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  PROLOGUE




  Christopher Lassiter pinched the top of his nose and closed his eyes. Quiet desperation is the English way. This situation had taken him by surprise. He’d never imagined

  that he could be seen as a scrounger. God, hadn’t he paid his way? Wasn’t that the bloody idea, that you paid your way, then if you fell on hard times, they helped you out? Yet here it

  was, open on the table in front of him, a form asking him about his ‘fitness for work’. The language used wasn’t so much cold as downright harsh. He’d almost called the

  phone number on here right away – there must be some mistake – until he’d realized it wasn’t free to call, and of course they’d keep you hanging on listening to

  Mumford & Sons, while some Indian call centre watched the clock tick away before finally deciding they’d squeezed you enough and would deign to—




  He carefully put down the form. He’d been in the RAF, damn it – that’s what he wanted to say. He hadn’t been an actor all his life; he’d done something useful, for

  a jolly long time, before the chronic fatigue syndrome. His journalism had been useful after that too, before the BBC had decided that they could make up news broadcasts from press releases on the

  Internet. Being in this bloody chair was not his fault. Having a spare bedroom, in which was piled everything from a life that had been too big for this tiny flat, well, he was going to be blamed

  for that now too, wasn’t he? You should get a Polish lodger in, squeeze him like we’re squeezing you! Where was he supposed to put everything? Did they think he could afford

  storage? Wasn’t the totality of his life, his character, worth more than a mere collection of data points?




  The sudden headache made him wince. It was that that had finally done him in, so he couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t develop a train of thought, couldn’t present to camera

  without making the viewers aware of pain, couldn’t remember his lines. The pain had taken his ability to make money, and now here they wanted everything else, wanted him to work for nothing,

  even. Where would he live? He wouldn’t mind getting out of London, the way the place was going, but his only social life was the pub round the corner. He was all right here, tucked away,

  though you sometimes got kids wandering around the side streets, drunk, on their way home from the Brixton Academy. There was even a bit of green nearby if you inclined your head at the kitchen

  window at just the right angle. Didn’t he deserve these small, last comforts? These days, every comfortable shape you felt you could lean on just seemed to have fallen away.




  The ring on the doorbell came as a blessed relief. It also surprised him. Who would that be? Some arse with a collecting tin. He’d ask them for money. He wheeled himself over to the

  answering device and saw a shape behind the frosted glass. He pressed the button. ‘Who is it?’




  ‘Old friend of yours!’




  Chris was sure he recognized the voice, but couldn’t put his finger on where from. He hit the other button and in strode . . . Oh, what a welcome sight!




  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘what brings you here?’




  Christopher Lassiter’s body was found eight days later. With the warm early autumn weather, it had taken that long for Mr Peng, who owned the shop beside the flat, to

  notice the smell, and to realize he hadn’t seen Chris coming and going. The door was knocked upon by Jackie Dorney, a community support officer from Coldharbour Safer Neighbourhood Team, and

  finally opened with a duplicate key provided by the landlord, who’d been bloody elusive.




  She found Lassiter lying beside his wheelchair, his face contorted in agony. He’d obviously been dead some time. She took one long, careful look at the room, then stepped back out of the

  flat without touching anything, closed the door behind her, took out her Airwave radio and called it in as a suspicious death. The civilian Metcall centre worker went through her script as she had

  for all the more ordinary times Jackie had contacted her, finally told her to wait there, and she acknowledged. She made herself stay standing upright, though she wanted to lean against the wall in

  shock, because she was aware of passers-by starting to look. This had to be a murder. There’d been no sign of any wounds on the body, no blood near it, except . . . the memory of it got to

  her only in some deep way that let her conscious mind stay calm above it . . . except the walls had been daubed with blood, a single word written in it above the corpse, a word that wasn’t in

  English, but that, even so, Jackie found weirdly familiar.




  Within a few minutes, local uniforms and CID arrived to secure the scene and make initial enquiries. Within an hour, crime scene examiners and detectives from SC&O1, the

  Homicide and Serious Crime Command, had arrived, and Jackie was questioned at the scene, then released to write up her notes, which would become a witness statement. She saw the story on the news

  that night. A man in his sixties had been found dead, they said, and police were seeking witnesses who’d seen anyone calling at the flat in the past two weeks. So there couldn’t have

  been any useful CCTV footage of his front door. The circumstances of his death were suspicious.




  Jackie felt she now understood her job a little more. All the horror she’d seen in that room was regularly reduced to words like that. She worried for the coppers who encountered such

  things on a regular basis.




  That same day, a detective constable on the Major Investigation Team talked to a reporter off the record and soon the resulting story was all over the media. They were still

  waiting for the post-mortem and the toxicology tests, but the lack of any other apparent cause of death suggested Lassiter had been poisoned. The blood on the wall wasn’t his, but that of an

  as-yet-unidentified third party. The simplest research had revealed that the word that had been written there was an obvious reference, but that didn’t mean other possibilities as to what it

  might mean were being ruled out. That word had now been seen by the world, in a grainy long-lens photo taken through the window of Christopher Lassiter’s flat, when, for reasons perhaps

  influenced by money, someone inside had just for a moment pulled aside the curtains.




  The word was Rache.




  





  ONE




  Three imperial stormtroopers strode into Chilcott’s bank on Park Street in Mayfair, brandishing their weapons, ‘The Imperial March’ playing from concealed

  speakers somewhere on their person. They got a chuckle from the three or four people sitting in the foyer, waiting to go back into the meeting rooms. One broad-shouldered chap in an expensive suit

  saluted them with his designer cup of African coffee, but Lacey Fitzherbert, through her own fear, could feel the awkwardness. Chilcott’s was not Barclays on the high street. This marble and

  teak foyer was more like the entrance of a hotel; nothing so infra dig as tills for a bank as rah as Chilcott’s. It smelt of some sort of polish that Lacey had only smelt otherwise at stately

  homes. Someone, these customers would be thinking, was going to have to tell these fine fellows they’d find no opportunity for a charity collection here, not from the rich. Unfortunately, the

  customers’ thoughts were irrelevant, because Lacey knew exactly what was about to happen.




  The stormtroopers turned slowly, checking where everyone was. Oh God, this was it; this was what they’d paid her for; this was what her dad had begged her about at the kitchen table.

  ‘Nobody will ever know,’ he’d said. ‘We would never put you in danger unless it was . . . It’s just that they . . . they came to us, and . . .’




  She was suddenly very aware of the new guy standing beside her. What was his name? Kevin, that was it. He had a concerned look on his face. She’d noticed him as soon as he’d arrived,

  a week ago, those rugby-player muscles under his jacket, and she had a thing about black guys. He set off her gaydar a bit, but these days who didn’t? She stepped away from him, just a little

  closer to the desk she’d been hovering near all morning. Now she thought about it, she’d noticed him glancing over at her a few times.




  ‘What are they—?’ he started to say.




