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For three billion years the only life here has been microscopic. Bacteria have been leaching sustenance from strange chemicals in the bowels of the Earth or the depths of the sea. Ice comes, ice goes; the atmosphere for most of this time is a heady mix of chemicals either toxic to life or simply useless to it. There is life, though. For almost half the aeons since its formation, this world has known self-replicating organic entities. They’ve been bustling and thriving and dying and trying to outdo one another in a ferocious, invisible war for survival.


Life sometimes seems destined, to we fortunate ones who live at the far end of time’s telescope. But what were the chances of success? Hard to say, and the no man’s land between inorganic process and organic existence is a region, not a hard dividing line. We fondly believe there is no reversing that step, however, after a few very basic criteria are satisfied. Imagine life as a manual that includes instructions for replicating itself. The replication process is fallible, of course; everything is in this world. That leads to mutation and the possibility of change, and so to evolution. Here, a mutation can give one minuscule knot of organic chemistry the opportunity to replicate more efficiently than its neighbours. Its offspring faithfully copy the fortuitous error and thereby inherit it. Even without the evidence nestling in the heart of every living cell, the logic itself should be infinitely persuasive. Evolution is inevitable once you have an imperfectly self-replicating system in an environment of limited resources.


For the longest time, all the dramas of this particular world could have played out in a drop of water, life was of so small a scale. We have some evidence of a few flowerings of more complex life developing. But either the ice came back, acidity rose or oxygen levels fell – and these early signs collapsed like enlightened empires before the tides of barbarism.


Three billion years passed like motes in a god’s eye. Life expanded to fit the meagre niches the world provided. And a constantly changing cast of life forms fled from one another, devoured their fellows like miniature tigers and traded genetic material like shady black marketeers hiding contraband in their trench coats. These life forms exploited the inorganic substrate of the world. Later, they exploited the organic matrix that was the graveyard of a million billion fast-lived generations of their forebears.


Then in this Archaean microbial age, some unicellular visionary made an explosive discovery – akin to mankind’s discovery of fire, in terms of its impact. A volatile, poisonous chemical was tamed. Since the dawn of the Earth, this chemical had voraciously attacked any element it came into contact with; now it became the servant of developing life. This first metabolizing of oxygen might have been a defence mechanism. A process that incorporated the dangerous substance rather than falling prey to it. Perhaps your ancient ancestors took wolf cubs from their mothers with a similar goal. And what a world of opportunity opened up! Oxygen is a shortcut to a higher energy lifestyle, a ticket to getting out of the bacterial ghetto to live the high life. Our cast of characters becomes more complex as a result. Life gets a new paint job, alloys and go-faster stripes, now there is something more powerful under the hood.


Next, single cells find advantage in numbers. Simple bacterial mats carpet the floors of every sea, shore to shore, washing up on lifeless beaches in a scummy slick of organic matter that cannot even decay properly yet. Then cells cling to each other, sharing the work so enough of them might even resemble some larger coherent being. But the next storm or riptide breaks them down again, to reform slowly, later. Some developing cells cling to those bacterial mats and rocks and sieve the water for organic detritus; some drift in the current. Cells evolve that can only survive in the company of their fellows, doing some small specialist role like an office worker who only deals with form G. But because the rest of the alphabet is also monitored, the paycheque still comes through every month. Multicellular life evolves exponentially, now it has that hard, oxygenated liquor to fuel it. Everywhere, a garden of life arises – the very first Eden. But it doesn’t support life like ours, or even our ancestors’. This is life of another caste entirely. A world of quilt-bodied things that lie supine upon the sea floor, or inch slowly across the bacterial mats without limbs or muscles, feeding upon them without mouths. They are a global community of organisms alien to us, and they live without tooth or claw, without eyes, without organs.


Our world was like this once. Go back six hundred million years and you wouldn’t know the difference. But this is not our world.


In this world, something awoke.









PART 1


DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE









1.


Her name was Lee, short for Lisa Pryor. Which, technically, was short for Lisa Chandrapraiar. But when her grandparents came to England from Pakistan, the immigration authorities had been having a rough day and so Pryor was what went on the paperwork. Her parents still called her Lisa, but Mal called her Lee and that was the important thing. After a while her other friends did too, because what Mal said tended to stick.


Mal was short for Elsinore Mallory, because her parents came from a particular social stratum where that was perfectly acceptable. However, she never forgave them for it.


They were nineteen. Lee was studying zoology at Reading, Mal was reading English Lit at Oxford – an establishment so exclusive that they had a whole other verb for what you did there. They’d only been friends in school because Lee’s parents had pushed hard to get her somewhere good and Mal’s parents had lost their starched white shirts on some dodgy stock market deal, so couldn’t afford to send her to an expensive private establishment. The moment she’d first met Mal was engraved in Lee’s mind: a thin white girl sitting on her own because she was, frankly, pretty much insufferable at age thirteen. She’d come over from a very posh school that had told her she was better than everyone else. Being thirteen, she’d told her new peers that too, and had been surprised to discover they hadn’t agreed.


So Mal had been alone in the cloakroom, shoulders hunched inwards, head down, reading Lyall Watson’s The Nature of Things. And Lee had a tatty second-hand copy of that very book back home. She had never run into anyone else who’d read it; it was bonkers too, pure Forteana about the secret life of the inanimate world. Here, for the first time ever, was someone else who was interested in that stuff.


Mal had looked up defensively, anticipating more mockery from the chubby Pakistani girl who was staring wide-eyed at her. Yet somehow she’d understood exactly what Lee was after. From that moment, they’d been inseparable. Lee’s parents didn’t know what to make of her, and Mal’s certainly didn’t know what to make of Lee, but neither of them cared. 


There followed years of sharing everything, from Dungeons and Dragons campaigns to their first intimate experience. This deepening of their relationship had seemed inevitable to both of them, but none of their parents ever guessed at it, locked into a mindset where such things didn’t happen.


Their other shared pastime was hunting monsters.


It started off passively, reading the Fortean Times, watching old reruns of Arthur C. Clarke’s Mysterious World, trawling the internet. There they found rumours of yetis, Mokele-Mbembe, the Jersey Devil and stray big cats. Two years before, though – before The Thing That Happened – they had started holidaying together. They had been seventeen, and Mal could always cadge some travelling money from her parents. They thought Lee was a good chaperone who would prevent their daughter from getting into compromising situations. In this they were absolutely and exactly mistaken. But it meant that when the pair of them wanted to go backpacking in Scotland, or visit Gévaudan to practise French, it all sounded perfectly respectable. Nobody knew they were casting themselves into the wilderness, desperate for a look at beasts that almost certainly didn’t live there.


Looking back, Lee couldn’t have honestly said whether they believed any of it. She could never quite recapture the mindset they’d had, not after what happened. They weren’t seriously looking to actually find proof, not exactly. They wanted to be the ones to take that vaunted blurry photo that might, in a certain light, look a bit like something was there: the ripple on the loch, the faintly anthropoid shadow in the woods.


And then, after we’d done it a couple of times, Mal picked a target for our next jaunt, and we actually found our monster.


Later, making a tenuous living writing cryptozoology articles for magazines and websites, Lee would explore the literary tradition where ‘monster’ was a metaphor: the monstrosity inside us all along, the true villain being human nature, all of that. And she would feel like a fraud, because that wasn’t the kind of monster she and Mal had encountered. They met the other kind, with terrible claws and savage teeth. And how many other cryptid-hunters had experienced that moment, confronting the fugitive panther, standing before the ape-man, realizing that the true joy was in the quest. The actual finding holds only terror and loss.


*


Lee had been away from Mal for most of the summer term, sending her mournful emails and indulging in lonely midnight Skype calls. Mal had settled in better, up to her eyeballs in LARP and the university debating society. They’d been an item for years, but now they were apart and in that stage in a relationship where you constantly wonder, Is this more important to me than to her? Am I too needy? Am I trying to tie her down? These worries always disappeared the moment Lee actually got to speak with Mal. Nevertheless, every day she was away, Lee was newly terrified that Mal would suddenly remember she was white and posh – and go back to her own people, like some brief alien visitor to Earth.


Then exams were done, term was done, and Lee was willing the train faster all the way to Hemel and home. Her parents and siblings were given a five-minute window of her time before she was off, westward to Bracknell and the big old house Mal’s folks were still holding on to by their fingernails. 


Mal, at that time: she was like porcelain. You’d think that she’d break into pieces with a little shove. For the longest time Lee had thoroughly envied her metabolism, because that girl could eat. Twice as much as Lee, whose mother would tut and nag about dress sizes and what nice boys might or might not want (a matter of supreme indifference to her), and yet Mal remained waif-like. She was so pale you could almost see through her; she dyed her short hair platinum because it annoyed her mother, and because she had a love-hate relationship with standing out. She hated strangers staring, hated the thought of people making judgements about her. Yet at the same time she couldn’t dress down and drab, like Lee usually did. A part of her had to be seen and heard, to know she was real.


Before university, of course, Lee worked out that Mal was so slim because most of what she ate she purged right out again. She became quite ill one summer, and her parents were frantic that someone would guess there was something wrong with her. She had private doctors and therapists, and they even packed her off to a kind of rehab centre for very rich people with eating disorders. Lee remembered living through that time as if under a shadow, taut with a strain she had nobody to talk to about. After the business with the too many pills they took her out of the centre, though, and stopped locking her in the house. Lee was able to see her again, and Mal was better after that.


When The Thing That Happened happened, Mal was still skinny, but you couldn’t see her bones quite as much. Lee’s worries about Mal meeting some Oxbridge wunderkind and running off with her had abated. More than that, Mal had been making plans.


‘Lee,’ she said, with that grin that went through Lee like sticking fingers in the mains socket. ‘We’re going on holiday.’ 


And of course they were; that was their tradition, to pack cameras and night-vision kit and go play cryptid detectives on some well-worn trail. This time, though, Mal had found something different. No Loch Ness Monsters or Lambton Worms, nowhere with a gift shop where the cryptid in question was immortalized as a gurning plushie. They felt their old yearning for new territory stirring.


