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5 November, present day


[image: image]aul isn’t there. The instant Mum sees his room is empty her heart stutters. The PC, usually left on twenty-four-seven, is switched off. There’s none of Paul’s usual clutter on the floor or on the table: no discarded clothes, no books lying face down on the desk, no DVDs or computer games. For once, everything is neatly filed away. He’s even made the bed. The whole place has the appearance of a hotel bedroom.


‘Paul,’ she cries, knowing there’s no point, ‘Paul!’


Paul’s girlfriend Netty hovers behind the distraught Mrs Rector, feeling like an intruder on a mother’s grief. Mum grabs the phone and calls him. She gets a recorded message: the number you have called is unavailable.


‘What in God’s name is he up to this time?’ Mum groans, seeking solace in Netty’s face. But there isn’t a trace of reassurance in Netty’s expression. Like Mrs Rector, she knows that there is no innocent explanation for Paul’s disappearance. Mumcalls Paul’s mobile again. His voice mail announces the same recorded message. While Mum’s trembling fingers are returning the phone to its usual place on the hall table, Netty crosses Paul’s room and picks up a sheet of lined notepaper. It was lying behind his computer monitor. Maybe the draught blew it there when Mum opened the door.


‘What is it?’ Mum asks, dismayed by the shadow that passes over the girl’s face.


Netty passes it to her without speaking.


Mum.
I’ve gone back to where it all started. I think I know what I’ve got to do.
Love,
Paul.


‘Netty,’ Mum says, ‘do you know anything about this?’


Netty shakes her head. ‘Not really, it’s just …’


‘Go on.’


‘It’s the last few days. Paul’s been strange, kind of broody. Didn’t you notice?’


Mum shakes her head. ‘After everything that’s happened, I suppose I’ve been too tied up in my own thoughts.’


‘You know Paul and I went on that river cruise on the Thames this morning?’ Netty asks.


Mum nods, urging Netty to continue with a look.


‘He said he saw something. He didn’t really make much sense. He said he saw pictures in the water.’


By this point Mum’s instincts are screaming. ‘And you didn’t ask what he meant?’


Netty lowers her eyes. ‘No.’


Mum feels a chill slither through the marrow of her bones. Pictures, Netty said. Mum knows all about Paul’s visions. She’s heard him talk about the stark spectral images, of terror, of creatures from London’s dark heart. For a long time her son has been a tormented soul, haunted by an unwanted destiny. She remembers his black-outs and panic attacks and looks at the note again.


‘Where it all started,’ she murmurs.


Her mind goes back to the night when horror exploded into their lives. It came in the form of a fiend from Hell. It came in the form of her other son. He found Paul one evening on a station platform and that night the killings started.


‘It’s got to be Whitechapel,’ Mum says. ‘The tube. Netty, will you come with me?’


There isn’t a moment’s hesitation. ‘Of course.’


It’s a ten-minute walk to the tube. Running, they complete the journey in five.


‘What did he see?’ Mum asks. ‘Didn’t he tell you anything at all?’ She drops her voice. ‘Did he mention Redman?’


Netty shakes her head. From that moment on, they stand silently, each lost in her own thoughts. Within a single square mile Redman had butchered five people. He’d murdered them – the policeman, the teacher, the gangster, the student, the boy. It was Paul who had put a stop to Redman’s killing spree. So what more was there to do? Why this all-too-brief, teasing note? Neither Mum nor Netty had the answer. Two stops down the line, they arrive at Whitechapel.


Mum doesn’t know what to expect, only that, after everything that has happened, she should imagine the worst, then know the real thing is going to surpass it. It was true of Redman’s killing spree. It’s bound to be true of this latest crisis. They run up the steps and check the other platforms. They ask around. Has anybody seen a fifteen-year-old boy wearing a black jacket? Nobody has.


‘But he’s got to be here,’ Mum says. Fear is clawing at her throat. ‘What platform would he have been on the night he met John?’


‘He was going home,’ Netty said, twisting round. ‘It’s this one.’


They both turn and retrace their steps to where they got off their train. There are only two people on the platform and no trains waiting.


‘He’s got to be here,’ Mum says. ‘Do you see him?’


Then she sees the expression on Netty’s face. Mum follows the direction of her stare. Just for a moment she sees him. There’s a train carriage standing at the platform. It belongs to a different age. And there’s Paul, looking straight ahead as if he no longer belongs in the twenty-first century.


‘Paul!’ Mum screams, hammering on the closed doors. She tries to prise the doors open, tries and fails.


‘Paul!’


