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Chapter One


London hacked up its lungs and glistened.


The November drizzle had held off for the first time in three nights, but the air seemed choked regardless: a clammy ambient moisture caressing slick bricks and grey, leafless trees. On ledges through Soho, pigeons sulked in moronic bedragglement, while brave smokers lurked in smoggy palls outside steaming pubs, muttering at the indignity. In doorways along Oxford Street tramps clutched at dreaming dogs for warmth, and in Camden even the dealers – initially optimistic at the break in the rain – took to lurking near kebab shops and club queues, leeching excess heat, to mumble their mantras:


‘Skunk, hash, pills . . . skunk, hash, pills . . .’


Out east, surly below a jaundiced sky, fog-windowed buses roared like dying lions through old puddles, dodging limping foxes and indifferent cats.


And in Hackney a girl screamed until her voice gave out.


The buses drove on. The foxes barely twitched.


The shriek surrendered to a ragged silence, then spiralled in a tangle of yelps to a single, shell-shocked moan. The neighbours turned up their TVs.


Only one man listened carefully, and he did so with a sigh, pulling his many-pocketed coat tighter. Even inside his grimy van – alone beneath a piss-toned street light – his breath steamed with every huff.


He was listening to sex and bemoaning his lack of arousal.


Not a twitch.


The girl rapidfired a series of gasps, like a train shunting through water, then groaned in a register reserved for wolves and whales. She yapped like a chihuahua, she babbled in a foreign language; and all along the fapfapfap noises never slowed.


The listening man rubbed his brows. With a pair of expensive headphones knuckling his brain it was easy to imagine the woman was speaking in tongues, and he smirked at the idea.


The Holy Spirit came upon her, he thought.


Right on her tits, I bet – the dirty old sod.


The man’s name was Dan Shaper. Anticipating a headache, he adjusted the headphones and flicked a switch on the matte-black receiver in his lap: Channel B. Another exquisitely hidden audio bug, another eavesdropped room, another eardrum assault. This one, he judged (with a connoisseur’s confidence), was only just getting started. For now, the male participant was the more enthusiastic.


‘Oh bitch,’ the voice rasped, syrupy with a forty-a-day wheeze. ‘Oh bitch, yeah, oh bitch, yeah . . .’


Shaper felt distinctly as though he was being rogered in the ear.


He sighed again and rummaged through endless pockets for the zipped edge of his medication file. On the outside it looked for all the world like a chunky personal organiser: a relic of the eighties fossilised in faux leather and nylon. But inside, replacing neat pages, it clutched at dozens of tinny tablet sachets, each in its own elastic loop. Pic’n’mix for the brain.


He ran fingers along coloured rows like an artist hunting shades, and turned down the volume on the receiver. Soon, he knew – after tonight, with a little luck – he’d need to take some time out: a detox holiday to reset and recharge. Even after years of practice, judiciously self-medicating to keep his brain at bay, his mental diet was a constant flirtation with disaster. The blood could only be polluted so far, and the psyche dammed so high, before the first turned irretrievably toxic and the other burst its banks.


All under control.


Two Phenotropils this time – fat Russian stims – to dissolve the glimmers of incipient paranoia. And perhaps half a benzo – Zoloft, for choice, net-bought with US decals – to see off the amphetamine shadows. Taking it easy.


He swallowed them with the dregs of his coffee and flicked onwards to Channel C.


‘Oh god, oh god, oh god, oh goddddd . . .’


He sighed again, profoundly unstirred. Melanie in Room 3 always feigned the most devout of climaxes.


At any other time, he supposed, he might have found this sad, grubby little gig a source of guilty arousal. But after a week of morosely flicking between squelches, shrieks, grunts, holy invocations and the occasional unprofessional fanny fart, he’d reached the unhappy state of desensitisation.


Besides, tonight there was a further impediment to his libido. At that moment it was sprawling across the passenger seat in a fog of fag smoke, helping itself to another beer and squinting at the bland terrace across the street.


‘Don’t look like a proper brothel to me,’ it slurred.


Shaper, a lifelong avoider of unenclosed urinals, was not the type to be comfortably horny in male company. Particularly when said company was six foot six, sweated pure testosterone, and was rumoured to be hung like a planet.


‘Don’t be an idiot, Vince,’ he muttered. ‘What’s a brothel supposed to look like?’


Vince – too tall, too wide, too pissed to do much but flap an enormous set of skinned knuckles out the window – stifled a belch. ‘Just thought it’d be . . . y’know. More obvious.’


‘Red lights, neon signs, tits in windows?’


‘Well . . .’


‘It’s not bloody Amsterdam, mate. You’ve got to be discreet.’


Melanie, with exquisite timing, chose that moment to go supernova: a pterodactyl shrill counted out in bedspring squeaks. Shaper loosened the headphones and ignored Vince’s smirk.


‘Discreet,’ the brute said. ‘Yeah.’


Vince was Shaper’s best friend – in the sense they could stand each other’s company longer than most – and despite first impressions, one of the more fundamentally interesting people he knew. True, the man worked in a variety of interrelated professions on an ad hoc, cash-in-hand basis, all of which tended to involve hitting people until someone told him to stop. And yet – for instance – he somehow knew a great deal about fine wines. He read literature by dead people Shaper had never heard of. He was avowedly homosexual, but technically (and secretly, since picking up his latest boyfriend) bi. He had a peculiar phobia about tomatoes, claiming their texture reminded him of baby skin. He was a human being with more surprising, inexplicable facets than anyone had any right to; he just also happened to be hired muscle who’d snap a leg for five hundred quid. He’d probably even apologise afterwards.


Vince, in his chaotic and contradictory way, stood as a perfect representative of the muddled world Shaper had occupied as long as he could remember. The man was also, Shaper could tell, insufferably bored.


Which meant, by automatic association, he was drunk, burpy, farty and irritating. There was a reason Shaper had never brought him on a job before.


Across the street a pair of figures – balding heads catching the lamplight like sickly eggs – slunk from the glow of a doorway and hurried off. A third was just arriving: a frail man bent over a stick, creaking into the house and out of sight. Little Mrs Swanson shuffled into view to close the door, thick-rimmed specs misting in the cold, and visibly had to restrain herself from waving across the street at Shaper. It had taken her three nights of delivering tea and cake to the van to fully grasp the concept of ‘undercover’ surveillance, and she still laid out biscuits in case he got cold and came inside. She was the least Madam-like Madam he’d ever met.


Good biscuits, too.


‘So how come the neighbours don’t complain?’ Vince grunted, derailing Shaper’s thoughts. He rubbed the bridge of his nose with a sigh, noting that the headache was now in full swing. As, in his ears, was Melanie.


‘They’re paid not to.’


‘How’d you know?’


He shot the brute a look. ‘’Cos it’s my bloody job to know, ain’t it?’


Watcher. Perve.


Troubleshooter. Issue wrangler.


Fixer.


The way Shaper saw it, all the men and women who grubbed about in his patch of dirt – all these broadly decent folk getting by with a few odd quid from a few odd sources – they needed someone to call in tricky times, same as anyone.


For Shaper’s people, the cops weren’t an option.


Take Mrs Swanson. As sweet an old lady as one could meet, who just happened to run the most successful knocking shop west of Stratford. For her, when certain ‘valuable products’ had started disappearing from the premises, a call to Shaper was as natural as a thrice-dialled ‘9’ was to a more conventional business owner.


‘Is this,’ she’d querulously asked, ‘the sort of thing you do?’


Oh yes.


Another eager customer knocked at the front door, sucking on his gums. Shaper caught Vince watching with narrowed eyes and could almost hear his inner cogs meshing.


‘Is it just me,’ the big man said, ‘or are these punters a bit . . . y’know?’


‘Long in the tooth?’


‘Like a bloody tyrannosaur, yeah.’