That undiscovered country, as the bard said, from whose bourn no traveller returns . . .


*


YouTube was not, of course, undiscovered country. Discovery was entirely the point of YouTube. And if you looked hard enough, you could discover just about anything on it, although sometimes you had to wade through a lot of porn to find what you were looking for. One thing YouTube had, if you entered the right search terms, was a plethora of the Unexplained.


Mal and Lee were no longer wide-eyed naifs when it came to that sort of thing. They’d spent a dozen hysterical evenings over the last couple of years trawling the net to find cryptid videos, mysterious sightings of unknown species. Lee’s firm impression was that nine-tenths of the ‘unknown animal’ videos on YouTube boiled down to (a) gross jellyfish, (b) bad special effects and (c) actual readily identifiable animals with the bad luck to be encountered by someone who’d apparently never seen a nature documentary. One of them, under the heading of MISTERY ANIMALS!!, had been just a regular heron. And the look in that heron’s eye had said, ‘Don’t you be pulling that internet shit on me,’ or that’s what Mal had claimed.


So when they were huddled together on Mal’s bed, blinds drawn and her laptop balancing precariously across their knees, Lee hadn’t exactly been holding her breath.


The video Mal had found was titled Birdman of Bodmin?, and at least all three words were spelled correctly. The alliteration was a nice extra.


‘This is going to be dumb,’ Lee decided, leaning into Mal. 


‘Just watch.’ And there had been a jag of excitement in the other girl’s voice that said that however dumb this dumb video was, they would be heading to Bodmin Moor that summer.


It purported to be footage from a security camera. Black-and-white nocturnal video of a suitably grainy quality, so that the viewer didn’t have to try very hard to start seeing things in the static-laden gloom. The viewpoint was immobile, angled to look down the stone wall of a two-storey building: there were suggestions of rectangular windows, and across from them, a corrugated wall, perhaps a barn. There was a gap of about ten feet between the buildings, cluttered with what might be farm implements and tarpaulined crates, a kennel on its side, a bicycle missing its front wheel. At the far extent of the view, after a security light was triggered, Lee could just make out the looming hulk of a Range Rover, crusty with mud. Or that was how she remembered it in retrospect. She could never quite square the precision of her recollection with the grainy quality of the video. Memory screwed you over like that.


She’d scoffed at the time. Not so hard as to get on Mal’s nerves, but that was how the Forteana side of their relationship worked. One of them would propose something and the other would gently knock it down. And this video had been a classic, in terms of the cryptid cock-tease. Fixed camera angle, so things could be happening just off-screen, plus bad-quality images full of ghosting and phantom movement. The viewer could read in a whole conga line of Sasquatches. 


The camera was supposedly attached to the house of a sheep farmer on Bodmin Moor, down in Cornwall. The video’s description went into impressive amounts of detail about the lonely farmer whose livestock was being attacked by a mysterious (note the correct use of the letter y!) animal. And that was also a red flag in the credibility stakes. When someone went to these lengths to embroider a narrative, it tended to be because the facts resolutely refused to speak for themselves. Much of the original footage was steeped in gloom: moonlight filtering in to show the outlines of things, but nothing definite. There was no sound. Then the motion sensor triggered and everything lit up, but nothing was there – someone had misaligned the camera and sensor, no doubt. It was another absolute standard in the ‘fake videos of spooky things’ oeuvre. The more you could make the viewers’ imaginations work for you, the better.


This happened a couple of times. And maybe the farmer was going nuts, or maybe he was asleep or off in the big city displaying his prize trick-performing pig. Lee remembered getting a bit fidgety after the second jump-scare-ha-no-false-alarm, and started rolling her eyes at Mal, who poked her in the squidge at her waist and told her, look, here it is.


Everything had been gloom for a minute and a half, and in that gloom Lee could see movement, if she was so inclined. Truthfully, she could have seen anything. Squint and that suggestive shadow was creeping forwards, slow enough to fox the motion sensor. Blink again and it hadn’t moved a pixel. Or was that something occluding the Range Rover’s licence plate, a hunched shape that might be a dog or a humanoid figure on hands and knees? Birdman of Bodmin? queried the title, and that alone peopled the darkness with all manner of outlandish shapes. Bird cryptids were rare, after all, and what was a ‘Birdman’? Lee remembered the flywheels of her imagination spinning, denied anything solid to sink their teeth into.


Then the light went on again, and something was suddenly there, frozen in the brightness. Lee couldn’t see it properly, half behind a tarpaulin. The light was so bright that it leached away detail. Most likely it was some art student’s CGI project and everyone’d been had. But something was there, bigger than a bird, a little smaller than a man, insofar as there was any frame of reference. They both saw it: a hunched, prickly shape, with a suggestion of limbs, of wings that were more like arms despite the ragged sleeves of plumage. A head lifted high on a serpentine neck – or maybe it was just an arm inside a puppet.


It bolted, shooting between the Range Rover and the house’s wall, knocking over a crate as it went. That was the thing that had hooked Mal and sent a thrill down Lee’s spine. It didn’t move like anything they’d ever seen. It wasn’t flying or hopping like a garden bird. Not the long lope of an ostrich, or a bloke in a chicken costume. The whatever-it-was legged it straight across that narrow alley and into the concealing shadows. There was nothing of man to it, and precious little of bird. Lee was left with an afterimage of a feathered body covered in ragged plumage and a whirl of legs – its long tail almost a blur, emphasizing just how damn fast the beastie was. And that head, heavy on the muscular neck, looking back at the camera. It was as though it knew it was being watched, the eye flashing a rapid tapetum reflection before it vanished.


There are certain codings for how a creature moves that are designed to awaken a deep and ancestral unease. Lee had seen them all in those fake videos. Make something that’s too close to human for comfort; make something that jolts into sudden, scurrying motion like a spider. Design something that bends and flexes wrong, but not too wrong. There was a language of horripilation in creature design; ask any SFX studio that’s done a horror film or two.


This thing, the Birdman, displayed none of those tricks. Its body was built from a different alphabet, another language entirely. That was what caught them both. It was a fake – obviously it was a fake. But so long as neither of them said as much, they could pretend it might be real.


By that evening they’d booked a hire car and a bed and breakfast in a small village called, delightfully, St Teath. They were going to Bodmin to hunt – not for its infamous Beast, but the Birdman.


*


At the B&B they were told, to their faces, that breakfast wasn’t included. Neither of them dared ask what the other ‘B’ was for, though they had fun inventing options. Lee remembered nobody cared that they were two girls booking into a room with a double bed. She didn’t know if their hosts were pleasantly broad-minded or if they, like Queen Vic, honestly didn’t think of women as being that way inclined.


Next up was to work out where they were going. The thing about dodgy YouTube videos of fake cryptids is how many important details they don’t include in the description, and Lee and Mal weren’t about to go wandering Bodmin Moor looking for ‘the farm’. They spent a day travelling from village to village, showing stills from the video and asking if people recognized it, until in a pub, one sunny lunchtime, someone gave them a queer look (so to speak) and asked if they were there for the beastie. Straight out with it in broad daylight, like they’d never seen a horror film in their lives. This was a prime opportunity to put the wind up some tourists, and yet here was this cackling old boy just telling them about the local bogeyman without any ominous build up or They do say . . .


Thinking back, four years on, she could laugh. However, when things went to crap this encounter had felt like the awful warning they’d ignored.


The old boy had been so helpful because the farmer in question was known locally, and not in a good way. A weird loner who didn’t get into town much, and enjoyed bitter boundary disputes with anyone luckless enough to be his neighbour. So when he’d turned up months before at the local police station, claiming there was a monster on his farm, everyone leapt on this opportunity for fun. The old boy spent a half hour talking about it and bought some decent local perry to go with the story. He also marked the farm on their maps and provided the name of its owner – one Cador Roberts. He sounded like a Welsh hill chieftain, except apparently he was mostly a grumpy middle-aged man, stuck out on a sheep farm on the edge of the moors.


They returned to the B&B to spend the evening inventing lurid tales of what might be found on Roberts’ land. They wondered whether he had faked the video himself or if someone had been gaslighting him – there seemed no shortage of suspects, from the way the old boy had gone on. Roberts had given his CCTV tapes to the police station, apparently. But they’d ended up leaked to a YouTube channel – so maybe the whole online exercise was to piss off Roberts should the man ever get near a modem.


In the morning they put their hiking gear in order, buying maps, water bottles and sandwiches from a local garage. There was a track that led to Roberts’ place, but they’d been told authoritatively that their little hire-car hatchback would not survive the trip. They planned to take the road as far as they could, walking the rest of the way and aiming to be at the farmhouse by noon.


They could, of course, have gone trespassing, looking for Birdmen. But farmers tended to own shotguns, especially those with possible cryptid interlopers. And they had a secret weapon, should Roberts think they were part of the village gaslighting brigade, out to poke fun at him. They had a copy of the Fortean Times from January that year, in which Lee had an article about The Beast of Gévaudan. It was her first published piece, and she was inordinately proud of it. Roberts would see they were serious cryptid-hunters.


*


The walk took longer than they’d thought. They were having such fun getting away from all the nonsense that was most of their lives that they didn’t notice it was well past noon until they spotted the farmhouse. There was a chill in the air, too, that had been absent the previous day. The country was beautiful, but you had to like bleak to really appreciate it. It was all ups and downs, with plenty of places where the rocks had clawed their way right out of the earth. The land was scrubby too, green and yellow. The occasional houses were all grey stone boxes with too few too small windows, as if purpose designed for storing mad wives in the attic. And they were ruinous; most of the buildings Lee and Mal saw had been abandoned generations before. The Roberts family obviously had more staying power than most.


Later, Lee had to acknowledge that the whole venture was a spectacularly stupid thing to do, for entirely quotidian reasons. They never considered the possibility that Roberts would be an axe-murderer, or even that a random non-Roberts axe-murderer might happen upon them. They were after monsters, and weren’t frightened, because neither of them expected to find any.


