the control desk. Now Piers would be fiddling and muttering over the controls, Venn – Jake’s godfather – probably storming up and down the lab and lashing over furniture in his frustration. And Gideon, the changeling, would be watching with his sharp green eyes.

				What a team. The blind leading the blind.

				‘Piers! It’s Jake! Get me back. NOW!’

				Already he knew they couldn’t even hear him. Of course they couldn’t. They were eighty years in the future, because this had to be the London Blitz of what? 1939? 1940? His knowledge of World War II was sketchy, but obviously the mirror was at least twenty years out. The mobile phone, even fitted with Piers’s hopeful refinements, was useless.

				‘Hey, you! Boy! Come and help! There’s a woman still alive down here. Quickly!’

				Jake thrust the phone in his pocket and scrambled over the debris. Roving searchlights made triple shadows of himself flit and stretch and vanish over the stacks of rubble. The ruined house slid and clattered under him, a mess of tiles and curtains and furniture and ragged bedding and the fluttering pages of books, hundreds of white fragments, a snowstorm of paper.

				How could anyone be alive under this?

				The man was crouched by a slab of roof tilted at a crazy angle. He was saying, ‘I can’t dig you out . . . I’ll have to get help. The second wave will be over any minute.’

				‘Don’t worry, dear. I’ll be fine.’ The whisper was muffled through layers of debris.

				The warden stood, blew three sharp blasts on a whistle, but no one came, so he threw himself on the bricks, hurling them away, feverishly working. Jake scrambled up next to him. They toiled together under the eerie lights, tearing at the stacked layers of the collapsed house, but it was useless, Jake already knew – there was too much rubble, the buildings smashed to chaotic twists of metal.

				And he could smell gas.

				The ARP man glanced at the sky, his eyes white in a face black with dust. ‘They’re coming back. We have to go.’

				‘And leave her?’ Jake stared appalled.

				‘No choice.’

				Far in the distance, a wave of planes droned.

				‘It’s very dark down here,’ the woman whispered. ‘Can we go now?’

				Jake grabbed a floorboard, hauled it away. ‘Here,’ he said.

				A small hole. The stench of gas rose from it, choking in his throat. He stopped. Fear was a slippery sweat in his chest. The whole thing could explode.

				He should run. Find the mirror. Go home and try again. This wasn’t his problem. This wasn’t his time. How could he find his father, lost in the wastelands of the past, if he was blown to bits here, and the silver bracelet with him? It would be over, for him, Venn, all of them. He took a step backwards.

				The ARP man lay full-length. ‘This gap might be enough.’

				Debris fell inwards. The woman down there made a moan of terror. ‘Hurry!’

				It held Jake in mid-step. As if in that landscape of smoke and flames and the hiss of escaping gas it was the loudest sound.

				He knew that terror.

				He had been six. Maybe seven.

				A beach of wide sand, great dunes against the hot sky. His mother in sunglasses and a blue bikini, on a striped lounger.

				The heat. The obsession of digging.

				He remembered the growing dampness of the sand. The spade slicing into its deep neatness. The tangled roots of dune grass above him.

				‘Help me!’ the ARP man gasped.

				Sudden abrupt weight. Sand falling in on him. The utter complete darkness of the world lying on him, on his chest, in his eyes, in his mouth and nose.

				The terrible, stifled, silent scream.

				‘I can see her!’ The man glanced round. ‘Not far down but I can’t reach. You’re thinner. You could get down there.’

				He couldn’t. He’d had nightmares for years about those moments of death, before his father’s huge hand, his face in the sudden hole, his ‘Jake! Jake, are you all right!’

				They had told him it was only seconds but it had been years.

				And now Dad was trapped too, and he couldn’t even find him.

				He turned. He saw the black hole.

				‘I’ll hold your legs.’ The man’s face glistened with sweat. ‘For God’s sake, hurry!’

				Jake swore in despair, flung himself down, wriggled to the edge, over. He squirmed into vacancy, a blackness that hissed and spurted, so thick with dust he couldn’t see his own hands.

				Reaching out.

				Groping.

				His fingers stubbed on softness; he yelled, ‘I’ve got something.’

				He could breathe only gas. And then . . .

				Warmth.

				Her fingers were knobbly and arthritic. Foolishly soft, they clasped his, the bones beneath the skin bird-thin and brittle.

				Her breath wheezed in the darkness.

				‘It’s OK,’ he gasped. ‘I can get you up.’

				But he knew it was impossible.

				‘What’s your name?’

				His whisper was warped in the womb of wreckage. There was a rattle and the darkness shifted.

				The hand held him tight.

				‘Alicia, dear. You don’t have to worry. We’re both fine.’