  The lead stormtrooper swung round, pointed his gun at a corner of the room with no people in it and fired a burst. A piece of modern sculpture exploded into fragments. It was the loudest noise

  Lacey had ever heard. ‘Stay fucking put!’ he bellowed, his voice amplified and distorted by what must be a microphone under his helmet. His two mates had swung to cover the customers

  with their weapons, and the fine ladies and gentlemen had leaped up and were shrinking back, screaming, their hands in the air. One of them, the woman nearest to the door, was hesitating, Lacey

  noticed. Had the stormtroopers seen that she was thinking about going for it? Should Lacey say something? Suddenly, she kicked off her shoes and ran.




  Lacey shouted – she didn’t know who to – and half put up a hand to prevent herself from seeing what was about to happen, or stop it from happening, or something. The loudest

  possible noise roared again, but as she looked, the door was slamming back against its frame. The woman had made it.




  ‘You do not do that!’ the lead stormtrooper bellowed again at the customers. ‘If anyone else tries that, I will fucking kill all the rest. Do you understand? Do

  you understand?!’




  There were nodded assents. One of the stormtroopers was running to the door, where he started quickly and expertly locking it.




  ‘Why didn’t they do that on the way in, do you reckon?’ said Kevin. He sounded really bloody calm about all this.




  The lead stormtrooper swung his gun in Lacey’s direction, and Lacey knew, horribly, that she’d already disobeyed; she’d already left it too long to do what she had to. She

  jerked out her hand and found the silent alarm button under the counter.




  ‘What are you fucking doing?’ The lead stormtrooper marched over, snatching up his gun to aim at her head. She thought of her mum and dad, and hoped desperately that she wasn’t

  the victim of some huge lie. He was about to grab her round the throat, shove his gun to her head. That was what she’d been told he’d do. She’d thought about it many times, but

  she hadn’t had that enormous sound in her head and stomach then. Still, she was going to let it happen.




  But then Kevin moved between them. Dear God, no, was he going to try to be a hero?




  The stormtrooper swung his gun away from her to cover him. ‘Step away.’




  Kevin raised his hands, looking concerned and careful, not taking any risks. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘there’s no need for anyone to get hurt. You’ve come for the safe

  deposit boxes, right? That’s all we have of value here. Well, I can show you where they are. I know where the two sets of keys are. I can even get you the list of who owns which

  box.’




  The stormtrooper paused.




  Lacey felt panic start to take over. What the hell was Kevin talking about? Why would he lie? Only staff of her level of seniority could get hold of that list. That was one reason she was in

  this mess. She’d already given that list to her parents, to pass on to whoever was behind all this. To get the keys, you’d need to be a couple of pay grades higher. Today, that would be

  only . . . No, looking around the staff here today, she couldn’t actually see anyone else she knew: it must all be guys from the other shifts in today, which was weird, now she thought about

  it. Her thoughts snapped back to the here and now. Not only was Kevin putting her family’s life in jeopardy with this mad offer, so was the bloody stormtrooper by thinking about it. She had

  to demonstrate her willingness to go along with the plan, to show them that her hesitancy about the alarm hadn’t been deliberate. She pushed her way past Kevin and lunged at the stormtrooper,

  falling into him, the bravest thing she had ever done. She hoped it looked like she was having a go at getting his gun or trying to escape or something.




  ‘Tell me who can open the safe deposit boxes!’ he yelled into her ear, back on script, trying to make it obvious that he was addressing her and not Kevin. He grabbed her throat,

  which hurt like fuck. No, she wanted to say, not that hard. I can’t breathe! He remembered and let go enough for her to speak.




  ‘I won’t tell you!’ she shouted.




  ‘I can!’ Kevin insisted, pointing at himself.




  The stormtrooper paused awkwardly again. He obviously had as little idea as she did what Kevin’s weird willingness to help was about. Lacey looked over her shoulder into those blank eye

  sockets, willing whoever was under there just to follow his orders.




  Kevin looked perplexed. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘do you want to rob this bank or not?’




  ‘Don’t listen to him!’ Lacey gasped. ‘He doesn’t know what he’s talking about!’




  One of the stormtroopers yelled from the front door, ‘Police! Fucking loads!’




  The stormtrooper holding Lacey let go. He looked around as if making his mind up under pressure. He was, just from the body language, a terrible actor, but that in a stormtrooper outfit looked

  somehow authentic. ‘All right,’ he finally yelled, ‘this is now a hostage situation!’




  Lacey closed her eyes in sheer relief. That was what she had been told to expect. She had done her part. She, Kevin and the handful of other staff and customers were yelled at and rushed back

  into the meeting rooms by the three stormtroopers, who shoved them into corners, told them to sit and slammed the doors on them. Through the big panel windows, Lacey watched as they started to

  arrange the seating into a rough barricade, pulling out unfolding metal sheets from their backpacks to add to their defences. Presumably they weren’t worried about anyone thinking, at this

  point, that they seemed to have come very well prepared for a siege they weren’t expecting.




  ‘They let us keep our phones,’ said a voice from beside her. It was, of course, Kevin. He still sounded strangely calm. ‘So hey, we can tell the world we’re in a

  siege.’ He took his phone out and typed a very quick text that seemed to consist of a single word.




  Few people knew that the private home that stood next to Chilcott’s bank on Park Street in Mayfair had two levels of cellars. In London, there were strict ordinances

  about building upwards, so if one had no elbow room sideways and one wanted, say, a new pool, or, in this case, a new home cinema, one applied, with the aid of solicitors who specialized in that

  sort of thing, for planning permission, hoping all the while that the underground railway wasn’t too close to the surface. Having got said planning permission, one got the builders in, and

  they got the excavators in, and they started to chew downwards. Much too noisy to stay put during all that, of course, so one pissed off to one of one’s other houses, somewhere abroad, which

  was where, Mark Ballard knew, the owners of this abode were once again, oblivious to what he was doing in the home cinema they’d had built several years ago.




  What he was doing at this very moment was standing in a newly excavated area to one side of the cinema, looking up at an incongruous mechanical digger. It was standing part in and part out of an

  excavated concrete wall. Some of it, where it had got in the way of what Ballard’s team were doing, had been sawn off and piled nearby. It was as if they’d unearthed a dinosaur.




  It had been a news story about the presence of the digger down here that had first alerted him to the possibilities this building next to Chilcott’s bank had to offer. Big construction

  companies, making millions on underground developments such as this, had initially gone to the bother of bringing in cranes to lift mechanical diggers, once their work was done, out of their

  excavations. Then they’d realized that the cost-benefit analysis actually tipped in the direction of just finding somewhere to hide the digger and leaving it entombed in a wall, the company

  sometimes going just a little bit beyond the planning permission they’d been given for the few days it took to do so. Ballard had slipped someone at City Hall some cash to get a look at the

  plans and realized that, yes, the only place the digger could have been entombed was right up against the bank.




