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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Mail call!” October sunlight, hot and strong, fell in through the open door as Bruce Carson swung back up the drive from the box at the gate. “Got a packet for you, Scott ― I had to sign for it.” 
 
    Scott Lennox had heard the characteristic whistle of the ‘postie bike’ minutes before, as the postman stopped at the Carson house. Bruce paused in his systematic destruction of the shrubs lining the drive. The tang of cedar and eucalypt accompanied him into the house. He dropped the dusty work gloves by the door and waved a large yellow envelope in Scott’s direction. 
 
    With a muttered curse, Scott dislodged the big tabby cat and peeled himself off the couch. Two blankets slithered onto the floor. The cat spat at him, but Scott was intent on his spine. Every night he spent on that couch, his back protested more urgently. But beggars, he thought philosophically, could seldom be choosers. Bruce and Beck had offered the couch, and Scott was not about to complain. 
 
    He rubbed sleep out of his eyes and swore again as he saw the time. The spring sun was high already. Bruce had begun to whack the garden two hours before while Scott slept on after another sleepless night. Blame the Internet, he told himself ruefully. That, and the third vodka cruiser to take the edge off the pain lingering in his spine. Twelve weeks, and he was still not fully healed. The prognosis was less than optimistic, leaving Scott on his friends’ couch while his wheels began to spin. 
 
    The envelope carried Royal Mail priority labels, and a UK return address. Bruce headed out to the kitchen for coffee and shortbread while Scott peered at the name of Ormondroyd and Warburton LLC, Solicitors, York. Curiosity cleared his head, and he padded barefoot after Bruce as Beck said too loudly, 
 
    “Keep your muck out of the house, unless you want to clean this floor!” 
 
    “It’s only dust,” Bruce remonstrated. 
 
    “Then you can bloody sweep it,” Beck said sharply. “I’m out the door to work in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    It was Bruce’s day off, and the overgrown jungle separating house from street had been demanding his attention for months, since Bruce had all the mechanic’s natural enthusiasm for gardening. Scott felt a fleeting prickle of guilt as he joined them, surveying Bruce’s thick, brown hairy legs in the gray shorts and outsize boots, the faded blue teeshirt with long rips in hem and shoulders; and beside him Beck ― fully made up, red-blond hair too-perfect, ready for some trendy cosmetics counter at the mall. Scott had never been interested enough to remember which. 
 
    Three months, Scott had been out of work while his back seemed to refuse to heal properly. The chances of him returning to his old job were slim. A certificate in landscape gardening was of little use when a man’s spine refused to do the heavy physical labor. 
 
    “Morning, Beck,” he said dutifully. “You got scissors there?” 
 
    “In the drawer, where they always are,” she intoned. “I’ll be late if I don’t get my skates on, and the manager’s already on my case.” But she passed him the big kitchen scissors ― chicken shears that would take off a man’s finger ― from the cutlery drawer, while Bruce pulled a stool up to the breakfast bar. Beck gave the envelope one semi-curious glance as she filled a water bottle from the filter. “What you got there, Scottie?” 
 
    “Dunno,” he admitted with a last yawn. “Looks official. International rush job. Bruce had to sign for it.” 
 
    He felt through the packet for the contents before cutting into it. The satchel contained two smaller envelopes, easy to cut around. He withdrew the larger, thicker envelope and dropped the satchel onto the counter by Bruce’s coffee and a pack of Scottish shortbread left over from the previous Christmas. 
 
    “Well, tell me about it later,” Beck muttered, on her way by. “I need to git.” She swiped her bag from the dining table and dropped a kiss on Bruce’s stubbled cheek. Car keys jingled, hooked over one finger as she checked her phone. “See you tonight, love. Be in about six.” 
 
    Then she was gone, leaving Scott with a wistful feeling. For the hundredth time he envied Bruce the stability and permanence of a long, happy marriage. Not that Scott envied him Beck. She was a lovely woman ― all three of them had slogged through high school together; they were the same age, from suburbs not ten kilometers apart ― but even as teens Bruce and Beck always knew they would be married when they won their freedom. 
 
    Now, as then, Scott Lennox knew only that he had been gay since he was twelve years old … and life partners were as difficult to find as one-night-wonders were so easy, they became a way of life, a difficult habit to beak. 
 
    The screen on the front door rasped shut behind Beck, leaving the house quiet save for the thud-thud of hi-fi bass from the next house, the muted roar of traffic from the main road, the gull-like cries of a squadron of black cockatoos in the trees along the bike path. Scott tore open the thick envelope and set the contents on the counter. A few laser-printed sheets, stapled in one corner; a two-page letter on expensive company stationery. 
 
    Big, dark, curly-haired, smelling of cologne and shampoo, Bruce read over his shoulder. Moments later he grunted in cursory sympathy. “Hey, sorry, mate. That’s a bloody shame. Your Uncle Hector’s dropped off the twig.” 
 
    “Thanks … don’t worry about it,” Scott mused, eyes scanning swiftly though the body of the solicitor’s letter. “It might bother me if I knew who he was, but I never heard of him.” 
 
    “And he probably never heard of you.” Bruce slurped coffee. “This says the lawyer had to use a freakin’ private investigator to track you down. Why the hell would they do that? Bugger. Are you in trouble?” 
 
    How much strife could a man get into, Scott wondered, without actually doing anything to bring trouble down on himself. He might have been injured at work and scored enough from the compo claim to be comfortable for years while his back healed properly; but no, with the notorious Lennox luck, Scott had to fall off a ladder in his own backyard, cleaning his own gutters, which overflowed like Niagara Falls in the midwinter rains. July spiraled down into a haze of pain while work went to hell and his job went to a little weasel called Corey Philippoussis, who had been trawling for it since the day he made the critical discovery. The boss nursed a deep ambivalence for gays ― 
 
    “I’m not in any trouble,” Scott protested, “unless you count being half bloody crippled with this spine, thirty-four years old and wondering which bloody TAFE course I should get myself into, to slither back into gainful employment before I hit forty. Then, right on cue, my lease expires and I’m buggered if I can find a place I can afford when I’m not earning.” 
 
    “Christ, that’s bad enough,” Bruce agreed, “without having a pack of lawyers after you. They used a private investigator. Is that even legal?” 
 
    “It was just to track me down and confirm who I am,” Scott mused, reading on through the letter. “Uncle Hector’s last male next of kin.” He looked up over the letter. “This says Hector Robert Lennox was actually my father’s cousin. I suppose I’d have called him ‘Uncle’ if we’d ever met.” 
 
    “Too late now,” Bruce said with acid humor. Oblivious to the clean floor, he brought the big, liter coffeepot to the bar, poured a mug and pushed it at Scott. “Get that into you.  It’s still hot.” 
 
    And strong, black, sweet, as Beck always made it. Her tar-like coffee usually made Scott cringe, but this morning he drank it without noticing the bitterness, as the letter ― signed ‘Roger D. Warburton’ ― got down to business. His pulse gave a wayward skip as he read. “Looks like Uncle Hector left me something in his will. Well, not me specifically, since he didn’t know me from a hole in the ground. But the will specified it should go to the surviving male next of kin.” 
 
    “Which would be you.” Bruce whistled. “So, what’d he leave you? Something you can sell, get yourself out of this crap you’re in?” 
 
