

[image: image]




[image: image]




He told me of things that slumber beneath the earth, 
that gather wisdom and strength in darkness but must not be troubled 
in their midnight vegetations. But, said he, there will come a time when their 
master shall summon them, and the dead will arise and walk the earth.


—The Life of Samuel Johnson LL.D (1791)
by James Boswell
[Omitted from the final published version.]


Lasciate ogni speranza, voi ch’entrate.
(Abandon all hope, you who enter here.)


—Divine Comedy (1308–20)
by Dante Alighieri


And you will face the Sea of Darkness, 
and all therein that may be explored.


—Book of Eibon




ONE


Monday, October 17, 1994. 8:02 P.M.


THEY HAD BEEN DIGGING.


The machines had stopped now of course, now that the billowing curtain of night had been drawn, the thickness of its fabric rendering too dark for safety the land of mud and treacherous trenches over which it held sway. The workmen had gone home, leaving excavators and earth-movers to lie silent. Sleeping beasts of metal and glass, they had been transformed by the darkness into the mechanical monsters of a fever dream, resplendent in their brightly painted colors in the daytime, now altered by the nearby neon street lamps into the shades of nightmare. The bright yellow of the diggers was now a burned, infected ochre, the dark green of the power compressors the ugly black of wet gangrene. Even the deep crimson bulldozers looked jaundiced and ill.


The barriers the men had erected before leaving had served to keep out all but the most persistent of trespassers, and now, at just after eight o’clock on a chilly October evening, the building site became a silent wonderland, a snapshot of frozen industry awaiting the sunlight to reawaken its activity with the first blush of an autumn dawn.


Heaps of reddish earth peppered with small stones, piled higher than the nearby machinery, glistened with the same freezing moisture that had collected on the angular metal of the vehicles that had dug the soil out. In the distance, sealed sacks of cement and neatly stacked piles of bricks waited patiently, their role in the proceedings to come a little later, when the foundations of the supermarket had been dug, the concrete poured, and the real work of building could begin.


The evening sky, neon-drenched and smothered with cloud, was the texture of bloodstained cotton wool as two small figures pushed their way between the DO NOT ENTER signs. Once within the building site’s perimeter, they ran to a nearby excavator and crouched beside its mud-clotted caterpillar tracks. Their attempt to conceal themselves was unnecessary. Aside from the fact that there was no one around to see them, even at their full height they were hardly taller than the racks of metal teeth by which the machine moved itself.


Their breath steamed in the chill air, the nervous vapor merging with the mist that was now beginning to rise from the chilled mud of the ground.


“Told you we’d get in.” Jason was the taller of the two by an inch, and older by a month.


“It’s fucking freezing,” his companion Mark moaned. “What did you want to come tonight for?”


“Because, you twonk,” Jason said, rolling his eyes, “by tomorrow they’ll have filled it all in with concrete, won’t they? We won’t have a chance of finding anything then.”


Mark gave a sulky sigh. “I don’t even know what we’re supposed to be looking for.”


Jason slapped his friend across the head. “Don’t you listen to anything in school?” he said.


“You don’t,” came the reply. “You’re too busy waiting for a flash of Miss Goldstrop’s thong.”


“Only if it’s a day when she’s wearing one,” Jason sniggered. “Besides, I’m not talking about Maths. I meant History.”


“With old Carstairs?” The more elderly and unattractive contingent of the female teaching staff did not merit an honorific. “Why the fuck would I be listening to her old shit?”


“Because if you did you’d know this place is where H. G. Wells’s house used to be.” Jason stamped the ground for effect. The earth beneath his feet gave more than he was expecting, and he almost slipped.


“Who’s he?”


A large plume of vapor came from Jason’s mouth as it was his turn to sigh.


“Remember that film she showed us last week?”


“What, the one about how building sites can kill you?”


“No, that was the week before, you dingbat. How can you have got the two mixed up? The one I’m talking about was in the History classroom, not the assembly hall.”


There was a moment’s silence while Mark pondered. “Oh yeah,” he said eventually. “I remember. That old bitch said she couldn’t believe we’d all got to the age of thirteen and hadn’t seen it. It was the one about the bloke who could travel places even though he never really moved?”


Jason’s silhouetted head nodded encouragingly. “Because he was moving in time instead. And it had those monsters in it at the end.”


“Fucking hated them,” said Mark. “Fucking hate things that come out of the ground to get you. What the fuck are we doing here again?”


“Being a fucking Sweary Mary is what it sounds like.” Jason snickered again, and when it became obvious his friend didn’t find what he had said at all funny, his amusement became a forced, full-throated laugh.


“Fuck off,” was all Mark could manage in the way of a verbal riposte, and so instead he took a swing at his friend, missed, and ended up whacking his fist against the caterpillar track.


That just made Jason laugh all the more. “Fucking clumsy spazz as well. Your mum’s going to wonder how you did that.”


Mark rubbed his scraped and bleeding knuckles. “My mum isn’t going to be home ’til late, and I’ll be in bed by then. She’s never going to know I was here. Anyway, at least I have a mum.”


That was below the belt, which was where Jason tried to punch Mark for coming out with it. The other boy dodged and tried to return the blow but his friend was too quick, stepping aside in the darkness and getting Mark’s neck in a headlock.


“Do you submit?” Jason squeezed tighter as his friend managed to emit a sound that was little more than a gurgle.


“Do you submit?”


An anguished howl from the other side of the building site caused them both to look up. Jason released his friend, who immediately stumbled back three paces. Once he had recovered himself, Mark turned to leave.


“Hey! Where are you going?”


Mark shook his head. “You said it would be safe.” He pointed past Jason’s shoulder. “What the fuck was that?”


His friend snickered. “Just a cat. Or a dog who’s found a cat. Don’t be such a wuss.”


Mark took a step back toward the fence, still unsure. “I’ve never heard a cat that sounds like that.”


Jason chuckled. “You live in a high-rise, mate. The only pussy hanging around there are the crack whores.”


“Like your mum you mean?”


The cry came again, but it seemed farther away this time, muffled, as if something didn’t want it to be heard.


“See?” Jason was ignoring Mark’s jibe. “It’s going away, whatever it is.”


“Or being dragged away.” Mark returned to his friend’s side, the implication of his wussiness sufficient to persuade him to brave whatever might be lying out there for them among the mud and bricks. “You still haven’t told me why we’re here.”


“I’ve been trying to.” Despite his previous assurances that there was no one around, Jason dropped his voice to a whisper. “Carstairs told us that H. G. Wells wrote loads of books in Victorian times, right?”


“Right.” From the sounds of it Mark obviously didn’t have a clue, but for now he was happy to go along with his friend.


“And this is where his house was, right?”


“Right.”