Shaper slow-clapped the observation. ‘Specialist establishment.’


Mrs Swanson’s genius, which had elevated her business from one among hundreds of unconvincing massage parlours into a coffin-dodgers-only cash cow, had been to realise that punters of a certain age were not only far less trouble than their younger counterparts, but far more prepared to divest themselves of their – as she’d put it – ‘ripened’ savings.


‘Used to be,’ Shaper explained, ‘she’d get the occasional old duffer showing up at the door who couldn’t bring himself to . . . fully commit.’


Vince, to prove his comprehension, straightened a curled finger with a cartoon squeak. Shaper nodded, bitterly aware of his own moribund tackle.


‘Exactly. And nobody wants to get sent home with a sympathetic refund, do they? So old Mr Droopy starts asking “Have you got anything for it . . . ?” and Mrs Swanson thinks, well, maybe I should.’


Vince smiled hugely, getting it. ‘So she starts shilling Viagra?’


‘To start with, yeah. Cialis, Revatio, Levitra. Healthy mark-up. Easy money.’


‘Genius!’


‘No, disaster.’


Vince scowled. ‘How come?’


Shaper loosened the headphones another notch, brain ache still growing. ‘’Cos Mr Droopy’s got a grandkid knows how to order it online for half the price. And the regulars compare notes in the changing room. Before you know it, they start showing up pre-primed.’


Vince raised a foaming toast to pensioner kind. ‘Cocktrastrophe!’


Between them, shrilling from the headphones, Melanie’s voice ramped up for a second climax. Shaper knew from too many nights sitting just here, concentration creaking at narcotic extremes, that she allowed two orgasms per customer – no more, no less – timed with eerie precision. Each of the girls had their own little routines and he’d come to know them all. Ruth with her post-coital analysis, persuading the john that – really, I don’t often say this, I mean it, that was great. Ksenia, she of the speaking-in-tongues, whose ecstasy (the customer was given to believe) was so profound that only her mother language could express it. Or Vicky, who made determined pleas that the punter blow raspberries in her cleavage then howled like a freight train. Compared to most, Melanie’s breathless little appeals to the Ultimate were preferable by far.


‘Oh god, oh god . . .’


He rolled his eyes and turned down the volume again.


And abruptly frowned. One of his hands had started to shake.


‘So?’ Vince prompted, oblivious to Shaper’s sudden trickle of fear. ‘What did the boss lady do?’


‘What? When?’


Not now, not now, not now.


Probably, he told himself – dismissing the dry mouth, clenching his fist, ignoring the way one of his feet had started tapping a silent rhythm in the footwell – it was just the cold. Nothing to worry about.


Or . . .


Or a warning. A klaxon shriek to announce the stims had failed in their mission and his brain was tilting off its axis.


Relax, idiot . . .


Vince, of course, had no inkling, beered-up and impatient. ‘C’mon,’ he prompted. ‘What did she do? When they stopped buying the Viagra?’


‘Oh, that.’ Shaper rubbed his temples, focusing. ‘What could she do? She went looking for an alternative.’


Briefing him at the start, the old lady had delicately explained the establishment had taken a bold step into more exotic territory. Feelers had been gently extended, and after a month or two the very shadiest of supply routes began to deliver.


‘What, then?’ said Vince.


Shaper looked away. ‘Powdered tiger cock,’ he muttered.


‘You what?’


He sighed. ‘Look, it’s a . . . a traditional Eastern medicine. The punters can’t get it themselves and it costs a bloody fortune. It’s a smart move.’


‘Powdered t— But . . . You what?’


‘I know.’


‘But that’s—’


‘I know, Vince, all right? The point is, they keep coming back.’ He gave a resigned shrug, feeling stupid. ‘And now someone’s stealing it. And I’m here to find out who.’


‘Tiger’s cock,’ Vince muttered, slumping into head-shaking silence. ‘Shit.’


It was, Shaper confessed, odd.


The merchandise arrived in exciting little tubs with intricate paper wrappings and ink drawings of tigers and naked women. Distributed by the girls themselves at the ‘point of sale’ – another Swansonism – the stuff fair crackled with arcane promise. All part, as Shaper had firmly opined, of the placebo effect. He doubted the stuff had been within a million miles of an actual tiger.


Mrs Swanson had put paid to that when she’d confessed, with an air of mortal guilt, that when ‘the product’ first started going missing she’d topped up stocks with a concoction of burnt sugar and flour. ‘We had to refund everyone,’ she’d mumbled. ‘None of the poor dears could perform at all.’


Using the powder, the punters never failed to get their money’s worth. Whole gaggles of shy old men achieved not only the means but the mindset: lousy with charisma and confidence.


It was, yes, odd.


Vince, massive chin jutting, didn’t do odd.


‘That’s why we’re here? To guard magic cat dick?’ He sniffed through the lumpy remains of what had once been a nose. ‘So why can’t we just sit inside and watch the bloody stuff?’


‘House rules. The stuff gets sold by the girls direct. “Intimate transaction” – nobody else in the room to keep an eye. Nobody dishing it out beforehand. Only chance is to work out who’s taking it and catch ’em purple-palmed.’ He worked his jaw. The shivers, he noted, had spread to the other hand. ‘And it’s got to be tonight.’


Vince flicked ash, muttering. ‘Tiger pizzle . . . It’s not fuckin’ Columbo, mate. How hard can it be?’


‘Lot sodding harder than I thought, all right?’ Shaper tried to knead the spasm out of his hands. ‘Look, it’s a brothel, OK? Whole thing’s about discretion and trust. Repeat buyers, like. The old dear almost croaked when I suggested cameras. And no customer searches either. Even the girls were arsey about me going through their bags, to start with.’


‘Not now?’


‘No, ’cos less product means less tips. Couple of days with an “out of stock” sign on the door and they were queuing up to help.’


‘Did it?’


‘Did it bollocks.’


Vince shrugged: case closed. ‘So it’s one of the punters.’


‘Uh-uh. I sat in that changing room every day for a week. Went through every bloody pocket there was. Watched ’em in the shower, even.’


Vince smirked. ‘Hot.’


‘Not remotely. And I’ll tell you this, mate, not a single one carried anything out of the bedrooms.’ He discreetly breathed a gust of stolen smoke. ‘In the same week five grand of the product went missing.’


Vince choked. ‘You what?’


‘Exactly.’


‘Five grand?’


‘Yeah.’


‘But it’s . . . it’s cat dick!’


The brute pitched an empty can into the van’s compartment and slumped into disgusted silence. Shaper had given up telling him not to.


‘Anyway,’ he said, as much to reassure himself as Vince, ‘tonight’s the night. You wouldn’t be bloody here otherwise. Simple case of cross-referencing, when you get down to it. Girls on duty, vanishing stocks. Connect the dots.’ He tapped the receiver kit with a confidence he didn’t feel. ‘It’s one of these three. I worked it out.’


It has to be tonight.


The shaking hands. The pins and needles in his toes. The sticky shadows of nausea. He recognised them all too well.


After two weeks on the job, after seven nights in the van, after too many hours straining to hear anything unusual among shrieks of fake ecstasy, it could hardly come as a shock. No sleep, no rest, no peace; just a twanging narcotic plateau of high focus, fraying with every breath.


Detox or detonate, mate.


By the end of the week before, already sensing the onrushing burnout, he’d said fuck it to doing things the hard way and broken into the brothel one morning, laying audio bugs in smoke detectors and plug sockets while Mrs Swanson napped. Silent and secret – skills he’d learnt long ago in the pursuit of less honourable goals. Client respect and staff trust were all well and good, he’d decided, but what Mrs Swanson didn’t know couldn’t hurt her.


Or his fee.


‘It’s one of these three,’ he muttered again. ‘Definite.’


Almost convincing.