Knocking on the door didn’t yield any results, and they decided Roberts was probably off on sheep-related business, which they really should have thought of earlier. At that point, though, their options were to wait an undefined length of time for permission or to seek forgiveness later, so they went around the house to find the vista the video had shown. They weren’t being stealthy – chatting away nineteen to the dozen, in fact, because it was an adventure and they were doing it together.


They found the spot almost immediately. Some of the junk had shifted, but there was the alley between house and barn, and, there, the actual CCTV camera. They took their own photos and examined the muddy ground, as though expecting to find incriminating footprints.


They did find footprints. And they weren’t human.


Lee still had the photos on a datastick somewhere. They weren’t exactly a smoking gun though. None of the footprints were complete, and they overlapped one another – but if someone had made them with a fake wading-bird foot, they’d really gone to town. The prints had two long toes and one short one, as though the inner toe had broken off halfway. Mal and Lee exchanged looks, and there was something between elation and terror in the air. Even messy and infinitely interpretable, this was new. This would get them in the Fortean Times. This would get them a speaker’s spot at Weird Weekend or even air fare to a big symposium in the States. This would make their names in the field – they knew it.


Mal picked up a bad smell beyond the general farmyard odour and followed it round the side of the barn. Lee’s subconscious was busy comparing reality with her memories of the video, feeling something was missing.


When Mal let out a horrified noise, Lee dashed over, already feeling sick in her stomach. The scent of dead meat was overpowering even through her hay-fever, sweet with rot. Most definitely she could hear the legion of busy flies. She was horribly certain it was Roberts.


It was sheep, though. A little flock had been penned in here, in what looked like decidedly makeshift accommodation, and something had got in amongst them. They were very dead, and for a moment that was all Lee could think about, because there was blood everywhere, painting the walls even, and some of the bodies seemed to have just about exploded. Mal lost what was left of her lunch right then, staggering out of the barn and retching, but Lee just stared. She’d seen roadkill before, and her neighbour’s hamster, when it did that hamster trick of dying for no reason. Now she was looking at the brutally torn-up carcasses of at least seven sheep. She felt almost clinical about it, like she was Sherlock Holmes ready to make gnostic pronouncements about the murderer. And the more she stared, the more she really did think like that, because she was noticing things, even as Mal called for her to come away. Horrible as the sight was, this wasn’t just death for death’s sake. There were far too many visible bones, and they were hacked about, not torn by the teeth of animals . . .


‘Flensed,’ she said, and Mal gave her a baffled look. Then Lee lost her nerve and didn’t explain the thought sitting in her head like a toad: this is what you get when you butcher bones, not when you gnaw on them.


She looked at the horrible, crimsoned walls, seeing places where the blood hadn’t just spattered. She took one photo before she had to get out into the air: a few smears and lines, really. Nobody would have thought anything of them, save that there was purpose there. Something had made those streaks, way past the high-water mark of the killing. And they’d see marks like that again.


Lee’s theory was right then: some sadistic bastard really was gaslighting poor Roberts. Someone had come in and cut up his sheep and put fake footprints about, or maybe it was the man himself, after the insurance.


At that point something bolted from the barn. It shot past them at such speed that it was almost gone around the building’s edge by the time they spun round to watch. Lee was left with an impression of it, a sense of something grey and ragged with a long tail. But of course that was what the video had primed her to see, and the next moment she didn’t know whether it had been real or just in her head.


Mal looked horribly pale, but also determined. She wanted to find something more, now. Lee was right with her, her brain belatedly stepping in to hand her a note about what they hadn’t seen yet.


‘Range Rover isn’t here.’ Roberts must be doing farm things, and there was a set of tyre tracks heading away from the house, over the rugged moors. They exchanged looks, wide-eyed. They knew they were crossing a line, but that was what the cryptid-hunting game was about, after all. Being on that brink, feeling the chasm of the unknown yawn at their very toes – before taking that prudent step back.


With daylight left, they went to find Roberts, armed with nothing but a hiker’s guide and a personal alarm that, out on the moors, nobody could possibly hear.


After an hour of walking they saw Roberts’ big grey-blue car, muddy and battered and in the middle of a field. No sign of the man himself, nor any potential Birdmen. However, they had also apparently stumbled upon a Site of Special Historic Interest. Three standing stones stood in what Mal’s guidebook charitably called a circle, yet was only ever going to be a triangle.


‘The Six Brothers,’ Mal read out, looking at the trio of monoliths. ‘That’s what the locals call ’em. Hello? Mr Roberts?’ Her call fell away weirdly into the air, seemingly swallowed up before the sound could travel. She turned to Lee. ‘Is it colder?’


It was colder. They stood there in shorts and T-shirts and shivered, dickering over whether to get more clothes out of their rucksacks. Lee looked up at the early afternoon sun, seeing it bright and fierce in a clear blue sky. The cold seemed something other, as though it was leaching in from elsewhere. Or so Lee remembered later, with the benefit of hindsight. 


Mal approached the nearest stone, which wasn’t much taller than she was, flat and irregular, nothing like the decent workmanship of Stonehenge. ‘Six brothers,’ she said derisively. On the inner faces of all three were lichen-clogged scratches that might have been local graffiti or Stone Age ritual magic.


The Range Rover’s door was open. Lee slowed her approach, sniffing frantically through her allergy-clogged nose in case it was another murder scene. There was no body slumped half out of the driver’s seat. There was no sign of Cador Roberts at all. She even got down on her knees to look underneath, finding only that the ground was somehow freezing cold and soaking wet.


‘Lee,’ Mal said. She was standing by the stone, not quite touching it, and she was very still. ‘You can see forever.’


‘Hmm?’ Later, Lee would try to reinterpret that pronouncement into something profound and prophetic, but probably Mal just meant the view. The stones marked out a rise in the moorland, and they could see for miles. What they could not see, however, was any sign of Roberts. The thought was almost as frightening as the sheep slaughter. Why would someone dump their car here and walk off into the tawny forever of the moors?


‘I think we’re out of our depth here,’ Lee decided, and then a rolling line of shadow raced over, as if clouds were obscuring the sun. That sky had been entirely clear a moment before, but weather could turn suddenly on the moors, Lee told herself.


Then it began to snow.


There was a moment where the summer sky above Lee was mostly blue, and yet snowflakes were spiralling down – and she was such a city girl that alarm bells were still failing to ring. Then Mal shouted. Lee turned towards her and got  a face full of blizzard.


Abruptly the wind was tearing around her, out of nowhere. It brought great skirls of snow, like the waves of the sea, raking her skin and flurrying at her clothes with a thousand sharp fingers. She staggered forwards, leaning into the wind to make progress. Mal was in the midst of the storm, hunched between two of the stones. She had her phone out, trying to take a picture of the weather. Why not? It was a prime Fortean phenomenon: unseasonal snow from an almost clear sky. Perhaps it would start raining frogs and fish next.


Lee collapsed at Mal’s feet and tried to wrangle coats out of their packs – flimsy cagoules because they’d packed for rain, not for Scott of the Antarctic. The temperature had gone through the floor and her fingers were already numb. She managed to hook the hood of one coat over Mal’s head and fell over into the nearest stone trying to get her own on. 


The stones . . . That was what no amount of keep-calm-and-carry-on could handle. Before, there had been three wide-spaced stones in a field. Now there were suddenly six. Six Brothers, like the locals said. The stones were having a family reunion.


The one Lee was leaning against, a new one, had something painted on the inner face. The snow was doing a good job of washing off the redness it had been daubed with, but the artist had been following lines ground deep. She saw a curved sign – then she reinterpreted it as a figure, leaping high with tail and beak pointed downwards and one leg extended, all depicted in a few elegant lines.


‘Lee,’ said Mal.


‘Mal, have you seen this?’


‘Lee.’ Mal’s voice was simultaneously tight and quiet, and very insistent.


Lee looked up and there were the Birdmen.


They were in the centre of the stones. No. They were where Lee’s internal compass told her the centre of the stones ought to be, but things were . . . wrong – it felt somehow like a paper cut to the eye when she looked in their direction. There were at least three of them, although the whirling snow, their snow, made it hard to be sure. They were a little smaller than people, and quite a bit lower because of how they were built. She saw long legs, but a body canted forwards, counterbalanced by that sweep of tail. And that wasn’t a bird’s spray of plumage, now she saw it close-up, but an actual tail, stiff bones and all. Their heads were round, surprisingly large behind their beaks. Lee stared into almost perfectly black eyes, huge and set forwards, a predator’s.


They were impossible, like a monk’s marginalia or bestiarist’s fantasy come to life. They were closest to giant ravens or, no, jackdaws, because their plumage was a scatter of black and white spots and bands. But her mind refused to take in more detail. Because they weren’t animals at all.


They had capes: animal hides secured at the throat and under the belly, shapeless as ponchos. One had a pack, something bundled in skins and lashed down. Another had something, a rod, maybe a spear, balanced in the crook of its bird-arm. It wasn’t a wing but had a sodden sleeve of feathers to it anyway. The hand was a crook of claws, like a taxidermist’s joke.


The central one, the largest, stepped towards Mal. Lee remembered the video, and the same alien language of muscle and movement was on display here. She had forgotten the snow, the cold – had mind-space only for the play of those lean muscles, the scales where the feathers tapered above the knee, the three-toed foot with its inner digit held daintily off the ground. It evoked the pinky finger of a matron aunt taking tea. Save that aunts didn’t have hooked claws like that, not in this era. Not in this world.


She’d initially thought the central Birdman had a big hooked beak like a – well, ‘like a raptor’s’ wouldn’t edify anyone, really. Like an eagle’s, say. But it wasn’t a beak. It was a blade, crooked like an elbow, metal. Bronze, crudely hammered. And Lee saw immediately, with a zoologist’s eye, how those clutches of claws would be good at holding on but terrible for manipulation. But plenty of birds can be clever with their beaks if they need to be.