She slaps her palm against the window. Very slowly, Paul turns and looks at them. A sad, distant smile flits across his face. He holds it for a moment and raises his hand to wave. He mouths a single word. ‘Goodbye.’


Mum pounds helplessly at the carriage window but it dissolves into thin air. With nothing to hold onto, she almost topples forward onto the line but Netty tugs her back. There’s the translucent after-image of a parting tube train, then nothing. A tortured scream of loss explodes from Mum’s throat and she slumps back against Netty, sobbing uncontrollably. Netty does her best to comfort her, vaguely aware of a pair of by-standers staring at them with furrowed brows. Neither of them saw the ghost carriage. Paul makes no effort to look back. He keeps his gaze fixed on the darkness that is racing towards him. His journey has begun. He’s entered Hell’s Underground.


The train thunders on through the roaring gloom. Paul looks out of the window. There are no over ground sections to the journey this time, nor lights to illuminate the tunnel. On and on he plummets, alone, into the abyss. The bulbs in the carriage glow brightly for a second then stutter. He hears footsteps. Somebody’s coming. Paul looks up and is surprised to see a ticket inspector. He looks perfectly ordinary though the uniform, like the train, belongs to the 1940s, his destination.


‘Tickets please,’ the inspector says.


Without thinking, Paul holds out his ticket. The inspector takes it and frowns.


‘This ticket is invalid, Sir.’


Paul looks up, bewildered. He has left his own familiar world. What are the rules? Before he can speak, the inspector pulls out a small blue notepad. There are carbon papers between the pages. He licks the end of a pencil and writes a replacement ticket.


‘There you go, Sir. That’ll take you where you want to go.’


The inspector hands Paul his ticket. Everything is now neatly printed.


Sunday, 29 December, 1940. Paul reads the remaining details. Bank Station. There’s even a time. 6.30pm.


Paul sees the inspector turning to go.


‘Wait,’ he says. ‘Aren’t you going to help me? What’s supposed to happen next?’


‘Now your journey is underway,’ the inspector says. ‘Yours is a path of loneliness and self-discovery. The way is long and beset with many dangers. At the end of it there lies a dethroned King and a white chapel. To find your enemy you must find yourself.’ He touches the peak of his cap. ‘Good luck.’


With that he turns. Paul stares in horror. The back of the inspector’s skull is a gory mess of shattered bone, gelatinous blood and brain matter.


‘Are you a ghost?’ Paul asks.


But the inspector carries on down the carriage, oblivious to the question. He steps through the far door and is gone. The train starts to slow. Paul cranes to see. There’s a light up ahead.


The brakes squeal. The carriage shudders and fills with the acrid stench of smoke and burning rubber. There’s something else, the sulphurous perfume of brimstone. Paul wonders what’s waiting for him at his journey’s end. He left his London at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Soon he will enter the same city in the early years of World War II, the time of his country’s greatest crisis. There will be fire. There will be terror. There will be a reckoning. A man’s life is in the balance. If he dies, history will change. Evil will rise. Paul has the destiny of a great city in his hands. He has turned his back on his own world to fight for its right to survive in another. The point of brightness becomes a sequence of light and dark. The train is pulling into the station. The battle begins.





One
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London. Sunday, 29 December, 1940


[image: image]he train juddered to a halt. The wheels made a noise on the track like a knife grinding. Immediately, Paul glimpsed the wartime posters on the wall.


Look Out in the Black Out.


Walk facing the traffic where you can see and be seen.


Can it really be true? he wondered. Is it that easy? Have I stepped back in time? Stirring himself, he left the train. Though he had made his journey alone, he now found himself swept along by bustling crowds. There was the staccato chorus of high heels and half a dozen young women overtook him, chatting excitedly. Next, a man in a sports jacket and wide, flapping flannel trousers pushed past.


It was impossible not to eavesdrop on the snatches of conversation around him. A woman in a flowered dress was looking forward to a nice cup of cha. An elderly man grumbled that it was time they gave Jerry something back. Paul couldn’t help but be fascinated by these echoes of a past England come to life. Falling in behind the other passengers, men and women who seemed to have materialised from nowhere, Paul headed for the exit, without any idea where he was going. He was in search of a man, not a destination. He was looking for Detective Inspector George Temple of the Special Branch, the man whose life he had to save.


Making his way through the rotunda-shaped booking hall, he gazed at his surroundings. As the crowds disgorged by the tube train thinned, Paul examined every male face. Temple’s name had been contained in an old diary, the thinnest of clues but a signpost at least. So which of these anonymous faces belonged to Temple? Paul was beginning to realize the difficulty of his mission. He started climbing to street level. The station was emptying quickly. No more than a dozen people remained and most were rapidly vanishing out of view up the stairs. Soon, everyone would be gone, and with them any chance of thwarting the murder plot. Had he left it too late?


