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	a financier
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PART ONE

INVOCATION







It was a place shunned by the people of the village, as it had been shunned by their fathers before them. There were many things said about it, and all were of evil. No one ever went near it, either by day or night. In the village it was a synonym of all that is unholy and dreadful.


—William Hope Hodgson, The House on the Borderland


A certain number of coincidences of a particular sort have occurred: did they or did they not occur by chance?


—Edmund Gurney, F. W. H. Myers, and Frank Podmore, Phantasms of the Living
















CHAPTER ONE

A BAND OF TRAVELLERS







It does not do to trust people too much.


—Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “The Yellow Wall-Paper”


August 31, 1939. 3 P.M.


Loping through the steady hammering rain, splashing through puddles without care, panting like a maniac, the man in the beige mackintosh reached the bus depot just in time. Imogen Drabble watched him from the coach window and wondered about him. He was heading in their direction and must have made frantic eye contact with the driver, for the driver waited, hand poised on the ignition key.


The man in the beige mackintosh—his trilby hat dented and misshapen—advanced and rapped on the glass door, looking like a damp and miserable wraith. The driver took his time leaning forward to deploy the door lever; there was something bitter and vengeful in the tardy passenger’s gait as he clambered aboard.


“Is it McGinn or Edgecomb?” said the driver, reaching for his clipboard. He, too, had a face for funerals. The crimson ribbon on his peaked cap was a single slice of frivolity in an otherwise cadaverous aspect.


“Judd,” said the man, “Walter Judd.” He was out of breath, and his shoulders heaved up and down as he waited for the driver to confirm his booking. In his right hand he clutched a crumpled ticket, and in his left a small traveller’s case. He’d evidently had a hell of a rush, and had made it only just in time.


“You’re not on here,” said the driver, indicating the clipboard.


“Then it’s under ‘Edgecomb,’ ” said Judd.


The driver looked again and nodded brusquely. “Any other luggage, sir?”


“Just this,” said Judd, indicating the travelling case.


“All right then. Take a seat, we’ll be underway in a moment.”


Imogen watched Judd lumbering along the aisle, eventually settling in a vacant seat a couple rows in front of her. He did not even remove his mackintosh, and the seat was no doubt drenched in rainwater. He immediately began fumbling in his pockets, emerging with a cigarette packet and book of matches. The cigarettes were dry, but the matches were, unsurprisingly, soaked and limp.


Judd grumbled under his breath, the unlit cigarette clutched in his teeth.


“Excuse me,” said Imogen, half rising and leaning forward across the vacant row, “care for a light?” She had nimbly extracted her lighter from the bag in her lap, and now proffered it to the irritable traveller.


“’kyou,” he said, turning his head so she could ignite the tip of the cigarette between his lips. She got her first full look at his face then, in the shadowed relief of that flickering flame; glaucous skin dappled in orange light, his chin a grey-black fuzz, his half-open eyes swollen with sleeplessness, looking for all the world as though he were already quite dead.


“Lousy day,” she said.


“Mm,” he grunted, then turned away from her. Puffing on the cigarette, he felt around in his pockets once more and now emerged with a somewhat tattered-looking envelope. He removed and unfolded three sheets of notepaper, densely packed with handwritten words. By the wholly inadequate light of the slate-coloured sky, he began to read.


Imogen liked to think of herself as a collector of interesting persons, and there were plenty on this little coach. Unfortunately, the person she was travelling with was not one of them. She glanced at the old woman beside her on the bench seat, who had been snoring ever since she boarded. It was going to be a long, long journey.


Adaline La Motte was an expansive and gregarious sleeper. Like every other aspect of her life, she tended toward maximalism. Her dress was tentlike and funereal; her astrakhan coat as heavy as mammoth hide; a scarf was tied around her head and her throat was cluttered with paste jewellery. Her bulldog jowls flapped and rippled with each intake of breath, and her mouth hung open, revealing small, brown teeth.


The driver (Imogen had not yet learned his name) fired up the engine and it started on the first attempt, which came as a considerable surprise. The coach was a juniper-green Leyland Cub, a 22-seater, and in decent nick. It coasted away from the depot and into the street, headlamps casting blades of yellow light through the rainfall.