“So there might be stuff here that’s valuable, yeah?”


Mark pondered this for a moment. “Like what?”


Jason hadn’t thought that far. “I dunno.” He shrugged. “Bits of the time machine?”


“I thought that was all made up.”


“Doesn’t mean he didn’t try building one himself does it, piss stick?”


Mark shivered. “That is the single most stupid reason for coming out on a Monday night I can think of.” He took another step back. “I’m going down to the arcade.”


“All right,” Jason called after his retreating form. “Just means when I find something I get to keep it. And all the money I’ll get for it.”


Mark halted and turned around.


“Money? You sure?”


Jason pointed to the narrow trenches and heaped earth. “Only one way to find out.”


Mark was retracing his steps. “How are we going to see?”


Jason switched on the flashlight he’d been concealing in his pocket.


“Okay,” said Mark, holding his watch up to the beam to see what time it was. “I’ll stay for half an hour. Then I’m going.”


The mist had thickened considerably while they had been talking. Now it covered the damp earth like a nebulous shroud, drifting gently with the breeze that had sprung up, but it was still willing to part for the feet of the two boys as the worn soles of their filthy sneakers disturbed its gossamer-like serenity.


As they walked, the building site seemed to transform. The deep trenches that had been dug for the foundations became open graves, the towers of bricks monolithic tombstones. The machines were in the background now, silent witnesses to what was about to unfold. The flickering beam of Jason’s flashlight only added to the sense of altered reality, especially as it kept flickering on and off.


“This place is like a bloody graveyard,” Mark whispered.


“Glad it’s not just me.” Jason suppressed a shiver. “It’s just a building site.”


“It’s fucking creepy is what it is.” Mark stopped and reached down.


“What’s the matter?”


“My foot’s stuck. It’s sinking in. Just a minute.” Mark grimaced as he scooped away the sticky, cloying earth from around his foot. “I might have found something.”


“Something good?” Jason shone the flashlight as Mark brought his hand up into the beam.


“I dunno. Feels like maybe necklaces?”


It was only when his mud-caked outstretched palm was in the harsh glow of the light that they both saw what it was.


The worms were all different sizes. Some were as thick as Mark’s fingers and moved slowly, curling themselves away from the brightness with almost lazy indifference. Others were much smaller and writhed with a frenzied intensity that pushed the paler, stubbier grubs into the spaces between the boy’s fingers, from where they fell to the ground.


Mark flicked his hand to rid himself of them while Jason made noises of disgust. Once the worms had vanished back into the dark patch of earth, Mark rubbed his palm against his fleece jacket and held it up once more.


“Shine the flashlight again,” he said.


Jason shook his head. “That was gross,” he said. “I don’t want to see what else you want to make me sick with.”


The other boy grabbed his hand. “I wasn’t trying to make you sick you wanker, my foot really was stuck. Now let . . . me . . . see.”


The worms had gone, but their passing had left behind a sticky residue. A layer of dark green slime coated Mark’s palm. Tiny pools of what looked like clotted blood were floating in it.


Jason’s eyes widened. “Shit! Did they bite you?”


Mark choked down a terrified sob that his friend wasn’t meant to hear. “I’m all right,” he said, rubbing his palm against the soft material as vigorously as he could. “I couldn’t feel them bite me, so they can’t have, right?”


“I don’t know.” Jason was playing the dutiful unhelpful friend. “Aren’t there some worms that can burrow inside you and you don’t feel a thing until it’s too late? I saw a documentary on it once—they eat away at your insides until there’s hardly anything left. Then they burst—”


“Fuck off.” Mark looked around. It was impossible to tell which way they had come. “I’m going home. Now.” He picked a direction and started walking.


“Well I’m not helping you.” Jason shone the flashlight in the opposite direction. “I’m staying until I’ve found something.”


Mark, his face tear-streaked and his hand beginning to throb—if only in his imagination—began to pick his way between the graves.


Not graves not graves not graves, he told himself over and over. Just trenches. Dug by those machines we saw on the way in.


Behind him, Jason flashed the beam of light in a number of unhelpful directions, with likely little intention of helping him find his way, but it did allow Mark flashes of a path he was able to follow that would lead him to the perimeter fence.


There was something up ahead. Between him and the wooden boards that hopefully led to freedom.


Something crouched close to the ground.


Something with a lot of thick, jointed legs radiating from a body so bulbous and black that it even absorbed Jason’s light.


“Jason!” The two syllables were barely comprehensible because of the mixture of snot and fear in the terrified boy’s throat.


The beam flashed Mark’s way once more.


The thing had moved closer.


He could see the legs moving now, clawing and bending as the blackness crawled toward him, edging closer on its multiple silent feet.


“Oh fuck help meeeeeee!”


The last word became a drawn out cry as Mark took a step back, his heel met with nothing but air, and he slid backward into a trench. Warm urine coursed down his leg as he felt more wriggling things try to work their way out from beneath his body. The memory of the public information film they’d been shown after assembly the other week came rushing back to him. At the time he and Jason had giggled about the out-of-date fashions and the ridiculous acting. Now all he could think about was the bit where the kid got buried alive in a hole just like this one.


Just like this one.


“Jason! Help!” He dug the heels of his palms into the rotting earth either side of him, trying desperately to lever himself up. But the trench was easily ten feet deep and the ground wasn’t about to help. Instead a myriad tiny fragments of gravel dug into his flesh, puncturing his skin and burning the raw tissue beneath. Was it his imagination or could he feel things trying to burrow into him? Wriggling between the joints of his fingers to get to the bone so they could gnaw at it?


Mark raised his arms and dug desperate fingers into the sides of the trench. A splatter of sodden, fleshy mud hit him in the face. He tried to wipe it away but only succeeded in smearing the stinking stuff over his mouth and nose. A fleck of something disgusting lodged itself in his left nostril. It stank the way his guinea pig had when it escaped and got itself stuck behind the radiator when Mark was five. There’d been no one in the house and by the time his mum had gotten home, his pet was dead and already rotting in the damp atmosphere of the flat.


That was how Mark felt now—trapped and already starting to decompose. It was difficult to tell where his scrabbling hands ended and the watery slime began. He opened his mouth to scream but before he could make a sound a clod of something wet lodged itself in his throat. He coughed and spluttered, showering his chin with a mixture of spit and solids. Were there wriggling things in it too? Nausea overwhelmed the boy and he vomited, the partially digested remains of the burger and fries he’d eaten before coming to the building site cascading in a semi-solid mass down the front of his fleece. He coughed. The stink was almost as bad as the fetid earth. Almost, but not quite. He wiped his mouth once again, resisting the urge to clean his hand by wiping it on his diseased surroundings. Instead, his fleece ended up even filthier than it already was.