  Its presence, leading to structural weaknesses in the concrete, had made his team’s initial drilling a lot easier. He had, once again, found a little crack in reality and had grabbed it

  and ripped it open like . . . well, like pulling apart a chicken. He often thought of the moment he’d really done that. He’d been fifteen, on some outing with a bunch of other kids from

  ‘deprived backgrounds’ or whatever the term had been back then. He’d needed to show the girl he was with what he could do. He’d climbed over the gate at a city farm, and had

  grinned back at her, and had been quick enough to catch the chicken, and had hauled its legs both ways in a second. The shriek it had made had stayed with him. He’d known from that moment

  that he was someone who could and would do anything.




  He wondered, as he looked up at the digger, what future archaeologists would make of these buried machines that had dug their own graves. They’d think of them as some sort of offering.

  Ballard knew how the power of London worked. The buried diggers would, after a few years, create ripples in the currents of force that could make the impossible happen. To deliberately bury

  something that would swiftly accrue stories from folk memory, as people in pubs told others what was down there . . . He wondered how many of London’s builders still knew what their ancient

  guilds had taught. All those secrets he’d wheedled out of sloshed retired bastards in the right bars. He’d done it all himself, like always, the self-made man. He was here with only

  four employees, the minimum needed for this job. He checked the news on his phone. There we go: first reports of a siege situation at Chilcott’s bank . . . quotes from texts of loved ones

  within. Excellent. It was beautiful that that team had decided they’d dress up as stormtroopers. They’d put themselves into the role of action figures, as if they were going along with

  how he thought about them. People never seemed quite real to Ballard, not real like he was. They were just a rather-too-small cluster of predictable reactions.




  ‘OK.’ He stepped forwards to where Tony was supervising the work crew. The tall black lieutenant looked up expectantly. He had that blank expression again. He was so fucking sad all

  the time, so weighed down by something he never talked about. Still, he’d been an excellent find, a bloke with not just gang soldier experience, having been part of Rob Toshack’s crew,

  but also someone who actually had the Sight. So he wouldn’t freak out when Ballard produced one of his little toys. When Ballard had asked how Tony had got the Sight, the man had just shaken

  his head, the truculence of which had made Ballard think that maybe after this gig he’d take Tony out drinking and arrange for him to be carted off in a van to somewhere that Ballard and some

  muscle could tease that secret out of him. Yeah, that was a pleasure to be saved for later, making a macho bloke squeal, and by the end of it, he’d get from him what he needed to know. Oh,

  that would be satisfying.




  ‘Go for the bank wall, chief?’ asked Tony.




  Mitch had the drill at the ready. They’d been down here for a month, cutting past and through the digger, until they were now at the point where Mitch’s electric sensor indicated the

  bank’s security system was threaded through what was surely much tougher concrete, mixed with proprietary additives and reinforced with steel bars.




  One of Ballard’s artefacts had altered the flow of power through this building so that the noise and the vibrations didn’t reach the outside world, as Ballard had confirmed with some

  delightful early autumn strolls round the block. Ballard had used his ‘white blanket’ rings to get the team in and out without being noticed. Tony was firm with the others, didn’t

  allow any slacking, but didn’t strut around showing off his authority. Ballard appreciated that professionalism. That and the stoic suffering the man already seemed to be enduring made him

  think he would actually try to hold out against the tortures Ballard had planned for him. Brilliant.




  ‘Wait a sec.’ Ballard went to the hole in the wall that had become so familiar and took the metal bracelet from his jacket. To him, its power was only a slight tingling, but that

  tingle had led him to precious and powerful items at auction houses all over the world. Ballard placed the bracelet on his wrist and put his palm to the concrete wall of the bank. Alarms might even

  go off at that slight contact, but such alarms were to be expected, weren’t they, when one’s bank was in the middle of a siege situation? The police would assume that the robbers were

  now trying to breach the secure cell at the centre of the bank, but they would also assume that by controlling the siege they were controlling the robbery. He whispered the words that had been

  written phonetically on a photocopied document that had come with the bracelet, words that he suspected weren’t actually from a language but were just precise noises, attuned to the shape of

  the metropolis. He’d got both the bracelet and the document from the back room of an undertaker’s in Chesham that had a sideline in the dark stuff. They’d also, for a hefty price,

  provided the sacrifices, small personal injuries like the cutting of gums and the pulling of nails, that gave him the power he was using today.




  There was a satisfying feeling of something huge moving around him, impacting on the wall, invisibly altering it. He felt his will change the world, again. He was pleased at the idea that Tony

  might be actually seeing it. Ballard himself didn’t have the Sight, so everything he did using the power of London remained invisible, intangible, to Ballard himself, when for the Sighted,

  he’d been told, it was about watching luminous tendrils do their work, being able to sense the presence of the supernatural, learning about an object of power simply by looking at it.




  Getting the Sight was a goal for the future, but not a tremendously urgent one. He was doing fine without it. Ballard suspected that what he was doing on this job was close to the intent,

  centuries ago, of those that had formalized the power of London into a matter of holding particular items or making particular noises. He was now in the business of building and demolition, as had

  been many of those practitioners. They had created a culture of architects that had kept these procedures a trade secret, formalized them and swiftly ceased to enquire further into how they worked.

  They had merely repeated what had been done before, and been content to see it done again. Ballard felt that he was the last person who studied as a science something that had, years before, become

  the mumbled repetitions of a religion.




  He realized his work was done, stepped back and waved for the drill crew to get to work. Tony consulted with Mitch and marked a place on the concrete. The engine started up, the drill bit surged

  forwards, and the team lurched with it, having to steady themselves, surprised at how easy its passage had been. Tony looked over to Ballard and dourly nodded. Ballard allowed himself a grin in

  return.




  PC Isla Staverton sat in the unmarked van on Reeves Mews, wondering about the intelligence analyst. Staverton’s job was to liaise between said analyst and the teams of

  SC&O19 specialist firearms officers standing by in unmarked vans on several side streets. She herself was SC&O19, number two to Sergeant Tom Stennet, who was Bronze leader on this

  operation, in charge of the third tier of the organizational structure, and also waiting in one of those vans. The analyst, whose name was Lisa Ross, had seemed, at the initial briefing, to be

  narked at the standard structure of an op like this to the point of being all eye-rolly. Typical bloody specialist, looking down on your everyday lid, simply because she was from this weird unit of

  just four people that everyone in the canteen talked about but about which nobody really knew anything.