There were seven of them on that coach, including the driver, which would no doubt make for a lively trip. These were “characters,” thought Imogen. Just the sort of people she ought to be writing about.


Aside from Walter Judd, about whom Imogen had yet to make up her mind, there was a middle-aged lady in beads and an unfortunate hat, who was now sitting at a conscious distance from her fellow passengers. She and Madame La Motte knew one another—indeed, it was at this woman’s behest that Madame had joined the excursion—and yet they were not sitting together. There was a curious uprightness to this woman’s gait, as though she were making a conscious effort to remain impassive. She wore a long black dress with a white jabot pinned at her throat by a pearlescent brooch. Her hair was a tight, cinereous snare of curls, her eyes ringed by crow’s feet like cracked porcelain. Her bearing, the way she walked, the way she carried herself on surprisingly light feet; it all gave her a curiously ghostlike aspect. She had a large canvas bag in her lap, into which she peeked periodically, as though checking its contents were safe. Her name, Imogen knew, was Mrs. Bailey.


Across the aisle from the silent lady was a young (perhaps late twenties) and handsome man whose raffish appearance was belied by the ungainliness of his movements and the childlike way he fidgeted in his seat. He looked like an adolescent who has grown up too quickly and is now unsure quite where to put his long limbs. He wore a dun-coloured suit and a grey, limp-brimmed trilby; the waterlogged felt had the texture of a lily pad. His face was pale, smooth as a soft-boiled egg, and even-featured—save for a slightly receding chin.


At the very rear of the coach sat perhaps the most unlikely (and therefore interesting) passenger: an old man, again dressed all in black (what a morbid cabal this had turned out to be!). He had a thin, hollow-cheeked face with creased, papery skin and pale blue eyes. He held a walking cane with an ornamental silver handle; it took Imogen a moment or two to realise the handle was in fact shaped like a human skull. The more she looked at this old man (furtively, from the corner of her eye), the more she wondered whether he was in fact old at all. Though spindly and slightly hunched, he had a kind of tight muscularity, like a coiled spring. His hair was silver, and his homburg hat was black and slightly askew atop his altogether impressive head.


Madame La Motte, the woman who could sleep through a hurricane, stirred as the coach left London. “… Telephone,” she burbled, the last vestige of her dream drifting from her.


“What’s that, Madame?”


“Answer the telephone.”


“You were dreaming, Madame. We’re on the coach.”


“Mm? Was I? Where are we?”


“Just outside London.”


“Such a long way to go,” said old Madame La Motte, settling back and leaning sideways with her forehead pressed against the window. She closed her eyes, and within moments was snoring softly once again.


They made good progress despite the weather, largely thanks to the driver’s eager acceleration, which saw them bumping and jolting through plenty of dips in the uneven roadways. An especially deep depression sent a small round object sailing from the young male passenger’s hand. It came rolling along the aisle toward Imogen; she stopped it with her foot and leaned forward to pick it up. It was a lens cap; she had worked with photographers often enough to recognise it.


The young man was on his feet in an instant, peering round agitatedly. When he spotted Imogen holding the cap up to the light, he sighed with relief and came lunging toward her. Settling in the vacant seat across the aisle, he spoke in low tones, to avoid waking Madame La Motte.


“Nice catch,” he said. “Thought I’d never see it again.”


“Are you a photographer?” asked Imogen.


“Of a kind. A rather specialised kind.”


“Meaning what?” She had not yet handed back the lens cap and made a show of idly examining it.


“Forgive me,” he said, holding out his hand, “my name is Francis Tulp.”


She shook the hand. “Imogen Drabble.”


“You look rather familiar, Miss Drabble. Perhaps we’ve met somewhere before?”


“Perhaps we have,” she said, finally handing back the lens cap. Tulp pocketed it.


“May I ask what it is you do for a living?”


“I’m a writer,” she told him.


“Of fiction?”


Her only answer was a smile.


Francis Tulp blustered a little. “I’m actually a scientist, I suppose you’d call it. Or an investigator.”


“Of what?”


“Of …” He gave a little wave with his right hand. “Phenomena.”