“Jason!” Where was his friend? Mark tried to stand, but the earth beneath him, with its mixture of slime, mud, and creatures desperate for his flesh was much too slippery. As he fell down once more he called again, his cries becoming increasingly desperate. He kept shouting until his voice became so hoarse all he could emit was a croak, the kind he imagined the creatures hiding in the darkness around him might make if they were big enough. He tried to climb again but every attempt to claw his way out led to another cascade of crumbling, wet fleshy mud. If he kept doing that he was going to end up buried by the stuff.


Mark tried to swallow, but the stink of whatever was in his throat was so bad it threatened to cause him to vomit again. He was surprised he wasn’t crying, but he guessed that was because tears would be useless. He was about to give up hope when the flashlight beam caught him between the eyes.


“There you are!”


Mark’s overwhelming relief at the appearance of his friend was expressed the only way a teenaged boy knows how. “Fucking hell, where the fuck have you been?”


The outline peering into the trench gave a dull laugh. “Looking for you, you twat. What did you have to go and fall in there for?”


Even though it was too dark for anyone to see, Mark could feel the embarrassment of his face reddening. “I slipped.”


“You slipped? You fucking slipped? And how am I supposed to get you out?”


It was a good point. Even with Jason’s outstretched arm there was a gap of at least four feet between him and his friend.


Mark shouted up. “Isn’t there a ladder around somewhere?”


There was silence as Jason was hopefully scanning the site. “I can’t see one,” he said. Then there was another pause as he shone the flashlight around the site once more. “Hang on.”


It felt like an eternity for Jason to reappear. When he did he was holding something in his other hand. “I’ve found a rope.”


“Hurry up and throw it down, then!” Now that there was a real chance of escape, desperation had turned to impatience.


“Just a minute! If you pull me in we’re both fucked. I’m going to go and find something to tie it to.”


And Jason was gone again. Mark resisted the urge to call out for his friend not to take too long, because he wouldn’t, would he? He wouldn’t leave Mark down here any longer than was necessary. Even though Mark had put dog shit in Jason’s bag that time for a laugh? Or that he’d made that snide remark about Jason not having a mum when he knew she’d died when Jason was born? He wouldn’t leave Mark there because of any of that, would he?


Would he?


The mist that coated the site was creeping down the sides of the trench now. Its steady progress was probably because Mark had stopped moving, but he was exhausted and couldn’t bring himself to sweep it away. All he could do was sit and shiver, the involuntary spasms of his tired and aching muscles doing their best to keep his body above freezing as white tendrils of ice-cold moisture poured over the sides of the trench and snaked their way toward him.


Mark hugged his knees. He could feel his freezing fingers through the mud-smeared denim. Oh God Jason, hurry the fuck up!


A snake hit him in the face.


No, not a snake.


A rope.


“Jason?” The outline of a head appeared over the lip of the trench. “Did you find something to tie it to?”


“Scaffolding,” came the reply. “I was worried it wouldn’t reach, but it should be all right.”


Mark gripped the rope with both hands. “It’s fine!” He pulled hard and levered himself into a standing position. The mud was so slippery that as soon as he tried to move his feet went from under him and he was flat on his back again. There was a clanking sound from far away as he hit the ground.


“Be careful!”


“I’m trying!”


Mark pulled on the rope again, getting himself into a kneeling position first this time, then a crouch, and finally into an upright stance.


“I’m standing up!”


“Great. Can you climb out?”


Mark pulled on the rope and tried to put his right foot against the wall of the trench. It sank in halfway up to his calf. He tried to pull it out but with only his left foot to balance on he was soon on his back once more.


“It’s too slippery! You’ll have to help pull me out!”


“Okay.” Jason was standing at the edge of the trench again. “Stand up and we’ll do it on three.”


It took what felt like hours for Mark to get on his feet again. This time he clung to the rope even more tightly. If his mum wanted to know why he was picking fibers out of his hands for the next week he would have to make something up that wouldn’t be as ludicrous as the real reason.


“Ready!”


“Okay, but you’re going to have to help me.”


Mark wasn’t sure how he could, but he braced himself as he felt the rope go taut.


Then it went slack again.


“You’re not helping.” Jason sounded out of breath.


“What do you want me to do?”


“Try and climb while I pull.”


“I can’t!” Suddenly the whole thing seemed hopeless. “I’ve already tried!”


“Well you’re going to have to try again. Otherwise you’re going to be stuck in there all night until the builders come in the morning.”


Whether it was the fear of being found by the workmen, or the sheer terror of what his mum would say when he failed to come home all night again, the next time the rope went taut Mark threw himself at the trench wall, plunging both feet into the crumbling mud and levering himself upward. Each time he had to take another step, his foot came free with a sucking sound, and each time a few more gobbets of wet mud and a few more clusters of tiny wriggling creatures found their way up his trouser leg. He closed his eyes and kept going. When he opened them again, Jason’s silhouette was much closer.


“Come on, mate.” The other boy seemed to be looking behind Mark for some reason. “Not much further.”


Mark gave another tug on the rope. There was that clanking sound again, closer this time. Mark could feel his feet slipping. But he was so close! With a Herculean effort he pulled himself up another few inches.


Which is when everything went wrong.


First, there was a crash that was like the clanking sound only ten times worse. This coincided with the rope going loose and Mark falling backward to land once more in the slime and horror of the pit.


Then Jason landed on top of him.


Then the loose scaffolding poles Jason had tied the rope to landed on top of both of them.


For a moment, all was silent.


“Jason?”


The flashlight had fallen into the trench as well. Now its beam was outlining the bulk of the taller, heavier boy, who groaned.


“Get off me!”


But Jason wasn’t moving, not without some encouragement, anyway. Mark curled his fingers into fists and beat his friend on the back. When that didn’t work, he reached out to his right to grab some of the stinking mud he had been trying to stay away from. He meant to rub it in the other boy’s face.


What he actually found himself holding, in the cold glow of the flashlight, was a thigh bone.


A human thigh bone.


Mark didn’t know that for sure, of course, but it was just the right size and shape, and after all he’d been through already this evening it was enough to make him yell at the top of his voice.


That woke Jason up.


“What the fuck are you screaming about?” the boy mumbled, pushing himself off his friend and sliding into the muck adjacent to him.


Mark grabbed the flashlight and shone it on the bone.


“Where did you find that?”


Still incapable of speech, Mark pointed to the hole he had tried to gouge in the mud.


“Maybe there’s more!”


Jason leaned over and pushed his hand deeper into the muddy sludge. “Yes,” he said, feeling around and ignoring Mark’s petrified gaze, “there’s something else in here, but it’s stuck. Give me a hand.”


Mark shook his head.