It was five feet from Mal, who was trying to back away very, very slowly. No blood was visible on the bronze blade, but both of them reckoned they knew what had happened – first to Roberts’ sheep and then to Roberts. And that was when reality shouldered aside all the wonder and the dreams of Fortean fame, because they realized it was going to happen to them too.


‘Look out!’ Lee shouted. ‘Mal, run!’


They ran. Mal had had the foresight to dump her pack, and that meant she was taking the lead, then slowing for Lee’s shorter legs to catch up. The snow seemed to rush towards them no matter which way they fled, and they lost the Range Rover and the track almost immediately. Mal was heading uphill and Lee laboured after, seeing fleet shadows left and right, their pursuers pacing them effortlessly. She heard them, too, calling each to each. Not the keening of hawks nor the brittle croaks of ravens, but a panoply of whistles and clicks, clucks and chuckles, as versatile as parrots. It sounded like laughing.


Mal stopped suddenly and Lee almost ran into her, which would have sent both of them plummeting ten feet down a rock-studded slope. It wasn’t the drop that stopped her, though. It was the view.


It was recognizably the moors, even though snow lay in the hollows. Down below, where a vigorous stream cut its course, a herd of animals had gathered to drink. They were big as shire horses, with something of the same ponderousness, but shaggy to their ankles with drab coats of feathers. Their necks were long and their crested heads small. Two or three stretched up to keep watch over the surrounding countryside while the rest drank. They did not see the two girls, or rather, the humans meant nothing to them. But when the Birdmen materialized on either side of Lee and Mal, the beasts gave out anxious knocking sounds and the herd began to move off.


Mal hadn’t seen the Birdmen yet. She was pointing at something in the middle distance. The snow had ebbed, so they could make out drifting lines of smoke. Lee saw structures: something like yurts, perhaps; a cluster of animals corralled nearby and industrious movement.


Then, from almost at Lee’s elbow, one of the Birdmen spoke. Hak, it went. It took a few steps along the ridge of the rise. It had a scalloped flint in its mouth, and now it wiped it on the ground as though sharpening it, its gaze never leaving Lee.


Hak. 


Run. 


Lee backed away, plucking at Mal’s cagoule. Two Birdmen now crouched amidst the rocks, watching them keenly, the third behind them somewhere, and abruptly Lee could not stand before that thoughtful stare a moment longer. That evaluating, calculating regard, eyes deep as wells – glittering with cruelty and murder, perhaps. But also with undeniable intelligence.


One of them settled, rocking on its haunches, and Lee suddenly remembered a friend’s cat. It would wriggle almost exactly like that before a pounce.


She ran, and Mal was a step behind her, just a step. She would swear to it.


*


They treated Lee for hypothermia and exposure, later. She didn’t remember much of it, didn’t remember getting out, if out was the right word. Out and in implied a relationship to regular directions that couldn’t possibly apply. As soon as she was able to string two words together she asked about Mal, and they asked her the same. The locals were sharp enough to spot when two girls went onto the moors and only one came back.


She remembered the local police, the hospital staff, all those earnest faces. Of course we’ll find your friend, miss, just tell us everything you remember. The words boiled up inside and choked her, because she couldn’t tell them. They’d think she was mad, that she was guilty of something. She talked about the Roberts farm and the moors. She talked about snow, because that on its own seemed just the right side of Crazy Town, even though it was July. She talked about getting lost. Somehow her mouth stitched together a consistent tarpaulin of fabrication that could be draped over what she actually remembered, so the result had the same general shape but concealed all of the details. She discovered a gift for mendacity that she’d never known she possessed.


She wondered, lying alone in her hospital bed, if she’d doomed Mal somehow by lying. But if Mal had been anywhere they could have found her, then Lee’s story might as well have been the real one.


They interviewed Lee three times, three different earnest, comforting police staff going through variants of the same questions, with her trotting out her true-enough answers – and she was bone-tired, shaking and upset. She could tell they were all Poor girl, losing her friend, and not one of them guessed she’d lost her lover, her heart, her whole life. She made herself stay awake, desperate to see Mal come through the hospital room door, unscathed, even if she blamed Lee for leaving, even if she hated her, even if she never wanted to see her again.


At about seven the next morning, Lee was exhausted enough that she’d started seeing Birdmen, ragged and warlike, in the corners of her eyes. And in came a policeman who looked no older than she was, asking questions with an embarrassed little smile. Sorry, miss, be done in just a moment. And Lee realized he wasn’t here about Mal; he was asking about Cador Roberts, also missing. He didn’t seem to quite know who she was, just asked about Roberts – how Lee knew him and when she’d last seen him. She didn’t and hadn’t, so couldn’t help him.


Something broke then. Some vital rubber band of discretion snapped and flew off. She told him everything: the video, the sheep, the Birdmen, the impossible fucking vista of the snow-swept moor and the thundering, feathery reptilian beasts. She saw him write her off as stark raving mad quite early on, but he’d been well brought up – and she was the goddamn Ancient Mariner and wouldn’t let him make his excuses and leave. She talked at him for twenty minutes straight, and out of force of habit he scribbled it all down in his notebook, although she’d bet it went in the station bin the moment he got back. After that, when Lee had finally vomited up all those words her lies had corralled within her, he actually gave her a smile, a top-of-the-range placate-the-madwoman model, and told her he’d be in touch. Thankfully he never was.


The search went on for two weeks. They found Mal’s pack by the three stones of the Six Brothers. They didn’t find her, of course. She’d gone in a direction not picked out on the compass rose, off all maps. Lee remembered Mal’s dad, pitching up hot and angry after driving for hours. She remembered the look of absolute loathing he’d turned on her because Lee had been found and his daughter had not. She remembered looking at her own reflection the same way for many, many mornings. Mal had been the centre of her life, the object of her desire, the light that made all the petty, grim darknesses of the world bearable. As the days went on and the search became an exercise in public relations, Lee remembered looking into the future and seeing . . . nothing. A life without Mal, something she’d never planned for. Stupid teenage lovelorn girl, but she had loved, and then she’d lost, and right then she didn’t think the former made the latter in any way better.


They never found Mal. That made it worse for her family, because to them she was lying out on the moors somewhere like a stray sheep, vanished impossibly into that little knee joint of wilderness at the southern tip of the British Isles. But Lee knew she was elsewhere – could even console herself with the thought It’s what she would have wanted. A bespoke fate for Elsinore Mallory, to which no other human being had ever been consigned.


*


As the years went by and Lee – by her own estimation – miraculously didn’t open her wrists in the bath or chug the contents of her parents’ medicine cabinet, she mythologized the disappearance. It made things easier. She was The Girl Who Stayed, Mal was The Girl Who Left, like they were immortalized in Doctor Who episodes. She used to dream of Mal as though she was still out there somehow, as though she’d come back.


And Lee never gave up on the cryptids and the Forteana. Though neither did she go mad for it, like some Birdman-hunting Van Helsing. She kept on as she had been, wrote articles for local papers, then some national papers; contributed top-ten lists of weird shit to websites; was paid enough to make the rent and buy a sandwich. And every so often she imagined Mal reading those pieces and laughing at her. It made her feel close still, even when the fourth anniversary of her disappearance had come and gone.


Until Mal called.


Or someone called who sounded like Mal used to sound, a voice indelibly engraved in Lee’s memory. She wanted to meet, with no time for catch-ups and pleasantries and Lee’s What the fuck do you mean by this? Who is this? Why are you . . . What are you—Wait! Just a place, a time – pedestrian, ridiculously mundane. And a choice: to go, or not to go.


Lee went.



   



   

Interlude: The Wanderers


Excerpt from Other Edens: Speculative Evolution and Intelligence by Professor Ruth Emerson of the University of California



   





 


 


 


Over time, the tranquillity of the Ediacaran period’s sessile, quilted forms met its end. The low-energy biology of those supine species was replaced by an acceleration into the world of tooth and claw, competition and predation. This was the death knell of the Ediacaran epoch, when one species discovered that harvesting material from its defenceless neighbours was vastly more efficient than filtering detritus for a living.


There was an explosion of biological disparity. No more were quilts the fashionable things to be seen in. Whilst some creatures still sat and sieved, the world was moulded by new pressures. Life had an urgent need to move – towards, for predators; away, for prey – to hide, ambush, devour and protect.


Welcome to the Cambrian period.


Some species became swift, flexible, muscular: slender ribbons of life eeling through the water. Some burrowed into the sediment. Still more used a strategy borne of desperation: let the predators break their teeth and blunt their claws on their hard shells. Unwanted trace elements and compounds that had been building up within organic bodies like all-over kidney stones were secreted on the outside as armour. These creatures would be first on land, first in the air, in any timeline. For this is just one timeline.


In our world, those ribbons of flesh inherited something greater. The internal rod they attached their muscles to became, eventually, part of the spine. They became us, over the course of half a billion years. But not in this world.


Why? There is never a definitive moment when a finger is on the scales, tilting them away from the course our own history took. Perhaps it is only chance that dictates which seed of time will grow and which will not.


The great predators of this Cambrian seascape are the anomalocarids. They too have a carapace. Their bodies are pen-shaped, like squid, flanked by rippling waves of flattened fin-legs that propel them swiftly through the water. They have huge stalked eyes for spotting their prey, which in this world is most things that move. In this timeline, perhaps they are a little faster, their eyes more acute, their arms swifter to grasp than in others. Our putative ancestors, little boneless eel-things, never do well here. They cling on as sessile sea squirts and similar atavisms, but no fish develop in these seas; there are no jaws, no dorsal fins to scare the swimmers, no slow coelacanth cousin hauling itself onto land, modified swim bladder pressed into service as a makeshift lung. No tyrannosaurs, no mammoths. No us. This is not our world; this is not our story.


Nor is it the story of the anomalocarids, if it’s revenge you want. They too will pass, or at least recede into irrelevance.