‘Fine. Great.’ Vince nodded at the receiver with a fresh upsurge of impatience. ‘Which one, then? ’Cos the quicker you get on with it, the quicker I can make with the Judge Dredd bit,’ he mimed a door-smashing kick, leg thumping off the windscreen, ‘and the quicker we can sod off down the pub. How’ll you tell?’


Shaper felt the shakes creep up his arms and pretended he didn’t.


‘By listening carefully.’


‘For?’


‘I don’t know. Anything out of the ordinary.’


Vince’s eyes bugged out. ‘Mate, there’s a houseful of geriatrics snocking back the powdered phallus of an apex-fucking-predator over there. Exactly what part of this is inside the ordinary?’


Shaper ignored him and cycled gloomily through the channels. Room 1 was silent now; Ksenia’s transaction over and done with. In Room 2 a guttural bellow suggested Vicky had finally persuaded her john to plant that raspberry, and – moving swiftly on – Room 3 brought him back to pious little Melanie, rising up the scale to yet another climax.


Nothing.


It had to be tonight. Already he could feel the narcotic swaddling dissolving like salt in a stream; his tolerance to the drugs growing stronger. Already he could sense the Sickness beneath the meds, quivering at the scent of freedom . . .


‘Mate,’ Vince rumbled, blind to the gathering panic. ‘I’ll tell you what, your job’s a lot more interesting than mine.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Different every day, innit? Tiger cock . . . Jesus.’ The brute tossed his dog-end out the window and tried not to slur. ‘I mean – me? You hit a bloke once, you hit him twice, might as well’ve hit him a thousand times. And don’t even get me started on bouncing outside clubs, there’s an exercise in monotony, Ker-ist . . .’


Shaper had stopped listening. Breath catching in his throat, something hot behind his eyes.


‘Hit a bloke once . . .’


Once, twice, thr—


‘Fuck!’ His hand scrabbled for the van door.


Vince, glancing up through the alcoholic fug, became aware only slowly that he was sitting alone, registering just an impression of something scruffy hurtling across the street.


‘Mate?’ he said.


By the time Shaper had pushed past Mrs Swanson, bewildered in the doorway, things were starting to fray in his brain.


Fuck.


The brothel was a fish-eyed ribbon of pink gloss, like a wet mouth beneath froth and fire. The shakes were in his shoulders now, fed by adrenaline, and as he blundered through the changing room he became convinced his skull was spitting with tesla-coil sparks, his feet crumpling through static frequencies. No wonder everyone was staring.


Narcotic meltdown in ten, nine, eight . . .


‘Coming through!’ he hollered. Then smirked.


Coming. Fnar.


Keep it together, keep it together . . .


Somewhere behind him he could hear Mrs Swanson administering apologies, chasing after him. Probably with her hands over her eyes – bless. He ignored her and aimed for Room 3.


‘Got you,’ he kept muttering. ‘Bloody got you.’


At the door he paused to pull himself together, brain testing the walls of its amphetamine prison, warping the world with every hammer-heart throb. He held his breath to quieten the din and pressed his ear to the wood.


Inside someone shrieked and gasped, bedsprings creaking, a male voice grunting in time. Clockwork fucking.


Fapfapfapfapfap.


Melanie’s voice rose in a new chorus – ‘Oh god, oh god . . .’ – and above it all, superimposed like a special secret, came the ghostly tolling of church bells, the stink of rotten meat, and a swarm of blood-red flies below the door.


The broken sensations of a broken brain, Shaper knew; invisible and silent to anyone else. His own unspoken suspicions, dressed in sensory drama.


The Sickness: fucking with him.


The door was locked. Shaper grinned as he backed up a step and lowered his shoulder, only distantly aware of the inner voice reminding him he’d brought someone with him for precisely this moment.


Fuck it.


He tensed for the charge.


And—


‘Stop this at once.’ Mrs Swanson darted into view, sprightlier than she looked. All trace of cheerful indulgence gone now, fishbowl eyes shooting razors. ‘This is a discreet establishment, Mr Shaper. I won’t have you barging into the—’


‘Three orgasms.’


She faltered. ‘P-pardon me?’


‘Three orgasms, Mrs S! Melanie only does two!’


Over the Madam’s shoulder, muffled through the door, the oh gods returned to joyous cries, staccato blasts broken by gasps. The bedsprings didn’t miss a beat.


‘She’s stalling, see?’


Mrs Swanson actually blushed at the melody, recoiling from the door. At a safer distance she regained her poise, waggling a finger. ‘Now see here—’


But Shaper was already moving.


The lock ripped open with a disappointing lack of splinters and screws. The door flopped aside as if embarrassed, and for just a second – before the shock of intrusion froze both occupants – the action continued unabated.


Shaper gawped.


Melanie, lingerie-clad, tight little body flushed with exertion, was bouncing on the bed like a schoolkid on E-numbers. Creak, creak, creak. Her hands, gently pinching her own face, were quivering the wet interiors of her cheeks against her gums, and all the while she moaned, grunted, shrieked.


Fapfapfapfap.


Convincing.


The girl stopped. For a second she simply stood and stared – at him, at Mrs Swanson, at the other customers peering from the changing room behind. And then she looked down, guilty, at the floor beside the bed.


Where a naked eighty-year-old with psoriasis was daintily shoving a double-bagged condom stuffed with powdered tiger cock up his arse.


Grunting in time.


Melanie crumpled cross-legged on to the bed, as if she’d been switched off. The old man creaked to his feet, jaw set. The offending package, interrupted in its patient insertion, bounced off his thighs like the shimmering turd of a wild haggis.


Behind him Mrs Swanson made a delicate little noise like a sleeping baby. ‘Oom.’


Shaper fought the urge to retch. ‘Right, then,’ he croaked. ‘You’re nicked.’


The room seemed to be filling with water, pooling against all physical sense across the ceiling. He felt the shakes work up into his throat. Just keep breathing.


‘You a cop, then?’ said the old man, voice unexpectedly deep.


The room hazed. A buzzing built in Shaper’s ears, somehow infecting him with a growing panic that it had always been there, and now that he’d noticed, it would never go away.


Paranoia. Brilliant.


‘Not exactly.’


‘Right, then.’ And the geriatric hit him.


Later, when his nose stopped bleeding, Shaper explained with some conviction that he hadn’t wanted to raise his fists against a potentially frail man, and had felt it the more honourable option to roll with the punch. Mrs Swanson and the girls, gathered to feed him restorative biscuits, nodded dutifully.


Fortunately, Vince – who had finally caught up – suffered no such reservations, and as Shaper went down like a sack of spuds, the big lug deftly stepped past and nutted the pensioner between the eyes. Vince was still carrying his beer.


Shaper enjoyed a moment or two of blissful unconsciousness, and when he darted back upright – too late – with a ninja-like grace that convinced nobody, he noticed with slight surprise that the shakes were gone.


Job’s a goodun.




Chapter Two


Alice Colquhoun, always a sharp one, deduced she was going to die long before the killer’s blade punctured her skin. Like a death-row inmate thoughtlessly salivating at the distant scent of a favourite meal, she’d decoded her impending assassination before fully realising what she was doing, and even enjoyed a perverse shiver of satisfaction at her own cleverness.


Alone in a darkness of glossy plastic and rural odours – restrained, jaw aching at a rubber ball gag – she calculated her doom with the same detached logic that had built and sustained a career almost as high-flying as she liked to boast. Her entire life had been a mercenary thrust of self-confidence so iron-bound that her third husband had joked she could deter a bullet with a glare, yet here she was, trussed in a pink leotard, shivering through the rubble of her annihilated dignity.


Knowing, now, that she was going to die.


Through an iron door, barely visible in the gloom, a stereo whined with a poorly recorded sitar, its mosquito shrill increasingly punctured by the soft-flesh thumps of a tabla. Now and then, lost in the pulse, she could hear a gentle rustle, a wet-tongued cluck of anticipation from the next room.