“You are so useless.” Jason was leaning right over Mark now and had both his hands in the hole. “At least shine the flashlight over here so I can see.” With a final effort Jason pulled hard on whatever it was he had a hold of. It came free, but was so slippery that it fell from his grasp and tumbled into the pit, coming to rest close to Mark’s face.


“Go on then,” said Jason. “Shine the flashlight on it.”


When Mark finally plucked up the courage to do so, two hollow sockets stared back at him.


That was when both boys screamed.


“A skull!” Jason had forgotten all about them keeping their voices down. “We’re in a grave with a fucking skull!”


The hole he had widened in the side of the trench suddenly collapsed in on itself, covering Mark’s right arm in more mud, more crawling things, and more bones.


There was something else there too.


Something wrapped in sacking.


“What’s that?” Jason was already reaching over to pick it up.


“I don’t care,” said Mark, finally finding his voice again and pushing himself into a sitting position. “I’m going home.”


The smaller boy grabbed hold of the nearest pieces of scaffolding and pushed down on them as hard as he could. Wedged at an angle inside the open pit, the poles sank into the soil a little and then held, enough for him to get onto his hands and knees and try them with his full weight. Satisfied that they weren’t going to budge any farther, Mark used the metal shafts to clamber up and out of the trench.


“Don’t you want to find out what it is?” Jason was still down in the pit. He was unwrapping the sacking and revealing what looked like a large clay urn.


“Fuck that.” Mark wiped a mud-smeared hand across his face. “We’ve made so much bloody noise, if we stay here any longer we’re going to get caught.”


That was when the dark figure standing behind him laid a heavy hand on his shoulder.


Mark took in the security patrol uniform and the flashlight that was about to be shone in his face and realized they just had been.







The Bromley Times, Wednesday, October 19, 1994


SUPERMARKET SHIVERS!


Two young boys playing on a building site on monday night got more than they bargained for when their mischievous antics unearthed the skull and bones of an ancient corpse


Building work for a new branch of Sainsbury’s has been stopped while the police investigate what has already been suggested as a crime that might date back hundreds of years.


Chief Inspector Raymond Partington of the Metropolitan Police gave a press conference earlier today and had this to say: “It has already been confirmed that these bones are just a few fragments, and that they are very old. Any crime that may have caused them to end up here is probably more a case for the British Museum than the local constabulary.”


A spokesman for Everett Construction said, “Building sites are not playgrounds, and these boys should not have been there. Needless to say we are making every effort to examine our security arrangements to determine how they got in.”


The two boys were taken to Farnborough Hospital. Neither they nor their parents were available for comment, but we understand that apart from some cuts and bruises they were unhurt.


The demolition site where the boys were discovered is part of plans by the Council to modernize the High Street and included the building where the famous author H. G. Wells, known for his science fiction novel War of the Worlds, was born in 1866. A plaque commemorating his birthplace is due to be included in the new supermarket that will be erected on the site.







TWO


Friday, October 21, 1994. 1:33 P.M.


THERE WERE THIRTEEN DEAD flies on the windowsill.


Bob Chambers knew this because he’d already counted them twice. He was considering counting them again when his friend finally returned from the bar carrying two pints of brown bitter. Once he had put those down, the man opened his mouth. The packet of peanuts clenched between his teeth dropped to the polished cherry wood surface of the small circular tabletop, narrowly missing both glasses.


“Glad you could come, Bob.” The other man took a seat while Chambers sipped at his pint and allowed his taste buds to adjust. British beer always came as a bit of a shock after what he was used to back in Washington. “You’ve no idea how much you’re helping me out with this.”


“I haven’t said I will help yet, Malcolm.” Chambers put down his glass. “Whatever it is, it can’t be too important if you’re only willing to buy me beer and nuts.”


Malcolm Turner gave him an uneasy grin. “The British Museum’s on a budget too, you know. If you were a visiting dignitary, or we were negotiating you letting me have three hundred terracotta warriors for the Summer Exhibition, I might have taken you to the Italian place down the road.”


“But not an old university friend you haven’t seen in years? One who’s just got off a crappy seven-hour flight where he spent the entire time crammed into coach? I just get some nuts?”


Malcolm tore open the packet. “Want one?”


Chambers shook his head. “I ate on the flight.” He hadn’t but he could wait.


It was just after lunch, and the Princess Louise pub was emptying out. Those who had chosen to dine there, or just pop in for a swift half-pint, presumably all had jobs in Holborn they needed to get back to.


Turner shook a few nuts into his cupped right hand and then gulped them down, aiding their passage with a swallow from his glass. Then he sat up straight, attempting to tidy himself up by tugging at the folds of his crumpled brown corduroy jacket and smoothing down what little hair he had on either side of his otherwise bald head. He leaned forward as if what he was about to say was not for the ears of those still on the point of leaving.


“I might have something of interest to your . . . department.”


Chambers nodded. Even though he was far from home, it was still best that no mention was made in public of the Human Protection League, nor of the specific scientific department he worked for. The Cthulhu Investigation Division had researched cases worldwide, and the enemy could be listening in anywhere. It had been some time since there had been an incursion in Britain, but they all knew it was only a matter of time before something unspeakable was raised again, given this tiny island’s eldritch history.


From what his friend had told Chambers over the telephone, that time could be now.


Turner reached into his bag and pulled out a battered tabloid. He handed it over.


“Local newspaper,” Chambers noted. “How did you come across this?”


“I live in that part of London,” the other man replied, taking another mouthful of beer. “I was reading it on the bus coming in to work yesterday morning when I noticed the report tucked away on page six.”


Chambers turned to the relevant section. “I’m guessing you don’t want me to read about the closing of the local library?”


Turner sniffed. “At the bottom.” He waited while Chambers read. “I think you ought to take a look at them.”


Chambers handed the paper back. “You’ve asked me to come all the way over here to look at a few moldy old bones? I know my field is forensic pathology, but surely the British Museum must have their own expert for something like that?”


“He’s on leave.” Turner looked embarrassed. “Permanently.”


Chambers shook his head. “What happened?”


“I’ll get to that.” Turner shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “It wasn’t pleasant.”


“But surely you must be getting a replacement?”


“Doesn’t start for another month.”


“And let me guess, you need the lab space these old bones are taking up for some other major project that the Museum desperately needs to get going on?”


“Something like that.” Turner took another sip of his pint. “I really hate having to exploit our college friendship like this, but I’m in a jam, and when someone said the bones could be hundreds of years old, I thought of you.”


Chambers raised an eyebrow. “This doesn’t sound worth me coming nearly four thousand miles, Malcolm.”


Turner leaned forward, his voice almost a whisper. “That’s because I haven’t yet mentioned the most interesting part.”