Taking a chance, he called, ‘Temple.’


A man at the top of the stairs halted. His leather-soled shoes scraped as he paused. Then the man crouched low and glanced back into the station. Paul flattened his back against the wall to avoid being spotted. He saw a tall, lean man in a mackintosh. His black, Brylcreemed hair was just visible under the brim of his trilby hat.


‘Hello,’ Temple asked, ‘who’s there? Did somebody call my name?’


Paul stayed where he was, heart thumping. It was too early to declare himself. What could he say? Explain why he was here? Temple would just laugh in his face. No, Paul’s story was so strange, so utterly unbelievable, Temple wouldn’t even give him a hearing. There was only one way to convince the policeman and that was to do something to prove himself and the story he had to tell. Paul stepped out into the late December gloom and watched Temple walk down the street. He could hear the six o’clock chimes of Big Ben ringing out across the river. He followed, grateful for his Nike trainers. He padded softly after the shadowy figure of the detective, taking care not to let the gap between them shorten too much. The last thing he wanted was to attract Temple’s attention a second time.


He needn’t have worried. Temple was wrapped up in his own thoughts. He kept his eyes trained on the way ahead. That’s when the air-raid sirens sounded. It was a prolonged, unearthly wailing like banshees gathering over a haunted moor. Paul skidded to a halt while the rest of the crowd started to head for cover. Some hurried. Most seemed to treat it as part of an irksome routine. The streets emptied instantly. The long queues of pale, weary-looking people at the bus stops reluctantly gave up their wait for a ride home and joined the general exodus. The air raid siren was quickly replaced by a second sound, the distant crackle of guns. The anti-aircraft batteries were opening up. Simultaneously, searchlights started to swing across the sky, illuminating the lines of barrage balloons. Their beams were mimicked by another set of lights at street level. Air raid wardens had appeared, their dimmed torches creeping along the pavements.


All the sights and sounds were new to Paul: vivid, startling and strange. He watched as people vanished from the street. They’d been living this nightmare for one hundred and fourteen consecutive days. A quarter of the British population was clustered here, more or less defenceless while the skies rained fire.


Soon, Paul and Temple were alone on the darkened streets. Temple wasn’t looking for shelter. He was moving fast. Come hell, high water or Nazi bombardment, he was going to keep his rendezvous. The ack ack was continuing to growl across the rooftops. Temple didn’t even look up. Instead, he quickened his pace and headed in the direction of St Paul’s. Paul followed, uncomfortably aware of the rumble of planes overhead and Temple’s assassin lurking somewhere in these bleak, wintry streets.


‘Hey, you there,’ a voice barked, ‘didn’t you hear the siren?’


A man in a black uniform and helmet emerged from the murk.


‘I’m just going,’ Paul said.


No sooner had the words left his lips than there was a sound like a heavy rain shower or the rustling of autumn leaves.


‘What’s that?’ Paul asked, startled.


‘Where’ve you been hiding?’ the ARP warden demanded. ‘Haven’t you heard the sounds of incendiaries before?’


Paul gazed skywards and saw the falling objects. ‘Firebombs.’


‘That’s right, sonny,’ the warden told him, ‘IBs, Hitler’s New Year presents, call them what you will. Now stop asking ruddy stupid questions and get off the street. You’ll get your bleedin’ head blown off, you will.’


Paul started walking but not in the direction the warden had pointed. The dull, rolling roar of aircraft drowned out the man’s renewed protests, then more incendiaries fell, creating dazzling white points in the night. Already, the street was ringed by flame. The firebombs were falling in thick showers now and one or two fires were blazing out of control. Fear boiled over Paul’s skin but he couldn’t give up his pursuit of Temple.


Keeping the detective’s silhouette in view, Paul hurried after him. The night was heavy with the bombers’ drone, the increasing number of fires casting an eerie, scarlet glow. Flames leaped above the houses and offices and cinders pelted the roofs. At each new explosion, Paul flinched. After one particularly loud detonation, he cowered behind a blast wall of sandbags but Temple didn’t seem to notice any of it. On he went through the night, dodging waves of howling sparks and embers. The detective had to be either very brave or very stupid. Scrambling out from behind his shelter, Paul ran to keep Temple in sight. The sky filled with planes, planes and more planes, unloading their deadly cargo over the city below. The Luftwaffe seemed to be intent on reducing London to ash.