  Ross was here to record the timeline of what went down as it happened, her laptop open and an i2 Analyst’s Notebook application ready on it, displaying a colourful diagram of the organized

  crime network they were aiming to bring down today, with ‘Operation Dante’ in red at the top. Staverton had at least hoped that the analyst’s narkiness wouldn’t extend to

  Ross attempting to give her orders. The analyst technically outranked the PC, but she’d never met a copper who’d accept that situation. As it turned out, the analyst had been silent and

  distant to the point of rudeness, not just focused on her task but staring into space in the long stretches between. Something that was normally there in a person seemed, in her, to have been

  switched off. She displayed none of the anticipation Staverton had felt around officers on the verge of a major score. At least, as had every other analyst Staverton had met, she hadn’t

  objected to Staverton using her first name rather than calling her ‘ma’am’. Let her try and see how far that got her. Staverton got the feeling that party girl here just

  didn’t react to much anymore. God, what sort of trauma had made her like that? The analyst’s DI, James Quill, who was Silver leader for this operation, and about whom Staverton had

  heard happier stories, had also seemed pretty out of it at the briefing, curt and angry at any question. Only Lofthouse, the detective superintendent, Gold leader for this op, had seemed

  straightforward and professional.




  Now, Ross looked up from her phone, which had just got an alert for an incoming text, as she was typing. ‘That was a text message from second undercover, saying, “Siege.” So

  the bank robbery team are sticking with Ballard’s original plan and haven’t been lured away from it by the promise of easy money.’




  ‘I’ll relay that to the front-of-bank team.’ There was a van of specialist firearms officers parked directly across from the bank in case the stormtroopers had opted to ignore

  their chief’s plan, open a few tasty safe deposit boxes and scarper before, they thought, the police had got there. To take them in a prepared bottling at the front of the bank had been

  judged by Lofthouse to be less dangerous than letting the full plan play out, so they’d been offered this temptation by the second undercover.




  ‘Noted. I’m now texting back that second undercover should work on Fitzherbert.’ Staverton remembered from the briefing that Lacey Fitzherbert was the junior manager

  who’d been turned to the dark side through family pressure. She’d passed on to Ballard’s people the list of which safe deposit boxes belonged to which customers. Her testimony, it

  was said, would help in making sure the charges against the patron stuck, though Staverton was still puzzled that the weird little squad feared they might not. Ballard was here personally,

  wasn’t he, actually supervising a drilling team? He was being that stupid. What sort of conjuring trick did they think he was going to pull? At the briefing, they’d been told how this

  operation had come about. One of the undercovers, a detective sergeant, had his previous criminal life maintained by SC&O10, with contact details such as phone numbers and email addresses with

  someone always briefed to answer correctly at the other end of them. He’d thus been approached by one Mark Ballard, who’d been a suspect in the funding of a couple of high-end

  robberies. The DS, now the first undercover in Operation Dante, had met with Ballard, who had offered the DS certain subcultural cues about the nature of which DI Quill had been strangely vague.

  That contact had been spun, by this incredibly small team, whose lack of official mission statement must mean they were something to do with intelligence, into Operation Dante.




  ‘OK, Lisa,’ she said, noting a new message on her own laptop. ‘I just got an email from Silver saying they’ve given the order to start moving in the cordon, putting all

  the expected details of a siege situation in place, so Ballard’s going to hear all the right things from the media.’




  ‘Noted,’ she said. The tone in her voice was not an invitation to conversation.




  ‘Why the stormtrooper thing, do you reckon?’ asked Kevin.




  Lacey knew stress affected different people in different ways, but she was now wondering what she’d done in a previous life to meet, at this point of sheer terror for her, someone who

  reacted to it by getting laid-back and chatty. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Maybe they’re into Star Wars.’




  ‘I think it’s something you could sell to the media,’ said Kevin, ‘as a thing a group of experienced bank robbers might do. It sounds kind of smart, because we’ve

  all seen those guys who make their own stormtrooper outfits out and about, collecting for charity. They can just walk into a bank carrying guns and nobody blinks an eye.’




  ‘But . . . ?’ There was something about the sheer calmness of him now that was deliberate, wasn’t there?




  ‘But they’re also memorable,’ Kevin continued. ‘SCD7 – sorry, that’s the Serious and Organised Crime Command – will be able to fill in the CCTV trail of

  how they got here with witness testimony. Also, how many of those costumes exist? The hobbyist community and specialist shops would be able to trace all the buyers within, let’s say, two

  days.’




  Oh God. Oh God, who was he? ‘Well, we already know this lot are a bit shit, don’t we? They panicked and went into siege mode when—’




  He shook his head and sighed. ‘Don’t do that, Lacey. Don’t lie to me. You’re no good at it.’




  ‘I’m not!’




  ‘They turned down my kind offer of a guided tour and folded at the slightest resistance from you. They could have used me to get at least a couple of specific items on their shopping list

  and got out before the first marked cars arrived. That’s what almost any gang would have done.’ Lacey felt a horrible tightness in her guts. She hoped he knew all this because he read a

  lot of true crime. ‘We think this lot are either being paid a great deal of money to take some jail time or they’re expecting to get out of here in some extraordinary way.’




  ‘We?’




  ‘You realized I was a copper a few moments ago, but you didn’t call one of the stormtroopers over to blow my cover.’ Lacey felt her breathing get faster at the thought that

  just by sitting here she’d made a decision, a decision to let down the people who could hurt her mum and dad. She tried to keep her expression steady. ‘That’s a good sign. You

  probably haven’t been paid to take a fall.’ Lacey closed her eyes and shook her head. She wanted to scream. She was being crushed between enormous forces she hadn’t summoned.

  ‘So you’re doing this out of love – we get that.’ She was going to snarl at him that he had no idea when she felt his hand on her arm. She opened her eyes and saw that he

  was offering her his phone. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘text your mum.’




  Lacey saw a text balloon already on the screen, just a ‘Hello?’ She recognized her mum’s number. ‘How—?’ she began.




  ‘She and your dad are heading for an undisclosed location, in the back of a heavily armoured police van,’ he said. ‘I think she could use some moral support.’




  Ballard watched as Tony and the team quickly shovelled enough of what remained of the wall out of the way to let him pass. Tony straightened, nodded to him. Go on, mate, crack

  a smile, while you still can. No? No.




  Ballard walked to the metal edge of the vault itself, took the chalk from his pocket and drew the shape of a door there. He stretched out an arm, felt a terrible dreamy need to close his eyes,

  as if an adult shouldn’t see things like this, and pushed his way through into what now felt to him like soft fronds of . . . Christmas. The inside of the wall of a bank vault smelt of

  Christmas. Perhaps that was just the associations in his head, ideas of plenty and panto scenes of Aladdin’s cave, when to the Sighted, well, who knew what extra dimensions such an experience

  held for them? That was all he had time to think before he was pushing his way out of the other side and calling for the others to follow. Ballard opened his eyes to see Tony coming through

  immediately, at a run. The other three took longer, and the look on their faces was deeply scared. They’d seen something that made them wonder about the fundamentals of the world in which

  they lived. Ballard would have lied to them, given them a cod-scientific explanation, but he wanted them to stay in awe of it. If he was doing this by mere gadget, their thoughts might have gone,

  then it must be the most valuable gadget in the world, and why were they bothering about a bank when he was right there and vulnerable, and they could raid him instead?