    The solicitor had been thorough, Scott thought. This Roger Warburton made mention of Daniel J. Lennox, Scott’s late father. Scott could remember the day, the hour, when two policemen knocked on his door with the news. 
 
    No point racing to the hospital, they said. The head-on crash was instantly fatal, and suddenly Scott, an only child, was alone. Both his parents were in that car, on the Duke’s Highway, heading east out of Tailem Bend on what should have been a long weekend in Mount Gambier. Suddenly Danny and Alice Lennox were gone, leaving behind a houseful of possessions for which Scott had no use, a very modest bank balance, enough insurance to cover the cremations … and an empty place where his support crew had been. 
 
    He was just twenty-two years old when he signed the documents, dated them: 2006. He walked out of the funeral home into a hot, desiccated January afternoon, feeling like a boat adrift in a storm. Twelve years later, the memory still smarted like an open wound. Bruce and Beck had been there for him then, and they still were. Scott owed them, and knew he did. 
 
    He gestured with the letter, looking up over it into Bruce’s dark brown eyes. “This says Hector left me some kind of house, and a portfolio. Stocks and shares.” 
 
    A piercing whistle, and Bruce lifted the letter to sneak a look at the rest of the sheets. “They’ve sent a copy of the will. Does it say how much it’s all worth?” 
 
    “Uh … nope.” Scott skipped on through the body of information. “They’re just droning on about inheritance taxes. God, if they try to hand me a bill ―!” It was laughable. He collected the documents, envelopes, satchel, followed Bruce into the lounge and watched him plunk onto the couch. 
 
    The cat hopped up onto his lap and began to purr even while it glared at Scott. The room was companionably dim, with blinds half-drawn to keep out the growing October warmth. Summer was shaping up to be a beast, after a winter with too little rain. Bruce looked up at him expectantly. 
 
    “So what do the lawyers want from you?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to go up there and ‘make arrangements’,” Scott quoted. He dumped the whole sheaf of paperwork into Bruce’s lap and turned away, glaring at his own reflection in the brass-framed mirror over a fireplace that had been bricked over for decades. 
 
    He was tanned, with dark hair cropped almost too short, blue eyes, high cheekbones, a pair of small gold hoops in his lobes. He liked to think he looked a little younger than his age, but working in the sun had already brought in lines around his eyes. Time was still on his side, but only just, and Scott sighed. 
 
    “A trip to England?” Bruce whistled again. “Now you’re talking, man! I mean, they’ll be covering the costs, won’t they, out of the inheritance.” 
 
    “Twenty hours jammed into a can like a bloody sardine,” Scott groaned, “with some kid kicking the back of my seat every twenty seconds till they arrest me for murder as soon as the plane lands! Oh, joy.” 
 
    But Bruce had torn open Ormondroyd and Warburton’s second enclosure in the satchel, and he blinked at the e-ticket printout. “Uh, this says first class, mate, right through from Adelaide to someplace called Newcastle. Obviously not the Newcastle in New South Wales. All you need to do is confirm the flight date ― which is dead easy, first class never fills up fast ― and show up with your bags. You got a passport?” 
 
    Scott had, since the holiday in India, three years ago, a trip intended to confirm him and Tyson as a life-long couple with loose marriage plans. The disaster assumed epic proportions in Jaipur, and by the time they saw Mumbai they might have been booked into the same hotel room, but they did not catch a glimpse of each other before checkout. Rebellious, defiant, Scott struck up a transient friendship with a doe-eyed young man called Sunil, who was eager, skilled ― and bloody expensive in bar bills, restaurants, random shopping, though Scott was beyond caring. The sex was worth every damned dollar, if only for its high vengeance quotient. 
 
    Ever thoughtful, Tyson had Qantas rearrange the seating to put him in a different part of the plane, and within four days Scott arrived home from work to find a half-empty house, most of the DVD collection missing and a stack of overdue bills on the cutting board, held down somewhat ominously, by the Chinese hatchet. 
 
    “First class e-ticket,” Bruce was saying. “They wouldn’t shout you a first class ride if there wasn’t some serious cash up for grabs.” He scanned the letter, looking for any mention of firm figures, and shook his head. “All this says is, there’s enough assets to cover the inheritance taxes and run the house. Relax, you won’t get a bill.” He glanced up from the papers. “There’s a phone number here. You want to call ’em?” 
 
    “I’d better,” Scott mused. “Christ, what time is it in England?” 
 
    “Who the hell knows?” Bruce rummaged in his shorts pocket and produced his phone. His thumbs flew over it while Scott waited. “It’s … 2:35am. Means they’re eight and a half hours behind us, by the clock. You’ll have to call ’em tonight, maybe seven-ish.” 
 
    “You mind?” Scott gestured at the landline, on the bureau with the silk flower display, the church wedding pictures, the Taoist statuette. “Long distance.” 
 
    “Hey, you just came into money,” Bruce scoffed. “Remember your poor relations when you get friggin’ rich, won’t you?” 
 
    He was still chuckling as he slapped the paperwork back into Scott’s hand and headed out to tackle the overgrown garden. Scott read every word again, and a third time, but the details were sparse. A big house, a stock portfolio, enough to cover the enormous taxes incurred when someone died leaving valuable property. 
 
    How much would be left? Enough, he wondered, to float a business, put his talents and skills to work? A landscape gardening business, designs and solutions by Scott Lennox, heavy manual work performed by employees. The idea was tantalizing. 
 
    It all came down to what Ormondroyd and Warburton meant by a house … what condition it was in, how much the property might be worth, how plausible it would be to get a decent price in the current cash-starved marketplace. Scott rubbed his face hard, still trying to wake up. These were not easy questions, but the solicitor would have some of the answers, and then ― 
 
    Right on cue, his abused spine gave the day’s first massive pang. He looked down at the rumpled sweats and singlet he had slept in, raked his nails through three days’ accumulation of stubble, and swore at his reflection. He propped the last will and testament of Hector Robert Lennox, ticket and letter, between the landline and the blue glass vase of silk roses, and marched into the bathroom. 
 
    With Beck at work and Bruce busy, he had the luxurious facilities to himself. Not for the first time felt the stirrings of genuine guilt for occupying their couch weeks longer than he had intended. He hit the taps for hot water, turned his back to the scalding stream, and began to frame questions for Ormondroyd and Warburton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What Scott knew about the English side of his family was scant. Daniel, his father, rarely spoke of them, and since he married a girl from Hobart, Scott’s mother had only ever known the few scraps Daniel chose to pass on. Danny Lennox had a much older sister, Scott remembered, but ‘Auntie Shazz’ married a Texan and disappeared into the wilds of America when Scott was very young. The family lost touch. Sharon never sent an email, much less a card at Christmas. The solicitors could surely have tracked her down, but in any case the Lennox will stipulated a male heir, as if it were vitally important the property should remain in the family. 
 
    If he strained his memory, Scott recalled a single mention of his father having two uncles, a James and a Robert. It was the third son of that brood, Charles Lennox, who came out to Australia in 1960, and married a woman he had met on the six-week voyage. Charles and Linda were Scott’s paternal grandparents, but he had only the haziest recollections of them. Enough to remember how ‘Gramps’ dropped dead without warning just weeks after his fiftieth birthday, of a series of catastrophic strokes ― and the widowed Linda Bigelow promptly remarried. She was somewhere in New Zealand now, and the feud between her and Daniel drove them apart until the crash, east of Tailem Bend. Scott knew nothing of his paternal grandmother, and had never cared to ask. 
 