To Paul’s relief, Temple stopped and pulled out a notepad. He had a small pencil flashlight in his hand. He held the page in the torch beam, nodded and continued to the end of the street. He turned the corner, a hazy figure framed by the blazing warehouses of Paternoster Row, Ivy Lane and London House Yard. The narrow City streets were being devoured by runaway conflagrations.


As Paul followed through the flame and the dust, he cast his mind back to the twist of destiny that had brought him to this corner of Hell. There was something in his blood, a rottenness almost as old as time. The men in his family did things, terrible things. They destroyed the lives of others. In doing so, they often destroyed themselves. It was a contamination from which Paul would not be free until he had uprooted its source deep in London’s sooty heart. His bloodline made him a reluctant cousin to the shadowy killer who was prowling nearby.


‘Where are you?’ Paul wondered out loud.


It was the right time. What happened next? All Paul understood was this: the whole world was falling apart around him. Walls and coping stones were crashing to the ground. The streets were cratered and full of debris and everywhere burning brands pelted down. Even the clouds were stained crimson by the reflected glow of the flames. And the inferno was becoming more intense, creating a haven for the killer in the dark. Turning the next corner, Paul saw Temple picking his way past a burned out fire appliance. What drove this man on? Wearily, Paul kept up his pursuit. His eyes darted left and right. Any second he expected the assassin to spring out from the sheets of flame that roared from every direction.


The atmosphere at the centre of the firestorm was stifling. A high wind was adding to the hellishness of the scene, hot gales sweeping through buildings amid a snowstorm of golden sparks. For the first time Paul was beginning to hear the clang of collapsing girders and the crash of floors giving way. He passed a group of fire fighters and half expected to be challenged but they were too intent on the job in hand. For a moment Paul stood transfixed by the courage of these red-eyed, smudge-faced men. He was starting to realize just how safe it had been, that world in which he had grown up. He stumbled forward, wondering if he had the courage to go on.


That’s when, at last, he saw a silhouetted figure appear to Temple’s left, emerging out of a blizzard of hot brands. A burst of ack ack illuminated the stranger’s face. Paul had seen the telltale signs before, in the face of Redman – John Redman, his nemesis, his brother. Paul recognized the same translucent skin, the same soulless eyes as the murderer who had taken the lives of five people. They were the marks of the demon. But Temple didn’t see the monster in the stranger he was meeting, just the man. Oblivious to the danger, Temple turned to talk to the newcomer.


‘You must be Shadow,’ he said. ‘You spoke to my superior, Superintendent John Ketsch,’ Temple said. ‘We followed up the tips you gave him. They were accurate.’


‘I told you I had inside information.’


Paul saw what the demon was doing. He’d fed Temple just enough leads to bait the hook and draw him to a meeting.


Temple spoke again. ‘It’s obvious you are who you say you are.’


Shadow listened. His eyes remained expressionless.


‘So let’s get down to business, Mr—’


‘Why don’t we just stick to the name I gave you?’ the demon suggested. ‘Call me Shadow.’


‘Very well,’ Temple continued. ‘Shadow it is. You have information about an assassination attempt on Mr Churchill.’


Now Paul understood why Temple was ready to brave the Blitz and attend the meeting. He’d come on a matter of national security, the protection of the Prime Minister. More bombs shrieked down. The ground jumped beneath their feet. Even the hitherto unflappable Temple flinched this time.


‘You could have chosen a better night for a meeting,’ he said ruefully as slabs of masonry peeled from a nearby building. ‘Now, tell me what you’ve got for us and we can get out of this madness.’


A thin smile curled across the Shadow’s face. The demon made a telltale movement towards Temple. Paul’s heart set up a warning clamour.


‘Look out!’ he cried.


At last Temple recognized the danger. He blocked the sudden assault with his shoulder and threw a right jab. His knuckles found soft flesh and he succeeded in propelling his attacker backwards. Shadow grunted and staggered for a moment then renewed the attack. Beneath a blood-red sky, a life-or-death struggle began. Temple swung a punch that rocked the demon back on his heels. It was the detective’s turn to smile. Paul sensed that Temple thought he’d won.


‘No,’ he cried, rushing forward, ‘don’t drop your guard.’


Temple half-turned, catching Paul’s eye. ‘Who the hell are you?’ he demanded. Then he realized where he’d heard the voice before. ‘You’re the one who called to me in the tube station, aren’t you?’