				An old woman. Her voice was frail but obstinate.

				He said, ‘But we can . . .’

				‘Like I said, we’ll be right behind you.’

				The drone of planes. He said, ‘Are you scared?’

				‘Not now. Not now you’re safely here, Jake.’

				Astonishment almost made him let her go; he grabbed again, her fingers already colder.

				‘How do you know my name?’

				Did she laugh? Could someone in that darkness laugh?

				‘They said I was a fraud. A charlatan. But we showed them, Jake, didn’t we? We showed them all that Madam Alicia really spoke to the spirits. David says . . .’

				‘David!’

				‘He says, “See you soon”.’

				She was delirious. She had to be. He said, ‘Listen! After the planes I’ll come back and . . .’

				‘Too late. Only waited for you.’ Her fingers pushed something small into his. It crackled like paper.

				‘Take it,’ she whispered. ‘Time’s up. Time’s run out . . .’

				Streets away, faint as a gnat’s whine, he heard the bombs begin to fall.

				‘Find it, Jake. Promise me.’

				‘Did you say David? My father, David?’

				‘I’m going now. Promise me!’

				‘All right. Yes!’

				He was upside-down, dizzy. Lost. No dad with huge hands was there to dig him out. With a crash he felt the sand come down on him. He slid forward; yelled.

				Then there was a tight grip on his belt; he was hauled back, earth in his nose and mouth; he spat it out and gasped, ‘Wait . . . No . . . Listen!’ Blood in his veins thudded like explosions. ‘We can’t leave her.’

				‘Run!’ the man yelled. ‘Now!’

				For a second, on his back below the air-raid, Jake felt time stop. As if her death happened then, and he felt it. He lost belief in where he was. He looked up and saw the bombers overhead and they were beautiful, a deadly chevron of diamonds; saw a plane picked out by a sweeping searchlight, the whirl of its propellers flashing segments of light.

				Then he was on his feet and running, past the heaped houses, the rubble-strewn road.

				It stretched like a dark runway. As he fled, his shadow elongated; the chasing planes came low and he saw London lit to the horizon by a flash of red, a nightmare of tilted buildings caught in stillness.

				The entrance to the Underground gaped ahead like the mouth of a cavern among flames. As he reached it and leaped the sandbags, the explosions arrived, one after another on his heels in regular formation, the last a great roar that crashed him face down into the filthy entrance hall.

				He picked himself up, sore and numb.

				The ARP man was already racing down the stairs.

				Jake limped after him.

				This was crazy. He felt as if he was in some inverted world, a speeded-up film where nothing was real. He’d been on the London Underground. In his time it was a bright, graffitied, glossy place. Not this endless descent into the dark and damp, his breath smoking, between walls of shattered dusty tiles, filthy with plastered posters.

				He slowed, breathless, a stitch in his side.

				A soft sound rustled below him; the murmur of darkness. As he descended it grew to a hum, a rumble, then became the voices of people, hundreds of them, and as he reached a passageway and emerged under the arch he found himself on a long platform crowded with refugees.

				The railway line led into circles of draughty blackness. The platform was a dormitory. A music-hall. An anteroom to Hell.

				Thousands of people were crammed there. They lay sleeping, eating, singing, talking in huddles. Camp-sites of makeshift beds divided the space. Dogs roamed the crowd. The air was warm with the stink of humanity, its sweat, its ordure, its cooking filling the circular echoing tunnels.

				Jake leaned one hand against the clammy wall and bent over. He was breathless and so sore it made him feel sick, and his back ached from hanging in the hole.

				He could still feel her bony fingers in his.

				She was dead now. He felt sickened and empty and angry for an old woman he had never even seen.

				Had known only for seconds.

				But she had known his name.

				His father’s name.

				Something crinkled in his filthy fingers; he unclenched them and saw the scrap of paper she had given him, smudged and torn. Suddenly overwhelmed, he slid down to a crouch.

				This was a disaster. The mirror could be anywhere under the ruins of London.

				He was in the wrong time, and he might never see his father again. Or Venn. And for a moment his godfather’s arctic blue stare turned him cold, the despair on that haggard face. All their plans, ruined for ever.

				The paper was a small cardboard ticket. It was pale blue, had one corner torn off. It said

				St Pancras Station

				Left Luggage Office

				No 615

				For a moment he just stared at it. Then three pairs of sandalled feet came out of the crowd and waited in a line in front of him.

				He looked up.

				Among the crowded sleepers of the Blitz, three children were standing.

				They looked about ten, maybe younger. Boys. They wore school uniforms – grey blazers, red and grey striped ties, grubby shorts, socks about their ankles.

				‘Get lost,’ Jake snapped.