    His maternal grandparents were still in Tasmania, but he had not visited since he was a teen. The only time he saw them again was at the memorial, a sad little gathering where just seven people turned up to remember Danny and Allie Lennox. Three of them were Scott himself, Bruce and Beck Carson, who had known Scott’s parents well enough since high school. 
 
    Such thoughts made grim companions at 5:00am, with a change in the weather and the reek of jet fuel sharp on the air, heavy in the sinuses, as the taxi cruised into the rank outside the international terminal. Full daylight was an hour away, and rising humidity made rings around the big arc lamps. Rain would come in off the gulf waters before noon, if Scott was any judge. 
 
    He had always hated airports. They were places where a person traveling alone was made painfully aware that he was alone. Or she, he thought fairly as he paid the driver. But seldom did he see anyone else traveling without companionship, and his willful memory returned constantly to India, when he and Tyson fell out over a host of such stupid, trivial things ― 
 
    The way Tyson wouldn’t quit cruising everything in a pair of tight trousers, even though he and Scott had talked over wedding plans. The way Scott packed a suitcase, with the ‘delicates’ crushed in the corner and the aromatic socks tossed in on top, and how Tyson could always be relied on to go two vodkas over the top and turn cranky, which was a dumb thing to do, especially when the wrong bar crowd had been glowering at the openly gay couple for half an hour. 
 
    In retrospect, Scott chastised himself for not trying to save the situation. An apology here, a soft word there, and he might still be with Tyson. Or more likely Tyson would have confirmed what Scott had discovered the hard way: that he was an air-headed flirt with no sense of the value of money, no conscience about spending cash that didn’t belong to him, and possessed no skerrick of self-control when the vodka hit his bloodstream ― 
 
    Grumbling soundlessly, he lugged his baggage into the vast, echoing wilds of the terminal and cast about for any open counter. As yet all were closed, while security guards lounged through the end of the graveyard shift. But passengers had begun to kibitz in small, quiet clusters, and in half an hour the throng would resemble a grand final crowd. By six it would be a zoo. Scott gritted his teeth and looked for a place to sit down, hurry up and wait. 
 
    Ten minutes on the phone with Maggie Warburton, of Ormondroyd and Warburton, had filled in only a few of the blanks. “Really, Mister Lennox, I can’t tell you very much over the phone,” she apologized in a voice rich with regional overtones. After too much television, Scott knew an educated northern accent when he heard one. “If you can tell me when you’re arriving, we’ll have the documents waiting for you.” 
 
    “I’ll call you again, when I’ve talked to the airline,” Scott had promised. 
 
    “Excellent. When you’ve made the arrangements, looked over your property, come to whatever decisions, we’d be delighted to continue to act on your behalf. Mister Lennox, it’s almost impossible to feed this through a phone. You have our email and fax on the letterhead. Just send your arrival information, I’ll make sure someone’s there to meet you.” 
 
    “I, uh, thanks,” Scott said lamely, painfully aware of how far out of his depth he was floundering. 
 
    “Trust Ormondroyd and Warburton to make things as simple as possible,” Maggie said smoothly. “It’s quite the legal maze, but my father’s the finest representative you’ll find in York, if you’re dealing with estates, properties, houses, land, staffing issues. We’ve handled numerous cases like this, which is why we were assigned to the Lennox estate. We’ve handled every aspect of the Lennox inheritance, and estate management, since your uncle’s death.” 
 
    So Scott gave her his Gmail address and mobile, jotted down Maggie Warburton’s office email and private line. Only a handful of assignments, he guessed, would have access to that private line: he was already among the chosen few, which felt extremely odd. With promises to inform her of his travel plans, he hung up. Bruce and Beck were watching, unblinking, expecting heaven knew what. 
 
    Next morning, with a sense of complete unreality, Scott called British Airways and set his departure date. He sent the itinerary to the printer and drove over to the Colonnades mall for enough luggage to get him there and back. 
 
    October was almost spent. Department stores and boutiques alike displayed only summer gear, beach towels, kaftans and sarongs, all jostling for space with Christmas wares and garish Halloween junk. But November in the northern end of England added up to cold. 
 
    Twenty minutes’ research on a variety of tourist websites gave him the bald facts, before he checked the weather forecast for the Scottish border country, and swore lividly. Freakish November weather lay on the English horizon. Unseasonal snows were being sucked slowly down from Scandinavia by some equally odd low-pressure cell over the Atlantic. 
 
    So he would pack just enough, he decided ― jeans, jacket, sweater ― then hit the mall when he got to York, where the stores would be stocked for winter, not summer. And donate the arctic survival gear to the Red Cross before he parked his bum on a plane headed south. 
 
    Home in time for Christmas? He had no way of being sure. 
 
    He was thoroughly out of his depth, way over his head, when the flight was called. First class passengers boarded along with anyone in need of assistance, minutes ahead of the stampede for the cattle car. 
 
    He filed along with an elegant troupe trying to look like celebrities, already wondering what the hell Scott Lennox was doing in first class. There was, he thought with grim satisfaction, a first time for everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The English cold hit him in the face like a physical slap as he stepped out through the glass doors into a wind-swept vastness of tarmac and, beyond, the season’s dormant fields. Other passengers rushed by as he took a deep breath of the first fresh air he had tasted since the first leg of the flight boarded.  First class or not, a twenty-four hour journey left the human brain so jetlagged, Scott might have been on Mars as he surveyed the deep overcast, the grayness of the morning. A few premature seasonal decorations inside the tall glass panels seemed forlorn, serving only to underscore dismal weather the locals didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    Then again, very few of them had walked out of an Australian spring yesterday, Scott allowed as he slung his bags over both shoulders and cast around for his bearings. Maggie Warburton promised someone would be here to meet him. He had emailed a photo; if the Ormondroyd and Warburton underling had seen it was another question. 
 
    A short taxi rank formed up to his right, only meters from the doors, and Scott groaned as he considered the fare, Newcastle to York. He should have researched the public transport, and kicked himself for the mistake. Trusting Maggie Warburton was likely to cost him dearly. 
 
    Muttering the kind of language that would have aroused his father’s ire, he had turned toward the taxis when a horn honked from the stop-and-drop. A blood scarlet Toyota Camry had pulled in just short of a sign saying, in large letters, ‘No Parking, Set Down Only.’ Scott hustled as a woman leaned out to wave. The wind and background noise of idling jets just on the other side of the terminal building almost carried her voice away, but he caught his name. 
 
    Cold flushed her cheeks and she dove right back into the car. The boot popped, and he stowed his bags, grateful to slide into the Toyota’s sudden heat. He held both hands to the vents for a moment while she said, 
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting, Mister Lennox. Traffic ― they’re digging the road up on the approach to the airport. Something about the water mains, not sure what. I’m not local.” She offered her hand. “I’m Maggie Warburton. We spoke on the phone.” 
 
    “Call me Scott. I thought I recognized the voice.” He took her hand for a moment. “I didn’t expect you in person.” 
 