To win the arms race of this Cambrian is to have the strongest shell. It is to be hauled up from the sediment by the anomalocarids’ fearsome arms, ground between their spines, gnawed at by their toothed ring of a mouth, then abandoned for flimsier prey. From such a forge, here is what will fight its way to dominance.


They are segmented beings, with a head like a crescent moon, a body of three lobes, a shell of calcite and compound eyes where each facet is a tiny tubule of stone. At the start, nothing in particular distinguishes them. They remain trundlers on the seabed for a long, long time. But they have a long, long time. They have, though they cannot know it, half a billion years on their long road to now.


When at last they take to the land, their shells fend off the killer radiation of the sun and their respiratory surfaces hold enough water for brief seaside strolls. Their articulated legs are initially only strong enough to drag their jointed bellies in the sand, but that will change. Their predators (other trilobite descendants as well as the gamely persevering anomalocarids) are slow to follow. By now there is a burgeoning plant ecology out there for grazing; a few million years later there is a burgeoning herbivore ecology. Life makes its way up the beach with increasing confidence. The land is conquered by a succession of variations on woodlice and horseshoe crabs and silverfish, derived trilobites experimenting with terrestrial locomotion.


What might not be evident is that many of the trilobite descendants have solved one problem that none who come after – in any timeline – will ever crack. They are immortal.


Why, after all, do we die? Yes, there are technological remedies. There is the virtual life everlasting that is ‘uploading’, and we’ll see more of that; there is the bloody-minded persistence of medical science without limits, procuring a bespoke longevity for those who can afford or mandate it. But these Cambrians simply evolved out of death by natural causes.


So again, why do we die? Because each time our cells divide, we eat into the chemical caps at the ends of our chromosomes. And as we wear away these telomeres, we accelerate towards an end point where the grabby hands of our cells’ biochemical mechanisms can’t get purchase on them. They fumble and drop them until, giving up in disgust, they refuse to replicate any more. Even where such degradation fails to happen, we reach another sticky end: cancers, cells out-dividing their neighbours, hostile and uncompromising.


The trilobite descendants, or at least one lineage, practically sweat telomerase – rebuilding their battered chromosomes every time their cells divide. They still die like flies from predation – sooner or later something will get you – but built into their design is this truth: they don’t have to die. The philosophers that they will one day produce will never face the existential question that haunts us. The question of why, no matter how good the show, the curtain must always come down.


Their biggest challenge – the one that limits their size and kills them despite their genetic chicanery – is moulting their exoskeleton, when all that hard support turns soft. Grow large enough and the effort of shrugging out of their entire skin is eventually fatal. And that, surely, is the end of the road for the Cambrians.


Except for one lineage of trilobite descendants, still passably trilobite-like despite the intervening millions of years. These Cambrians moult their shells away in flakes, shedding pieces heavy with corralled bacteria and parasites, growing constantly without ever needing to discard their entire hard wardrobe in one go. They grow big; they grow old. Give them a few million years and they’re as big as whales in the sea, as big as elephants on land.


Big doesn’t mean smart, of course; ask any sauropod. But they achieve a kind of sentience around the time our own distant ancestors are exiting the sea. Their sentience is a strange thing, a personal thing. As they master their world, so they learn to avoid the countless deaths by misfortune that would otherwise cut short their lives. Communication between individuals arises from intellectual desire, not social need. Their technology, as it develops, focuses on self-modification and improvement, further taking the reins from mere brute evolution. They become masters of their own growth and shapes, changing themselves for new environments and purposes, growing their exoskeletons into the tools they need to unpack the universe.


By the end of the Permian period they are the inheritors of a culture with a million years of unbroken sophistication – ossified and brittle, with an assurance of its own endlessness. The end of the Permian is when Earth devours its children, though, a time of colossal environmental upheaval and extinction on a global scale. The Cambrians are not ready. Individuals ten thousand years old expire in the long heat-death of a mass extinction. Vast carcasses float and decay in the waves. On land, assemblages of fallen, hollowed segments mark the deaths of these lords of creation.


The surviving Cambrians regard the world with bitter betrayal. Something new has come to them: an understanding of what it means to be complacent in an uncaring universe. From their sheltered refugia they expand out again, forced into an unwonted but necessary proximity with each other. They are finally becoming a civilization, where before they were only ever distantly polite individuals. They fear, now, and because they do not die they do not mythologize that fear or forget its causes. Instead, they improve their senses until they can see forever into the night sky. With their naked eyes they view and measure the minute disruptions that alien planets make to distant stars.


Around the time dinosaurs rule our Earths, the Cambrians are walking with their many legs upon the moon. They taste the harsh atmosphere of Mars and amend their biology to suit. They grow themselves photon drives and solar sails. And in space, they grow really big. Gravity has always been an inconvenience to them.


Long before we are even a dream in the eye of an ape, they have spread out through the galaxy, truly the greatest of all the Earths’ children. But then, they had a head start, after all. Half a billion years is a long time.


And if you saw a really big one . . . just imagine. Through the dust clouds and debris of some far star system, there is an articulated body a hundred kilometres from blunt prow to trailing segmented tail. Its stony carapace is pocked with impact craters and dust abrasion, in places grown into outlandish horns and curving spines longer than skyscrapers according to alien necessity or sartorial preference. It cruises past planets under its own power, devouring asteroids and converting their mass into pure energy to power its eternal flight. And within the vaulted chambers and organs of its body, within the hundred-metre-thick shell, there is a mind vaster than you can imagine. It regards the universe with a patient curiosity, a being that knows it has all the time there ever will be to discover everything there is to know. Because they are realistic about their accomplishments, they consider themselves the lords of all creation. They are now proof against any mere global catastrophe, immortal as long as the universe itself persists.


Until one day, in some far orbit, a discovery is made by one such arthropod descendant . . . philosopher? Scientist? God? A discovery of such dire import that it breaks a million years of silence and burns a planet’s worth of energy in its haste to communicate the news to its vastly distributed kin.


It is coming to an end. It is all coming to an end. And both their mastery and immortality are finally revealed as a cruel sham.









2.


I


Julian Sabreur was, he had to admit, no young Sean Connery or even Roger Moore. Perhaps a little Daniel Craig about the eyes and chin, if Craig had dark hair and narrower cheekbones. At just shy of forty, he felt that he should have left such comparisons behind with the rest of his adolescent baggage. When he first started shaving, though, he’d taken to staring at his newly adult features, saying ‘Moneypenny’, or ‘Shaken, not stirred.’ Even doing the sudden point-the-gun-at-the-camera bit from the credits. His dad had walked in on this once, to his eternal chagrin. Still got brought up at Christmas dinner, that one.


So now the eminently adult Sabreur, Julian Sabreur, could not banish the thought of 007 entirely whenever he took up the razor. It was just one of the many things he would never, ever share with any of his colleagues. Except Alison, who he’d told two years ago. They’d both been drunk and off-shift at New Year’s, she still reeling from her divorce, he from the death of an old friend and mentor. And there hadn’t been anything like that between them, even if Josie had cast suspicious looks Julian’s way come January 3rd when he finally came home. But he couldn’t talk to Josie about his work, and recently he couldn’t talk to her about much at all – apart from John’s long crash-dive towards GCSEs or whether they should sell or rent her late mother’s flat in Scarborough. Instead, Julian spent his time defending the country. It sounded very grand, put like that, but was mostly forms and reports and meetings.


The most dangerous-looking part of Julian’s face was the faint scar above one eyebrow. It was jagged enough that one subordinate had, for about two weeks, taken to referring to him as ‘Harry Potter’ behind his back. Until Julian had called him in for a Meeting Without Coffee to explain that (1) that sort of thing was generally not conducive to a chap’s career prospects and (2) if he didn’t understand that people talked, then maybe the Security Service wasn’t the right place for him. Julian had inherited the tradition of Meetings Without Coffee from his late mentor, Germaine Willoughs, who’d had it from his own and so on back, probably, to the days of Kipling and the Great Game.


It was his turn to do the school run this morning, and once John had been abandoned to the last miserable few yards with the bell already sounding and Josie had vanished to the coffee shop she called her ‘office’, he had time to catch up with work. Working from home two days a week seemed an odd luxury for someone in the Service, but he had a secure phone, and so long as he didn’t leave his encrypted laptop somewhere, it wasn’t a problem. Julian considered that 007 would not be on Her Majesty’s Secret Service wearing yesterday’s joggers and a faded Marillion T-shirt. However, 007 was foreign service rather than home. Probably they had different standards.


There was a stack of reports waiting for him on one Billy White, including one from Alison. She hadn’t flagged it as urgent and he knew how thorough an analyst she was, so he decided he’d skim everything else first, then give it the time it deserved.


Billy White, born William Tams Wellish, should have been small fry, but somehow he’d found a pond to be a big fish in. There was the usual police record, plenty of wrist-rappings for criminal damage, a little ABH, threatening behaviour. His wife had also suffered suspicious injuries including a broken arm, but she’d insisted she was just ‘clumsy’. These days he had lawyers, which meant that his appearances at the nick and in the dock had ebbed, even if his actual activities had only grown. Right now, White was the darling of greatgeorgengland.com – the missing e a constant visual stumble every time Julian saw it written down. The website greeted visitors with a wealth of St George regalia surrounding a sensationalist news feed which collected every conceivable scare story about how England was under threat from . . . just about anyone whose ancestors had come over post 1066.


Alison’s initial intel gathering had already followed White through two dozen websites and message boards, highlighting links with the already radicalized, both here and abroad. White had never been stupid enough to make one of the dangerous lists; his involvement was always just second-hand enough to keep him from the spotlight. Julian had monitored several far-right potential troublemakers in his career, and he knew White wasn’t quite in the elite of those circles. He’d never made it to a local council seat either, though he’d stood in the last election, and he wasn’t smooth enough to wrangle a mainstream media platform outside of the usual websites. Julian reckoned he knew the signs of someone making that transition, though, going from foot soldier to commissioned officer in the nationalistic war. All of which would have been entirely a problem for the regular police and outside Julian’s remit, had not Billy clashed with an individual on a very different government watch list.