Chambers sighed, took another gulp of beer, and grimaced. Next time he’d ask for a bottle of Budweiser. “Go on then, I really can’t take the suspense any longer.”


“It’s possible these bones have some sort of effect on the mind. Have you ever heard of anything like that?”


“No.” But this was more like it. “Tell me more.”


Turner shrugged. “There’s not much else to say. The boys who found them are apparently both nervous wrecks. They keep going on about slime and wriggling things coming to get them. Mind you, the security guard who found the boys handled the bones and he’s been fine, and so has almost everyone else who has come into contact with them since. I only looked into it because of what happened to Dr. Trent on Tuesday night . . .”


“Your forensic pathologist?”


Turner nodded. “He will never examine bones, or anything else, again. When we found him he’d stabbed out his eyes and was trying to cut his own throat with a scalpel. But the worst thing was what he kept screaming, over and over again, about how his self-mutilation hadn’t made any difference. He could still see them, could still feel them plucking at him.” He took another swig of his beer. “Like I said, not pretty.”


“What do you think he meant by ‘them’?” asked Chambers intently, his interest now piqued.


“I have absolutely no idea.” The other man put his glass down heavily on the table. “He was barely coherent when we found him.”


“Did he have any prior psychiatric history?”


“He did, as a matter of fact.” Turner looked uneasy. “Problems with depression and alcohol. Sorry, it’s certainly possible I brought you here on a wild-goose chase, but I thought I should be careful.”


“You did the right thing.” Even if the bones turned out to be harmless, Chambers was grateful for his friend’s caution. If more people were like Malcolm Turner, that whole problem with the shoggoths at the Chilean Museum of Anthropology in Santiago could have been avoided.


There was a pause as both men considered their pints. Eventually Turner looked up.


“I’ve had everything sealed away. It’s all being hushed up at the moment, and to be honest nobody wants the matter taken any further. The bones were found beneath the house where H. G. Wells used to live, and as a result the British Museum is stuck with them. Which means I’m stuck with them. And I need your help. Ideally I’d like you to take the damned things away with you, although I know that might be difficult.”


Chambers nodded. It might also be the right thing to do. But still, he was here now, and if the British Museum had its own laboratory . . .


“Let me make a call to my Division in Washington and see how they want me to proceed, and then I’ll get back to you. Probably after I’ve gotten some sleep.”


Malcolm Turner visibly relaxed. “Thanks Bob. I knew I could rely on you. So if I tell the journalist you’ll have something for her by Monday, will that be all right?”


Chambers put his pint down. “What journalist?”


Turner was unfazed. “The one who’s covering the story, of course. She wanted me to tell her when we had any more information.” He sucked up another nut with a sound that made Chambers glad he hadn’t bothered with lunch. “You’ve no idea how relieved I’ll be to get her off my back.”


“I don’t want to talk to any goddamned journalist, Malcolm.” Chambers got up to leave, half the dark liquid in his glass untouched. “I’ve had enough run-ins with their type in my line of work to know to steer well clear.”


That got a reaction. Turner was on his feet in a second, a pleading look on his face.


“You just have to give her your findings. Just a line or two for her story. If it makes you feel any better I’ll call her to say you’re busy and won’t be able to talk to her for more than five minutes.”


Chambers shook his head. “Makes no difference with that type. Shaking them off can be more difficult than . . .” he tried to think of something that wasn’t related to the otherworldly monstrosities he had been fighting for the last five years, but it was no good. He had been doing the job for too long “. . . lots of things. Tell your journalist that I’m not going to talk to her for more than a minute.”


“Two minutes?”


“All right, two.”


“In that case,” Turner swallowed the rest of his pint in one gulp then reached out to shake his friend’s hand, “you’re on. It won’t be that bad—you’ll see.”


Chambers wasn’t so sure. Bones that might exacerbate mental disorders? Found buried beneath the house of a man who had written about time travel and alien invasion?


Oh no, he wasn’t so sure at all.




THREE


Sunday, October 23, 1994. 2:17 P.M.


THE ROOM WAS BLINDING white.


So harsh was the glare that attacked him as he stepped inside that Bob Chambers wished for a moment that he had brought sunglasses. As his eyes adjusted, he saw the three workbenches, arranged to radiate outward from the apex that was his point of entry. The benches were white as well, and each had an overhead fluorescent light for extra illumination. In the wall opposite, heavy-handled doors led to cupboards that presumably contained any equipment he might need to assist his examination.


The things he was intended to examine were on the middle bench.


In his career, Chambers had become used to the stink of death in all its varieties, from those recently deceased of natural causes, to the burn victim dumped in a river and then dragged out weeks later. However, since joining the Cthulhu Investigation Division he had seen more death by more bizarre methods than he had ever dreamed possible.


The bones on the table in front of him, however, had a stink all of their own.


He had noticed it as soon as he came in, a smell not just of earth and of the grave, but something else. An insidious sickly sweetness that caught in the back of his throat and made him cough. It was hard to believe that a few fragments of long-dead bone could cause such an odor, but at least it explained the absence of anyone else in the room.


As well as the skull, the single long bone, and the few other fragments that had been unearthed, the clay pot the boys had found had been left for his inspection as well.


“In case it’s of interest,” Malcolm Turner had said.


“I don’t know anything about pots.” Chambers wasn’t having any of it. “When I next speak to Washington I’ll ask if they want to send someone over to take a look at it.”


“Up to you,” came the reply. “Just leave it with all the bits and pieces when you’ve finished.”


Chambers removed his jacket and hung it on the peg close to the door. On the phone last night Marcia Anderson, the team’s psychiatrist, had reassured him that, despite what Malcolm had said, he was unlikely to be affected by coming into contact with anything that had been retrieved from the pit.


“A susceptible adult and two impressionable children?” She hadn’t sounded impressed. “Even the slightest Cthulhian influence has been known to drive such individuals insane. That’s why we only recruit people with a strongly stable mental state.”


“It’s possible there is some malign influence in the bones, then?”


“It’s possible.” She was still unimpressed. “But in view of what you’ve told me, and the fact that most people who have handled the bones seem to be unaffected, I’d say the chances are less than fifty percent.”


He decided to wear gloves anyway.


He pulled a pair of pale blue latex ones from a cardboard box crammed with the things, and then replaced the box in its holder above a sink, the chrome lining of which was so highly polished it looked as if it had never been used.


He retrieved his Dictaphone from his jacket pocket, and switched it on. In the loud, clear voice he reserved for the purpose, he dictated the date, his name, and a reference number his department could use for the case before switching it off again.


Then he tried to pick up the skull.