				They were identical. Triplets. Their faces were podgily pale, their small arms folded. They each wore cheap round spectacles, and stared at him, calm in the chaos.

				The first one said, ‘The Black Fox will release you, Jake.’

				The second nodded. ‘Speak to the Man with the Eyes of a Crow.’

				‘And the Broken Emperor lies,’ the third one said, ‘in the Box of Red Brocade.’

				He stared at them, in astonishment.

				‘What the hell are you talking about?’ he snarled.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER TWO

				I will seek both high and low

				Both near and far and farther

				In summer sunshine and in snow

				In wood and field and water.

				I will search and I will ride

				All the wide world over.

				I will scour both time and tide

				Until I find my lover.

				Ballad of Lord Winter and Lady Summer

				‘Are you sure this is all the ID you’ve got?’ The young man at the desk looked at her research student card doubtfully.

				Sarah gave him her most winning smile. ‘Your receptionist said that would be enough. My tutor at Oxford made the appointment by phone. Professor Merton?’

				‘Ah. Right.’

				He glanced at the computer screen, typed something. She held her bag tight and watched his doubt dissolve.

				‘It’s here. Can you sign in please?’

				She wrote Sarah Venn in round letters and put the pen down. He tore the label off and fixed it in a plastic clip. ‘You have to wear this. And the white gloves. Please remember it’s strictly forbidden to take photographs of delicate materials and manuscripts, or to remove anything from the museum.’

				She nodded as she fixed on the label. The words Oxford and Professor were certainly enormously effective. The fact that she had made the appointment herself, faked the ID and invented the professor, even more so.

				She crossed the room and sat in a chair by the window.

				It looked down into the vast interior courtyard of the British Museum, the transparent latticed roof high above pure blue in the cold spring sunlight. She had never been here in her own time – the time she was starting to think of as the End Time, the days at the end of the world. Back then, London was – would be – Janus’s territory, and this place part of his vast, forbidden Halls of Lore.

				She took off her coat and unwound her scarf. Below, tourists browsed the bookstalls, munched on sandwiches at the tea stalls. Their children ran and screeched in the echoing space.

				She couldn’t get used to it.

				The freedom.

				The way they lived as if nothing would ever happen to them.

				And yet within a generation or two, all this would be totally . . .

				‘Here we are.’

				She looked up, startled.

				The young man was back, with a grey cardboard box file. He laid it carefully on the desk; she gazed at it in intense satisfaction. A peeling label on its surface, obviously years old, read

				11145/ 6/09 DEE, MORTIMER.

				‘Who was he?’ The curator sounded curious.

				She licked her dry lips, suddenly nervous. ‘A medieval scholar.’

				‘Is it for a thesis?’

				For a moment she had no idea what he meant. Then she said, ‘Oh . . . yes. Yes. My thesis.’

				He nodded and moved off, but not very far; he spread a sheaf of papers at a nearby table and began to work on them, giving her a quick, watchful look.

				Nothing she could do about that.

				Eagerly she pulled on the white gloves.

				She took out a notebook and pencil. Then, her fingers trembling, she opened the file.

				It contained a a yellowing manuscript.

				She was almost afraid to start. It had taken so long to get here. Weeks of research in stuffy libraries, hours of lying awake in her damp room in the hostel, worrying, thinking, planning.

				It had become an obsession, more important than eating, sleeping, even surviving in this busy, dangerous city; the obsession of finding out everything possible about the Obsidian Mirror.

				She was thin and worn out with it.

				But she was a Venn, and they were an obsessive family.

				She took out the manuscript; it was a single page, light and crisp at the edges, some sort of thin skin, terribly fragile, smelling faintly of mildew. On top was a more recent note on blue paper. She already knew what that was, and smiled at the familiar handwriting of John Harcourt Symmes, the stout, rather pompous Victorian seeker after magic who Jake and Venn had met in the past, who she had once seen burst through time into Wintercombe Abbey.

				On the covering page he had written

				This Page is the only surviving fragment of the work of the legendary Mortimer Dee. His book, The Scrutiny of Secrets, is of course, lost, known only in brief quotations by other writers. But this small scrap seems to be in his own hand. My attempt at transcriptions is below. Dee’s work is in some fiendishly difficult code, which I confess baffles me. I can only guess at its meaning, and find it endlessly frustrating . . . But the man certainly had some secret knowledge of the dark mirror I have obtained and which he names the Chronoptika.

				If only I could find out what it was!

				She flicked her eyes sideways. The curator was absorbed in his work.

				She lifted her bag on to the table, took out a handkerchief and blew her nose.

				He took no notice.

				So she slid the tiny camera from her palm and quickly photographed the single tightly written fragment. The camera made the softest of clicks, but in the hushed silence they sounded huge.