Her killer, she knew: preparing for murder.


It was the restraints, in the end, that had settled the matter. Before she’d given them serious thought, through all the traumas of the evening – all the shocks and terrors and indignities – she’d maintained a façade of resilience, a characteristic refusal to despair. The hooded man breaking into her home, the waggled blade, the silent gestures compelling her to dress in her lurid jogging gear . . . And then the cowl on her head, the ride in a padded van, the endless jolts and shoves and terrors. At every stage she’d sustained herself against anguish by focusing on the breadth of possibilities that might yet underpin the mystery. The chance, say, that ransom notes were winging their way towards exes and major shareholders, or that unheard sirens were whooping closer even now. The hope, even, in the hateful pit of her soul, that her captor would prove to be merely some degenerate, some uncomplicated rapist whose appetites could be sated, or at least drawn out.


But no. The restraints had put paid to all that. In the context of all that had happened tonight, they glowed to Alice like beacons in the mire of confusion, the final shards of data to complete the equation. The restraints had doomed her as surely as the blade that would – without question – kill her.


Each of her hands was encased in a boxing glove, modified with soft laces and nappy foam, enveloping both arms to the elbow. Leather straps hooked into the knuckles, securing them to the cushioned seat behind her back. Similarly, duvet strips with strait-jacket cords were fitted round each ankle, rising to the knee, fastened with rubber-coated chains to the chair’s frame. All of it immaculately sewn and sealed, clean and unpatched.


That the rig was built to prevent escape was obvious from the outset (though Alice had methodically tested each seam anyway), but what had occurred only slowly was the obsessive gentleness of it all. There were no hard edges at the wrists, no chafing cords cutting ruddy lines round ankles and knees. Here was a soft sort of domination, a thing of care and padded pressure, and its sheer kinky inoffensiveness had hidden its true meaning all too long.


She had it now.


Her restraints had been designed solely and specifically to leave no marks on her skin. No signs of captivity, no trace of the evening’s terror.


Why take such fastidious care if a captivity was purely temporary – a prisoner awaiting ransom? Why such obsessive coddling if violence and rape were the only goals?


No. No, she was too clever to cling to empty hope. The restraints had assured her that, whatever happened next, the only thing that would ever prove she’d been taken from her home, that she’d suffered in terror and trauma, was her own testimony. It stood to reason she wouldn’t be given the opportunity to present it.


She blinked back incipient tears with a cold growl, refusing to succumb, and re-examined her prison. On hanging frames to either side, dimly perceptible beneath the plastic sheets which covered every surface, crude paintings of blue-faced figures thrust hips and tangled their many arms, waggling red tongues. Beneath their manic gaze a wooden table bore a rank of foggy jam jars and a single sputtering candle, its feeble glow the only illumination. Strangest of all, on the ground around her, a dozen chrome dog bowls stood arranged like a flotilla of UFOs, faint traces of straw and sawdust glimpsed through the membrane beneath.


In the light of Alice’s murderous predictions, even they fitted this place.


It would look like an accident, she supposed. Perhaps a mugging. Something ugly and senseless – an impersonal, chaotic end – to justify the killer’s insistence she wear her jogging gear. She found she could imagine the scene with a hideous clarity: her own body left to bleed out among the nettles of the Queen’s Park nature trail, where she ran every evening without fail.


It was only then, with her own death scene so perfectly rendered, with every ghost of an outside chance exorcised – as the tabla gathered pace – that Alice Colquhoun surrendered and began softly to weep. Unable to cry out intelligibly past the ball gag, she restrained from any dribble-flecked moans or discordant grunts. Those old boardroom habits – suffer in silence, show no weakness – died far harder than—


Well, than she was about to.


Nonetheless, when the door opened and the sitar swelled inwards, a groan detonated from some secret place inside her: involuntary, unbidden. She hated herself for it, and the scalding flare of anger came close to purging her misery.


Until the killer drifted across the light. Until the hooded shape melted into the room and began slowly, in measured steps, head tilted in animal query, to dance.


Arms dead at its sides like broken wings, whispering a private chant in time to the beat.


The sitar raced, the drum rose to its hectic climax, and as its gyrations grew more crazed, the figure turned to face her and eased back its hood.


In that moment what little courage Alice still retained flooded out of her. The breath she’d been saving escaped with a hiss, and it was only her inner anger – how dare her body betray her? – that kept her bladder clenched tight.


The face beneath the hood was a thing of primary blue and distorted hate. It bobbed through shadows and light: a vision of sapphire, gold and glossy red. In the pits of its black sockets Alice could see white eyes rolled back, moist and exultant behind the mask.


The killer leaned close, warping through the mist of her tears, and raised a gloved hand for inspection. In its latex grip, the knife that would kill her poured with reflected light.


The mask whispered, ‘Ram.’


And Alice understood.


And so, as the knife first entered her, as it slid into the cavity of her stomach then slowly – lovingly – cut sideways, as her blood rattled into the waiting dog bowls like a perverted percussion, Alice Colquhoun had the feeble satisfaction of answering the one riddle she’d thus far failed to solve: why.




Chapter Three


When, Shaper wondered, chewing a pillow, did the universe turn evil?


It wasn’t that his bed was roughly as comfortable as a barbed-wire rack – though it was – nor that he felt the makers of his ‘blackout’ curtains should be prosecuted under the Trade Descriptions Act. Though he did. No, with a cushion squeezed round his ears, his current preoccupation lay with silently hating any creature winged, beaked or twittery.


Fucking birds.


Wallowing in the tetchiness of the morning after, failing to ignore the avian chorus outside, he lay on a foldout futon and tried, entirely without success, to sleep. His flat festered in the Victorian abyss between Camden and Kentish Town – an area celebrated for its colourfulness, which nonetheless suffered an ironic lack of greenery – and he simply couldn’t understand what business the feathery little bastards could have in the vicinity of his window.


Sometimes squadrons of parakeets – day-tripping down from Hampstead Heath, where they’d established a stranglehold over indigenous species like Mardi Gras gangsters – would go out of their way to accumulate in his gutters, exchanging ear-piercing bleeps like a gaggle of kids comparing mobile ringtones.


They were clearly doing it on purpose.


He sighed and rolled over, flicking on the TV in despair. It took him just two channel hops – via a slick-haired provocateur (wanker) leading an in-studio discussion titled ‘My Wife Hates My Husband’, then a clammy regional show about an experimental artist called Merlin (wanker) using London’s skyline to generate ‘Echolocation Dioramas’ – before the disgust overboiled and he gave up. The world, he concluded, loathed him, and the feeling was seethingly mutual.


Three days of this.


Shit.


The shakes had stayed away since last night’s adventure. His brain had gifted him with an uncharacteristic let-off and he didn’t intend to abuse its generosity. He’d been keeping the rotten thing stretched taut with his narcotic regime since the last detox intermission a couple of months ago, and knew from bitter experience it took several days of hermit-like dullness to let the compacted layers of psychoactive sediment leech from his skull. His blood and body demanded the break, partly to stave off the risk of overdose, partly to stage a hollow protest against dependency; mostly to assuage the threat of an ever-building tolerance. If all went well, by the end of the detox, the meds would be back to working at full effect and the Sickness – the memories, the guilt, the past – could be locked away where it belonged.


The trade-off, of course, was that for the duration of these cleansing bouts the horror was permitted to shuffle from its cage and flex its muscles. Shaper knew all too well that when that happened – perhaps later today, perhaps tomorrow – he’d wish for preoccupations as harmless as birds and broadcast bullshit.