It was more difficult than he had expected, and he couldn’t for the life of him understand why. The dull brown bone, its eye sockets packed with earth, the nasal cavity cracked and bearing traces of a dirty green fungus, was just a skull, like many others he had examined. Admittedly it was a lot older, but that shouldn’t have made any difference.


But nevertheless, there was something . . . wrong about it. Something that made his hand tremble as he reached for it, that made his eyes smart and a lump form in his throat. By the time his fingertips were almost in contact with the scoured surface he was close to vomiting.


He withdrew his hand and the feeling subsided.


When he tried again it came back.


Chambers shook his head and blinked. This was ridiculous! It was an old and possibly diseased piece of bone. He’d handled worse in his career. Perhaps some part of the material packed into the eye sockets was causing his reaction?


Let’s try another bone, then, he thought, reaching for what looked like the top half of a femur.


The same thing happened. If anything, this time it was worse.


Ridiculous, he thought. Perhaps someone had foolishly dunked the bones in an excessively powerful preserving fluid, and that was what was making him feel dizzy. If that was the case, he needed to move quickly, or there wouldn’t be any tissues left for him to examine at all.


He gritted his teeth and made another grab at the skull with both hands. This time he succeeded in lifting it from the workbench.


It was difficult to work out what happened next. Even later, after several hours of thinking about it. The sense of nausea returned with a vengeance of course, assaulting his senses like a battering ram to his brain. But something else happened as well, something even more horrible and infinitely more terrifying.


A cloud of insidious darkness descended upon his vision, and a thick deafness clogged his hearing. He felt as if he was falling backward even though he was sure he was not moving. This progressive and methodical ablation of his senses did not abate until he could feel nothing.


Then the visions began.


They were worse than anything he had experienced so far. Shapeless things clutched at him out of the blackness; spider-thin fingers crawled from the right eye socket of the skull he had just laid his fingers on, a thin and shapeless hand following it that was so abnormal in its elasticity that it made him dread to see the individual to whom it belonged.


The image before him changed to a distant church atop a howling hill, the only feature on the powder-dry windswept plain on which he found himself. The sky above was red as an arterial fountain. Then he was looking at a man nailed to a cross. No, not a cross, just the image of it, painted on a stone wall to which the man had been pinned in a hideous travesty of the crucifixion, metal spikes placed through both hands and feet and into the crumbling mortar beneath. Something had wrapped itself around the man’s body—not a toad as such because its pale, diseased body possessed rudimentary, flipper-like legs. Something older, then? Something from a time when evolution was still trying to decide on its final path?


More images—a goat’s head with seven eyes arranged in a cruciform pattern, the emerald iris of each glinting with a terrible and arcane knowledge, made worse by the creature’s body being that of an anatomically perfect young woman. The thing before him raised its hands, palms upward. A dove flew upward from each and fluttered toward him, so he could see the creatures’ bleary compound eyes and the insectoid mandibles that clicked and clacked from their ill-formed mouths.


Then he was falling, leaving the horrors he had been shown behind, tumbling past pictures, walls, rock, past time itself. Everything was being lost to him. Everything he had ever known, everyone he had ever met, had ever loved. None of these mattered anymore. None of them had ever truly mattered.


The only thing of importance was what lay at the bottom of the pit.


He could see it now, coming up to greet him. A plain of gray dust that shone with a pale luminescence. The featureless landscape promised nothing but a purgatory without end, an eternal prison that needed no bars because there was nothing but the prison, and nowhere to run to but the never-ending nothingness of all that surrounded him.


His landing was surprisingly gentle, and as he got to his feet the goat-woman appeared to him again. This time her hands were tapering claws and they held in their chipped and dirt-encrusted grasp the urn he had told Turner he was going to have nothing to do with.


She held it out to him.


He took a step back, only to collide with the same girl behind him, to his left, to his right, in every direction he looked. An infinite number of beautiful young girls, each with the head of a monster, urged him to take the burden each of them was holding.


He closed his eyes and tried to push them away. His senses now fully restored, he could feel the softness of their skin, smell the rot on their breath. As his fingers came into contact with their claws he felt them crumble beneath his flailing hands, the nails coming apart like rotten tree bark.


One urn dropped to the ground, causing the anemic dust to puff around it before settling once more.


Another fell, and then another, stirring up more of the desiccated soil until the resultant cloud was so thick that even when Chambers opened his eyes again he couldn’t see the myriad bodies that thronged around him.


The urns were continuing to fall, landing upon one another and making sounds like dry bones breaking as they discharged their contents into the dirt. The cloud that enveloped him was too thick to see what it was they contained, nor did he want to. It was only when the dust began to clear and the broken shards of pottery were piled high enough, that he began to understand they were intended to contain him. As he watched they smoothed themselves, fusing together to create a chamber he knew would enclose him forever.


Chambers put his hands out again, battering at the newly formed clay walls, beating at them with his fists until, finally, they too began to crack. In the spaces he could now see only darkness beyond, and yet he knew that darkness contained the worst of all. Suddenly something came rushing toward him. It was blood, a frothing ocean of it, containing every dreadful thing he had ever feared, and every terrible thing he had ever done, all in one mighty, overwhelming wave of despair, misery, and horror. As it enveloped him, swamped him, drowned him, Chambers could do nothing but scream, only for his open mouth to be filled by the scarlet wave.
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“Are you all right?”


Chambers was on the floor, but at least it was a floor. A nice, solid one with no trace of dust or monsters or anything else that shouldn’t exist in a sane, rational, normal world. He gasped and looked around him. He was back in the British Museum laboratory. Not that he had ever left it, of course.


He got to his feet. It wasn’t as easy as he had expected, and he had to lean on whoever must have found him in this rather embarrassing situation.


“I’m fine,” he said. His voice made him sound anything but. He turned to look at the person on whose arm he was leaning. “And you are . . . ?”


He caught a glimpse of a kind face framed by red hair that swept down to just above the young woman’s shoulders. Her green eyes were filled with concern.


No, not green—emerald . . .


Chambers shook his head and tried to dismiss the image of the goat girl from his mind.


“. . . worried about you right at this moment,” the girl replied. “I was waiting around outside when I heard a crash. I came in and you were flat out on the floor, mumbling all sorts of nonsense.”


“Nonsense?” Chambers eyed her with concern. What might she have heard?


Her expression softened now she could see he was all right, and her face broke into a smile. “Don’t worry,” she said, “you weren’t saying anything I could understand. They weren’t even words, really. To be honest I was worried you were having a fit, and I wouldn’t have had the slightest clue what to do about that.”


Chambers leaned against the bench and did his best to return her smile. “You’re not a doctor, then?”


“Oh Christ, no.” She held out a well-manicured hand which was nothing like the crumbling claws the girl in his vision had possessed. “Karen Shepworth. I’m covering the story about the bones being found under H. G. Wells’s house for the News of Britain.”