  Ballard took a look around. The interior of the space was lit by motion-sensor lights, which were now just coming on. Literally every alarm in the building would be silently blaring. The vault

  interior, as he’d known from pictures he’d bought from a source at the architect’s, resembled nothing more than a high-end self-storage facility, metal boxes on shelves, all

  requiring two keys. Inside each was a further locked casing that would slide out as a drawer. There were metal boxes with ladders leading to them, and a handful of metal boxes that could be walked

  into as small rooms. ‘Targets,’ he said. The team had each memorized two numbers, and had all seen the plans. They headed off towards their targets and Ballard followed. He’d left

  the biggest target for himself.




  Lacey looked up from the phone and rubbed the tears from her eyes. ‘I didn’t have any choice,’ she said.




  ‘We know,’ said Kevin, if that was his real name. ‘Your family are safe now. You can be too. We can keep people safe. I’m proof of that, OK? I’ve been half a dozen

  different people, all around the country, but I’m still here.’




  There was something incredibly reassuring about him, now he’d dropped the acting. It was like he’d seen terrible things but was still hanging on, still a nice guy. ‘What do you

  want me to do?’




  ‘We know who’s behind this. He’s in the building now. Once we’ve got him into an interview room, we need to be able to threaten him with your testimony on an honest

  basis, because—’ He was silent suddenly as one of the stormtroopers ran past, grabbed a desk, then ran back to add it to the barricade. ‘Because he might be able to tell if

  we’re lying.’




  ‘What?’




  Kevin waved that aside. ‘But we’re hoping this won’t come to court. We’re hoping to turn him, and if we can do that, then even if they could ever find you, you’d

  have nothing to fear from his organization.’




  Lacey had heard a tone of relief in her mum’s texts, that this was over. Even if her father was yelling and denying everything, like he so would, he’d still got into the back of that

  van. She looked up to where the stormtroopers were now lined up behind their barricade, aiming at where police would come crashing through the doors.




  The phone on one of the desks rang. ‘Right on time,’ said Kevin.




  ‘Is that a negotiator?’




  He just smiled in response, watching for what happened next. The leader of the stormtroopers had gone to the phone and was awkwardly looking between it and a CCTV camera.




  ‘He doesn’t want to take his helmet off to answer that,’ said Kevin. ‘So they’re hoping to get out of here. Which is good news. Also, they hadn’t anticipated

  still being here when the police got to the negotiation stage, which seems to have happened really quickly, so they’re hoping to get out of here soon. Also good news.’ He started

  texting again.




  The stormtrooper finally just smashed the phone off the desk, stuck one finger up to the CCTV camera and ran back to the barricade.




  ‘Why did the negotiator call so early?’ whispered Lacey.




  ‘It wasn’t the negotiator,’ said Kevin; ‘it was a mate of mine called Lisa, who wanted to learn those two things.’




  Ballard stood in front of his target safe deposit box – one of the large, walk-in ones – the diamond drill in his hand. He possessed an object that could use

  London’s power against concrete, but not against aluminium and twelve-gauge steel. He was also at the stub end of his stick of chalk and wanted to keep some in case he needed an emergency

  getaway. Still, doing this the old-fashioned way, with only two boxes per worker, they’d be out of here within the hour. The police, following standard negotiating practice, would keep the

  robbery team waiting longer than that before even making contact. He started up the drill and began to cut round the first lock.




  Alex Kyson was getting bloody hot under the stormtrooper helmet. He was a career criminal in his thirties, the sort of lad who lived in the sort of pubs where if you worked out

  and had a steady nerve in the back-room poker, you got offers to step over the line. Each step took you further, and hopefully none of the steps were anything you couldn’t step back from.

  This bank job was the furthest he’d ever stepped. He knew blokes who’d turned it down, because they didn’t trust the patron, but, as a result of how difficult recruiting for this

  gig had turned out to be, the patron had given him a little demonstration of what he could do, and from that moment, Alex was in. The stormtrooper bit had been his idea, the sort of flourish that

  got you talked about by the right blokes, got you into the true-crime books. It had been going great, apart from that unexpectedly helpful bank worker, but now the timeline was getting a bit

  dodgy.




  He leaned heavily on the barricade, glancing back to the hostages every now and then to make sure they were busily texting away. That phone call coming so early was worrying. It wasn’t as

  if it could have been someone calling about their mortgage: all the regular calls to the building would have been blocked. He looked to the doorway that led to the stairwell down to the safe

  deposit vault. That was the direction from which salvation would come, and it was meant to be coming soon.




  ‘You reckon the boss has burned us?’ said Van, his Dutch accent making the concept sound almost gentle, even through the helmet.




  ‘We don’t have any reason to start thinking like that. Not yet.’ He looked back to the front door and saw through the glass that a figure was standing outside, a small woman in

  a business suit. She had her hands up.




  ‘More negotiations?’




  ‘Let her in.’ They could buy time by talking.




  Van did as he was told. With the other stormtroopers covering the move, a slight, smart woman was pulled inside the building and over to the barricade and the doors locked again behind her.




  She regarded Alex with a sighing detachment. ‘Aren’t you a little short for a stormtrooper?’




  Alex stifled a laugh. ‘Who are you, then?’




  ‘Metropolitan Police Detective Superintendent Rebecca Lofthouse. I believe I used the Star Wars quote wrongly, though.’




  Alex knew his movies. ‘I don’t think so.’




  From behind him, he heard the sound of doors swinging open. He looked over his shoulder to see that every bank worker he’d had chucked into one of those offices was now standing or

  crouching, holding in firing postures the guns he hadn’t found, because, having planned to leave these guys with their phones, he’d had no call to search them. The odd one out was the

  cooperative one, who was standing back with their inside woman. The shooters had the drop on every one of his men.




  Alex also knew that plastic stormtrooper armour wouldn’t protect him and his team from real-life gunfire. He swung back to cover Lofthouse.




  Her sigh had become a benevolent smile. ‘I mean,’ she said, ‘that I’m here to rescue you.’




  Ballard felt the second lock give and heaved out its mechanism. Where were the others? They should have achieved their targets and returned by now. It wouldn’t be long

  before they’d have to go fetch the stormtroopers and get them out down here, the final move in the trick, like pulling the tools out of the bottle in which he’d made this elegant model

  ship. It was always the fucking people that let you down. He’d finish this, then go to help them. He pulled the crowbar from his coat, shoved the sharpened end into the third lock and

  started to throw his weight against it.




  Mitch Daniels, who was enough of an old jailbird to have taken this job because it didn’t have ‘business as usual’ written all over it, looked over his

  shoulder from his second target safe deposit box, also one of the walk-in ones, as Tony appeared, a lever-arch file, presumably the contents of one of the smaller boxes, in his hands.




  ‘You had a look inside?’ Mitch asked with a laugh. He hadn’t done so with the similar file he’d found in the box he’d already opened, but he’d been tempted.

  More things in heaven and earth, my son. Who’d have thought it?