He surrendered to sleeplessness and got up, pretending not to notice the head rush, and flapped for something to eat while his guts still worked. The coming miseries could only be tolerated, he knew, by refusing to leave the flat – by mitigating the traumas with a torrent of inactivity and solitude – and his cupboards were therefore packed with enough canned goods to shame the nuttiest of nuclear survivalists. Simple, bland, and utterly undesirable.


His intestines bubbled.


Probably just as well.


It wasn’t that he enjoyed the drugs, particularly. As a day-to-day motive there was little recreational about it, and in the rare moments when one effect or another rose above the clamour (a shiver of speedbomb confidence, say, or a languid moment of potheaded introspection), it was more a warning flag than any opportunity to enjoy himself; a signal that he’d tilted off centre, that the delusions and distortions might trickle back at any second, and that another adjustment was required. Or, as now, that he needed a fucking holiday from the whole thing, and would just have to put up with any ugliness that that entailed.


As if testing him – bastards – a couple of unnecessarily loud sirens dopplered past outside, making his head pound. He caught himself reaching for the pill file without thinking and restrained himself with a scowl.


The more you take, the less it achieves.


It didn’t seem fair.


He pushed the file away and looked for something else to do: staying busy while his brain hit freefall.


The flat was a tip – albeit in a highly organised way – there was no disguising it. For every drift of paperwork, stack of unpaid bills or heap of internet-purchased surveillance gear, there was, theoretically, a perfectly shaped void in some drawer or cupboard somewhere, so it could all be scooped away at a moment’s notice. Not that he’d ever tried.


Home.


He hated it, mostly. It wore its Young Professional Couple credentials on its sleeve – one among a dozen clones above the terraced shops and bars of Kentish Town Road – and as time passed he’d felt a compulsion to explode his detritus all across it, as if reclaiming it from the ghost possibility of a non-existent cohabitee.


He’d stopped sleeping in the bedroom long ago. He’d told himself he was keeping it for one-nighters or guests – not that either were in especially rich supply – but knew deep down he was simply uncomfortable sleeping there. A big double bed in a big double room, designed for big double things.


Bit too close to the nerve, that.


In his eyes the whole flat stank of functionality and embarrassed solitude, and it was there, in the pits of past sins and the loneliness that had followed, that the Sickness lurked at its most potent.


Three bloody days.


He picked up the phone and dialled Vince on instinct, desperate for distraction.


‘I’m asleep or in prison,’ said what was probably an answerphone. ‘Fuck off and die.’


No bleep.


Vince, Shaper reflected with a sigh, typified the circles of society he’d graduated towards all his life: a world of shades of grey, driven by the chugging engine of back-alley capitalism. A world populated by people who were technically but not psychologically ‘criminals’. Vince, Mrs Swanson, her girls, even the punters at the brothel: all normal, everyday people – broadly speaking. You could slice them into quantum nuggets, Shaper knew, and not find a single echo of black-hearted criminality, yet still they spent a goodly portion of their time flirting or fucking with matters extralegal.


Little wonder he felt so often that he’d prolapsed all moral certainty.


He reached for the pill file again, and this time didn’t catch himself until the zip was opened and his fingers were tracing along colourful little rows. He snapped it shut with a growl and chucked it across the room, not watching where it fell.


‘Piss off!’ he shouted. Then felt ridiculous.


The alternative to all this, he knew – to keep going, medicating, working, living – was terrifying. Yesterday’s incipient shakes, and those first ghosts of hallucination in the brothel were a clear sign that his chemical barriers were failing. Far better to take down the walls himself, to manage the resulting trauma here – temporarily, and on his own terms – than to let them irretrievably crumble out in the real world.


His eyes dropped on to a small baggie of brown powder on a tower of Final Demand envelopes. Mrs Swanson had thrust it into his hands with a mischievous grin last night, along with his pay. ‘Your tip,’ she’d twinkled. Her turn to make him blush.


He drummed his fingers and tried to gauge if he was already bored enough to experiment with freebie penis powder, or if he should try and save it for when things got desperate. Or at least when in company. Eventually he decided with a self-punishing sigh that any substance abuse – mystical or otherwise – violated the spirit of detox, and sulkily pushed it away.


It was going to be a very, very tough few days.


He’d tried doing things the conventional way, of course. Five years before, while the Sickness was still young, while the parade of criminal horrors and guilty abhorrence that had caused his mind to collapse was still fresh, there’d been doctors, prescriptions, ‘medications’ in the truest sense. He’d crawled up from the darkness of – he now knew – a breakdown, to find himself incapacitated, locked in a fugue of anodyne sensation, yet still haunted by the—


Well.


By her.


By the Corams.


By betrayal and bullets and blood. By hospitals and ultrasounds and warm hands going limp and lies and lies and lies . . .


So no. The doctors had tried to fix him and made him a zombie in the course of failing. It had taken him just a month to find his own solution. Not quite a cure, but a dodge, a second stability. A high-wire amphetamine plateau, teetering above and beyond the jaws of the past, allowing him to operate with every appearance of normality and package the secret slime at the back of his brain, like a tumour packed in gristle.


It allowed him to function – to focus and think and feel; an occasional few days easing the pressure seemed a small price to pay.


Over the next few nights, he knew, as the stimulants left his system, he’d catch his mind beginning to wander. He’d trip on razorblade memories. He’d choke on a sob and not know why. He’d see smoke and hear screams. The delusions would uncoil from his hindbrain like a punishment, muddling and infecting everything he saw or heard. Excitement or stimulation would only make it worse, so he’d try and sleep through as much as he could. The rest could be blunted, at least, through sensory deprivation.


Dark rooms, lukewarm baths, tasteless food . . .


And then on the third or fourth day he’d hear her voice. See her sad little smile.


And in that second, before it dragged him down into the pit of his sins, he’d knock back the first Dexedrine tab and start the whole process again. Hopping between the frying pan and the fire, two months at a time.


So far it was working.


On the tabletop, a few envelopes cascaded from the pile to reveal a prehistoric face with a profoundly disinterested expression.


‘Ziggy!’ Shaper declared, overjoyed at the distraction. ‘How’s it going, old son?’


The creature blinked with theatrical slowness and shat on the bills. Even that seemed an act of existential apathy.


Shaper had been resistant, at first, to the notion of pets. One night at the pub Vince had garrulously diagnosed ‘his problem’ (a perennial favourite among topics) as a desire for affection and structure. Bollocks, he’d said – only vaguely convincing – while a loose confederacy of regulars mimed cuddly kittens and speculated whether a puppy would give his worthless life any meaning. He’d forgotten all about the incident until he was hired several weeks later to find the missing daughter of a reptile smuggler from Leyton (shacked up with a prominent dealer of snakeskin footwear, it turned out), and in a moment of inspiration asked for payment in kind. He’d always liked dinosaurs.


Ziggy was a green iguana with the magical ability to make people feel like shit. His eternal aspect of heavy-lidded disinterest contrived to suggest he regarded humans as inconvenient natural hazards rather than living things, and he was – in general – fractionally less lovable than an ice sculpture or a corpse. Shaper had installed an incubator light in one corner shortly after bringing him home – supposedly to provide the energy Ziggy needed to survive – but it quickly became clear that the scaly sod preferred his signature state of dormant irritability and never went near it. So much, Shaper had quickly reflected, for affection and structure.


On cue, the critter scuttled into a listing stack of receipts and left him alone.


‘Three days,’ he muttered. ‘Piece of piss.’


And then the door buzzer went.


Shaper was out of his chair and at the intercom before the first metallic growl had died away. He had at least a few hours, he judged, before the lonely suffer-in-darkness shtick properly kicked in.


‘Yeah?’ he said, face to the microphone. ‘Hello?’


‘Mr Shaper?’


‘Yes! Who’s that? Actually, doesn’t matter, just come up.’


Even a bible botherer, he recklessly decided, would make a worthy distraction.