Chambers flinched without meaning to before gently shaking her hand. “You’re a reporter?”


“I prefer ‘investigative journalist.’” She was rummaging in the brown leather tote bag that was slung over her left shoulder. “I’ve got a card in here somewhere . . .”


Chambers held up a hand. “Don’t worry about that,” he said.


“Oh, but you’re going to need it,” she said, finally locating one and handing it over. “How else are you going to get in touch to give me your final report?”


Realization dawned.


“You’re the one doing the story—”


“—about the bones found on the building site, yes.” She finished his sentence for him with a smile he did not share. “Why else would I be hanging around the arse-end of the British Museum on a Sunday?”


“Why indeed?” He was beginning to feel better. “Well I’m sorry to have to inform you Miss Shepworth, but I haven’t had a chance to get started yet.”


She insisted he call her Karen. “But you have made a start on the pot those boys dug up along with the bones, I see.”


Chambers had no idea what she was talking about, nor why she had such a mischievous smile on her face. Then he followed her gaze to the bench where the skull lay, along with half a thigh, and the other fragments of bones.


But no clay urn.


Because it was on the floor.


In pieces.


“Shit.” His first reaction was guilt. He must have knocked the thing over during his faint. He was already dismissing that as a result of the preserving fluid, the bright lights, and the jet lag. It still wouldn’t be a good enough excuse to give Malcolm, though.


“I’m guessing you didn’t mean to do that then?”


Chambers was already down on his knees and picking up the pieces. I don’t even remember doing it he was about to reply, and then he thought better of it. Anything he came out with in this girl’s presence could be in the papers tomorrow morning.


“More fragile than it looked,” he said, as he placed the broken fragments back on the bench.


The contents were still on the floor.


It was the first time he’d noticed them, and now he wondered if perhaps they were too delicate to be picked up by his untrained hands. There were three rolls of what looked like parchment, each tied with a fine piece of maroon thread, flecked with gold. They also seemed to be in far too good a condition to have spent much time in the ground.


“Aren’t you going to pick those up too?”


He wasn’t, but there was no way now he could get out of it. “I’m guessing these are something more suited to Malcolm and his team.” He picked each one up individually, and laid it gently on the work surface.


“We could have a look.” Already she had a pair of nail scissors out and was advancing on the one closest to her.


“I think we should leave it to the experts,” he said, but it was no good.


“Oops,” she said as she snipped through the thread. “It must have come off in the fall.”


Almost as if the parchment approved of her actions, it unfurled before them, revealing a document of such beauty that they both took in a breath.


“It looks like a page from a medieval Bible,” said Chambers, peering at the ornate, beautifully lettered script, complete with an intricately illustrated drop capital that began the text. The colors used could not have been any more vivid if they had been applied yesterday.


“It’s like a work of art,” said Karen, reaching out to pick it up.


Chambers pushed her hands away. “You’d better not touch it,” he said. “Apart from the fact that these old paints and inks can contain toxic compounds, there’s always the possibility that we’ve got something priceless here.”


That took a moment to sink in. “Priceless? How can you tell?”


Chambers gestured to the rest of the specimens. “They were buried with this poor chap, whoever he may be, and even a rudimentary examination suggests the bones have been in the earth for a very long time, possibly hundreds of years.”


Karen looked intrigued. She also took out her own Dictaphone and switched it on before continuing. “How can you tell that?”


Distracted by her presence, Chambers picked up the skull without thinking. This time he felt no ill effects. No dizziness, nothing. He coughed to conceal his relief and continued. “Some of the signs are obvious, others are more subtle. The bone itself has a density that you only get when the minerals of the bone matrix—mainly calcium and phosphate—have been leached out into the soil by rainwater. As a result the bone ends up porous. The older it is the lighter and more porous is the tissue. And this skull is very light indeed.”


He held it up to the light. “If you look carefully you can see a lot of tiny lines over the surface.” Karen came close. “The best place to look is the calvarium—the top of the skull. Can you see?” She nodded. “Well, those are formed by creatures that live in the earth—worms, beetles, and suchlike, moving against it. The thing is, the wearing away of the bone like that takes time.”


Karen held the recorder close. “How much time?”


Chambers shrugged. “Difficult to say, but again we’re looking at hundreds of years rather than decades.” He picked up the femur. “You can see the lines on here as well, which helps confirm this is probably part of the same body the skull belongs to.”


“Anything else you’d like to add?”


Chambers put the femur down. “Not at this time,” he said.


“Okay.” She smiled and switched off the recorder. “One last question, the answer to which I promise you will be off the record.”


Chambers wasn’t about to let his guard down. “Go on.”


“What on earth were you doing on the floor when I came in?”


“Oh that? It was because when I went near the skull I—” He stopped. He had just been handling the bones with no ill effect at all. That made no sense, but then neither did much else that had happened this afternoon. The only thing he was sure of was that he must not let this reporter pick up on how disturbed he was feeling right now. “No good reason,” he said with a sheepish smile. “I just took a step back from the bench and missed my footing. Promise you won’t tell anyone?”


She offered him a sunny smile that had probably gotten her more than one good lead. “I promise. That particular secret of yours is safe with me.” She turned to the opened parchment. “Although how about in return you don’t say anything to Malcolm Turner about me opening this?”


“Okay,” he agreed. “But that’s probably a slightly bigger favor, don’t you think?”


“A hard negotiator. I like it.” She was putting her Dictaphone away. “Okay—I’m ever so slightly in your debt.” Now she’d taken out a tiny pocket camera. “Stand back, would you?”


Chambers was about to protest but by the time he’d opened his mouth the flash had gone off and an image of the parchment had been committed to film.


“Thought I’d better do it before you stopped me,” she said, tucking the camera out of reach. “Fancy finding out what it all means?”


Chambers had to admit he was interested. “But how are you going to—?”


“You said it could easily be several hundred years old, yes?” Chambers nodded. “Well, one of my teachers at Oxford was an expert in Medieval English. If he’s still there he might be willing to translate it for me. I can guarantee it’ll be a hell of a lot quicker than getting them to do it down here. And he’ll keep his mouth shut. For a price.”


Chambers didn’t want to know what the price might be.


“But you’re interested?”


He nodded. The C.I.D. team in Washington might like to get their hands on it first, but he couldn’t pass up the chance to let an Oxford University lecturer take a crack at it.


“Fine, in that case, we can do a swap. You tell me what other information you get from those old bones, and I’ll tell you what I can get out of my old tutor. We could discuss it over dinner next week sometime. Deal?”


It was only when she had gone that he realized he might just have been asked out on a date.




FOUR


Thursday, October 27, 1994. 6:30 A.M.


HE WAS DREAMING AGAIN.