    She ran up the seatbelt, tripped the indicator and began to watch her mirror ― a short, rotund woman who might have been forty, with a pink complexion, dark hair tipped in red-blond, clad in a voluminous charcoal sweater over black slacks and suede boots. An impressive mass of bangles clattered as she threaded into the steady stream of cars and taxis headed for the gates. He watched scarlet talons that matched the Camry, and weather-beaten, hard-worked hands, as she drove. 
 
    “I’d asked one of the secretaries to come over and meet you,” she said easily, “but he called in sick this morning, some kind of virus doing the rounds.” She angled a curious glance at him. “Your first time in England?” 
 
    “Yeah, but my dad was Aussie by a fluke,” Scott mused. “He could easily have been born here. The Lennox side of the family’s only been in Australia since 1960.” 
 
    “Just short of three generations.” Maggie swung out of the airport gates and headed into sporadic southbound traffic. Bleak open fields stretched away on both sides of the road, a checkerboard of green and brown. “You won’t know too much about England, then.” 
 
    “Only what you see on TV,” Scott admitted. “The UK side of the family could never be bothered to keep in touch … not that there was much family left. Can’t be, if I’m the only heir. The last Lennox standing, am I?” 
 
    She sighed. “The last male, at least. This is the way families unravel, and it’s sad. Over three or four generations, a tribe can dwindle away to just a handful. Since there’s been no communication, I assumed you wouldn’t know much about the Lennox family. I did a little research; I hope you’ll forgive me.” 
 
    Scott held his hands to the vents as the somber landscape rushed by. The late October sky was swiftly lowering, the sun angle reminiscent of the middle of the South Australian winter. Many trees already showed skeletal forms while others hung onto a last flutter of parched autumn plumage. “Nothing to forgive,” he said unconcernedly, “unless you turned up a lot of skeletons rattling in the clan closet. Anything you want to tell me would help me get my bearings.” 
 
    Traffic was light, and Maggie divided her attention between him and the road while the city raced up to meet them.  “The first thing I’ll do is apologize about this weather. I’ve never seen it so bad in October. They’re saying it’s a freak effect of global warming, something to do with extra moisture in the environment and unpredictable changes in the wind direction, or something.” 
 
    The heater had already thawed the ice from Scott’s fingers, and he waved off the apology. “Don’t worry about it. It’s happening everywhere. The weather’s getting very weird at home. So, the Lennox family ―?” 
 
    She had taken the car wide around the roadwork, which closed one lane with two trucks and several signal-flare yellow, treaded machines, and now accelerated smoothly. “I dug back as far as your great-grandfather, Geoffrey Douglas Lennox, born in March, 1912. He made quite a fortune in shipping on the Clyde, though his stake money seems to have ridden on a horse’s nose. A mare called Rosie Malone romped home at a hundred to one. The next you knew, your savvy old grandfather invested in shipping, between the world wars. 1940-44, he built corvettes, which German U-boats sank almost as fast as they could be launched. Even before those days, vast fortunes were made in the 1930s. It sounds immoral to say Geoffrey Lennox got stinking rich in the middle of the Great Depression, but there it is.” 
 
    “Immoral? Getting rich is more of a miracle,” Scott said acerbically. “There, uh, isn’t much of the money left, is there?” 
 
    “There’s enough,” Maggie said shrewdly. “Most of it’s tied up in the portfolio at this moment, of course, but the terms of Hector’s will do permit your broker to convert to cash an after-tax amount equal to the inheritance taxes, which I’m afraid are considerable. You’ll be able to keep Falconstone, at least until you decide what to do with it.” 
 
    “Sell it,” Scott snorted. 
 
    She angled a glance at him. “Don’t be in too much of a hurry. If you put it on the market at this time, in its current condition, you’ll take a bad beating.” 
 
    “Falconstone.” He tried the name on his tongue. “A country house, then.” 
 
    “Now, there’s an understatement,” Maggie Warburton said cryptically. “Not that it’s any of my business, of course, but … aside from the patriarch, Geoffrey Lennox himself, your family hasn’t been famous for making smart business decisions. You won’t know how Great-grandfather Geoffrey detested his three sons?” 
 
    Scott actually chuckled. “Do I sniff a juicy scandal? Why don’t you regale me?” 
 
    “Well, Robert, his firstborn, wrote off a motorcycle at the ripe old age of twenty. Obviously, he died unwed and childless ― which probably wouldn’t have been different if he’d lived.” Maggie hesitated. “By all accounts, Robbie was homosexual.” As if she thought she ought to apologize for the observation. 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me,” Scott said, reluctantly amused. “I guess the gay gene must run in the family.” 
 
    It took a moment for the sense of what he had said to percolate through, then she glanced sidelong at him again. “You ―?” 
 
    “Yes,” Scott said without hesitation. “Sorry if it bothers you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t bother me at all.” Maggie relaxed visibly. “You just never know, even now, if someone’s going to take umbrage. I didn’t like to say too much about your Uncle Robbie before sounding you out. He did have a partner, a lad called Derek, a fellow-student from his Oxford days.” She gave him a sidelong, quizzical look. “You Lennoxes have exceptionally good brains … some of you actually use them. Anyway, Robbie and Derek wrote the most exquisite love letters, which of course Derek kept after Robbie was killed. They turned up in an attic after Derek passed away, only about ten years ago. His friends allowed some of them to be included in a very sad, very charming book, do you know it? Lost Loves, an account of gay relationships between World War I and the swinging sixties ― when it all hung so far out, stodgy old British law was forced to jog to keep up.” 
 
    “Sorry, never heard of it,” Scott admitted. “I do read a fair bit, but it’s usually something with … a bit more pace. So Geoffrey Lennox was still alive when the Lost Loves book was published.” 
 
    “Oh yes. And Derek’s surviving friends made sure he received a copy! Of course, the old man had been utterly scathing about Robbie and Derek, never acknowledged poor Derek’s existence, much less the relationship. Wouldn’t even permit him to attend the funeral.” She shrugged, sighed. “So sad. It was the 1950s. Things were … different.” 
 
    “Very.” Scott watched the Newcastle streets slide by as Maggie headed up the long approach to the road bridge over the choppy, gray-brown murk of the Tyne. “My dad mentioned another uncle. James, was it?” 
 
    “That’s right. Stupid, ambitious, arrogant James. Bankrupt before he was twenty-five. He could never snatch so much as a penny out of the old man’s grasping hands, so in protest he set about drinking himself into oblivion. He passed away in 1984, leaving four venomous ex-wives, hordes of ravening in-laws, and no progeny. Or at least, none legitimate. There might be a daughter out there, in Paris at this time.” 
 
    “Lucky for me,” Scott said dryly, “the third son would have been Charles, my own Gramps. According to my father, he landed out in Australia in 1960, give or take … dropped dead with a series of massive strokes when he was only fifty. Smoking for forty years might have had something to do with it.” He frowned at the parklands as the Toyota left behind the river, and Maggie headed on south. 
 