He pressed a button. The LED marked ‘door unlocked’ twinkled green. The one marked ‘door open’ remained resolutely unlit.


‘I’m sorry, Mr Shaper. I’m in a hurry.’ It was a woman’s voice, thick with Scandinavian inflection. ‘I cannot stay. I was hoping you maybe come down.’


His hand reached for his jacket without consulting his brain. He pocketed his keys in the same move and groped for the door.


Then stopped. Caught up with himself.


He leaned back into the microphone. ‘Um. Why?’


‘I have job for you.’


Shaper deflated like a balloon.


‘I’m . . . It’s . . . it’s sort of my day off.’ He coughed into a fist. ‘I need a holiday.’


‘Oh.’ The voice punched straight through disappointment and deep into bloody betrayal. ‘It is just . . . It may be important. Not for long. Few hours only.’


‘Yeah, sorry . . . It’s just not a good time.’ Every word hurt.


‘Mr Shaper?’


‘Mm?’


‘You get one thousand pounds. Very short talk. Second opinion only.’


Shaper sniffed.


Final demands, he reasoned. Plus poor Ziggy’s got to eat.


Priorities.


‘On my way,’ he said, halfway out the door.


He could delay the detox an hour or two. No problem.


Her name was Tova Isberg. Tall, blonde, dainty of feature and spectacular of chest, she’d lingered over their oh-so-chaste handshake as if expecting Shaper to recognise her. He hadn’t, and hoped it was only his imagination that she seemed relieved.


Driving her to work like a dutiful husband (who knew exactly how lucky he was), Shaper kept snatching sideways glances, partly trying to place her face, mostly just ogling. Every shift of his van’s increasingly decrepit gears – dipping a hand close to her legs – was an exercise in guilty restraint.


He’d spent all week eavesdropping on bonking couples. It was too much to hope that his inner super perv had faded already.


‘West,’ she said, glancing at her watch. ‘Go west. Already I’m late.’


For all that she was undeniably beautiful, she had about her a manner of studied non-flirtatiousness – a polite null zone where a pheromone crackle might have been – which firmly dissuaded Shaper from trying a self-diagnostic on his malfunctioning crotch. Her mannerisms put him in mind of Mrs Swanson’s girls: shorn of any daffy expectations regarding the romantic importance of sex or sexuality. Clattering past the roundabout at Swiss Cottage, the thoughts of working girls flipped a switch somewhere in the murkier realms of his memory.


‘Got it,’ he said. ‘Tova, The Valkyrie Virgin. Your phone-box flyer had the pointy helmet and everything. Swedish, right? Came over in oh-three.’


She stared out of the window and failed to be excited by memory lane. ‘Oh-two.’


‘You were one of their first, weren’t you? The Corams, I mean. They’d only just started the agency . . . “EsCort Red-Handed”, for fuck’s sake. Tacky as you like, but a good little earner.’


‘Good little earner,’ Tova said. Quiet. Cold.


Shaper squinted and tried to remember. The period in question occupied a nebulous realm of his memory beginning shortly after his schooldays and ending at the cataclysm which had scabbed over all that had gone before. The past was still visible to him – with a little patience and a lot of interpretation – but the drugs had cut it mercifully loose from any sense of personal connection, and sealed it in amber. Looking back now was more like glancing sideways of flicking through someone else’s sordid biography. And for every memory worth reconnecting to, there were a dozen brimming with violence and venom, carefully frozen under years of chemical winter.


These days, he didn’t dig too far.


A thought sleazed itself up from the ice.


‘Did we ever . . . uh . . .’ He flapped a hand.


Tova shook her head, unembarrassed. ‘You were with Anna.’


Shaper’s turn to go cold, now. He concentrated on driving, smile fixed. ‘Ah,’ he said. Almost no quaver at all.


The name alone shot frosty nails up his shoulders and throbbed in the domes behind his ears. He bit on the insides of his cheeks and thought of everything that wasn’t her. Right on time, one of his hands began to shake.


Five minutes passed in silence. Belsize Road, Kilburn, Queen’s Park. A gaggle of neon jackets stood at the roped-off entrance to the kids’ playground; an ambulance pulled up by the road. The kind painted black.


Another stabbing, Shaper supposed. Youths knifing youths.


The ugly notion came complete with an only-in-London inner shrug, and a perverse relief at the mental diversion. (Maybe he’d imagined the shakes after all. He couldn’t feel them now.)


‘South from here,’ said Tova, when they hit Kensal Rise. ‘Holland Park.’


‘Very posh.’


‘He’s rich. My client.’


Ah.


‘So you’re still, y’know . . .’ He flapped his hand again. ‘For the Corams?’


‘Not working for them any more. I got out.’


‘Very smart, very smart.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I did something similar mys—’


‘I heard.’


The path that had brought Shaper to this most difficult-to-define niche had rarely strayed into the strip-lit sterility of ‘legal’. He’d dabbled comfortably with dodginess since the age of sixteen: a snotty little East Ender with a broken nose, beating up posh kids to survive the school he’d been sent to when his dad died. In the years since then he’d seen more of the secret bruises beneath London’s tourist-tattooed skin than almost anyone – most of them in the employ of the self-same Coram family who’d once salaried Tova – and nowadays spent a good portion of his time trying to forget all those he’d caused himself. Even now, approaching the whole thing from an opposite and less destructive direction, his success depended on his clients being assured – via whichever ethereal process brought them to him – that he still knew the score.


A reputation, he’d gloomily accepted, clings a lot harder than a career.


Another troubling idea shifted him in his seat. ‘This is . . . nothing to do with them, right? The Corams?’


‘Nothing.’


‘’Cos I’m . . . I’m well out of all that.’


And I won’t go back. Not to them.


Not to that vicious family fraud. Not to Maude and her kids, and the turbulent stink of betrayal that surrounded them like a nuclear cloud.


Never go back.


God, I miss them . . .


‘Nothing to do with them,’ Tova said.


‘Right then.’ He gave a professional little sniff and eased the van down Ladbroke Grove, stuck behind a bus. An advert on its rear window read ‘Overdoing It?’, above a cartoon tortoise outpacing a startled-looking hare: a tub of energy tablets clutched in one claw. On instinct, Shaper’s hand dipped to his pocket to brush lightly across the zip of the pill file . . .


Which, of course, wasn’t there. Thrown, blindly, across his flat.


No big deal. (Trying not to panic.) Just a couple of hours. Back to the detox.


‘Where are we going, Tova?’


‘I told. Holland P—’


‘Not what I meant.’


She shrugged. ‘My patient, he calls me. Ten a.m. I am still in shower – is very early, for him.’


Shaper tried not to imagine her in the shower. Gave up.


‘He was very agitated. Wanted to speak with somebody who is . . . finding things out, yes? I suggest you. He’s very wealthy – talk only.’


‘A “patient”?’ Shaper repeated. Then broke into a grin as realisation dawned. ‘You mean, like . . . naughty nurse?’


Tova threw him a look of deafening neutrality. ‘No. I mean like real nurse.’ She twitched aside her jacket. All whites and medical blues.


‘Oh.’ He coughed into a fist. ‘Sorry.’


They drove in silence after that.


It cost four pounds twenty to park for the minimum term – a metered bay half a mile from their destination – and the atmospheric hum of wealth didn’t diminish thereafter. Tova led Shaper along a leafy street lined with four-by-fours and phallus cars, and up the steps of a white marble mansion terrace which, he guessed, had been dumped through a time warp from ancient Rome. He noted with irritation that, despite the abundance of neatly pruned trees, not a single bird chirped.


Hate, hate, hate.


Tova let herself in with a private keycard (he’d half expected a retinal scan or a doorman with a rifle), and up an ox-blood staircase to a carved oak door. Another key.