The church was nearer this time, and the blood-red sky was darker. There was no rain but the hoary damp stink suggested a heavy storm would soon be battering the landscape.


He reached down to touch the ground. The dust was so fine it turned his fingertips white, and he immediately knew this was not dust but ash, from some cataclysmic catastrophe that had scoured this land and rendered everything barren.


He was surrounded by bodies.


He wondered if he was being witness to the site of a battle, but if that were so, whatever conflict had been fought here was long past. The bodies were rotten, desiccated, their outlines softened by the white dust in which they lay.


Then the bodies began to move.


Frozen to the spot by unseen forces, he was helpless to do little else but watch as the army of the undead rose to its feet. Scraps of withered muscles hung from bones that should not have been able to move without them, and yet they could. Crumbling hip and shoulder joints were in such a terrible state they should not have been able to bear even the weight of a feather, and yet they held firm as the creatures looked around them, regarding their surroundings through eyeless sockets.


He stood at the center of an ocean of the undead, newly risen and, as yet, unfocused and purposeless. He was expecting them to begin shambling awkwardly and haphazardly in random directions, but they didn’t.


Instead, they all turned and looked at him.


Even though he could only see the closest of those that surrounded him, he knew that all the others were regarding him, too, their skulls balanced on crumbling spinal columns, the gentle rocking movement either the tremor of anticipation, or merely the method by which they prevented themselves from falling to pieces completely.


He felt something brush his feet. Looking down he saw more of them, the ones who had no legs but were just as eager to make their presence felt, dragging themselves toward him with bony claws of fingers, or ragged stumps of broken bone where arms had been snapped off, or, he thought with a shudder, eaten.


He was about to cry out when, as one, the grisly army looked toward the church. There was more shuffling, and a hideous grinding noise that reminded him of intricate but badly oiled machinery as they moved.


As they parted to form a path.


That led to the church on the hill.


He stood at one end of an avenue of the undead. They waited, anticipant, filled with an unearthly hunger, with the desperate need to tear the living flesh from his bones. And yet they did not.


Instead they stood there, the gentle rocking motion seeming to urge him down the path, toward the building that lay at the end of it. Chambers stayed where he was, terrified and still rooted to the spot, knowing that whatever fate was intended for him, it would be worse than dying at the hands of these monsters.


Black lightning snaked across the sky, and then a crack of thunder louder than anything he had ever heard caused him to look up.


When he looked down again, he saw, in the distance, that the church doors had opened.


And something was waiting for him inside.
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Bob Chambers glanced at the half-empty bottle of whisky on his night-stand and resisted the urge to pour himself another glass. Drinking scotch at seven in the morning might have been a sign of high spirits when he was a student, but at the age of thirty-five it was the sign of a problem, jet lag or not.


He put the bottle in the cupboard, hoping that out of sight would lead to out of mind as well. If only that would work for the nightmares.


The bloody nightmares.


He still found it hard to believe it was only four days since he’d been at the British Museum laboratories and had sparked off whatever it was that was now haunting his dreams, gnawing away at his sleep like a rat that wouldn’t let go. It was always the same and, for a dream, was surprisingly logical—if an army of the undead trying to force him into a church that looked as if it was on another planet could be considered logical.


He pulled on the jacket of his blue serge suit. At least this afternoon he should be able to finish up the work on Malcolm’s bones. He resolved to stay at the British Museum labs until his report was finished, even if it took all night. Perhaps then the dreams would go away, and even if they didn’t, at least if he was up working he’d be spared the misery of sleep.


He checked his pocket for his hotel room key, and something scraped his hand as he did so. It was the business card that girl had given him. He took it out and stared at it. He was convinced the nightmares were important, and Washington had agreed. His new instructions were to find out as much as he could about the manuscript. All major resources were being directed toward a rising of Deep Ones off the Baja Peninsula, so the League didn’t have anyone spare to send over. He was on his own. He didn’t mind that, and as he seemed to be personally involved in this (or at least, his subconscious was), he was eager to find out what the scrolls said. Perhaps, he thought as he left the hotel and made his way to the London Underground station, they spoke of a curse that would befall the first person to touch those bones or smash that pot.


And if that was the case, hopefully they could tell him how to rid himself of it as well.
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It wasn’t until later that night that Chambers remembered he had to call Karen. Sitting in a cramped office at the back of the British Museum, with the final write-up on the bones in front of him, he knew he needed to speak to her before passing his report to Malcolm in the morning. More than that, he needed to know more about what it was those two boys had found, and the only place he was going to find answers was in the manuscript.


“Karen?”


“Yes.”


He had expected the voice on the other end to sound sleepy but it was anything but.


“I’m sorry to disturb you so late. It’s Bob Chambers here. You remember? Malcolm Turner’s colleague.” He was still doing his best to keep his background details secret. “The one he asked to look at the bones.” Silence. “You came in after I’d knocked that pot on the floor at the British Museum.”


“Oh shit, yes, I remember you.” She gave a nervous laugh. “How are you doing?”


“You’re sure I’m not bothering you?”


“God no, I’m a night owl, and a day owl, and an every-hour-God-sends owl when I’m working on a story.” She certainly didn’t sound annoyed, which was a relief. “What can I do for you?”


Chambers took a deep breath. He was shocked at how difficult it suddenly was for him to come out with his next question.


“Have you managed to meet with that tutor of yours yet? The one who was going to take a look at that manuscript for you?”


The line was quiet for a moment before Karen spoke again. This time her voice was quieter, less sure of itself. “No. Why?”


“It’s just that . . .” God, why was this so difficult? Was it because it all sounded so ridiculous, or because it seemed to be affecting him personally? “. . . I’ve got the results on the analyses performed by the team here, on the skull and . . . the other parts.”


“Great.” It didn’t sound as if Karen actually thought it was great at all. “Why are you calling me about this now?”


Chambers picked up the document, still written in his own spidery hand. He had thought it best not to dictate it in case speaking any of this aloud aroused the attention of forces he had no wish to come into contact with. Not until he knew more about them, anyway. He read the summary paragraph at the bottom of the fifth page for the umpteenth time before speaking again.


“Karen, according to the mass spectrometry, radio-carbon dating, chromatographic analyses, and electron microscopy, the bones found on that building site could be up to six hundred years old.”


“You’re kidding.”


In some ways, he wished he was. “No. Six hundred years. Of course you have to bear in mind the error factor with these sorts of things, but that doesn’t change what I’ve said.”


There was a pause during which he imagined he could hear her scribbling down what he’d just said. “That still doesn’t explain why you’re calling me about it now.”


“Those scrolls we found, the rolled-up parchment. There’s a chance they could be just as old, and if they are, I’d like to know what they say.”
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