  ‘Nah. Want a hand?’




  ‘No, this one was bloody open.’ He indicated by swinging the door back and forth. ‘That could be bad news, if they was transferring stuff when we came in. Won’t be a

  sec.’ Mitch ducked inside the small metal room and went to the sack that lay in one corner. The top of the sack was open.




  ‘Best take a look, then,’ said Tony.




  Mitch laughed again and pulled open the sack. He looked inside. Nothing. He looked up, with a sudden sinking feeling inside him, to see Tony coldly meeting his gaze as he swung the door

  closed.




  Ballard marched into his target safe deposit box. There, sitting in the middle of the floor, exactly as he’d seen it in his mind’s eye, was a golden goblet. He

  squatted and picked it up. His heart sank as he realized something was very wrong. The paint on the goblet was flecked. It wasn’t made of gold, or even metal. He plucked at a bit of it. This

  thing was made of . . . papier mâché!




  ‘Here’s one we made earlier,’ said a voice from behind him.




  Ballard spun round, panting, his hand going into the pocket of his jacket. Stepping into the metal room was a rumpled white man in his mid-forties. He wore a suit that looked like he’d

  slept in it, and his eyes had a terrifying lack of moderation. Ballard found himself taking a step back. It had been decades since he’d met anyone he hadn’t immediately felt able to

  take on. This bloke, though, had seen shit, and was only just holding on. Ballard now had his hand on something he could use to attack, but had no faith in his ability to get away with it.

  He’d heard whispers that the Met now had someone like this. ‘Who are you?’




  ‘To quote your mates in the other building, Luke Skywalker . . . I’m your daddy.’




  Ballard realized he could hear the sound of running boots, converging on this place. If he was going to get out, it had to be now. He threw out his hand towards the man, ripping the air straight

  at him, making the wall of the metal box boom with the impact.




  The man staggered, but to Ballard’s astonishment, leaped forwards again, unharmed. Before Ballard could find another weapon, one fist went into his stomach, and another smacked him

  sidelong across the jaw, and the next thing he knew he was lying in unaccustomed pain, brought down for the first time since he was a kid, staring up at the figure who was now squatting above him,

  his hands on him, actually going into his jacket, actually touching him. He tried to move, but was slammed back down and cried out in pain.




  ‘My name,’ said the man, ‘is Detective Inspector James Quill. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention, when questioned . .

  .’




  Ballard realized he was being arrested. He wanted to bellow at the man, to sob, to say he would rather fucking die. He ground his teeth together and made himself breathe. ‘How did you

  know?’




  Quill didn’t even smile. He finished the caution. ‘The force has been with you,’ he said. ‘Always.’




  





  TWO




  The next morning, Detective Constable Kevin Sefton drove into work with hope in his heart. He had the car radio on, expecting to hear, as the lead item on the news, about the

  bank raid his team had foiled. That’d be an obvious continuation of the narrative of success that the Metropolitan Police was feeding to the population in press release after press release,

  and to be fair, backing up with a surprising number of results, high-profile crimes being solved all over the place. The public, it was felt, had to be reassured that the summer of riots was behind

  them, that order was being restored. His team in particular had needed this big success. They’d needed something to save the other three from their brooding silences, the accusatory looks,

  the anger that the Ripper case had left them with. Sefton was annoyed, therefore, to find the news reports leading with a story that had been brewing for the last couple of days: the

  ‘Study in Scarlet murder’. A man called Christopher Lassiter had been found dead in his home in Brixton, apparently poisoned, the word ‘Rache’ written on the wall in

  blood other than his own.




  ‘I’m just someone who makes television,’ said a plummy voice Sefton recognized. He turned up the volume on his car radio and heard it identified as Gilbert Flamstead, the actor

  who played the BBC’s Sherlock Holmes. ‘The three of us, myself, Alice and Ben—’




  ‘The three actors who play Sherlock Holmes? I heard you got together now you’re all filming in London at the same time. Do you have a message for the murderer?’




  ‘No. We don’t.’




  ‘So you refuse to condemn the killing?’ Typical bloody journalist. Sefton had always liked Flamstead: too smart ever to give a quote that didn’t have some side to it; horny as

  fuck. The idea of him getting together for drinks with Alice Cassell, who played the US TV version of Sherlock Holmes, which was normally set in Los Angeles, but was also filming three episodes in

  London at the moment, and with Ben Speake, the Shakespearean actor who was the star of a series of knockabout comedy Sherlock Holmes movies out of Hollywood, the latest of which was also filming in

  London now, to talk about the murder . . . well, he saw why the news was leading with this, but come on, at this length? Bank raiders actually caught, Star Wars, all that?




  ‘Being just some bloke, I do not have the authority to condemn the killing. I feel desperately sorry for Mr Lassiter’s family. I never want murders to happen. OK?’




  A week ago, the same media outlets had been saying that ‘Holmesmania’ had been ‘gripping the capital’, with groups of fans of each of the three versions location-hunting

  across London and gathering to scream at a press call with all three actors in deerstalkers. (Flamstead and Cassell had been rolling their eyes at theirs, which their characters never wore.) The

  media had immediately made the connection: ‘Rache’ had also been scrawled on the wall in blood in the first Holmes novel.




  Sefton had followed the case distantly, certain SC&O1 would have someone they fancied for it and were just taking the time they needed to put the case together. If killers, in the wake of

  the Ripper murders this summer, had taken to scrawling things on walls again, especially in what could well be their own blood, so much the better, because it provided an immediate supply of

  DNA.




  The next item on the news was something about an injury to a footballer. The foiled bank raid was mentioned fourth, by which point Sefton was making amazed gestures at the radio. He sank back in

  his seat as he heard the bare details. It all sounded kind of puny now. Damn it. He’d been hoping this small success would be the hammer he needed to start fixing his friends.




  ‘Wasn’t that great?’ Sefton, trying to project a sense of pride and accomplishment, strode into the Portakabin across the road from Gipsy Hill police station.

  This served as the ops room for the four-person team that everyone in the Met who didn’t work at Gipsy Hill assumed were an elite unit. ‘Successful operation.’ He gestured at the

  makeshift ops board made of cork. Every point on the operational objectives list had been circled as having been achieved. ‘Suspect in custody, being left to stew, waiting until we officially

  offer him a deal, because his team thoroughly ratted on him. We’re saying to the Met mainstream, “Hey, our existence is justified, here’s a crime you can understand, and oh, by

  the way, it’s solved.” What could be better?’




  The three other members of his team were standing apart from one another, looking off in different directions, like they were an indie band posing for an album cover. They all looked as if they

  had a long list of things that could be better.