Paul nodded then turned his gaze on the demon, who was approaching once more. He was in no hurry. He wore an amused smile, as if he was telling the detective that his efforts to hurt him were ridiculously puny. It was Temple’s turn to notice the deathly pallor of his opponent’s face. Shadow snarled. The drawn-back lips revealed inhuman, needle-sharp teeth, in double rows.


‘What in God’s name!’ Temple gasped at the sight of the man’s hideous maw.


‘Don’t look into his eyes,’ Paul warned. ‘You’ll be dead if you do.’


Temple tore his stare away from the demon then, realizing that he was facing a danger beyond his imagining, he drew his gun and shot his assailant through the shoulder. Blood and flesh spattered the wall and pavement behind him. Shadow stumbled back, uttering a wounded animal squeal as he did so. But the gunshot didn’t stop him for long. Reaching into his wounded flesh, he dug for the bullet with bloody fingers, and plucked it out, scooping gobbets of flesh and decals of thick, dark blood with it. Paul saw Temple’s eyes widen in disbelief. The demon grinned triumphantly, the curved, serrated fangs gleaming, and flicked the bullet in Temple’s direction. It tinkled uselessly on the pavement. To the policeman’s amazement, the movement of the attacker’s ruined shoulder seemed unimpaired by the damage. Paul saw that Temple was paralysed by the sights he had witnessed. He stepped between monster and man and prepared to confront the demon himself.


‘Step aside, boy!’ Shadow growled. ‘This is no business of yours.’


‘You’re wrong,’ Paul retorted. ‘I know what you are. I know who sent you. Do you want me to speak your master’s name?’


The demon’s eyes narrowed as he searched Paul’s face, curious to find out if he knew as much as he claimed. Paul didn’t disappoint. It was the likes of Redman and Shadow who became demon assassins but they were mere pawns. Behind them, there was a greater power at work.


‘You serve King Lud,’ Paul said. ‘You serve the terror man.’


In response, Shadow hurled Paul to one side, winding him. The demon watched him for a moment, curiosity blazing in his dark eyes. Then he turned and slammed Temple into a wall, blasting the air from his lungs. Body ablaze with pain, Temple crumpled to the pavement and the gun spun from his hand.





Two


[image: image]


Germany, Sunday, 29 December, 1940


[image: image]even hundred and eighty miles away from the intense conflagration sweeping east and central London there is about to be a meeting that could change the course of history. It will be held near the town of Berchtesgarden, in the Bavarian Alps. On this December night, the man in charge is the leader of the RHSA, the counter-espionage unit of the feared SS. His name is Reinhard Heydrich.


One of Heydrich’s lieutenants telephoned earlier. He sounded excited. He claimed to have discovered a new secret weapon in the struggle to break the resistance of the United Kingdom. Heydrich rises from his chair and walks across the room. He is growing impatient. How much longer? Heydrich slaps his black leather gloves in his palm as he waits for Gessler and his man to appear from the lift. Heydrich pauses in front of the fireplace in the south wall and waits for the doors to open. He hopes this isn’t just another of Gessler’s hare-brained schemes. His last suggestion was to try to poison Winston Churchill’s cigars.


Finally, the lift hums and Heydrich and his body-guards turn towards the doors.


Gessler steps out accompanied by a tall Englishman with a square-jawed face and dark, hawkish eyes. He strides into the room, head held high. Heydrich watches the Englander keenly. He’s heard rumours about Gessler’s protégé and he’s curious to see what’s so special about him. Harry doesn’t disappoint. A confident figure, broad-shouldered and powerful who oozes menace, he seems to dominate the room.


‘So this is your secret weapon, Gessler,’ Heydrich observes, looking Harry up and down.


‘This is Harry Rector,’ Gessler replies. ‘I discovered him among the British volunteers.’


Since the outbreak of war there has been a trickle of British traitors. One day they will form a unit of the SS. Harry smiles. In truth, Gessler didn’t discover him at all. According to the wishes of his true master Harry entered Germany with the express purpose of being noticed. But he’s happy to allow Gessler his moment of glory. He notes the SS guards in their black uniforms with lightning flashes on their collars. They’re Waffen-SS, some of the most feared warriors on the planet. Harry also registers the trio of ferocious Alsatians straining at the leash.


‘Step forward, Herr Rector,’ Heydrich says.


Harry does as he’s told. As he reaches the centre of the room, the Alsatians growl and their hackles rise. They smell something unusual in this newcomer, something feral and dangerous. Breathing in the sour scent of the man-beast before them, their instincts scream. The dogs have been trained to be predators. In Harry’s presence they feel more like his prey. They don’t for one second take their eyes off the new arrival. Heydrich notices their reaction.