Shaper clenched and unclenched his fists in his pockets while she opened up, an inexplicable paranoia prickling in the small of his back. He tried to focus on the kaleidoscope of expensive clutter rather than his own sweaty state, and realised that, London being London, he could name three crack dens in crumbling local authority blocks within two streets. If you looked from far enough away, he knew, squeezed in side by side, the city’s class divides merged into a single, average-income blur.


Seen from a distance, monstrous wealth was almost invisible.


Seen from the inside, on the other hand, it looked a lot like a mahogany-lined palace of over-indulgence and drear. Far gloomier than it should have been, with dark rugs aligned meticulously along parquet hallways and maroon blinds stifling the light.


Too quiet.


Tova began bustling in a cupboard just inside the door, dragging out a torpedo-like oxygen bottle and loading it, deftly, on to a trolley. ‘Third door at the right,’ she said, nodding up. ‘Walk noisy, yes? He doesn’t like to be startled.’


Shaper nodded, feigning confidence, and began clattering up the hallway as clumsily as he could manage.


‘He’s very lovely,’ Tova called out, like an afterthought. ‘Only wants you to listen. See what you say at end.’


‘Right. Thanks.’ He reached for the relevant door, noting that his fingers shook – unmistakably this time – as they tightened. A clammy nausea climbed in his belly.


The chemicals, leaving his blood. Or the tension baiting the Sickness like a caged lion. Either way – shit.


‘Oh, one thing.’ From the gloom he could just discern Tova’s face, peering over a tangle of nebulisers and tubes. ‘He can be . . . how do you say . . . Eccentric? Confused, yes? Is best if you just let it go. Big stories, he tells. Just smile, I think. Not argue.’


‘Not argue. Check. Has he got a name?’


She shrugged. ‘He is Mr Glass.’


Shaper stepped through the door. He was instantly bathed in an electric ripple of darkness and light: coruscating blue tones in cold angular coffins, suspended in pitch blackness. And, as if taking its cue from the unexpected surreality around him, his vision began to blur.


Crap.


He blinked and battened it down, muttering to himself. ‘Aquariums . . .’ Lots and lots of aquariums.


He walked between the aisles as if compelled, absorbed in the gentle sputtering of filters and halide-lit bubbles. A sterile taste of life in the womb: muffled, liquid, all-enclosing. To one side a phalanx of bright fish, yellow and red, hung in formation above a punctured coral like a brain, he thought, rotten with ulcers, and over his shoulder a gorgeous shrimp waved frond-like claws across a circulatory jet. In the tank above it an anemone beckoned sensuously, then caressed erotic tendrils across the bellies of three striped fish.


Shaper shook his head, sensing the honey-like sludge of reality oozing from his grip, and swore at himself for leaving the meds at home. No, worse: for even coming here.


He blinked and tried to bullshit his way through the weirdness, marching further along the neon sepulchre, but it was too late. The Sickness had found a crack among the fading drugs and the simple weirdness of the bubbling room, and the distortions were taking hold.


The tanks became serried rows of angelic tombstones, epitaphs inscribed in alien letters of living light: gulping water and flicking fins. As the pulse of the filters unified to a single frog-like warble, he became convinced he could see the souls of every living thing. Each fish a beacon of light, each roiling sea plant a lattice of lasers, given perfect purity by their ignorance. No lies, here. No treachery or falsehood. No synaesthetic swarms of ruby flies or pestilent smells – like those haunting the doorway to the brothel – only the clean simplicity of dumb existence.


This, at least, was a familiar delusion. One that gripped him at some stage during each of his detox episodes, rendered harmless in the dull sanctuary of his own home.


But here . . .


He found himself raising a hand for his own inspection, already knowing what he’d see. On the jag of his third knuckle, the skin bubbled. Spots appeared around the quivering pustule, strobing from bloodless white to rotten black. A red tinge smeared itself through the nearby veins: a disease gurgling wider. In this dream his body was dying, necrotising from the inside out, infected by the pestilence hiding deep in the vile coil he laughably called a soul.


His own guilt. The things he did, the people he hurt, the lives he broke.


His own filth, trying to get out.


His eyes widened. In the heart of the decaying skin a lesion stretched under pressure. Something white and wet heaved up from below, tiny body throbbing with peristaltic life.


Maggot.


Pale and mindless, it snapped through the blister and writhed free, bringing a low groan from inside him, and oozed across the back of his hand. He felt his knees weaken.


‘Here!’ said a voice, rippling across the sky. ‘Don’t knock on the tanks.’


Shaper tried to explain he wasn’t, tried to hold up the hand to show whoever was there – whatever oddity was creeping up in the dark – that look, see, can’t you tell I’m dying? But what left his mouth was just sound, and when he finally persuaded his head to turn to look, all thoughts of his own horrific state flooded away.


There was a man made of light, staring at him.


Radiating. Crackling with whiteness every bit as pure – every bit as simple – as those feckless, flawless little fish dotting the darkness. At the edges of the corona the glow prickled with a violent tinge, and as this divine absurdity reached out a hand towards him, Shaper felt his own filth retreat, his pestilence submerge.


The maggot dissolved like ash on a nuclear wind.


‘You must be this Shaper fellow, then?’ the vision said. ‘Nice to meet you.’


‘Who . . . ?’ he squeezed from empty lungs.


‘I’m George Glass,’ said the light, taking his hand. ‘And I’m three thousand years old.’


Which is when Shaper passed out.




Chapter Four


He awoke to find himself – broadly speaking – back in the real world.


The distortions were gone, and when he’d blinked back from the blackness, the buzzing in his ears had died away. Only the endless bubbling and the glitterball of light through water remained, disorientating and distracting even as it soothed.


He stood gingerly and waited for the headache to settle.


An old man was staring at him, leaning shakily on a stick with a set of bramble brows curled in confusion.


‘Are you quite all right?’ he said.


His eyes were an almost transparent brown, bringing to Shaper’s mind nothing so much as twin pools of whisky, which lit up abruptly above a smile so preternaturally guileless that Shaper caught himself grinning back, mumbling, ‘Fine, fine.’


The headache, against all historical precedent, faded like the end of a bad song.


‘I have this condition,’ he explained. ‘Sometimes it flares up. I— it’s fine now.’


Condition.


Now there was a joke.


Oh, the doctors had shot names at it, he remembered, as if a label were the same as a cure. The Capgras Syndrome of Existential Uncertainty; Somatoparaphrenic Disconnections from parts of his own body; Monothematic Delusions of corruption and decay, blah-blah-blah. But none of the hats was a perfect fit, and a simple name couldn’t alter the underlying truth.


Shaper’s past had branded his present like a coloured lens over his senses.


His ‘condition’, if it had a name, was ‘Fucked By Guilt’.


But the old man didn’t know any of that, and merely waggled his brows in concern. ‘You’re sure you’re feeling better? Best sit down anyway, eh? This way!’


And off he hobbled.


Optionless, Shaper trailed him – patient at the creaking progress – to a bright living room, mercifully free of psychedelic triggers. ‘Fish,’ the man muttered, as if hearing his thoughts. ‘Either very relaxing or terribly dull – depends how you feel. I find they help me remember.’ He tapped his head. ‘Do you know, I spent a summer diving for pearls? Got a soft spot for the little sods while I was down there. It’s all nostalgia.’


‘Pearls,’ Shaper mumbled. ‘When . . . when was that, then?’


The old man shrugged. ‘Buggered if I know.’


He settled himself into a colossal armchair and took a moment to catch his breath. Shaper sank on to an artfully distressed leather settee and contemplated his host.


A resilient fringe of white hair clung to the slopes of the old boy’s skull like a treeline, from which the dome of his scalp – pointier than seemed sensible – emerged like an olive-toned iceberg. To Shaper, his complexion suggested the Mediterranean, but he had no trace of an accent and, where the wool of his hair met his temples, there was a distinct hint of sandy blond. He wore baggy lounging clothes: linen trousers and a crinkled shirt, one step above pyjamas, one step below formal. He folded his slender hands – constantly shaking, Shaper noted – across the head of his stick, and smiled the smile of everyone’s dream grandfather.