“Ah,” she said, slightly disappointed. Another of those. It explained the camera, at least.


“Tell me, is that Adaline La Motte?” he said, nodding toward the sleeping old woman.


“It is. I’m her … companion, I suppose you’d call it.”


“I thought you were a writer?”


“So what brings you out on this trip?” Imogen said, changing the subject.


“I imagine the same thing that brings Madame La Motte. There are so many stories about this place. When I heard they were opening up to the public, I jumped at the chance.”


“And you’re travelling alone?”


“I’m a one-man band these days,” said Tulp. “I used to be with the OPC.”


The Occult Practice Collective: Imogen had heard of it, though it seemed to be little more than a drinking club, albeit with remarkably deep pockets. She speculated that a young man like Tulp would not have relinquished membership willingly—the loss of funding would be crippling to any serious researcher.


“I saw you loading your belongings into the luggage bay,” Imogen observed. Tulp had insisted on doing this himself, to the driver’s obvious chagrin.


“Some of my equipment,” he explained. “Rather fragile. Not to mention costly.”


And purchased with the OPC’s money, she speculated.


As they had been speaking, Imogen was conscious that Tulp’s gaze was drifting over her shoulder, toward the old man in the very back seat. “Do you know him?” she asked.


“Yes, I rather think I do. I didn’t spot him when I first boarded. But yes, we’ve certainly met before.”


“You practice spirit photography?” Imogen prompted in an effort to draw Tulp back into conversation.


“I do,” he offered eagerly. “I have one of the most sophisticated setups in Europe, and I’ve produced some of the most compelling results. Even ardent sceptics have struggled to dispute my findings.”


“Really? Strange that I’ve never heard of you before.”


He was a little affronted. “Perhaps you’re reading the wrong kinds of journals. But then, I don’t do what I do in order to be famous. I am no Madame La Motte.” He uttered the old lady’s name with a certain sharpness. Was it resentment of her celebrity? Or antipathy toward her showy manner, and the embarrassing amounts of money yielded by her high society séances?


Imogen, who had little sympathy for the old charlatan, found this rather amusing. “You mean you really believe?”


He frowned. “Of course. I shouldn’t be here otherwise. I take it, then, that you’re a nonbeliever, Miss Drabble?”


She gave him a disarming smile. Before taking this job with Madame, Imogen had known next to nothing about the supernatural. Now that she had been at it for a while, she felt as if she knew even less. She had sat through copious readings and healings and communications, and had come away from each feeling as though she’d witnessed nothing more than a cynical confidence trick. She had begun the escapade as an agnostic; she would finish as an outright sceptic.


“Let’s just say I’m still waiting for that conclusive evidence to erase the last doubts from my mind.”


“Well,” said Francis Tulp softly, “perhaps this weekend you shall find it.”


His gaze was trailing off over her shoulder again. It was as if, knowing that she was not fully committed to a belief in ghosts, he was permitting his attention to drift.


“Who is he?” asked Imogen.


Tulp leaned in close, as though wary of attracting the old man’s attention. “His name is Joseph Spector. Have you heard of him?”


She shook her head.


“He used to be a music hall magician.”


“Yes,” said Imogen thoughtfully, “he looks the part.”


“Now he’s … well, he’s like me. That is, he has an interest in the unexplained. The inexplicable. He wrote an excellent monograph on the Pittenweem witches.”


“How did you meet him? The OPC?”


“No, no.” Tulp half chuckled. “We met through work. We were both called in to investigate certain happenings at a place just outside London; an old house called Coldwreath. Do you know it?”


She shook her head again, slightly discomfited by her own ignorance.


“Well, it was rather mysterious, but not supernatural. It meant I got to see Spector in action, though. That strange brain of his. I wonder if he remembers me?”


“You know a lot about everyone on this coach, it seems,” said Imogen, making an unwritten note to speak with Spector later.


“What about the gentleman in front of me?” she said, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Walter Judd?” They both looked, and saw that Judd was still hunched over the rain-damaged notepaper, studying it carefully.


“Is that his name? Can’t help you there.”


“How about the widow?” She indicated Mrs. Bailey.


“What makes you say ‘widow’?”