‘Do you like dogs, Herr Rector?’


‘Not much,’ Harry answers, ‘the taste is a little earthy for my liking.’


There’s a moment of stunned silence then everybody laughs.


‘You have a strange sense of humour, Herr Rector,’ Heydrich observes. ‘So tell me, why does Gessler here think so highly of you?’


‘Maybe it’s because I’m very good at what I do. Believe me, I can be of use to you. I have certain abilities as you may have heard.’


‘Maybe you would like to demonstrate these … abilities,’ Heydrich suggests.


Harry had been expecting this. ‘Set me a test.’


Heydrich nods to the dogs’ trainer and the man sets them on Harry. Harry sees them coming, three huge beasts, their lips peeled back to expose glistening fangs. He turns unhurriedly to face them, his body nonetheless appearing coiled and ready for battle. Harry Rector is in complete control of the situation. The dogs rush forward, biting and snarling. That’s when Harry snaps open his right hand. Simultaneously, his eyes blaze. Immediately, the dogs yelp as if struck by some invisible weapon. Though Harry has made no physical contact with the animals, their bodies jack-knife in the air. They land painfully, rib cages crunching, spines twisting, jaws striking the floor, and there they lie, whimpering and cowed.


‘Impressive,’ Heydrich comments, breaking the shocked silence that followed the performance. ‘Some kind of hypnotism, I suppose.’


Harry prefers to remain silent and let the watching men wonder how he subdued the dogs, reducing them to mewling wrecks with a look.


‘It’s a good party trick,’ Heydrich continues, ‘but not, I imagine, beyond the skills of a circus entertainer, a Harry Houdini. I think we need a more meaningful test.’


Instinctively, Harry glances sideways at the two SS guards he noticed on the way in. He knows how these men think. They dream of the day they’ll win the Knight’s Cross with Oak Leaves, Swords and Diamonds, their country’s highest honour. They’re keen to impress.


‘Kill the Englander,’ Heydrich orders in a voice devoid of passion.


The first man attacks, drawing his dagger. Harry disarms him with a brutal, clubbing chop that renders his victim’s right arm quite useless. The second SS man draws a Walther pistol and points it at Harry’s chest. Harry disables him as effectively as he did the first. To the amazement of the onlookers, the gunman’s face drains of blood. He gasps in pain, clutching the pistol so hard his knuckles turn white. His hand starts to tremble. Then his mouth sags open and he screams in agony. As the observers exchange puzzled glances, he falls to his knees pleading for mercy. It is only then that the reason for his strange behaviour becomes apparent. The flesh of his right hand is melting like wax from the wick of a candle, sliding from his bones in liquid, yellowish streams.


‘Gott in Himmel,’ Heydrich murmurs, at the same time impressed and appalled by the spectacle that has unfolded before him.


Harry grins and steps forward. He forces open the soldier’s fleshless fingers. The revolver clatters to the floor. The handle is glowing like a heated poker.


‘Do you still think I do, what was it, yes, party tricks?’ he enquires. ‘Well, do you?’ He is haughty, arrogant. ‘When did Houdini do something like that?’


‘This is beyond impressive,’ Heydrich says. ‘You have a great gift, Herr Rector.’


‘It’s a gift you desperately need,’ Harry replies.


Heydrich bristles for a moment. Few men talk so boldly in his presence. ‘And why would we need a traitor Englander? Most of Europe already sits in our palm. It is merely a matter of time before Britain falls too.’ His eyes narrow. ‘Explain. Why do we need you?’


‘You need me,’ Harry replies without flinching, ‘because Winston Churchill stands in your way. Some of the other British leaders are ready to sue for a negotiated peace. Not Churchill. He is Britain’s hope. He symbolizes the resistance of a nation. If you let him live, he will eventually find a way to bring America into the war against you. If that happens you will surely lose.’


There’s a gasp of utter amazement. Nobody speaks to a member of the Nazi leadership like that. But, to everyone’s surprise, Heydrich raises his hand to put a stop to the protests. ‘Go on.’


‘Just get me within striking distance of England,’ Harry says. ‘I suggest you parachute me into neutral Ireland. I will make my own way from there. Give the word, and I will remove this obstacle to the Reich’s triumph.’


This time his words aren’t met with dubious stares or laughter. He has earned the respect of one of Germany’s most powerful men.


‘There’s no hurry,’ Heydrich says. ‘I will consider your offer. But we may not need your services. Even as we speak, we have someone closing in on Herr Churchill.’


‘He will fail,’ Harry tells him.