    “Geoffrey despised every one of his sons, even your grandfather,” she said thoughtfully. “Robbie grew up gay. James would have burned through the entire fortune in a decade, or less. Charles was levelheaded and safely hetero, but he and the old man seem to have fought like cat and dog over business, money, education, the young man’s associates, even his women friends. Staff gossip is invaluable, and a few of those maids and valets are still alive! I visited a retirement home in Harrogate, spent an afternoon drinking tea and chatting. Apparently, young Charles and his father would bellow at each other like rutting buffalo ― in the end, still little more than twenty, naturally Charles fled to the ends of the Earth to get away from Geoffrey. I’m rather afraid the old buzzard had the last laugh.” 
 
    Scott frowned at her. “Gramps dropped dead when I was a kid. One day he was there, the next, whoosh, gone. No warning.” 
 
    The dark, blond-streaked head nodded. “Exactly. Charles passed away far too young, in 1991, leaving two children: your own father, Daniel, and his big sister, your Aunt Sharon. The old man outlived all three of his sons, and his only grandson.” A cynical smile tugged one corner of her mouth. “You know Geoffrey Lennox lived to be a hundred and two, don’t you? What an innings! But I suppose it’s one of the occupational hazards of being extremely long lived. One tends to bury one’s siblings, spouses and offspring.” 
 
    The Lennox patriarch’s great age came as a surprise, and Scott gave a low whistle. “Born 1912, you said?” 
 
    “And died at last back in May, 2014,” Maggie affirmed. “By that time, Geoffrey had made his peace to one degree and another with the last surviving son of his brother, George, who’d lost a battle with cancer thirty-odd years before. Hector Lennox, George’s only male heir, at least carried on the family name, wasn’t a hopeless lush, bankrupt, or ― I’m sorry ― gay. Gentlemen of your grandfather’s generation were frequently unforgiving of the, uh, latter.” 
 
    “You don’t need to sugar coat it,” Scott assured her. “I’m old enough to remember the hassle being gay was even twenty years ago. Christ, coming out to my own parents was a circus, even though they supported me. For the first couple of years, something gave ’em the idea they had to protect me from myself. But after they got over the shock, they were great.” 
 
    Memories sprang unbidden from dark places inside his skull, where Scott rarely ventured. Pleasure and pain coiled around each other like mating serpents, impossible to tell where one began and the other ended. He indulged himself for just a moment and then shook himself back to reality, an act of willpower. “The truth is, being gay can still be a bloody hassle,” he told Maggie. “How good life is depends on the company and the place. Which was probably always true. Geoffrey would’ve like to round us all up and drown us? I guess we got the last laugh. Look who inherited in the end.” 
 
    Still, knowing his illustrious ancestor would have scorned him, disowned him, stung like a hornet. Scott thought fleetingly of his job, which had passed to the little weasel, the moment the boss could find any legitimate excuse to lay off the gay he’d never felt comfortable with. Some things never changed. Possibly never would. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” Maggie mused. “I’m pleased to say you’ll find things are fairly tolerant in this country now … though I have to admit, York isn’t quite the thriving gay action spot you might have hoped for. There’s a bar I know, and a club, I think, but … oh, you’ll find them soon enough. You’ll certainly have a lot more luck if you try Leeds or Middlesbrough. They’re not as far away as you think. Nowhere’s far from anywhere in this country. Not like Australia, eh?” 
 
    Scott could have told her he’d already touched down on enough web pages to know the region’s allures and limitations better than she did. York itself had a single gay bar, serving a city of two hundred thousand people. If Scott had needed a quiet warning to be discreet, that was it. He said nothing, kept the smile in place as Maggie steered her thoughts back to business. 
 
    “Anyway, your Uncle Hector inherited the lot just four years ago. There’s a handful of Lennox women, your cousins and aunts, scattered between South Africa and Canada. None of them contested the will, and it wouldn’t have done them any good to try. Geoffrey was absolutely specific, damn the old misogynist. He named Hector his heir years before he passed away, so any contest would have been an expensive waste of time ― lucrative for solicitors, of course. Contested wills are green pastures to us.” Her brow creased. “Within three months of Geoffrey’s passing, Hector had sold the house in Hillhead ― one of the poshest parts of Glasgow, where Geoffrey spent his last years ― and invested most of all the available cash he could raise in Falconstone. I only wish I knew why.” 
 
    A black flag ran up fast, and Scott stifled a groan. “Okay, lay it on me. What’s wrong with Falconstone?” 
 
    “Well, it’s very old,” Maggie said slowly. “It’s National Trust listed, which means it’s protected, and this may or may not be good for you. Broadly speaking, it means you can’t refurbish it past a certain point, much less redevelop it. At the same time, it’s quite run down. It wasn’t worth nearly the price Hector paid for it. In fact, he was robbed. I’d have to say it was all very weird. He seemed to be desperate to acquire the house for some reason I haven’t been able to discover.” She shrugged eloquently. “If you like, I can keep digging.” 
 
    “Please do,” Scott invited. “So, it’s a dump that’ll need a lot of work before I can ask a decent price for it?” 
 
    “Not quite a dump, but it does need significant work. Otherwise you can expect to be fleeced at market.” Maggie paused to negotiate traffic as she picked up the southbound A1 and put her foot down hard. “Now, when Hector bought it, a very old lady, a Mrs. Chisholm, the widow of a well-known MP, had lived there for many years. Apparently the house went up for sale when she moved to a nursing home in Leeds. I believe she’s actually still alive, though she’ll be in her late nineties now. If the resident housekeeper can be trusted, Mrs. Chisholm has a nasty case of dementia. Too little maintenance was done on Falconstone in far too long, with the result that … well, you’ll see for yourself soon enough.” 
 
    Again, Scott groaned. “Not what I’d wanted to hear.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” Maggie sighed. “Hector Lennox probably intended to renovate the property eventually, but he didn’t own it long enough, or live long enough. It’s back on the market so soon because he suffered a massive coronary heart attack. He didn’t make it to hospital. In fact, I do believe he’d been dead for some time when the body was found.” She made a face. “It’s all rather morbid. His will also specifies that the house will pass to his nearest male Lennox heir, some pact of honor Hector entered into with the old man. But it was a damned close thing: you’re not merely the last to bear the Lennox name, Scott. You’re one of only four people left in the world with identifiable Lennox blood. The other three ― all women ― are somewhat aged.” 
 
    “Auntie Shazz, who married the Texan and disappeared off to America when I was learning to ride a little bike with three wheels.” Scott yawned deeply. 
 
    “Yes. Then there’s a lady in Cardiff, a Mrs. Piggott, Hector’s younger sister, who’s undergoing chemo for one of the nastier cancers. The Piggotts aren’t short of money. They had one daughter, born with some birth defect, died in infancy. And we traced an elderly widow living in Brighton,” Maggie added, “a cousin of Hector’s whose maiden name was Lennox. She had no children.” She shrugged. “Then there’s you.” 
 
    Scott indulged in a quiet sound of humor as he set his head back on the rest and closed his eyes. “Sorry. Nothing’s actually funny, but … to me, ‘Brighton’ is the suburb with the wind harp on the long jetty, just across from the Esplanade Hotel.” He pried open one eye to look at her. “Green gulf waters, yellow metropolitan beaches, riprap and the new dunes stabilizing, surf lifesavers, shark-spotting planes … Adelaide.” 
 