Imogen pouted her lips thoughtfully. “Just the look of her. She seems as though she ought to be in a pew at a funeral somewhere.”


“Well, when you put it that way …” Tulp offered with a smile, settling back in his seat.


Imogen resisted the urge to prolong the conversation. She had often found it more beneficial to eke these things out. People tended to be more forthcoming that way.


She turned in her seat, and jumped a little when she saw that one of Madame La Motte’s eyes was half-open. The old medium had been awake the entire time, no doubt listening to the whole conversation. The errant eye snapped shut again, and she let out a low, tasteful snore.


Imogen could see little beyond the windows. The rain was so heavy that only greys and whites were perceptible amid the deluge. No shapes; only colours. The road, the buildings, the land.


So she returned her attention to her fellow passengers. Not Madame La Motte; she’d already had quite enough of the old lady. But Walter Judd, who was now glancing around distractedly, as though trying to attract someone’s attention but unsure how to go about it. And Mrs. Bailey, who was looking straight ahead, her lips moving slightly, as though she were praying, or reciting an incantation. And Francis Tulp, the young parapsychologist. And, glancing over her shoulder, she studied Joseph Spector.


What were the odds, she wondered, of all these unlikely and eccentric persons descending on the same location for the weekend?


She turned her thoughts to their destination. Of all the “haunted” locations she had visited with Madame, this was the one about which she knew the least. She understood it had been used as a military hospital during the War, and that it had since fallen into disrepair. But its very dilapidation had fuelled rumours of its ghostly happenings and made it a prime spot for ghost hunters and apparitionists. It had recently come under new ownership, and it had been these new owners’ ingenious idea to open the place up to paying guests.


From what Imogen had managed to determine in advance, there was very little in the surrounding area to appeal to tourists. Countryside, she supposed, though she didn’t consider that much of an attraction. She was raised in a tiny village, and now had little patience for the quaintness of the country. Perhaps that was why she found working for Madame La Motte so unpleasant. The old woman was like a vulture, preying on the superstition and naivety of her “clients.” It was grotesque, but also somehow … parochial.


Usually, Imogen managed to circumvent the question of conscience by focusing on her salary—which was healthy. She was doing inordinately well for one so young. Maybe when this trip was over she would bid the unpleasant Madame La Motte farewell for the last time, and take a holiday somewhere. Her friends often chided her that she was too cynical and jaded. A nice, refreshing voyage to the continent might be just the ticket.


Moderately comforted by the thought, Imogen let her imagination wander. For a little while, at least, she need not be in this miserable coach, but on a beach somewhere—perhaps Greece. Somewhere warm, away from the driving rain.


The coach slowed. The driver swung the wheel, and they were off the road and in what was presumably a lay-by of some kind. Imogen was still unable to see.


“Ladies and gents,” the driver announced, “this is a scheduled fuel stop. If you’d like a quick leg stretch, I’ll be setting off again in ten minutes. But personally, I wouldn’t recommend it.”


Imogen sighed. Her fleeting fantasy was now dispelled. She was inescapably here, in this coach, with these people, pressing on like lunatics through the punishing weather, toward the house at Devil’s Neck.
















CHAPTER TWO

THE PHANTOM BELLHOP







’Tis strange what a change comes over masses of men as they gaze upon a dead body.


—James Malcolm Rymer, Varney the Vampire


August 31, 1939. 3 P.M.


Occasional slivers of sky permeated the charcoal cloud plumes. George Flint turned up the collar of his greatcoat and stamped his feet to ward off the unseasonable chill. His face was ruddy from the walk, and his moustache particularly bristly. An unlit pipe hung from his lips—the rising cost of tobacco meant he could only sporadically afford to refill it. And besides, he found that the simple act of chewing on the pipe assisted his concentration and all-round cognition. On a day like today, it was essential. Only midafternoon, and already the darkness was gathering.


“Did you try round the back?” he asked his sergeant, Jerome Hook.


“Yes, sir. Locked up tight, just like the front.”


“All right,” Flint sighed, “worth a try, I suppose.” Then he mounted the steps and hammered on the front door once again. “Police,” he barked, “open up.”