  Sefton sighed. Costain and Ross he could understand. They’d had a relationship, and, because of an extraordinary betrayal of trust by Costain, it had fallen apart. Costain looked guilty;

  he moved guilty; he seemed angry with himself about that guilt, all the time. Ross, on the other hand, had frozen. Through occult means, in a fruitless attempt to get hold of something that might

  be able to free her dead father from Hell, she had sacrificed her future happiness, lost the basic ability to feel joy. Sometimes she’d pause for long moments after she was asked a question,

  as if the effort of answering might be too much. She and Costain came in every morning and didn’t speak to each other.




  Ross had recently been away for a week, taking a training course in statement analysis at the Dallas police academy. She’d been doing a lot of that, upskilling to be more of a tactical

  analyst, putting the team first as they got more and more into the detail of the London occult underworld. When she’d got back, Sefton had asked her about Dallas, what it had been like to be

  in a city where the Sight didn’t work. Surely, he’d asked, it must have been a relief to get a break? The look on Ross’s face as she’d just shrugged had told him that for

  her, there was no longer any such thing as a break.




  Those two Sefton might have been able to deal with, had it not been for Jimmy. Detective Inspector James Quill, immediately following a vastly successful operation, was currently rubbing his

  face, as if he was again dealing with a vast anger that Sefton had seen too much lately. He’d literally gone to Hell, and Sefton understood the fear that sometimes crossed his boss’s

  face, the stress that made him jerk at an unexpected sound. However, Sefton couldn’t shake the feeling there was something more to Quill’s pain. It was as if, for Quill, looking at the

  rest of them these days made his stress worse. A couple of times, when he’d been alone with Sefton, he’d started to say something and then stopped himself. It was as if he carried

  knowledge he couldn’t share, despite having briefed the rest of them on all the details of Hell. Whatever his secret was, it was a burden.




  OK, then. Moving forward. ‘We need to start looking for a new operation,’ said Sefton. ‘We need to at least start working out what we want to ask Ballard.’




  There was silence again. Nobody knew where to start. Nobody wanted to be here.




  Sefton walked with Lofthouse down the corridor that led to her office in Gipsy Hill police station. He was grateful as always that the four of them tended to get immediate

  access to their boss.




  ‘It’s not like Quill’s not talking,’ she said. ‘He told me about what he saw in Hell. Dear God.’ She led him in and closed the door behind them. ‘I

  debriefed Quill about Operation Dante – and now it occurs to me that he named the bank job that and I never even called him on it.’ She put her hand on her desk as if to steady herself.

  Was Sefton wrong, or was there a burden on her shoulders too? Of all of them, their boss should be the one with the least tension, not having the Sight herself, but benefiting from their success,

  getting good word of mouth across the Met, but . . . no, this was also someone who wasn’t sleeping too well.




  He waited for her to sit before doing so himself. ‘I wanted to, ma’am.’ He had something big to ask of her, and he felt the need for formality. ‘Thing is, in the old days

  he kept up such a brave face I thought maybe it was a good thing he’d made a joke out of it.’




  ‘Such jokes do not ease his pain now, though, do they?’




  ‘That’s what I wanted to meet with you about, ma’am. This unit might have just had a major success as far as the mainstream Met is concerned, making it, I’m sure, a lot

  easier for you to defend our funding, but I can’t see how we can go forward. I can’t see how we’re going to work together again. Dante basically fell into our laps. We separated

  into our specialities, and we didn’t have to interact much beyond stuff we’d done a hundred times before. The next time something from our world comes along, something that

  pushes us, that demands we rely on each other . . . excuse my French, ma’am, but’ – and there went the formality – ‘we’ll be fucked.’




  ‘I had rather begun to realize all the above myself. Do you have some new options for me?’




  Sefton took a deep breath. ‘You’ve been helping us all this time without sharing the experiences that got us here. You believe us when we tell you about impossible things.

  You’ve asked us not to question you about it. Clearly you know something about hidden London. Clearly you knew the Continuing Projects Team, the guys who, we presume, used to be our sort of

  law in this town.’ He remembered the personnel file with her name on it they’d found in the ruins of the CPT’s headquarters in Docklands. Since then, Lofthouse had refused,

  incredibly, to discuss the matter with them. Quill had said she’d intimated that was the price of her continuing to let them operate. ‘We’re at the end of our tether, ma’am.

  Anything you can add to our knowledge would help.’




  Lofthouse closed her eyes.




  ‘It’s time for you to come clean with us, ma’am.’




  He thought for a moment that she was going to yell at him, but no. She was fighting some internal battle. Finally, she managed to look at him again. ‘Do you know,’ she asked,

  ‘when the temple building you found in Docklands was destroyed?’




  Sefton felt bemused at this sudden turn. She sounded like she didn’t know. Which was contrary to what he’d assumed about her involvement with the CPT. ‘We can only say it was

  after a certain date, five years ago, when the records cease. Everyone who talks about the old law says the CPT seem to have stopped presiding over London around then.’




  ‘I gather, from what you’ve all told me about previous operations,’ said Lofthouse, ‘that it must take a great deal of energy and concentration on someone’s part to

  make everybody forget the Continuing Projects Team?’




  ‘That’s correct. We haven’t been able to discover anything else about them. It’s like they’ve been erased from history, except for their pictures, left at the site,

  we think, as a demonstration of that power.’




  ‘Right.’ She seemed to have decided something, but it wasn’t a pleasant decision. From the look on her face, it meant a whole world of tough choices. ‘That’ll be

  all, Detective Constable.’




  Sefton was amazed. ‘But—’




  She gave him a look that dared him to make her repeat herself.




  When Sefton had left, Rebecca Lofthouse let out a long breath and put both hands on her desk. She did the breathing exercises to make herself calm, the ones she’d been

  using since just before she’d visited Quill’s team in Docklands, when they’d been exploring the ruins of the ‘temple’ of the Continuing Projects Team. That had been

  the point when horror had entered her life. That horror had known what she was going to discover when she visited them. She had already made attempts to do something about her situation: slightly;

  quietly. She’d thought she’d moved covertly, but if, as she’d been told during the Russell Vincent case, MI5 had noticed what she’d been up to, then, she was sure, so could

  the terrible power that was watching over her.




  Now things had to change. Sefton’s visit had crystallized a feeling she’d had herself. For the sake of James Quill and his team, she had to start taking some risks.




  A week later, at the end of another working day that had been devoted to tidying up the loose ends of Operation Dante, Quill stopped his car outside his semi-detached house in

  Enfield and shut off the engine. He hesitated, as always these days, before going inside. He just needed to take a moment, to prepare for the role he had to play at home. He had to appear to be a

  jolly daddy for Jessica and reassure the continually worried Sarah that he was OK.




  It’s everyone who ever lived in London.




  That was what the sign above the entrance to Hell had said. He saw it in his memories every day. He had so many questions. He worried about what that meant in practice. He’d seen, in Hell,

  people from all time periods. Did ‘everyone’ include visitors to London? Was one night at a Holiday Inn in Clapham enough to sentence you to eternal damnation? Better act like that was

  the case. Some of those in Hell had thought, in their confused way, that there’d been other sorts of afterlife before, that this was a recent change. Could it change back?