‘I think not,’ Heydrich says. ‘He’s the best man at his trade, the finest shot at our disposal. He is a great example of Aryan manhood.’


Harry lets the words hang in the air for a moment then answers.


‘Exactly,’ he says, ‘the best man.’


Heydrich wonders what Harry means by that.


‘But there are limits to what your assassin can do by himself. Churchill has a most vigilant guardian at his side.’


‘Walter Thompson?’ Heydrich says. ‘Yes, we know about Churchill’s bodyguard. May I remind you what our Reich Minister of Propaganda broadcast recently on this very subject. ‘All the Thompsons in England won’t prevent us assassinating Churchill.’


‘As you wish,’ Harry says. ‘But if your best man fails, I shall be ready to serve you. I await your summons.’


Heydrich watches Harry stride back to the lift followed by Gessler. He admires the straight back, the proud gait. What a pity this Rector isn’t German. As the lift descends, Heydrich makes up his mind. If the latest assassination attempt fails, he will give this odd Englander the job.





Three


[image: image]


London, Sunday, 29 December, 1940


[image: image]emple shook himself alert and felt for his gun. He saw Shadow back-hand Paul out of the way then kick the weapon aside. Shadow registered that the detective had recovered and drove a vicious kick into his shoulder, sending Temple to the floor. Temple’s head snapped back and cracked sickeningly against the pavement. When he looked up through a wave of pain he met the assassin’s stare. The dark eyes drew him in.


‘No,’ Paul cried, throwing himself at Shadow, ‘if you want to live, you’ve got to look away.’


But Shadow had skewered Temple. The detective was already transfixed by the demon’s nightmarish gaze. The monstrous eyes were scarlet slashes in a face that was little more than a translucent sheet of skin drawn taut over the skull beneath. Temple felt as if he was drowning in those blood-red pits. His senses swam. Soon his mind was filling with a kaleidoscope of horrors. Temple saw the faces of his wife and baby son cowering before some unseen threat. Fear roared in his ears.


‘My Connie,’ he gasped through parched lips, ‘Denis. No, leave them alone!’


The desperate words were like an invitation to the demon. His gaze probed deeper, opening doors in Temple’s mind, blazing through every passage and byway where his most hidden thoughts might lurk. Paul tried to break the spell but Shadow cuffed him aside a second time. Shadow searched for the detective’s worst fears and found them. Temple had seen the worst mankind can do. Every time he left home, he feared for his family, facing the Blitz alone. This most basic of fears was the way to crack the detective. Shadow grinned.


Temple’s throat constricted. He saw a dark outline fall over Connie. She shrank back, hugging her baby son in her arms. Menacing hands closed on the screaming infant. Temple’s head started to toss from side to side, struggling to defeat the paralysis that had seized him. His breathing became laboured. Paul had seen this before. Shadow was scaring his victim to death. It was the one power shared by all demon kind, the urge to spread fear.


Without thinking, Paul grabbed the nearest object – a red-hot shard of ordnance, a jagged splinter of metal from an exploded shell – but the moment his fingers closed round it he shrieked in agony. The shrapnel fragment hissed as it burned into the tender flesh of his palm. Again, Paul howled in pain. It was so intense that, just for a moment, his vision blurred. Then some conscious part of his mind managed to hang on to a childhood memory, a red door. You can master the pain, he told himself. You have an affinity with fire.


The sharp edge of the agony dulled. Yes, somehow, fire was his element. Paul focused on the shrapnel. Shapes fluttered around it, swirling into a black tunnel. Then the pain was gone. Swinging his arm in a downward movement, he drove the point of his improvised weapon into the demon’s thigh. It was Shadow’s turn to scream. Pulling out the shrapnel, Paul stabbed again, this time plunging the point into his enemy’s stomach. He watched as blood stained the demon’s clothing. Shadow turned uncomprehending eyes on Paul, then there was a flash of recognition.


‘It’s true,’ the demon said, ‘the seed is in your blood. You’re one of us.’


He made a grab for Paul but the boy sprang back.


‘Why fight me?’ the demon demanded, fighting to staunch the blood. ‘Why, if you were born into the demon brotherhood, do you betray your own kind?’ He threw a contemptuous look at Temple, who was now curled up in a foetal position. ‘The mortal sort are weaklings. How can you take sides with them?’


Temple was surfacing from his waking nightmare. He battled back to his knees and looked in the direction of the two figures. The thunder of the air raid prevented him hearing Paul’s answer. Instead, he resumed his search for his gun.


‘Go,’ Paul addressed the wounded demon. ‘You’ve failed in your mission. Just leave.’