Julian caught up with the most recent addenda from the Extremist Analysis Unit, which still reckoned White would huff and puff but not actually blow anyone’s house down, or indeed up. Next he needed to check what White’s antagonist had done overnight that might have added more fuel to this fire.


Dr Kay Amal Khan was never going to be one of Billy White’s favourite people, even back when she was a he. Julian remembered her from way back, when she was still deep within the DST crowd – Defence Science & Technology. A slender man with a pencil-thin moustache and sideburns; he’d been awkward, gangling, frustrated – a brilliant mind unable to express itself. Academically and in the workplace he’d ended up losing the spotlight to more forthright colleagues. But Julian and his superiors were well aware who was really giving them the clever sums, and who therefore needed to have an eye kept on them. Following Khan’s transition, she had . . . come out of her shell, Julian supposed. She was like a different person, and that included not backing down or taking shit from anyone. Her social media profile (which the analysts endlessly dissected) now read like a war journal. She regularly clashed with bigots and white supremacists, hence the current reason she was giving Julian Sabreur a headache. More than one of his team was muttering about ‘PC gone mad’, too. Traditional values being hardwired into the Secret Service, it wasn’t hard to find people there who scowled at the whole idea of Khan and obstinately clung on to their masculine pronouns.


Julian had met Khan twice himself, once before and once after. Prepping for the second interview, he’d braced himself, expecting to experience his own establishmental knee-jerk of prejudice, which he knew must reside within him. And then Khan had turned up, a tall woman, elegantly dressed in a turquoise-and-gold kameez. Loud, quick to laugh, foul-mouthed, a world away from the retiring young man Julian remembered. Halfway through the interview, when she went out for a cigarette (because she smoked now), he had to admit that being a woman suited Khan a whole lot better. She was obviously far more comfortable in her own skin and making more progress with her rarefied work.


As for Khan’s faded-red-carpet treatment by the security services, she was a world-class authority within a tiny niche of experimental mathematics, one of only three people who had ever made any headway with whatever the hell it was, and the only one HM Government could call on. She was therefore gently discouraged from meeting too many foreign nationals or going on holidays abroad.


Catching up with the Extremist Analysis Unit’s report took Julian to midday. It told him that while White’s followers were still rattling sabres against Khan, this was likely as far as it would go.


After that, he began on Alison’s report over a sandwich and tea. As usual she’d gone down the rabbit hole, far deeper than the EA Unit, but Alison Matchell had a good track record of catching rabbits. She’d picked up activity on three more online boards, highlighting a claim that White would sort out Khan, and soon. All hearsay, but Alison had linked the commentator to foreknowledge of a handful of violent attacks in the past.


Alison had proceeded to analyse these previous incidents. Then she extrapolated her conclusions. Billy White wasn’t just an ambitious right-winger. She believed he had a handler, though who this was or why they’d want to use Billy this way, she couldn’t say. Recent incidents had been written off as steam by the unit – faecal matter had been posted to Khan’s new workplace at UCL, and someone had lobbed a brick through a window at her previous address. Alison read it differently.


Alison was simultaneously an excellent and a terrible analyst. Terrible because analysts were rigorously trained out of relying on gut feeling, which opened the door to unexamined prejudice and guesswork. Excellent because her guesswork was extremely good – as was her analysis. She had something of a sixth sense that Julian had come to rely on, and he appreciated that she was never anything but honest about the fact that she ended up pulling on some very tenuous threads.


On the other hand, Operation Glassknife, as he called it, had a budget. Unless he was certain White was going to be a problem, he’d been instructed to leave it to the police. Julian stared at Alison’s report, rereading paragraphs at random, juggling priorities and outcomes. The thing about James Bond, when you got down to it, was that he had carte blanche to go and do stuff. And M didn’t ride him about budgetary overspend.


Julian tapped a number into his phone.


‘DI Royce speaking.’


‘Kier, it’s me.’ Julian waited to see what kind of a mood the man was in.


‘Oh shit, what now?’ Still with Royce’s faint aftertaste of Caernarfon, despite the fact the man had been based at the Met for twelve years.


‘Nothing, nothing, just calling to catch up,’ Julian said, devoid of sincerity. ‘How’s the wife? Kids?’


‘Still not speaking to me,’ Royce said flatly. ‘Dog’s still dead, too, before you ask. What do you want, Jules?’


‘Got any lads sitting on their hands near Primrose Hill?’


In the staticky quiet he could almost hear the man thinking that through. ‘Not so’s you’d notice, not right now. All quiet on the northern front, isn’t it though? And I know you’ve not called to tell me otherwise because we have channels for that, Jules.’


‘We absolutely have,’ Julian agreed. ‘And I will absolutely bring all the relevant paperwork to the next Joint Service meeting and put in the request for your assistance. I’ll table it as soon as I get off the phone, in fact. And I am absolutely not suggesting that if you had a few spare lads from the On Call Investigations Unit, they might find the street food second to none over that way. That would obviously be completely outside my brief . . .’


Royce had been counter-terrorism duty officer on two past operations on Julian’s watch. The two of them had been like cats and dogs at the start, but had each ended up in a position to make the other look good. Favours were owed both ways, the kind that never quite went away.


‘How much of this are you pulling out of your arse, mate?’ Royce asked at last.


‘Possibly all of it. In which case I will owe you twice over, and I will come to apologize in person.’


Another thoughtful pause, as of a man who had to balance his own budgets and account to his own chiefs.


‘Plenty of cultural flashpoints over thataways,’ Royce mused. ‘Be good for a few of the new lads to get a feel for the area.’


Julian felt a knot of tension he hadn’t quite acknowledged uncurl. ‘It’s probably nothing.’


‘Well, knowing you, we’d all prefer if it was nothing,’ Royce agreed. ‘Long may it remain so, say I.’


After Julian got off the phone, he discovered that no less a personage than Dr Kay Amal Khan herself had emailed him direct, demanding to meet with him. This wasn’t the first time either, as Khan had long since lost any tolerance for the slow mill of regular channels. Sabreur sighed. Today was clearly going to be all about Khan. She simply preferred to deal with people she’d met before, but Julian composed a message for someone else to find out what she wanted. The old guard in the office, the ones who didn’t like what Khan represented any more than Billy White, would snicker about her having her eye on him. They’d doubtless use it to undermine Julian’s position and dignity, all those old boys who felt he shouldn’t have been jumped up to his current post. For a moment he considered ignoring Khan’s email entirely, toeing the office line to avoid the looks and whispers. Then he hated himself for it. And it was only a short stop from there to joining in and making his own life easier. It was depressing how he could scratch the surface and find just a little bit of Billy White staring at him in the mirror.


He forwarded Khan’s email. At this stage, and without a confirmed threat, it wasn’t protocol for him to meet with Khan. After that, it was time to ferry John from school to his badminton club.


That evening, and despite the glower from Josie, he took the Tube across London to Shepherd’s Bush. He wanted to relax and talk, and home wasn’t a place where either tended to happen these days.


Alison lived in a decent-sized flat which she’d retreated to after her divorce, paid for by a combination of salary, settlement and inheritance. Because her concerns about personal security went above and beyond the call of professionalism, he called ahead, letting the phone ring four times before ringing off then redialling.


‘Matchbox,’ he said.


‘Spiker.’ Her voice came to him distantly amused, as always. After they’d first met, she’d gone a year before realizing she’d misheard his surname.


The rattle of bolt and chain after she’d checked him out on the cameras was a familiar ritual. Despite the fact that there was nothing sexual between them, Julian felt a stab of guilt as the door opened, right on the heels of the rush of well-being he always got from being here.


Alison Matchell, then: middling height and a few years his senior. The taut boniness of the woman he’d first known was now filling out, as though she’d been under the pressure of some dense and punishing atmosphere throughout her failing marriage. Her blonde hair was bobbed, framing a thin face dominated by antique spectacles with mother-of-pearl-inlaid frames.


‘You look brutal,’ she told him, by which she probably meant just frowny. ‘Am I making up a bed on the sofa?’


‘What? No!’ And another stab of guilt, because this was exactly where he’d go if things ever got to that with Josie. Alison would have the sofa ready in an instant, a safe house long prepared for emergencies.


She gave him a measuring glance and hoicked a bottle of Chardonnay out of the fridge. ‘Does that mean no signed copy of Beguine, then?’


‘I . . . didn’t ask. Next time, sorry.’ Because, of all things, Alison was an avid reader of Josie’s books, which had not had the expected result of endearing her to Josie.


‘Tell her it’s her best one. Very racy. I approve.’ It was not common knowledge at work that Julian’s wife made a decent living writing erotica, another Sword of Damocles over his poor, abused dignity.


Julian took a glass and sipped. Alison’s three monitors were all on, displaying a mishmash of websites, reports and scrolling chat. ‘Still online?’


‘Always. Burning the midnight oil twice as brightly at both ends, you know me,’ she agreed. ‘Screw it for this evening, though. The world’ll just have to not set itself on fire until civilized o’clock tomorrow morning.’ And yet he could tell, by the way she sat, that a sliver of her attention was still on the screens, no matter what. It was the meat and drink of the conversations she had with her Service-vetted therapist and the final knife in the back of her marriage. Alison was a professional worrier. It meant that as an analyst she turned over a lot more stones than most of her peers, but she couldn’t turn it off. ‘I don’t watch the news, you know?’ she’d told him years ago, when he was the one providing safe haven. ‘An analyst who can’t read the headlines without breaking out in a cold sweat. Because I’ve got no control over it, at that remove. At least when I’m working I feel I’ve got leverage.’


The conversation hovered about work like a fly over food for as long as either of them could keep it up. Yes, John was doing well enough at school. Derek, the departed Mr Alison, was being a pain in the arse about contact with the girls again, unless by now it was just the girls themselves. Alison’s latest Netflix obsession turned out to be something he’d seen two years before. And eventually Alison just jabbed him painfully in the arm and said, ‘Say it.’