The house was a corner property at the end of a long terrace of virtually identical Victorian homes, each comprising three storeys and crowned with teetering chimney stacks. The bricks were grey and sturdy, with the façade framed by elaborate cornicing. This was a nice street; the sort of street where Flint hoped to move one day.


The case was a strange one; the call had come in about an hour ago of a madman waving a loaded revolver, threatening both his secretary and his valet. They had cleared the place sharpish, and the assailant—who was reported to be middle-aged and otherwise unassuming—had locked himself in the house. It now fell to Flint to try and smoke the bugger out.


“The place is surrounded?” he said to Hook.


“Yes, sir. Three constables at front and back.” As the house was on a corner, a simple wooden fence—about eight feet high—shielded it from the road on the right-hand side. Constables had made short work of the gate, gaining access to the long, narrow garden behind the building.


“Good.” Flint grunted. “Better safe than sorry.”


“Right you are, sir.”


“He’s alone in there?”


“As far as we can tell. There was a housekeeper who cooked his meals, but she’s on holiday.”


Flint nodded. “Then we’d better get moving. No time like the present. And we may as well strike while the light’s still on our side.”


It had just begun to rain too, which could complicate matters. He could feel it drumming on his bowler hat. It was likely in for the day now, if those drooping clouds were anything to go by.


After a moment’s thoughtful chewing on his pipe, Flint said decisively, “Very well. On my signal.”


Hook strode along the paving stones outside the house till he was in sight of both sets of constables—those lurking across the road, and those in the rear garden. Then he locked eyes with Flint, waiting for the signal.


Flint held up his gloved hand, glanced toward the house once more. He let the hand drop to his side, as though starting a race. The men advanced on the house from all sides—uniformed constables converging in a balletically choreographed pincer movement. When the place was fully, impenetrably surrounded, Flint himself made for the front door, mounted the four stone steps, and pounded the brass knocker.


“Open up!” he bellowed, growing tired of repeating himself. “Police!”


A moment’s silence, crackling with anticipation.


Then came his favourite part of the entire operation: with the sole of his hobnailed boot, he buckled the door and led the charge on the absurdly commonplace, dreary little suburban residence. Constables filed into the dark hallway, the only sound the regimented pounding of their footsteps. They spilled into the side rooms—the kitchen, the lounge, the pantry—systematically searching the ground floor.


Hook caught Flint’s eye and shook his head.


“Upstairs,” Flint instructed.


As the men were pounding their way up the wooden staircase, there came a sudden, thunderous crack from somewhere on the second floor.


The constables waited. Silence. On the second-floor landing, a closed door faced them across from the staircase. Flint sidled past the uniformed men and was the first to set foot on the upper floor. The gunshot, he determined, had come from behind that door.


He approached and tried the handle. It was locked. He rapped on the wood with a leather-gloved knuckle. “Police!” he announced. “Don’t do anything foolish. Put the weapon down, and unlock the door.”


He pressed his ear to the wood; silence. After the fact, Flint convinced himself he had smelled gunpowder. The landing was unlit, so Flint drew a book of matches from his pocket and attempted to strike one so he could examine the handle and lock. After three attempts, the match refused to light, so he simply gave up and shouldered open the door. It caved in easily, and he stumbled into the room, pipe still gripped between his teeth.


The room was a small, carpeted study lined with bookshelves bearing austere, leather-bound volumes. A bureau was angled along the right-hand wall, with a man sitting behind it, slumped forward. His position was alarmingly unnatural, with his head cocked to his left but his body leaning conspicuously to the right. Between his feet lay a revolver and a spent cartridge.


Flint sighed. “It’s all right, gents,” he announced to the constables assembling rapidly at the top of the stairs. “I’m afraid we’re too late.”


He approached the dead man and leaned over to get a better look at him. There was a punctiform, black-rimmed wound in the right temple. The other side of the chap’s head was hidden by shadow, but Flint did not need to see it to know that the exit wound was a bloody mess, a pulpy crater, with skin, bone, and brain spattered over the shelf to the man’s left. Flint’s attention was also caught by a long scar that commenced at the widow’s peak and disappeared into the mop of hair.