‘Failed, have I?’ Shadow retorted. ‘Think again, boy.’


He drew his hand away from his stomach wound. Already, the bleeding had stopped. Astonished by his opponent’s powers of recovery, Paul gripped the shrapnel dagger again. He went as if to stab but, to his horror, this time he saw not one demon, but three.


‘Let’s play a game,’ Shadow chuckled. ‘I call it hunt the Shadow. Well, which one’s which?’


Paul stabbed wildly at the first figure he saw. His weapon slashed through empty air. In the same split-second a searing pain lanced through his arm and he let go. The demon grinned and shook his head.


‘You’re as weak as the mortals you defend,’ Shadow said. ‘I am about to teach you a lesson you’ll never forget.’


With that, he seized Paul by the shoulders and forced him back into the burning building. It was little more than a hollow-eyed ruin, engulfed in clouds of embers and sparks. Through one shattered window Paul could see St Paul’s, a spectral island in a sea of billowing smoke. The dome was stained scarlet by the garish light of the firestorm. Paul wondered whether he or the great cathedral would survive the night of fire.


At the same moment Paul vanished into the conflagration, Temple finally succeeded in recovering his gun. Shielding his face, he stepped into the building after them. The heat was intense. Where were they? Then the plumes of flame gaped open for an instant and he saw a pair of struggling, silhouetted figures. Paul was retreating under the onslaught of his bigger, stronger opponent. Temple knew it was only a matter of time before the boy succumbed. But the lad had saved his life. He had to repay the debt.


‘You take the side of mortal men,’ Shadow snarled. ‘You, who carry the demon seed in your blood. I still want to know why.’


Paul retreated through the swarms of sparks. His lungs burned with the sour, sickening reek of the flames.


‘Why?’ Shadow demanded. ‘You were born to serve the Master. You’re like me.’


‘I’m not like you!’ Paul cried. ‘I don’t want to be this way.’


Shadow leered. ‘You have no choice. It’s your nature.’


With that, he propelled Paul backwards against a blazing timber. Paul writhed in agony as his clothes caught fire. Shadow continued to advance.


‘Maybe you’re right,’ he said. ‘You’re too weak to belong to the demon brotherhood.’


He was toying with Paul now, inflicting pain with glee. Paul stumbled backwards, barely able to defend himself. Suddenly a bullet pinged off a blackened timber. To his left, Paul saw Temple. The firearm bucked once more. This time the bullet found its mark and shattered the demon’s jaw. Shadow’s tongue lolled grotesquely amid blood, shattered bone and splintered teeth. By now Shadow was barely conscious but he remained dangerous. His attention drifted from Paul to Temple. He’d allowed Paul to distract him. Driving his foot into Paul’s chest in a fit of rage, Shadow turned to face Temple once more.


‘Playtime’s over,’ the demon announced, his voice distorted by the horrific destruction wrought by Temple’s bullet. But the next words were unmistakeable. ‘Get ready to die.’


Temple wondered what drove this madman on. He took his pistol in both hands and prepared to fire. That’s when the sky split asunder, shredded by metal debris. A bomb had exploded nearby. This new shock was all it took to shatter the fragile shell of the building. What was left of the roof gave way with an earsplitting roar. Temple flung himself backwards and landed, sprawling, on the pavement outside. But the boy and the assassin were engulfed in the ensuing avalanche of masonry, steel girders, brick and timbers.


‘Dear God,’ Temple murmured in horror, ‘how could anyone live through that?’


But inside the building boy and demon survived, if only just. Paul rubbed dust from his eyes and spat out the sooty debris he’d swallowed. He was trembling violently, a result of the terrible burns that covered much of his body. Shadow too was badly injured, a mutilated, bloody mannequin; the flesh down one side of his body had been torn away but he was still capable of some limited movement. Paul saw the monster clawing towards him, driven on by an all-consuming hatred. In an attempt to defend himself, Paul seized the demon’s scorched hand. Immediately, Shadow winced. There was fear in his eyes. What did it mean? Moments before, the creature had seemed invincible, shrugging off wounds that would have killed any normal man. Suddenly he seemed as helpless as a new-born baby.


‘You’re scared of me!’ Paul said, numb with disbelief.


Shadow didn’t reply. His whole body was wracked with convulsions. Then Paul understood. It’s not just his injuries. I’m doing this. Paul’s fingers seemed to be sinking into Shadow’s body, cutting deep. Paul could feel Shadow’s life force throbbing against his fingers. The demon’s strength was flowing into Paul’s body, the way blood flows during a transfusion.
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