    She graced him with a smile. “Your home town. Why don’t you get some sleep? You look like you’re in the middle of last week with jetlag. We’re a couple of hours out of York. We’re going in through Darlington and Boroughbridge, it’s faster to stay on the motorway. If you want the scenic tour, we can arrange something later.  I’ll wake you when we get close … now what’s funny?” 
 
    “Darlington,” Scott admitted. “The suburb where they’re still building the new expressway, just down the hill from Flinders Uni, where I almost studied. I was going to do marine biology, till I had a look at the job market. Took all of three minutes to work out it’d be one hulluva lot easier, not to mention quicker, getting an actual job if I chickened out and did landscape gardening at TAFE. So, forget the whole academic thing, and Flinders … up the hill from Darlington.” 
 
    “Yes, you Lennoxes do have brains, it runs in the family. And Adelaide,” Maggie Warburton guessed wryly, “must have been settled by the English.” 
 
    But Scott’s thoughts had begun to unravel. He was asleep before he could frame a coherent reply. Must send postcards, he told himself. Bruce and Beck would get a smile out of the local map. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He woke with a start when the Toyota pulled up sharply, throwing him into the seatbelt. Maggie Warburton was as fluent in blistering curse words as any Australian, and before Scott was properly awake she dropped the car into reverse and backed away from the truck which had stalled just short of a major traffic island. Plowed fields stretched away to left and right while the low building line of an old, old city rose dead ahead. 
 
    Still cursing, Maggie waited for her chance and went around fast, threading into sparse traffic on Shipton Road. Scott yawned, rubbed his eyes, peering at red-roofed houses on his left, a narrow strip of park or greenway on the right. 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t mean to shake you up,” Maggie apologized, “but we’re almost home. My father kept the old offices, near the hospital and football ground. We’ll be there in five minutes.” 
 
    “Your father ― Roger Warburton,” Scott remembered. “He wrote the letter.” 
 
    “Signed it,” she corrected smartly. “I did the research and wrote it, but as usual the boss takes the credit. Which he’d say is only fair. He founded the practice thirty years ago, with that friend of his, Freddie Ormondroyd. Dear, daft old Freddie retired to Jersey some time ago, so now it’s Roger and me, and Freddie’s useless kid, Frank. Same age as me, but Frank pops in just enough to keep the family finger in the pie. The bloody man seems to live on a golf course unless it’s actually snowing.” She regarded the low, yellow-gray sky doubtfully. “Speaking of which, I don’t like the look of that.” 
 
    “Snow?” Scott recoiled. “It’s only October.” 
 
    “It’ll be November in less than a week ― and all bets are off,” Maggie informed him. “You packed warm clothes, I hope.” 
 
    “Some. I’ll find a department store tomorrow.” Scott shifted in the seat, painfully aware of his spine. His back had begun to demand a mattress. If it was denied, he knew the price he would pay. “I need to find a hotel.” 
 
    She shot him a guilty look. “Did I forget? You’re booked into a B&B on St. Peter’s Grove. It’s an easy walk from our offices, but I’ll deliver you. Look, sign the documents this afternoon, then get some rest. You can hire a car tomorrow. I’ll show you the road out to Falconstone, introduce you to the staff. You’ve plenty of time. The documents will take at least a week to process. Local government doesn’t break too many speed records, but we’ll do what we can to shake them up.” 
 
    “Staff?” Scott echoed. “You mean, as in wages? I’m covering payroll?” 
 
    “Earnings from the stock portfolio cover it, plus our fees.” Maggie turned left into a narrow street lined with buildings that must have been centuries old. “You have a housekeeper, Mrs. Bretton, who lives in. There’s also a groundsman, something like a gamekeeper. Arthur Gurney, Art to his friends and enemies alike. He’s a rather disagreeable customer, but good at what he does, and you can trust him. A gardening contractor comes in when he’s needed, but at this time of the year everything’s almost dormant. It’ll be spring before you have to worry about much maintenance in the grounds, and Gurney will keep down the vermin.” 
 
    “Vermin? Sorry, it’s starting to sound like there’s an echo in here.” Scott caught himself roughly. “Foxes, I suppose? I don’t have a problem with foxes. They’ll keep down the rabbits for you.” 
 
    “You’ll have a problem with the feral cats,” Maggie told him. “The woods are infested, and some of them are huge. According to Gurney, some of them are the size of Scottish wildcats. They kill every bird they can get to, which is a pity. In season the local woods, such as they are ― and there’s little enough left! ― should be full of songbirds.” 
 
    Scott knew enough about feral cats to accept the necessity for Art Gurney, groundsman, gamekeeper. Australia’s national parks were similarly besieged, with the native wildlife often being driven to extinction. He said no more of it as Maggie parked outside a three storey, red brick house which had been converted into offices. The name of Ormondroyd and Warburton LLC, Solicitors, shone on a polished brass shield by the oiled-oak door. 
 
    Poised on the curb, he glanced over the dark brickwork, windows made up of tiny glass panes, an arched doorway. Looming over the roofs to his right, he glimpsed the pale, ancient, twin square towers of the cathedral, York Minster itself ― the only landmark he was likely to recognize. Every brochure showed it, every webpage seemed to pivot around it. 
 
    The late morning cold struck to his bone marrow as he followed Maggie inside. Humid warmth greeted them, but Scott kept on his jacket while she pressed deeper into the house in search of her father. He inspected wood paneled walls, potted aspidistra, antique chairs. Framed horse racing photographs of an earlier age, winners with names like Arkle and Nicolous Silver and Mill House checkered the walls. He wondered if Roger Warburton or Freddie Ormondroyd might be the veteran punter. 
 
    A door clicked open and voices issued from within. Maggie looked out, beckoning. “Everything’s ready for you, Mister Lennox.” 
 
    It was Mister Lennox now? Moments later Scott was unsurprised, when the senior Warburton took his hand, shook it formally, ushered him to a chair. The man was over seventy, robust, ramrod-backed, hair the color of steel wire ― reserved, unsmiling, in an impeccable indigo three-piece suit. Scott angled a look at Maggie, but she answered with a minute shrug: it’s his practice, his business, his call. 
 
    Go figure, Scott thought as he took a cup of tea, two biscuits in the saucer, only then realizing how famished he was. Warburton returned to the leather chair behind the vast teak desk and screwed the cap off a fountain pen. Everything here seemed so old, Scott could have stepped back half a century. 
 
    “All the details are in good order, Mister Lennox.” Warburton’s voice was deep, gruff, much thicker with the accent of the north than Maggie’s own. “As per the will’s explicit instructions, the stock portfolio has been passed into the hands of a brokerage in London. Mister Hector Lennox used to prefer to manage it himself, but unless you have any objection, Chan-Wylie Financial Management will put the funds to work efficiently.” 
 
    “No objection I can think of.” Scott forced his tired mind to function. The tea was too sweet, but he drank it gratefully as he skimmed the documents.  “I’ll be the first to admit, I don’t know one damned thing about the stock market. Even if I did, any brokerage I’d know would be in Australia. You’ve checked out this Chan-Wylie?” He glanced up at Maggie, not her father. 
 