This was, Flint supposed, a disappointment. And yet it was not entirely unanticipated. When he was told the name of the man who had frightened away his private secretary and valet by brandishing a loaded revolver, Flint had recognised it immediately, though it was a name he had not heard in roughly two decades. It was this name that had brought him out here, dragging the unwitting Sergeant Hook along with him. This name dated back to Flint’s earliest days at Scotland Yard, near the end of the War, and was inextricably linked to a bizarre unsolved mystery—the mystery of the Aitken inheritance.
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The story began over twenty-five years ago. On April 15, 1912, as everyone knows, the RMS Titanic sank in the northern Atlantic Ocean en route to New York City. Flint was only nineteen at the time, and not yet interested in the police. He did not discover his vocation until after the War, which changed his life in so many ways. But he nonetheless remembered the Titanic, with all its romance and tragedy.


As with any major disaster, other comparatively minor disasters spawn therefrom, and so it was with the Aitken inheritance. Wealthy London financier Dominic Edgecomb was among the first-class travellers reported dead—he had been travelling to New York for business. This death alone would have caused untold damage to global stock markets; in conjunction with the Titanic tragedy, it presented a veritable cataclysm—not least in the life of Edgecomb’s younger brother, Rodney. As the eldest, Dominic had been slated to receive a prodigious fortune when his ailing maternal uncle, Harold Aitken, bedridden since the winter of 1910, finally died. With Dominic himself now dead, all that money would come to twenty-two-year-old Rodney instead.


Harold Aitken died in May of 1912, and no one was especially surprised. He was found by his nurse one morning, his eyes sealed shut as though with wax, and his toothless mouth yawning open. The cyanotic blueing of his fingers and lips indicated he had been dead some hours. As deaths go, it was ultimately unremarkable, save for the occasional whisperings about the man who visited the house during the night, the young man identified by some as Rodney Edgecomb. There was even talk of poison (Rodney had a degree in chemistry), though simple suffocation seemed more likely. Nothing came of these rumours, however, and Rodney received his inheritance, estimated at close to twenty-five thousand pounds in value.


Rodney Edgecomb’s profligacy was the stuff of legend, and he had a tendency to fritter away cash in the illicit gambling clubs of London, particularly one underground establishment in Saffron Hill, bailiwick of the notorious Cortesi brothers.


Just as an unfortunate twist of fate had set the Titanic on its deadly course toward the iceberg and killed Dominic Edgecomb, another unfortunate twist of fate brought him back again. In the spring of 1913, a man surfaced in a London hospital answering to the name of the dead financier.


This threw the legacy of Uncle Harold into question. It placed Rodney Edgecomb in the invidious position of owing money to the Cortesi brothers (in the person of their vicious lieutenant, Titus Pilgrim), whilst simultaneously losing the entirety of the fortune that had been within his grasp, which would now transfer to Dominic, the rightful heir.


But it also raised questions: Why had Dominic Edgecomb been absent ever since the sinking? Why had he not declared himself alive and well straightaway? The answer was doubly unfortunate for all concerned: he had suffered a head injury during the sinking and had lost his memory. An amnesiac! And just when it seemed the resemblance between this case and the plot of a Victorian novel could not be more pronounced, there was the fact that his illness had robbed him of his appetite, causing him to lose over a hundred pounds of weight, and that his heavy beard had also been shaved at some point in the interim. This left him virtually unrecognisable to his erstwhile associates. Indeed, for each individual who would swear that this Dominic Edgecomb was the Dominic Edgecomb, and a legitimate claimant to the Aitken inheritance, there was another individual to dispute it. Numerous in-depth newspaper reports examined photographs of Dominic Edgecomb pre- and post-sinking, presenting compelling evidence for both sides of the argument. This case proved startlingly divisive, and it seemed that everybody had an opinion on it. Ultimately, though, the “deciding vote” was left to Rodney Edgecomb. After all, surely the testimony of Dominic’s own brother could not be disputed?


Then, in a court of law, he was asked outright whether he could confirm or disconfirm the identity of the “Edgecomb Claimant.”


“My Lord,” he declaimed, “that man is no brother of mine.”