				She coughed, cleared her throat, had it hidden away before he glanced up, eyes glazed with words, not even seeing her. Then he looked down again.

				A desk magnifier stood nearby; she moved it closer and clicked the light on, aligning it over the piece of brittle parchment. Looking in, she gave a great sigh of dismay.

				Fiendishly difficult code was something of an understatement.

				How could she ever read this? The page was covered with Dee’s tiny, black, indecipherable writing. In places it seemed written backwards, in others it ran up and down in random diagonals, or curved into the margins. Everywhere there were diagrams in strange spindly lines, sigils of lost meaning, alchemical signs, formulae, scraps of what might be Latin and certainly Greek. And all over it, as if the man had doodled and drawn and daydreamed his visions too fast to write, was an interwoven web of drawings, of strange landscapes, towers against the moon, edges of castles and corners of rooms, and trees, many trees, tangled and hollow and gaunt as the ancient oaks in Wintercombe Wood.

				She stared, fascinated. The confusing perspectives, the slanted worlds, reminded her of something . . .

				And then she remembered, with a sudden chill of fear.

				The Summerland.

				The kingdom of the Shee, in the heart of the haunted Wood.

				She frowned, brought the magnifier closer.

				In the curved surface she saw her own blue eye, made huge. As sunlight slid through the window, one of Dee’s smallest, darkest drawings held her attention.

				Ruined buildings, black and smoking, silhouetted against a lurid sky. Searchlights swivelling like pale cones in the darkness.

				Sarah’s heart thudded.

				Had Dee managed to journey into the future? Had he seen what Janus’s tyranny had done? That place where her parents were chained, where the black mirror pulsed with uncontrollable power, collapsing endlessly inwards to a black hole that was devouring the world?

				She blinked, pulling back.

				She had to decipher this. This single page might give her the information she needed. It might solve her problem, her obsession, her mission.

				It might teach her how to destroy the mirror.

				Too agitated to keep still, she turned and gazed down at the crowded court below. More tourists were queueing for coffee.

				And, outside the bookshop, she saw a man. A big, stocky man, his hair neatly combed, his coat an old, no-nonsense, ex-army parka, his scarf the colours of Compton’s College for Boys.

				Her eyes widened. ‘No! It can’t be!’

				He was talking to an attendant and she breathed his name in a whisper of dismay.

				‘George Wharton!’

				Jake’s tutor was unmistakeable. But what was he doing here?

				The attendant nodded, as if in answer to a question, and pointed up at the window. Wharton turned and looked. Before she could move, he saw her.

				Their eyes met; a second of startled recognition.

				Instantly he was running for the stairs.

				Sarah jumped up so quickly the magnifier slid over with a thud. She snatched her bag, grabbed her coat and raced for the door.

				‘I’m so sorry! Emergency! Just realized. Have to go!’

				‘What about the papers . . . ?’

				‘I’ll be back!’

				Shrugging into the coat, she ran out, turned left in the corridor and then right, found the stairs and raced down them, praying desperately Wharton wasn’t thundering up. She had to get out. How on earth had he known where she was?

				Since leaving Wintercombe on Christmas night she had kept herself hidden in London. There was no way they could have found her . . . it must be sheer coincidence . . . 

				Unless he had been looking for Mortimer Dee’s papers too.

				She stopped. Far down the stairwell, heavy footsteps were thundering up. She glanced over the rail.

				‘Sarah!’

				He was a flight down. His face was lit with satisfaction. ‘I knew it was you!’

				She turned, hit a door marked Fire Exit and crashed it open, bursting into a huge echoing space packed with people. Colossal Egyptian statues frowned down at her; she ran between gods with crocodile heads and jackal faces into a gallery so jammed with excited and chattering schoolchildren she had to fight her way between their small warm bodies.

				She glanced back.

				Wharton was at the door. Over the heads of a class in green blazers, he yelled, ‘Wait! Sarah! Wait!’

				She twisted away, shoved on, muttering, ‘Sorry . . .  Excuse me . . . Sorry,’ getting caught in photos, bumping into tourists deafened with audio guides.

				Plate glass stopped her, a wall of it. She almost slammed against it, spread her hands and saw, beyond it, the mummies.

				They lay on their backs in gaudily painted cases, blind eyes staring upwards, their shrunken desiccated bodies wrapped in tight bands of ancient linen. For a fatal second she stopped, staring in awe, because these were travellers from a time so distant she had no words for it, fragile journeymen her father would have loved to have seen, treasures that, despite their dreams, had never made it to the world’s end.

				Then, over their painted stillness, Wharton faced her.

				The crowd hemmed her in; there was nowhere to run.