    “They’re solid, with a sound reputation since ’79, no major catastrophes, enough quick recoveries to leave you confident, but not suspicious.” She drew up a chair. “They’ll provide monthly and quarterly reports, if you want to monitor the performance of the portfolio.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know what I was looking at,” he confessed. “I’ve spent fifteen years in landscape gardening ― ask me about grevilleas, the bulk price for pine mulch, and the theory of retaining walls. I can tell you now, I’d prefer to turn the whole lot, house, portfolio, everything, into cash. I’ve an ambition to fly solo, get into business for myself, but it takes serious funding.” 
 
    He watched Warburton’s brow furrow. “Aye, well, you’ll need to be patient if you want to go that road,” the old man said slowly. “Mister Lennox, your uncle, had it written into his will that neither Falconstone nor his stock portfolio can be realized for a period of two years after transfer of title.” 
 
    Two years? Scott sat back, knuckling his eyes. “That long?” 
 
    “Enough time,” Maggie offered, “to put some clever money into the house, get it back up to spec before you try to get a decent price for it. You’ll do much better in the long run. Till then, the will does permit you to draw on surplus income from the stock portfolio. Anything that’s left after the house is maintained, the staff paid, taxes covered, is yours. No strings attached,” she added. 
 
    “Well, that’s something.” Scott returned to the documents, skimming the legal jargon and beginning to wish he had an interpreter. 
 
    “There’ll be income enough to keep the house and staff right, and sort out the problems,” Warburton promised. “Two years from now, you can look at selling and expect to get a good price. If you do decide to sell, that is.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” Scott sketched his signature at the foot of four documents and sank back heavily into the chair. 
 
    Warburton seemed to bristle. “You haven’t even seen it yet. Maggie, let’s have those photographs.” 
 
    The last thing Scott wanted was to pore over photos and floor plans. He wanted a meal, a schooner or three of something potent, a few hours’ sleep. And if there should be a gay bar or club in the vicinity, a little companionship would be welcome. It was four weeks since he had tangled his limbs in that kind of athletic activity, and that night his spine signaled clearly ― not yet, you bloody idiot ― 
 
    Not so easy to explain to the twenty-something that pain was really not a turn-on for some, and if he wanted to make himself useful, the horse liniment was in the bathroom cabinet. The look on the kid’s face was priceless, but he was decent about it. Jonno, or Johnny, or … Scott didn’t remember. It all happened on the Saturday evening when Bruce and Beck drove up to the Clare Valley for an anniversary party. Jonno had asked the eternal question with quirked brows and tilted hips; four hours later they didn’t bother to exchange numbers as he went on his way. 
 
    Fleeting, touch-and-go relationships were all much the same: simple to set up, difficult to remember. Sometimes all Scott recalled a week later was a chance word, a laugh, some random part of a gym-tortured, waxed and polished young body, most of which started to look alike as time blurred them together. Thinking of Bruce and Beck, he sighed, flexed his back muscles, trying them one by one while Warburton pressed on relentlessly. 
 
    “She’s a beautiful old property, Mister Lennox, set in the middle of forty hectares of your own private land.” 
 
    “Before you get excited,” Maggie said quickly, “remember, you’re zoned rural. Don’t even ask about selling out to a developer for ranks of townhouses. You’ve seen the map. You’re smack in the heart of the North York Moors National Park.” 
 
    Not a national park as Australians thought of them, Scott remembered. This was a vast region stretching from Guisborough in the north to Kirkham Abbey in the south, and from the flyspeck village of Osmotherly on east to the ragged coast. The region was protected from industrial or residential development, but it was extensively farmed, studded with villages as well as numerous historic sites and ancient houses. 
 
    “Aye, your nearest village is Thornton,” Warburton informed him, “five or six mile south. What’d that be in kilometers, Maggie?” 
 
    “Ten or so,” she judged. “There’s trails over the fields and moors, right-of-way paths through the fields, but it can be a nasty walk, especially in winter. Your forty hectares are mostly open moorland, some stands of timber here and there. Again, protected. I’m afraid you can’t cut it.” 
 
    “Why would I want to?” Scott searched for a smile. “Where I come from, we’re all about revegetation. Our hills were clear-cut back in the colonial days, the gold rush. Now, the top soil’s so thin, the rocks bust right through. You can just about graze livestock through paddocks full of stones, but erosion’s a huge issue.” 
 
    Warburton seemed surprised, impressed. “You’re a landscape gardener, you say? Then you might get a bit more out of Falconstone than you’re thinking. She’s got lovely grounds, in season.” 
 
    “Had,” Maggie said sharply. “Come on, Dad, be fair. The whole place has gone to hell. Hector Lennox did nothing with the grounds or the land. He had a contact to keep the grass down. Mick Dunstable’s lads prune the roses and clip the hedges, that’s about it. The only thing Hector ever cared about was the house. Heaven alone knows why, because he never troubled himself to give it the maintenance these old properties need. And it wasn’t because he was short of cash. He was loaded. There’s still a very healthy wedge left after the inheritance taxes are paid.” 
 
    “She makes a point, our Maggie does,” Warburton admitted. “Falconstone isn’t what she used to be. But she could be again.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look at it,” Scott promised dutifully, pushing up to his feet with a cursory glance at the color printouts Warburton had arranged on the desk. The long shots showed a large, impressive house, but his tired eyes refused to take in details. Tomorrow, he told himself. First ― food. Then sleep. He turned deliberately toward Maggie. “You said something about a B&B?” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Against the odds, the sun shone as the rented Ford Mondeo ran northeast out of York. Scott stuck to the tail of Maggie’s Camry while the country lanes grew narrower, the villages further apart, the landscape bleaker. Autumn was rapidly winding down toward winter. The further north one traveled, the sooner winter arrived. This was not a place to be lost, he thought ― not when mobile phone coverage was known to be spotty and the overcast could be so dense, figuring which way was north came down to guesswork. 
 
    He frowned at the rise of the land, rolling hills, valleys, sudden dark escarpments, forlorn farmhouses, white-walled cottages scattered seemingly at random. The last hint of blooming heather showed in a stubborn tract of purple here, a hint of violet in the shadows, but the brilliance of August and September had faded long before. 
 
    The landscape was picturesque, he decided, but often so featureless, only one bred and born in the area would know where he was at a glance. “Be aware,” Maggie had informed him before they drove out, “you won’t get phone coverage within five kilometers of Falconstone itself. It’s a notorious dead spot. There aren’t enough people in the area for it to be worth putting in the relay towers, and the ones serving York and Scarborough seem to fade out before they overlap.” 
 
    So uploading photos was out of the question, even if Scott’s mobile had worked in this country ― which it didn’t.  “There’s a landline at the house, surely,” he had said. The remark won him an odd look. No need for her to say it: this is the twenty-first century, and you’re not in Antarctica now. ”We’ll just have to do things the old fashioned way, won’t we?” 
 
    They passed through Thornton without stopping. Scott took in the lines of gray-brick, slate-roofed cottages, the humpbacked bridge over the rush of the Todd Beck. Rain in the uplands had it running fast, brawling in the deep streambed that bisected the old pit village. Everything he saw was heritage listed, or it would have been gone long before, with housing projects springing up like toadstools in its place. The pub was open, and a café, but so late in the season many doors carried ‘closed for the season’ signs. 
 
    Maggie headed north through Thornton, slowing only for a few black-faced sheep straggling across the road, before she took a potholed, unkempt lane between deserted fields. At three o’clock the sun was already low. Scott reminded himself how far north he had come, how early twilight would fall, even if dusk lingered much longer than he was accustomed to. 
 