  He hadn’t told anyone. He couldn’t bring himself to. On his journey home tonight, he’d seen the usual horrors of hidden London. They seemed obvious now, meaningless. They were

  nothing compared to what was waiting.




  He got out of the car, went and unlocked his front door, and when he heard Jessica calling from inside, he made himself not think about what the things in Hell would do to her. He made himself

  not think, as he did, over and over, that there was nothing he could do to prevent it. Instead, he forced himself to smile.




  ‘Laura called.’ Sarah had that expression on her face again as they made dinner: busy, happy engagement. It was one she’d held on to for weeks. When Quill had

  first come back to life, had literally returned from Hell, she’d waited for a while, then had gently begun asking lots of questions, trying to get him to talk. He’d burst into tears,

  the first time, then yelled at her to stop. The tears hadn’t come back, but the yelling had. Over the weeks, her questions had fallen away, and she was now being supportive, hoping he’d

  come to her. She would wait forever. He was angry all the time. He was full of fight or flight, waiting, every moment, for a blow that might kill him, might send him to Hell again. He had thought

  he was brave. He wasn’t. His depression . . . well, he didn’t know where that began and actual sanity ended now, because now there genuinely was no future. The previous evening,

  she’d carefully asked him about the end of the operation, and he’d done what he’d started to do instead of yelling, played the part of himself to talk to her, talked about how

  pleased the team all were.




  ‘Oh,’ he said now, ‘how’s she doing?’




  Laura was Sarah’s sister, who lived in Inverness and worked in computers. Quill had known her, when he’d first met Sarah, as Derek. There had been an awkward phone call before the

  wedding. ‘Mate, listen, I’ve got a favour to ask. I want to come to the wedding as . . . OK, this is complicated, so I’m just going to say it. I’m having a sex change.

  That’s not what they call it these days, but that’s what I call it. By the time the wedding comes round, I’m going to be living as a woman. Is that OK?’




  Quill had thought for a moment that Derek had been joking, but no. ‘Does Sarah know?’




  ‘Not yet. I wanted to talk to you first.’




  ‘It sounds,’ Quill had said, ‘like you and I are going to need a few pints of therapy.’




  When they went out, Quill had asked loads of questions, as coppers did, interested in someone who was doing such an extraordinary thing. He’d had a bit of awareness training back in the

  day, but this was a mate. Derek had finally told Sarah everything. Sarah had been angry about Derek talking to Quill first, but Quill had seen the situation as a sign that he was getting on with

  her family, and had talked and talked about it, to the point where the siblings had told him he could stop. He’d made sure Laura, as she now was, was welcome at the wedding.




  Now, they went out for a pint when Laura was in London, though Laura’s capacity for alcohol had declined a bit, and largely talked about Scottish soccer, of which Laura had an

  extraordinary knowledge. Every now and then, though, Laura would, a bit deliberately, move the conversation to wider topics, in a way that Derek hadn’t. Quill had got the feeling she’d

  been freed, and did his best to join in, though there were times he wanted to say that maybe Sarah should have come along too. He’d started to refer to her, a couple of pints in, as his

  ‘best mate’, which she probably was now that Harry had gone, but at one point, Laura had corrected him and said, ‘Best friend?’ Quill had nodded. So he now had a best

  friend who wore dresses and make-up, and sometimes tried to get him to appreciate fabrics. He hadn’t seen her since he’d got the Sight, and the idea of going out with her and talking

  about her stuff and not at all about the depth of shit he’d got lost in seemed like it could be a blessed relief.




  ‘She’s fine,’ said Sarah. ‘She’s had a promotion. She’s coming down at the weekend.’




  ‘Great.’ There was that momentary ache about the possibility that the sign over Hell’s doorway also referred to visitors to London, but no, he could choose not to believe

  that.




  ‘Yeah,’ said Sarah. ‘She’s house-hunting. She’s moving to London.’




  In his tiny flat above a shop in Walthamstow, Kev Sefton had finally managed to get to sleep, his boyfriend, Joe, snoring soundly as always beside him. The background noise of

  London at night strayed in through the window, which was still open, just about, the first cool of autumn making the curtain flap.




  Sefton was dreaming tension dreams, his legs working at the duvet. Behind his eyes, he was looking up into the pleading face of . . . It wasn’t quite the actor who played Sherlock Holmes,

  with the posh accent and the dextrous fingers. Sefton knew, in the way one knows things in dreams, that this was no actor; this was something from the heart of London itself, something with the

  weight that sometimes crashes into dreams. This man had crashed in, desperate, panting, and was scrabbling at Sefton’s shirt, not trying to get it off – this wasn’t going to be

  that sort of dream, no matter what his mind tried to make it. The man was trying to make Sefton understand something. Oh, it was Sherlock Holmes, the real Sherlock Holmes! (Was Sherlock Holmes

  real?) He needed him; he was crying out. Sefton couldn’t understand what he was saying. He was desperate; he was looking for help. The man turned and ran, down darkening streets, streets full

  of fog, shadows suddenly falling over him. Sefton pursued him. He ran round a corner and collided with . . . with nothing. There was a gap, a gap where Sherlock Holmes should be, a gap in the

  air!




  Sefton fell through it and found himself falling—




  He woke up with a start, tense, his arms still flailing. Joe mumbled something beside him. Sefton let his breathing slow. When he’d been an undercover, he’d grown used to that sort

  of dream. He’d ignored them as obvious, not indicative, but now he was on the path to being . . . something else, something he didn’t have a name for, now he was always looking into the

  fine detail of hidden London, trying to find ways to leverage it for his team, maybe he should start paying more attention to what his unconscious was saying. He got out of bed and rubbed his

  forehead. What had that dream said? That Sherlock Holmes had gone. Well, you could interpret that as saying there was something missing in terms of the law. The dream could have been about the way

  Lofthouse had hustled him out of that meeting without providing him with anything that could help his friends.




  No, that was reading it like someone in a magazine advice column would read it, adding one too many layers of awake interpretation. The dream had said Sherlock Holmes had gone. A fictional

  character had . . . Oh, oh, now, wait a sec.




  Sefton went into the other room and found the holdall in which he kept all the gubbins he experimented with that was ‘very London’. He was hoping that soon Ballard’s collection

  would be added to it, if they could make a deal with him. All those lovely items yelling with the Sight that they’d found on him, all out of Sefton’s reach now, in evidence boxes.

  Sefton found a pendulum made of lead from a Roman sewer. He swung it gently. Sefton had been pondering, lately, what it was about the London-ness of an object that could possibly lead to it having

  any sort of power. It was ancient thinking, against science, that mere association could alter a physical object. So far, everything his team had found, while mind-boggling, had surrendered to

  rationality, in the end. Some sort of reason, some sort of natural law, must work for hidden London, or they wouldn’t have got as far as they had with the business of deduction, with logic.

  It was still their only way to salvation.
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