				He yelled something, his breath misting the glass.

				Furious, she shook her head. ‘Leave me alone!’

				He found space; he shoved people aside, powering his way round the mummy-case towards her. She stepped on someone’s foot, wriggled out, found a wall, a fire alarm. Her hand shot out to the small glass disc.

				She hit his fleshy palm instead.

				‘That would be a really foolish thing to do, Sarah,’ he gasped. ‘And not at all like you.’

				She was sweating. Her hair was in her eyes. She felt as if some long wearying effort, some exile had come to an end.

				‘No,’ she said. And then, ‘You know, George, I’m really tired.’

				He could see that. As she sat in the café drinking the tea he had insisted on buying her, he thought she looked thin and worn, her eyes red-rimmed, her blonde hair lank. Hungry too, if the way she demolished the egg mayo sandwiches meant anything.

				For a while he let her eat. Then he said, ‘Where have you been living?’

				‘A hostel.’

				‘Student?’

				‘Homeless.’

				He stared. ‘Sarah, why . . . ?’

				She swallowed a mouthful. ‘I’m stuck here now. In this time. I have to find a way to destroy the mirror, and that’s the last thing Venn wants. How can I go back to Wintercombe?’

				‘He wants you back. He’s been searching for you.’

				That was an understatement. As he watched her sip hot tea, Wharton thought of the night, four months ago nearly, when she had slipped, invisible, from the window at Wintercombe Abbey and walked off into the night, leaving behind only her footprints in the snow and those last, astonishing words.

				Now he said, ‘Did you think Venn wouldn’t move heaven and earth to find you? You told him you were . . . would be . . . ? His great-granddaughter. Even though his wife is dead and he has no children. You tell him that not only is it possible for him to change the past but that in your time he’s already done it! And then you disappear!’ He shrugged, and sipped his coffee. ‘Come on, Sarah. Even for a normal man that would be unbearable. For Oberon Venn it was like the descent into madness.’

				She nodded. He realized he didn’t have to tell her that Venn had had his strange servant, Piers, virtually chained to the computer, spending every waking second combing every missing persons database, every police record he could hack into, phoning every hospital for miles around for news of her. She was far too intelligent. Nor could he, Wharton, even begin to express the utter relief he had felt seeing her pale astonished face up at the window. Because there was no way they could let her destroy the mirror.

				Not now.

				‘You have to come back with me,’ he said.

				She stirred her tea, put the spoon down with a click, stared at him over it. ‘No I don’t. And you can’t make me. Nothing you can say will make me.’

				‘Sarah.’

				‘I have work to do here! All Venn thinks about is getting Leah back from the dead. I can’t help him with that. That’s his problem. I suppose he’s been working at the mirror.’

				‘Non-stop. And Jake . . .’

				‘Yes, well Jake needs to find his father. They both want opposite things to me. Selfish things! I have to destroy the mirror, and that means destroying their hopes. Destroying my own existence. We’re on opposite sides, George.’

				‘There are no sides. We need you.’

				‘You don’t. Just leave me alone.’

				She gathered her coat and went to stand but he put one firm hand out across the table and grabbed her wrist in an iron grip.

				‘Listen to me. Venn is desperate to recover Leah, but he dare not try yet. To be honest, I don’t think he could cope with failure. He needs to be ready. He needs Jake’s father, David. So Jake persuaded him to go after David first. Three weeks ago Jake entered the mirror. It was all planned. Piers was sure it would be safe. I was totally against it but none of them listen to me, least of all my so-called arrogant little brat of a pupil. He insisted on being sent to the 1960s, because David had been there – remember the photograph? But the mirror, Sarah, it’s so unpredictable. The damn thing seems to work by emotion as much as anything . . .’ He shook his head.

				Slowly, she sat down again, seeing all at once the sickening worry in his eyes.

				‘What? What happened?’

				‘You’ve guessed. He hasn’t come back. He’s lost, just as his father was lost. And the bracelet with him.’

				‘But . . .’

				‘It’s worse than that. Venn is desperate. So desperate that he’s going to do the unthinkable. He’s going to ask Summer for help.’

				‘Is he crazy!’

				‘Probably. But she – Summer – that beautiful, deadly, faery creature, she’ll say yes, Sarah, you know she will, just to trap him, and God knows what he’ll have to promise her in return. I’ve reasoned with him, Piers has argued with him, but he won’t be swayed. The man is so bloody stubborn!’ He rapped on the table with a teaspoon. ‘As hard as that. But he might listen to you. You’re like him. Part of him.’

				She said, ‘Venn goes his own way.’