Amid uproar from the gallery, he explained, “The man who has presented himself to this court as my brother, Dominic Edgecomb, is not my brother. He is an impostor. A liar. A fraud.”


And there the matter might have ended.


This “Dominic Edgecomb,” however, remained an enigma. Several doctors were on hand to testify that whether or not this man was the real Dominic, he undeniably believed himself to be Dominic Edgecomb, and thus could not be accused of deliberate imposture. And now, even in the aftermath of his public humiliation, he remained adamant that he was Dominic, that he had always been Dominic, that he ever would be Dominic. His entreaties grew increasingly desperate. Then, in April 1914, almost two years to the day since the sinking of the Titanic, he shot himself through the side of the head, killing himself instantly. The suicide took place in a room at the Hotel Maurienne in central London, where he had been living since his unlikely resurrection.


The circumstances of the suicide caused another brief sensation, though there could be no doubt that it was a suicide. He shot himself in a sealed room, with the key in his pocket. The only other key, the master key, was under close watch behind the front desk. Or so it was assumed at the time.


Since the claimant could not be buried under the name of Dominic Edgecomb (Rodney would never have permitted it), he was buried in an unmarked grave. By August of that year, the question of whether the dead man was Dominic proved trivial. Atrocities at Leuven, Tamines, Dinant, and other Belgian towns provoked Britain to action, and the Great War was underway.


It would be another four years before George Flint became involved in the case. Rodney Edgecomb had just been released from hospital (he had the scar on his head to prove it), and he seemed weary and confused as Flint explained the reason for his visit. It had been a brief, unpleasant encounter.


That day in the autumn of 1918, Flint had been accompanied by an old man named Barnaby Osgood. Osgood was a curious character: a South African diamond merchant, or so he claimed, who had been staying at the Hotel Maurienne the night Dominic Edgecomb died in 1914. He had seen something that night, he said, a bellhop that did not belong. But the significance of what he saw had not become clear until years later—three years, to be precise. He first made himself known to Scotland Yard in 1917 with what he called “new information” on the Dominic Edgecomb case: proof that Rodney Edgecomb was a liar, and that the young heir had murdered both his uncle and his brother to get his hands on the Aitken inheritance.


There were plenty of holes in the old man’s story, but like a bad smell he lingered until 1918, periodically showing his face and generally making a nuisance of himself. That was when a frustrated sergeant referred him to the newest of new recruits: Constable George Flint. And Flint found himself reading up on the story of the ill-fated inheritance, wondering if perhaps the old man might be onto something after all. Because why else should he keep cropping up all these years later, and with such a strange story of what he had seen at the Hotel Maurienne that night? Flint was eager and industrious in those days; it had seemed like an opportunity to really do something. These days, he would have been more cautious.


That bleak interregnum, the War, had changed everything. Hundreds of thousands of men were now dead; the money squabbles of toffee-nosed brothers were scarcely more than a tawdry distraction. Besides, Rodney Edgecomb had since served on the Western Front, where he (presumably) killed his fair share of men. Adding one or two extra tallies to his grand total did not seem so dreadful amid the pervasive cynicism of the post-War years.


Inevitably, society scandals such as this one lost their lustre. Barnaby Osgood returned to South Africa and died of some obscure illness. The Aitken inheritance and its controversial legatee were eventually lost to time. Even Flint, who prided himself on his memory, had begun to let the story slip from his grasp.


That is, until lunchtime on August 31, 1939.


[image: ]


PC Robbie Atkins, as dependable as they come, was meandering along his patrol route at an unhurried pace, when he happened to pass the mouth of Crook O’Lune Street. As he did so, he glanced along the row of terraced frontages, only to find himself met by an unwelcome sight: a middle-aged woman hurtling toward him with horror in her eyes.


“Constable! Constable, thank God. He’s gone mad. Locked himself in. He’s got a gun …” Though out of breath, she was entirely coherent, and whilst he was tempted to treat her as he would any ordinary hysteric, PC Atkins hesitated. There was something about this woman that he found inherently credible; whether it was the sensible tweed attire, the practical bob of her greying hair, or the round, gold-rimmed spectacles on the bridge of her slightly hooked nose, he couldn’t say. Perhaps she reminded him of his mother.