‘So then,’ he said. ‘Mr Shaper, Private Eye.’


‘Sort of. Yeah.’ Shaper hated the title, but for some reason couldn’t bring himself to say so. ‘And it’s . . . it’s Mr Glass, isn’t it?’


‘These days, ha. These days!’


Rrrright.


Above all else, beyond the obvious eccentricity and manic smiles, the man radiated a sense of extraordinary warmth – genuine interest, genuine care – which in spite of all his instinctive suspicion, Shaper couldn’t bring himself to doubt. He found himself haunted by that final vision from next door’s wig-out: the ghost of a pure, cleansing aura of white and violet.


Mess-i-bloody-anic, as Vince would’ve put it.


Shaper knew all too well that his lunatic brain farts couldn’t be trusted, but they were tough impressions to shake. He’d been stumbling over such hallucinatory nonsense for the past half-decade – whenever the drugs were out out of synch or the situation became overwhelming – but they rarely took his breath away as profoundly as today’s, and had never before described an image of such focused incandescence. On the contrary, vague psychedelics and blurred associations were the usual stock-in-trade of his Sickness, mundane fantasies he’d long since rationalised as manifestations of his own subconscious – gut feelings and first impressions given form and colour. At best they were an unwelcome obfuscation of his senses; at worst – as with this last episode – an incapacitating crash of the meat computer in his skull.


He avoided them as much as possible.


Nonetheless, soothed by the memory of that purifying halo, he found himself bizarrely calm in Glass’s presence. Even when he found the brown eyes inspecting him with the same quizzical interest he’d been applying himself, he felt no awkwardness, no desire to look away or bristle.


Tova broke the silence by bustling in with a tray, balancing a glass of water and a small pot loaded with colourful tablets.


‘Pill time,’ she said, setting it down. Glass rolled his eyes with a twinkle – for Shaper’s benefit – and began diligently swallowing the stash, water sloshing in his trembling hand. Shaper watched the tablets vanish with a tiny twinge of envy.


‘Sandra called,’ Tova declared. ‘They’re almost here. I have set up for Freddie in guest room.’


The old man paused between sips. ‘My daughter and her son,’ he explained to Shaper. ‘They visit every week.’


‘Very nice.’


‘He’s a bit . . . how do they put it now? “Special needs.” The boy. Lovely little chap, though.’


‘Right.’


‘That’s why I got Tova, y’see? She looks after him, mostly. But she can do me too.’


Arf arf, Shaper successfully didn’t say.


Tova demonstrated more accurately what was meant by ‘doing’ by shushing the old man and rattling the remaining pills. He sighed and kept swallowing.


‘Most days,’ she explained to Shaper, ‘I come here, then go see Freddie at other house.’


‘Other house?’


‘I told you, Mr Glass very rich. Big house outside town. Is where Sandra lives. Have to get train, let myself in, very boring. Thursdays they come here instead. Much more easy for me. More time.’


Glass handed back the empty pill pot with a smile. ‘Enough to make us a cuppa, d’you suppose?’


Evidently even frosty little Tova wasn’t immune to Glass’s charm, smirking with fake irritation and asking both men how they took it.


‘White,’ Shaper said, strangling innuendos. ‘Three sugars.’


‘So,’ said Glass when they were alone. ‘Sandra’s coming. I’m afraid this’ll have to be rather quick, then. I don’t want her fussing.’


Quick? Shaper panicked. As in less than £1,000?


‘Fussing about what?’


‘Well, that’s it, isn’t it? That’s why you’re here.’ The old man opened a drawer and removed a white oblong, cut across its top edge. ‘It arrived before I even woke up. I want to know what you think.’


Shaper took it from the shaking hand. It was an ordinary enough envelope, self-sealing with a sticky strip, address written in chunky, disconnected letters. No stamp, no postmark.


‘Sloppy,’ he muttered. ‘Someone’s in a hurry.’


‘How’s that?’


Glass, he found, was watching him closely.


He shrugged. ‘Sender wanted it to be untraceable. No lickable strip for DNA, no freeform handwriting. But, actually, that’s a bit of a cock-up right there. He’s done these big nursery-school letters to try and disguise the cursive, but a decent expert could still tell you all sorts. Cops these days can d—’


‘No police,’ said Glass.


Shaper glanced up, quietly surprised at the conviction in the voice. It wasn’t that a desire to avoid Her Majesty’s finest was unusual among his clients, simply that it somehow didn’t tally with the world of George Glass he’d seen so far.


Hm.


‘No police,’ he said, oddly disappointed. ‘Right.’ He turned back to the envelope. ‘Anyway, something happened, didn’t it? He’s written out the address, all ready to post, but he never goes through with it. No stamp. Decides to do it by hand instead – much bigger risk. So something changed. Something happened this morning.’


‘Very good.’ Glass almost clapped. ‘See for yourself.’


Inside were four folded sheets of paper. Shaper fished them out one by one, opening them with care. The first two had been cut from consecutive issues of the Evening Standard, each a small article with a connecting strip to the page-top date: one from the previous day, one from the edition before that.


The earliest dealt in simple, matter-of-fact terms with the death of one Heidi Meyer (63), whose entire existence was summarised in a textual splat so dreary that a typo in the second line seemed the most interesting thing about her. She had been, Shaper read, ‘a keen gardener’ and ‘frequent exhibitor at the Chelsea Plower Show’ – uh-huh – who’d slipped while pruning in her rooftop garden near Richmond. ‘Police were alerted when a neighbour spotted the body at the foot of a communal light well.’ Shaper scanned the rest with a guilty stab of impatience: terrible accident, lovely old lady, never a harsh word, yadda yadda, ‘. . . and are not treating the death as suspicious.’


The small photo showed a dowdy little woman in tie-dyed overalls with bird’s nest hair, posing with a trowel for some long-past appearance at the Chelsea ‘Plower’ Show.


The second article, from yesterday’s edition, wasn’t much bigger. This one used the discovery of a badly damaged body, beside train tracks in Clapham, as a lead-in to a wider declamation on the area’s use as a dogging spot for homosexuals. It described a bridge with an overhang offering perfect shelter for nocturnal goings-on, and thoughtfully reassured readers that ‘local officers are aware of the problem’. The article even wheeled out a councillor to wobble his jowls and condemn the immoral, illegal, and above all dangerous practice of fucking by train light. Except he didn’t call it that.


In all this, Shaper noticed, the unfortunate sod whose body had prompted it all got remarkably little mention. It was clear he’d been hit by a train, and given the darkness of the tunnel it perhaps wasn’t a surprise that no driver had reported an incident. The article suggested – what with the reputation of the area – that the man probably hadn’t been alone (‘appeal for anyone who witnessed the incident to contact police’) but, as with the first article, surmised it was a terrible accident and nothing more. It added, almost as an afterthought, that the police believed the casualty was a well-known ‘local sex worker’ known as ‘Kingsley’, and were seeking relatives to confirm his identity.


The name, at least, caught Shaper’s eye. Nothing like familiarity to make an ugly, trivial little death seem important.


Kingsley the Cocker, minor celebrity of the extralegal world, boyish of face and (so they said) goddish of everywhere else . . .


Rest in pieces, old son.


Tova brought the tea as he flicked to the third sheet. ‘Is he any good?’ she asked Glass, hooking a thumb.


‘I’ll let you know.’ The old man smiled.


The third sheet was a printout from the BBC News website. A two-paragraph tangle of uncertainty regarding the reported discovery of a body in Queen’s Park, NW6. Shaper scowled and thought back to the police cordon he’d passed on his way here.
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