				‘Maybe. But also . . .’ He laughed, awkward. ‘I need you, Sarah. I need you to help me, because none of them are human, none of them really care, not like we do. Venn is obsessed with Leah, Piers is some hobgoblin, Gideon is half Shee. Flesh and blood, Sarah! That’s what I need at Wintercombe. Another human being. Or I’m alone in a world of creatures and machines.’

				She shrugged. ‘A girl from the future . . .’

				‘Is better than no girl at all!’

				‘You don’t have to stay.’

				‘And leave Jake? The truth is, I suppose I’ve started to care about him. I think you have too. And I’m in loco parentis, remember? I feel responsible. Help me get Jake back, Sarah. Please.’

				For a moment they both sat silent among the echoing chatter of the tourists and the shrieking of children.

				Then she laughed a short, bitter laugh and he knew he had won.

				‘George,’ she said. ‘You’re too much for me. What time’s our train?’

				He grinned, modest. ‘Actually, I have a car.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER THREE

				I paced all night, as I believe one is supposed to, up and down the corridor of the infirmary, smoking cigars until the air was a fog of blue. Even Moll’s antics, even the search for the snake bracelet, faded from my mind.

				Then, just as the sky brightened and the gas lamps were put out, there came a great eerie cry, as if the whole world wailed.

				The nurse came out, wiping her hands. ‘It’s a girl’ she said.

				And I found myself the most astonished of fathers.

				Journal of John Harcourt Symmes

				There was something sinister about the three children. They didn’t smile. The lenses of their glasses were shiny and hid their eyes. Even in this terrible time of fear and sudden death, their faces were too pale under the dirt.

				Jake said, ‘How the hell does everyone here know my name?’

				‘Not everyone, just us.’ The boy to the right, his small face serious.

				‘Remember us. Remember what we say.’ Was it the left-hand one now? Their voices were as identical as their faces.

				The middle boy took a worn wooden yo-yo out of his pocket and let it run expertly down and up its grubby string. ‘We’ll be back. Soon.’

				‘Just hang on.’ Jake took a hasty step towards them. ‘What do you mean? What black fox? What box? Are you Shee? Do you know Summer? Do you know Venn?’

				They turned away. Linking hands, they walked into the crowd on the platform.

				‘Listen to me!’ Jake dived after them, but tripped over a man wrapped in blankets, curled in sleep. A storm of swearing emerged; Jake backed, staggered against a pram; a baby screamed. A women yelled, ‘Watch what you’re doing, stupid!’

				‘Sorry. Sorry.’ He scrambled away, trying to edge his way along the platform. Where were they? For a moment he thought he saw them, a little further on, near the tunnel entrance, but when he climbed over the crowded refugees to get there, the only children were sleeping ones, their weary mothers gazing suspiciously at him.

				He stopped, staring round.

				Had they vanished? Or had he just lost them in the hundreds, maybe thousands, of people camped down here. Had they been Shee? Those cold faces. That dead stare. It was possible. For the Shee all times were alike.

				Suddenly he was too tired to think any more.

				He had to get some rest.

				It took half an hour to find a corner of space against a damp wall. As he lay curled there on the hard platform, his head pillowed on borrowed newspapers, his coat for a blanket, he worried about his predicament. He was in the wrong time, and the only way back was through the mirror. He had to find it. However long it took. He quashed the secret fear that it might take him weeks. Months. The newspaper under his ear was dated January 1941. The height of the London Blitz. He’d studied it last year in the module on the Second World War, but he had no idea how long the bombardment lasted.

				If he was killed . . .

				But he couldn’t be, because then . . .

				Paradoxes swam wearily through his brain.

				And those children . . . those weird kids . . .

				Thinking of them, he fell asleep.

				He must have slept for several hours, despite the distant crashes of anti-aircraft guns, the heavy thuds that shook dust from the ceiling. Because when he woke, things had changed. There were a lot fewer people; those left were packing up, folding blankets, heaving bags and small children on to their backs.

				Jake groaned. He was so stiff his joints cracked as he stretched; one arm was numb from his weight on it.

				He mumbled, ‘What time is it?’

				‘Eight o’clock, love. The all-clear has sounded.’ The woman next to him swept a blanket into a suitcase quickly.

				‘Where’s everyone going?’

				She stared. ‘Work, mostly. Or to see if their houses are still standing.’

				He thought of the collapsed street, the weak whisper of a voice in the wreckage. That woman . . . Alicia. She was dead now.

				He sat up slowly, pushed back his hair and rubbed his face with both dirty hands. He should find the mirror.

				Then he reached into his pocket, pulled out the luggage ticket and looked at it.

				He had promised her, and she was dead now.

				Above ground, London lowered in a dark, rainy dawn.