There was also the matter of the man in the waistcoat, dressed up like some kind of butler, who came following her at a light jog, panic nonetheless etched in his face.


“Steady on now,” said Atkins. “What’s going on here?”


“The master, sir,” said the butler. “He seems to have … gone mad.”


“And what’s this about a gun?”


“I regret to inform you that he is armed. A service revolver, fully loaded. He has threatened both myself and Miss Rainsford here, and now he has locked us out of the house.”


[image: ]


That was how, on a miserable afternoon at the tail end of a drab summer, George Flint found himself thinking about the strange circumstances of the Aitken inheritance once again.


“Well,” he said, examining the corpse, “all that money, and look where it’s got him.”


This was the most obvious and inescapable case of suicide one could ever wish to encounter. The room was locked on the inside. The windows were bolted. The weapon lay at the dead man’s feet. And he, Flint, had been the first to enter the room and come upon the undisturbed tableau of a man with half his head blasted away to buggery. It was as intractable and unquestionable as the stars in the sky.


Perhaps for that very reason, Flint caught himself looking for holes in the story. Over the years, he had developed an acute suspicion of any situation as clear-cut as this one. He had let himself be fooled too many times in the past.


Despite the obvious and irrefutable indications that the suspect had taken his own life, Flint pondered the possibility of murder. Strolling around the room with the contemplative air of a tourist in an art gallery, he constructed elaborate scenarios in his head, all of which culminated in the unidentified second man (whose face was, by necessity, a blur) placing the barrel of a revolver against the side of Rodney Edgecomb’s head and pulling the trigger.


What then? Flint had heard the shot. The door had been in view of his men the entire time. No one had emerged from the room. No more than two minutes had elapsed between the moment the shot was fired and the moment Flint stepped into the study. By rights, any assailant should have been standing there, positively asking to be caught. But he wasn’t. And there was no place in this small, unassuming study for him to hide.


Nonetheless, Flint wondered. He had learned to distrust appearances, a lesson he owed to his friendship with Joseph Spector. Many times the old conjuror had offered his unique insight and logic to the detection of some bold or unusual crime. More often than not, the most complicated cases had the simplest solutions, while those with apparently obvious circumstances tended to be deceptively complex. Even without Spector around, Flint had learned to ask the kinds of awkward questions that could occasionally cast a case in a new light.


And yet, on this occasion, the longer he spent in that study, the harder it became to characterise this as anything other than a wretched man taking the coward’s way out.


An idea struck him. Flint returned to the body and peered at the half of its upturned face that was visible. Canny killers were often out to pull identity tricks; to fake their deaths by butchering some poor patsy in their place. And yet—here he was. This body was indisputably that of Rodney Edgecomb, the younger Edgecomb brother, who had been the object of so much pernicious gossip in his time. Even with half his face blown away, what features remained were obviously those of the man Flint had met in 1918. Above all, there was that distinctive scar. There could be no room for doubt.


But still, Flint doubted. He had come upon numerous death scenes that had seemed too perfect; too pat; too predictable. And the most important lesson he had received from Spector was that when something seemed a little too obvious, it usually was.


By now, the rain was drumming the side of the house. “At least,” said Flint, “we can put this business to bed, anyway.” But he was not entirely sure that he believed it.
















CHAPTER THREE

A TIME BEFORE THE GHOSTS







Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.


—Aleister Crowley


August 31, 1939. 4 P.M.


As they had been travelling for only an hour, Imogen was surprised when everybody filed past her, out of the coach and into the rain—even Madame La Motte. When she was alone, Imogen sighed and stretched her arms above her head.


Now they were stationary, she could make out the dingy outline of the roadside garage, with its sentinel-like petrol pumps. Everybody piled into the adjoining shop, including the driver.


Imogen closed her eyes. She knew she would not be able to sleep while they were on the road, but she might be able to doze a little during these few brief minutes. It was when her eyes were closed, though, that she realised she was not in fact alone at all. Everyone had stepped off the coach—except one. She glanced over her shoulder at the shape of the old man in the corner; the man called Joseph Spector.
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