‘Dr K got in touch.’ Because this was something he needed to air, and there was nobody else he was willing to talk it over with.


‘Told you she would.’ Alison topped up their glasses. ‘Say why?’


‘Probably wants to let me know we’re not doing enough. Which might be true, but it’s all we can do within budget.’


‘Budget,’ she echoed. ‘James Budget, licenced to spend as little as possible. She’ll get your personal email next.’


‘How?’


‘Science-fu,’ Alison supplied unhelpfully. Julian reflected that this might be close to the truth. One of the major applications of Khan’s work had supposedly been codebreaking – by some kind of arcane data transformation that just sidestepped conventional security. Plenty of high-ups in the Service had been alternately rubbing their hands and crapping themselves over the possibility. Khan was no hacker, but if anyone could magic up email addresses out of pure maths, it was her.


‘Just go get permission to meet somewhere secure. Better sooner,’ was Alison’s advice. Before she causes some godawful data breach went unsaid, as did a great deal of what actually passed between them. They were old hands, and they’d known each other too many years. Even here, in Alison’s fortress, sensitive information remained implicit wherever possible.


‘It’s probably nothing,’ she added after a while.


‘I know.’ Meaning – and understood – that he’d take it seriously nonetheless.


Alison’s grey cat, Simms, sauntered out of the bedroom and gave them an unimpressed stare, eerily similar to Josie’s expression on his exit earlier that evening. Alison tried to make a fuss of him, but Simms was in one of his standoffish moods and instead desultorily mauled the desk leg.


Julian was going for the dregs of the wine, but he knew instantly when Alison’s body language changed. A moment later she was off the sofa and staring at her screens, as Simms scooted off to hide under a chair.


‘Fuck,’ she said. ‘Spiker, just been messaged by my source. Says White’s on the move, means business.’


‘Your message-board source. Who you’re not supposed to be liaising with directly because that’s not your job.’


She grimaced back at him. ‘Sometimes you have to get your hands dirty.’


You don’t, Julian thought, but said nothing as Alison stood back from the screen, biting her lip.


‘Word came down from on high, my source says. Then White just grabbed him and they’re on the move. Going to sort out K.’


Julian stood stock still for two seconds, digesting this. It was all unverified sources. He couldn’t ask Royce to go in mob-handed on nothing more than this. Not with an analyst liaising direct with someone else’s suspect source. The whole thing stank of White trying to smoke out some half-sensed enemies, and Royce wouldn’t thank him for throwing that at him. Julian needed something concrete.


‘Where from and when?’


Alison was already ahead of him, calling up online maps, London streets on one screen, the messenger window on another. Where are you? 


Left club all2gether 6ofus 2herplace now 


‘Club’ meant the snooker hall where Billy White held court, Julian guessed. Alison was already drawing best-fit road routes between there and Khan’s Camden flat. Julian was calling Naia Osmaili.


After a chance involvement in an operation three years back, Julian had cultivated Osmaili carefully, making sure any help she gave was generously rewarded with flowers and those chocolates she liked. She wasn’t in the security services and she only had the haziest idea of what Julian actually did. But from her position as a technical administrator for Transport For London, she could call up footage from every traffic camera in the city’s network, and so much more quickly than going via the police. Not exactly what she should be doing, but Osmaili was a serial voyeur of other people’s lives. Her night shifts were spent illegally recording accidents, crazy pedestrians bolting through moving traffic and, in one case, someone who turned out to have planted a car bomb. Julian’s team had looked into her after the bomb squad had been and gone, and she’d been on his contacts list ever since.


Alison had identified a dozen cameras on likely routes and her source had confirmed White’s transport as whitevan reg LDO9smthing.


Osmaili was the keenest pair of eyes in the business, so Julian passed her the information. It felt like an unforgivable breach of good tradecraft, but so was getting Kay Amal Khan killed. Alison was on her phone now, getting brief, punctuated texts from her source as he jolted about in the back of White’s van. She’d tried Khan’s number, but the physicist wasn’t picking up.


Osmaili had her own phone camera turned towards her screens, giving Julian the best view of what she was looking at.


‘Remarkably obliging, this chap of yours,’ Julian observed to Alison as they watched Osmaili monitor the routes to Khan’s flat. He pictured the administrator lounging in her office chair, squinting at the screens and glancing over her shoulder in case her supervisor was near.


Alison’s silence told him she’d been hiding things and felt guilty about it. ‘I’ve been cultivating him,’ she said. ‘He’s a thug called Cleary. Been in with people like White most of his life, his family included. Claimed a change of heart.’ She was leaning over Julian’s shoulder intently, her hair pricking his cheek.


‘Found God?’


‘Half of these guys already have God. But he beat someone half to death last year. Like an initiation . . .’ Her lips moved as she read the newest text. ‘Didn’t sit well with him. Tried to turn himself in, and someone got him hooked up with us.’


Then Naia Osmaili was in Julian’s ear in a hoarse whisper that suggested her boss was doing the rounds. ‘There! White van there! Is that it?’


He squinted: white van, yes; the registration was hidden by the tailgating hatchback behind. However, it was driving carefully, letting other vehicles pull out ahead of it, the way people in London so seldom did. Almost as if the driver really didn’t want to be pulled over.


He conferred with Osmaili again. The camera view obligingly skipped two junctions down the road and they watched the van amble up and indicate. As it turned, Osmaili read off the plate. It matched the partial Alison’s source had given them. The cloud of possibilities collapsed into a single certainty. It might be a set-up. The source might be lying to see what we’ll do. This could even be a hoax, leading to us kicking down the door to scare the crap out of Khan. He had a single exchange of looks with Alison, knowing she was heading down all the same blind alleys. Her hand gripped his shoulder.


‘You trust your source?’ And then, even as she replied in the affirmative, he was thanking Osmaili and ringing off.


White’s people were now far too close to where Khan lived. Perhaps they’re just going to break a few windows. Perhaps they’ll paint a couple of ‘go home queer’ messages on the wall. Perhaps, perhaps . . . And then he was dialling Royce and hoping the man would pick up. Now he had established the threat beyond reasonable doubt, he could call it in to Royce and the SO15 officially so it was all above board. That done, Julian snagged his coat from the back of Alison’s door.


‘Leave it to the professionals,’ she told him, and she was right. Matters were in the domain of the police now. Royce’s lads who just happened to be kicking their heels at Primrose Hill would be told he’d received an ‘anonymous tip-off’ and could take a look. And most likely it was nothing and they’d have to apologize for getting Dr Khan out of bed.


James Bond would have gone. In fact, Bond would already be there, without relying on other people, because Bond was omnicompetent. Julian Sabreur was not.


‘I’m going to the area,’ he said. It was a wretched halfway house and he knew it. ‘Just . . . nearby. In case.’


‘In case what?’ Alison was at her computers, pointedly logging out. You’re not a crime scene investigator. You’ve done what you can, Spiker. Besides, you need to call in and update whoever’s on late shift, tell them Op Glassknife might have gone south.’


He could feel his adolescent dreams of action herodom floating away like autumn leaves. He adopted a crisp smile. ‘Caught up in the moment, there. You know how it is.’


‘I know.’ And she shrugged into her own coat. ‘Come on then. I’ll drive.’


He lost most of the journey to that familiar adult tension that was a mix of ‘I should be doing something’ and ‘I have possibly screwed up’ with a side order of ‘I have just generated so much damn paperwork for someone, and that someone is probably me’. And, very deeply and distantly, because he kept it chained like a malodorous dog at the end of the garden of his mind, there was the memory of a single moment. He’d been working on the traffic footage and Alison had been breathing in his ear, hair brushing his cheek – the two of them yoked to a single purpose. He put it with all the other things he couldn’t afford to keep but wasn’t able to throw away.


Alison’s driving was a Zen balance between aggression and caution. She was hyperaware of everything on the road, exploiting every opportunity while leaving not even a ripple of horns or anger behind her. Her jaw was clenched, because when she was out of the house everything became a potential threat. She found a parking space and the two of them had an unconvincingly casual coffee, within ten minutes’ walk of Khan’s address. The late-shift barista plainly thought they were breaking up with one another, from her sidelong glances. Alison was covertly checking her phone every couple of minutes. Her source had gone silent.


Come on, Royce. And even as he thought it, his phone buzzed. Probably it’s nothing. Probably he’s calling to bitch at me for wasting everyone’s time. 


‘Royce?’


‘Goddamn, Jules.’ The Caernarfon ran stronger when Royce was under pressure. ‘Just . . . what the piss is this hole you’ve dug for me?’


Julian stood abruptly, almost upsetting the table. ‘What’s the situation?’


‘I have two bastard corpses on my hands, Jules, and another two waiting for the ambulance. You and I are going to have a talk about unofficial favours.’


Julian went cold. ‘Khan—?’


‘What?’ Royce’s voice, briefly mechanical with bad signal. ‘Oh, your woman’s fine. No, not her.’


‘Your people—?’


His tone of utter chagrin was obviously mollifying in some way, because Royce sounded less punchy when he said, ‘No, my lads are fine, but—’


‘Royce, we’re coming over.’


There was an ambulance strobing blue fire across the street when the two of them hurried up. Royce’s SO15 boys were handling access and keeping a crowd of late-nighters and rubbernecking neighbours at a respectful distance, and Royce himself stood with a handful of uniformed officers outside Khan’s building. He caught sight of Julian and excused himself from the huddle. Julian knew Kieran Royce as solid and unflappable, a broad, balding man whose face relaxed into an avuncular smile whether he was feeling jolly or not. Right now the smile was nowhere to be seen.


‘It’s a goddamn war zone in there, mate,’ he complained. Paramedics were stretchering someone out of the front door, the features all too familiar from Julian’s daily briefings. Billy White.


‘What the hell happened?’


‘Sixty-four-thousand-dollar bastard question,’ Royce agreed.


The extent of their knowledge was this: Royce had rallied his people but they’d arrived too late. White’s lot had forced the lock on Khan’s apartment building and gone in. They’d taken not just weapons but gaffer tape and plastic ties, which suggested they’d been intending to snatch Khan and take her elsewhere for the real fun.