				He walked on the streaming pavements, collar up, soaked. Workers and women, cars, buses and army lorries hurried past. The past was a place of strange illusions; at one corner he could almost believe he had never even journeyed because the doorways and alleyways were so ordinary and familiar. And then a huge advertisement board for Pond’s Cream, or Bovril Meat Extract, confronted him like a stark reminder of some alternative reality. Gradually, street by street, he saw how the shops were different – smaller, their fronts shaded by dripping awnings, their windows criss-crossed with protective tape. Sandbags were heaped in great walls down the road. Barriers – were they tank traps? – blocked every junction. There were no traffic-lights, no automatic crossings, none of the normal paraphernalia of the city he knew. And then he turned a corner and muttered in surprise, because a whole landscape of rubble lay cold under the rain, and in the middle of it, completely undamaged, one small barber’s shop flaunted its striped red and white pole defiantly, and a few men queued to be shaved in makeshift seats in the debris.

				There were other queues. Even this early, patient lines of people had formed outside nearly all the shops. At a baker’s the smell of hot fresh bread made his hunger painful. He had a purse full of pre-decimal coins – part of Piers’s safety protocol – heavy in his pocket. He joined the queue.

				Ten minutes later he reached the counter.

				‘Ration-book?’

				Jake said, ‘Sorry?’

				‘Your ration-book, son.’

				‘I . . . forgot it.’

				The baker stared at him in disbelief. ‘You what?’

				‘I just want . . .’

				‘Whatever you want there’s no chance. Go home and get it. Next, please.’

				Jake stalked out in cold fury but there was nothing he could do. This was a different world to his, a world where he barely existed, and he had to get used to it. A few streets on, he managed to buy a small dried-up apple from a street stall, and chewed it sourly as he hurried on through the rainy dawn.

				Tottenham Court Road was quieter than in his time; the cars and lorries strangely cube-like and slower, the exhaust fumes smokier, making him cough.

				There were no signposts, no street names; not wanting to talk to anyone, he summoned up a hazy map of London from his memory and headed north, working his way to the grimy thoroughfare of the Euston Road and trudging along it, head down, rain-blinded and cold.

				He had been to St Pancras before, to catch the Eurostar to Zurich – he remembered a huge Victorian station, beautifully renovated. Now it loomed up before him, soot-blackened and oddly shrunken by the barrage balloon tethered above. Crowds of soberly dressed men and women surged out of it, many in uniform.

				Inside the vast arrivals hall, at least it was dry. He shook his wet hair and looked round. Trains, people, porters. Echoing voices. The roar of engines.

				Near the refreshment room was a window in the wall, the sign LEFT LUGGAGE painted above it in dark green letters.

				He walked quickly over.

				No queue. Amazing.

				He glanced carefully round. A few naval officers sat laughing at a round table; a soldier and his girl embraced over a pile of suitcases. No one took any notice of him.

				He took the ticket out and went up to the window.

				Behind it was a wooden counter, and behind that a keen thin man in railway uniform who said ‘Yes?’

				‘Come to collect this.’ Jake pushed the ticket across.

				The man read it. ‘615. Did you deposit it yourself?’

				‘No. It’s . . . for my aunt.’

				‘Right.’ The man looked even more keen, all at once. ‘Just wait there please.’

				He went into the depths of the room. Jake saw hanging coats, boxes, piled trunks, a stack of corded parcels. Behind him a train came in, and he turned in delight at the vast eruption of steam, the hissing brakes of the engine.

				‘Sign here, please.’ A small brown suitcase was slid over the counter at him; he turned and scrawled the name J WILDE on the sheet, pulled the case from the man’s hand and walked hurriedly away.

				His heart was pounding; he felt as if everyone was watching him, but a quick glance reassured him. Even the keen official was already talking to another customer. Jake walked quickly along the platform to an empty bench at the far end, sat down, and took a silent breath.

				So now he was a time traveller and a thief.

				No. Because Alicia had insisted. Demanded, with her last breath, that he take it.

				He lifted the case on to the bench and clicked the fastenings; they weren’t locked, and the lid opened easily.

				He gazed at the contents, oddly disappointed.

				Papers. Letters. Account books. A birth certificate. A red leather photo album. He picked that up at random and opened it. Stiff Victorian portraits, a family group on the grass outside a prosperous-looking rectory. A little girl with a parasol and a tiny dog. Was this Alicia as a child?

				He put the album down and rummaged further. Long white evening gloves. A box of chess pieces. A fan, a tiny container with scissors and nail-things. Then jewellery, plenty of it, wrapped in twists of white tissue paper. He opened one; saw a gold ring, obviously expensive. The sad detritus of a dead woman’s whole life. He twisted the paper back round the ring and put it away. None of it was any use to him.

				As he went to shut the case, something in the bottom slid slightly. He pulled it out.

				A black velvet bag tied with cords. At the end of each cord was a tassel of gold threads. He tugged the cords open. Inside was a metal container, circular, a dull grey. He tugged the lid off and saw to his surprise a roll of ancient cine film, its edges perforated, its frames small and dark. He pulled out a section and held it up but could make out nothing in the dull smoky light. He rolled it back, closed the container, slipped it in and turned the bag over.

				A few letters were embroidered elegantly on the back.

				J H S

				He stared at them for a second of frozen disbelief, then dived back to the suitcase and scrabbled through the papers, finding the birth certificate and unfolding it with shaky fingers.

				It was worn thin, the folds broken through.

				He read her name – ALICIA MARY. And her father’s name.

				JOHN HARCOURT SYMMES.

				‘Symmes had a daughter!’ He said it aloud in his astonishment; Symmes, who had stolen the obsidian mirror and got it to work, the man he and Venn had confronted in the smogs of Victorian London. That woman had been his daughter?

				Then the mirror would have been in her house.

				He hissed with frustration; some papers fell to the floor. He leaned after them but a hand in a brown leather glove got to them first.

				Jake looked up.

				The man was thin, average height, his face refined, his eyes dark with intelligence. He wore a long loose brown coat and a hat Jake thought might be a fedora.

				He was obviously, and without question, the police.

				‘These are yours?’ he said.

				‘Er . . . Yes.’ Jake flicked a glance sideways. Two uniformed constables waited a few feet down the platform. With them was the keen man from the left-luggage office, who said, ‘That’s him,’ with irritating smugness.

				The police officer nodded. ‘What’s your name?’

				‘Jake Wilde.’ He didn’t know what else to say.

				‘Identity card? Ration-book?’

				‘I . . . don’t have them with me.’

				‘Don’t you now? Address?’

				‘Wintercombe Abbey. It’s not in London, it’s in the West Country. I’m staying there with my godfather.’ It seemed the time to make an impression. Jake stood and drew himself up. ‘Look here, I simply don’t see . . .’

				‘Don’t pull the public schoolboy cant with me, son.’ The man’s voice was soft and calmly authoritative. ‘Don’t tell me Daddy is a magistrate. Don’t tell me Ma Symmes really was your aged auntie. Just step away from the bench.’

				Jake didn’t move. ‘And you are?’

				‘I’m Scotland Yard, son. Like I said, away from the bench. Now.’

				Jake nodded. He shut the lid of the suitcase and with one quick, fluid action flung it in the policeman’s face.

				Papers flew out in a cloud, the jewellery clattered like rain, but Jake was already running; fleeing down the platform at top speed, leaping baggage, ducking a trolley piled with milk-churns.

				Yells rang out behind him; he sensed the policemen after him but he was fast; he could outpace them.

				Steam gushed, a fog of hot air. The locomotive beyond was preparing to move, carriage doors already being closed. He flung himself forward, grabbed one, hauled it open.

				Leaping in, he slammed it behind him, gasping, then brushed his hair back and walked firmly along the corridor into a first-class compartment, sat down and smiled breathlessly out of the window.

				The train shuddered, shunted, stopped. A whistle blew.

				Trying to appear calm, Jake craned his neck to see out. Only steam swirled on the platform.

				Then, with a crash, the compartment door slammed open.

				A red-faced sergeant burst in, grabbed him, and forced him up. ‘You’re a bleedin’ tricky little beggar, and no mistake.’

				‘Let go of me. You can’t do this!’ Jake struggled fiercely, but the man’s grip was iron. He was swung quickly round.

				Standing in the compartment doorway, the man from Scotland Yard looked hardly out of breath. His glare, though, was steely.

				‘My name is Inspector Allenby. I think you’ll be coming to the station to answer a few questions, Mr Jake Wilde.’

				‘For what? What have I done?’

				Allenby shrugged. ‘Attempting to travel without due and proper identity, obtaining goods under false pretences, resisting arrest, and, very possibly, high treason. Take your pick. You’re in a heap of trouble, son.’

				He stepped up to Jake, and he held the luggage room ticket in his face, the number 615 clear. ‘I’ve been waiting weeks for someone to come for this. It seems the old lady was running a bigger network than we thought.’

				‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ Furious, Jake held himself still.

				‘Save it. Take him to the van, Joe.’

				The red-faced sergeant twisted Jake’s arm expertly behind his back. ‘With pleasure. You are going to bleedin’ regret making me get all hot and bothered.’ He jerked and Jake gasped.

				‘You can’t do that! I have rights!’ he yelled.

				‘Oh really,’ the sergeant growled. ‘You can tell me all about them. At the Yard.’
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