Looking at the timings later, Julian reckoned that Royce’s people might have been in time to catch White’s lot leaving with Khan if things had played out differently. Instead they’d arrived to find the front door open, and then progressed with all due caution up the stairs to Khan’s flat. Khan’s door had been kicked open – her neighbours were starting to peek out, and one had called the police – and inside was the aforementioned warzone.


White had gone in with three heavies, and they’d been taken apart so brutally that one of the paramedics was talking about a bear attack he’d once seen. White and one other were found dead, the other two insensible. All outward signs suggested they’d been beaten savagely with whatever was to hand, with sufficient force to break bones and crack skulls. It was as though they’d encountered a frenzied berserker. Khan’s flat was trashed, barely two sticks of furniture still connected. ‘So now the hunt’s on for some meth-crazed lunatic,’ Royce summarized, ‘but at least it’s my problem and not yours. I’m guessing this wasn’t what you were expecting, Jules?’ Or you’d have warned me, was the unspoken rider.


Julian was agreeing when Alison nudged him. On the far side of the ambulance, sitting on a doorstep in her dressing gown, was Kay Amal Khan. She was cadging a light from one of the onlookers, but shooed the girl away when she saw Julian. The glow of the cigarette seemed to form wavering figures of eight in her shaking hands.


*


‘I told you I needed to speak with you,’ she said.


The fallout came in waves, spread out over the next few weeks. Op Glassknife was over save for the filing, with Billy White out of the equation. Julian had a tense meeting with his director, Leslie Hind, a woman who tended to stare angrily at people as though trying to set them on fire with the power of her mind. Julian had given her plenty of staring material, and she dragged him over the coals slowly in respect of his various breaches of protocol. The operation had been successful in real life, but it looked like a fuck-up on paper and that was bad for departmental metrics.


While Alison liaised with SO15 about the chances of retaliatory measures by White’s people, Khan had enjoyed a few days at a safe house, shuttling back and forth to interviews with the Met, helping them with their enquiries. The transcripts were already on Julian’s desk.


The doctor was wearing a subdued skirt suit when she came in, and he could tell she was still rattled by the whole business. Her hands were constantly fiddling with cigarettes and lighter and she alternated between refusing to meet Julian’s gaze and glaring at him.


‘So what really happened?’ he asked, pushing the transcripts over when she didn’t volunteer anything.


‘Every word nothing but the truth, Jules.’ She brought an unlit cigarette to her lips and scowled. ‘Do you not have one meeting room I can fucking smoke in?’


‘Kay, what happened?’ She’d told the police that when White came beating at her door she’d locked herself in the bathroom with a kitchen knife, and without her phone. She’d heard what sounded like all hell breaking loose in the next room. Then eventually she’d responded to the cautious calls of Royce’s people and come out to find the scene of devastation.


‘That happened.’ She gestured to the transcript Julian had in front of him. ‘Just like that.’


‘Kay, when White arrived, there was someone already with you,’ Julian pointed out. ‘Now either you let them in or they forced their way in, but—’


‘I swear, I was alone when my door was kicked in,’ Khan insisted fiercely. ‘Unless someone was hiding in the broom cupboard. You think that’s likely, Jules? Cos I do not.’


‘Two people died—’


‘You think I did it? Or you think I keep a, what, a bodyguard? A super-jealous boyfriend? A . . . gorilla?’ Khan’s voice broke. ‘Jules, there were dead bodies in my house. And I’m going to have to go back there and . . .’


‘Kay, why did you want to speak to me?’


‘Why didn’t you want to speak to me?’ Khan raised a sardonic eyebrow. ‘You thought the great queer was attention seeking, is that it?’


‘I thought there were proper channels.’ But he knew she was right, at least a little. ‘Here I am, Kay. Talk to me.’


‘I was approached.’


Julian went still. ‘But not by White?’


‘No, but just as this White business was kicking off online. I was approached by a woman in a bar. Only instead of wanting to try out a new kink, she said her employers wanted to speak to me. Wanted my professional opinion on something. Very important, very hush-hush. She was dressed like a moody goth, but she looked like she’d been forced into it at gunpoint. She looked . . . feral.’ Oddly, she smiled. ‘And yes, obviously, I can do a full description. I can even do you a sketch if you want, for what it’s worth. No contact details were given. Said she’d find me. Spy stuff, Julie. Pure spy shit. She knew who I was, though. She was talking about CITS. Which is such a terrible acronym that it only appears in classified reports. The reports that only get read by you people and nobody else should be able to even get hold of them. Not unless they’ve cracked CITS already and need people like me because they’re winding up to do something with it.’


Cryptic Informational Transformation Space, supplied Julian’s memory helpfully. It was what Khan had been working on at the government laboratory. He was still none the wiser about what it meant.


He felt a new operation coming on, in which he would be neck deep. ‘There was just this one contact?’


‘And now this.’ A jab of the lighter indicating dead bodies and a wrecked flat.


Julian sighed. ‘Go back to the beginning, tell me everything you can, every detail.’


II


The transcript of that meeting found its way to Alison, along with a grab bag of other evidence: police interviews, scene-of-crime reports, autopsy results, camera footage. She was currently in limbo between Op Glassknife and whatever new operation might sprout up from Khan’s revelations. It seemed likely that when it had gone through enough meetings to become something tangible she’d be brought in on it. In the meantime she pulled what strings she could to keep informed. She didn’t like living in a world she couldn’t get a handle on – it didn’t feel safe – so she would pry obsessively until those handles were discovered or installed. Back when the girls were tiny, before she’d joined the Service, she’d run her own trace agency from home, tracking down absconding debtors, long-lost beneficiaries and truant husbands who owed too many maintenance payments. Every success made her world more ordered and therefore more controllable. Controllable was secure. It slowed her heart rate and backed up all the anxiety medication.


The autopsies contained nothing surprising, save the coroner’s estimates of the force applied. White and his mates had been beaten with Khan’s furniture, and then with bare hands. These were large and heavy-knuckled, judging by the signature marks they had left. Of the two survivors, one had lasted two days before succumbing to haemorrhaging from a cracked skull; the other was stable but had yet to wake up.


The other man dead at the scene, besides White, had been Patrick Cleary, Alison’s source. He had, she thought, deserved better. He had been trying to turn himself around, and had been brave enough to work against a man like White to atone. And he’d died not to serve that cause but at the hands of some unidentified third party.


She considered what Khan had said to Julian. Had that third party turned up to recruit or even kidnap Khan themselves, only to get into a scrap with White? They’d then run off before the police arrived? The timing seemed suspiciously coincidental, but coincidences happened even in the most ordered of universes.


Then there was the camera evidence. There was no good street view of Khan’s building, but the woman had been sharp enough to keep a camera system overlooking her front door. The quality was decent. It showed White and his lads turning up, pausing to gather themselves and then shouldering the door open on the third try.


Then, nothing for about five minutes, because the camera didn’t have sound.


Then they came out.


Two new figures: a woman and a man. She had long hair, tied back, neither very pale nor very dark. The grey of the footage made colour impossible to determine, and she was bundled in a puffy jacket. She looked almost straight at the camera, without any awareness of it. Alison isolated the image thoughtfully. Khan was a competent amateur sketch artist. It certainly looked like the same person who’d tapped her in the club.


The man with her was about the same height but twice as broad. His long leather coat was split at the shoulder blades, most likely from some particularly energetic part of beating Billy White to death. The camera resolution didn’t show the stains, but that coat must have been gory with blood, and the police were already searching nearby bins and skips for it. The camera only caught a partial profile, but that was enough to pick the man out as strikingly ugly, broad-faced, weak-chinned, heavy-browed. Alison shivered at the sight: a latter-day Karloff in full monster make-up. Surely not hard to track down.


They hadn’t entered via the door though. The police had already gone back through everything still on the camera’s memory. It looked as though the pair had been there for longer than the device could record, or they’d maybe crept in through a window. Except Khan’s place was on the second floor and there was no sign of forced entry except for the door. So had Khan lied, and let them in . . .? More unknowns awaiting a tidy resolution. Alison had been in the game long enough to know that some mysteries were never resolved. She would, at some point, have to either come to terms with that or go mad. But right now her drive to turn the world into a puzzle, where every piece fit, was what matched her so well to her job.


There wasn’t enough of the man’s face in the footage to run through recognition software, but the girl was another matter. The police would be looking into it, of course, but Alison had a bad habit for an analyst of scaring up her own intel when it suited her. Yet another blot on her record, balanced only by her good results. And if someone was trying to poach Khan, it really was a national security matter.


Knowing she should close up shop and get some sleep, Alison closed her browser. There was another window behind it, showing a scrolling page of . . . text? Code? Instinctively she went to close it. However, another window had opened up within it, and another within that, like a digital Russian doll. She went cold and hit the trip switch on her internet connection, for what little good it would do. There was a third nested window now, with even smaller text running rapidly in weird, random conglomerations of ASCII pixels. It was as though her computer was possessed and trying to enunciate demonic language.


Convulsively, she yanked the power cable. Her heart began to hammer as the screen stayed lit, impossibly, even as the lights on the computer hard drive died. The distorted characters inhabiting the inner window were speeding up exponentially. In the slower code in the outer windows she began to catch snippets: names, dates, coordinates.


A large slice of her psyche was denying that any of this was happening, preferring to believe this was a tiredness-induced hallucination – or even the introduction of some neural agent into her system. The rest of her, concerned with gathering intel no matter how impossible, fumbled her phone out. She started taking photos of the screen with shaking hands.


Forty seconds later, the screen died at last. When she booted the machine up in safe mode, it worked perfectly. Then came a thorough scan, a search through the memory, attempts to look over recent histories . . . but there was no evidence that anything untoward had happened. Only the photos on her phone stood as mute testimony.


She put her head in her hands, breathing heavily. It wasn’t that it had happened; it was that it had happened again.
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