    In six weeks, around the year’s shortest day, the sun might be above the horizon for seven hours ― so different from home, he felt the alien’s natural unease, and a sudden desire to pick up a phone, hear Bruce Carson’s voice, or Beck’s. The longing to have someone waiting for him snatched the breath out of his throat. 
 
    Black wrought iron gates set in a crumbling stone wall loomed on the left of the road. Rust drooled from the uprights; weeds overgrew the lower bar, apparently wedging the gates wide open. The nail-polish scarlet Camry turned in, and Scott followed. In the shelter of the walls a few sycamores and chestnuts blazed, orange and russet in the sun, but the birches were already almost bare. The next big wind would strip everything to bones, leaving the woods along these low slopes desolate. 
 
    Somewhere to the east, almost fifty kilometers away, the North Sea battered against dark cliffs, and this land’s winter winds arrowed directly from Scandinavia. He tried to imagine the landscape under a blanket of snow, and a shiver took him unawares. In January, the moor could be isolated as some glacier in Norway. 
 
    Lonely. The word slithered through his mind unbidden as he surveyed the windswept slopes. Tires crunched through gravel as he left the bitumen, and to the left of the gates a red-brick cottage hunched back in a stand of near-skeletal trees. It seemed close to derelict. The empty sockets of its windows stared blindly as if it kept watch over the gates, to hold out intruders ― 
 
    Or to keep something in? Scott felt the prickle of his hackles, the quickening of his pulse, and mocked himself. Jetlag did weird things to the brain. Half his mind lingered in a time zone on the other side of the world, leaving him off-balance as he took the car up the long curve of the drive. 
 
    Clouds shrouded the sun as he passed by a knot of larches for his first glimpse of Falconstone, and he swore softly. The house stood pooled in shadow, dark, austere. The Toyota offered the only color in a landscape that had faded out almost to monochrome. Maggie parked before wide teak doors with brass lion’s head knockers the size of his fists, but before Scott could make much of Falconstone a tall, rangy man in green anorak, faded denims and gumboots stepped into his path. 
 
    The man beckoned, pointing at the open doors of a coach house set back a little from the main house, and beyond a straggle of rhododendrons where a tall, shaggy black horse stood with his head down, tethered to a rusted iron post. Scott slid the car into dusty shadows, taking the only space left between a battered Land Rover and a dismembered tractor. 
 
    Ancient beams hung low overhead, nails jutting at odd angles. Harness brasses, tools he did not recognize, rabbit skins, bundled herbs, nets of apples and onions dangled at random. He stepped out into a smell of earth, old wood, iron, the dust of ages. A deep cold embraced him, like the hours after midnight when frost came even to the gentler hills of home. 
 
    Late afternoon cloud shadow raced over the forecourt and gardens, and he stepped eagerly into the sun. He zipped his jacket to the throat, pushed both hands into his pockets while the groundsman peered critically at him. What had Maggie said? A disagreeable character. Scott pasted on a smile. 
 
    “Art Gurney, is it?” 
 
    “Aye, it is.” Gurney was fifty, taller than Scott by half a hand’s span, with a face like a greyhound, long, thin, with pointed chin and nose. His ears stuck out like cab doors beneath a county cap, and he smelled of horse.  He didn’t offer his hand, nor did he offer to get Scott’s bags, much less help Maggie with her own. 
 
    The man turned his back on Scott, brusque to the point of rudeness, and paced back around the ragged line of rhododendrons. Only for the horse did Gurney show any attention. He drew his hand over the shaggy neck, patted the animal’s immense shoulder as he passed by. 
 
    So this was Falconstone. Scott deliberately struck out at right angles from the house, determined to get a good look at the exterior before he was herded inside. It was old, he thought, even by the standards of Europeans, to whom the word meant dimensions more than it could to any child of the colonies. Australians barely knew what ‘old’ meant. 
 
    The gray stone walls were ivy-clad, but this late in the year every leaf had fallen, leaving the house shabby, disheveled. The tiny diamond panes of leadlight windows winked in the grudging daylight, and someone had slapped a fresh coat of paint, some brown, some green, apparently at random, over deteriorating woodwork. 
 
    The whole house was hushed, still. A north wind stirred through the larches, but the chill creeping the length of Scott’s spine on light fox paws had nothing to do with the cold. He thrust both hands deeper into his pockets, looking up at the second storey windows, where a lamp burned in one room. Above, the casement windows of an attic level protruded between slate tiles more than half overgrown with moss. The TV aerial on the eaves seemed as out of place as a smart phone at Gallipoli. 
 
    “Scott? It’s cold ― come on in, there’s tea and cake,” Maggie called from the door. She had a duffel in one hand, an overnight bag slung over her shoulder, while Art Gurney studiously ignored her. 
 
    A disagreeable customer? Annoyed, Scott strode toward them and tossed his keys at the groundsman. “Bring in my bags, Gurney.” He had no experience with giving orders to staff, and half expected the groundsman to throw the keys back with a snapped ‘Get ’em yourself.’ But Gurney fielded the keyring smartly, accorded him a glare and stepped out. 
 
    Maggie snorted a chuckle. “You won’t get much service out of that one, but he’s looked after the hectares belonging to Falconstone for more than twenty years.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me the bastard lives here.” Scott blinked as his eyes struggled with the house’s late afternoon gloom. Three lamps burned on sideboards beneath prints of Turner’s and Constable’s moody landscapes, but the light was low enough to blind him for a moment. Everywhere was dark wood, red curtains, gleaming brass, the smell of wood smoke and furniture polish. 
 
    It was a moment before he saw the housekeeper, standing at the foot of the long, steep staircase: a tiny woman, deceptively thin but straight backed, with hands slightly gnarled by arthritis and gunmetal hair shorn in a ruthless crop not much longer than Scott’s own. She wore a sweater and cardigan over a tweed skirt, and athletic shoes, and regarded Scott Lennox critically, though she spoke to Maggie. “You’re late, Miss Warburton. We’ve been expecting you since noon.” 
 
    The accent was not quite local, Scott thought, but not far away. His ear was still too foreign to pick the fine differences. “That’d be down to me,” he said. “I needed to hit the stores ― just got out here from Australia, and it’s bloody cold, if you don’t mind me saying so. Clothes, you know.” 
 
    “Aye, I can imagine.” The housekeeper peered up at Maggie, waiting for introductions. 
 
    “Mrs. Edith Bretton,” Maggie intoned, “Mister Scott Lennox, the new owner, from Adelaide. Hector was his father’s cousin.” 
 
    “The last of the Lennox men.” Mrs. Bretton looked him up and down. 
 
    Was she seventy, seventy-five? With a pink-powdered face like a relief map of the Pennine Chain and the bright, sharp eyes of a raven, disquietingly direct. They seemed to probe Scott to his bone marrow, as if Edith Bretton saw right through to the middle of him, leaving no secret. 
 
    He lifted his chin, perhaps a small expression of defiance. If her gaydar was turned on she would guess the truth, and he was damned if he would say one contrite syllable, in his own house, in the twenty-first century. If Edith Bretton belonged to a generation that took umbrage, the country must be full of less prejudiced housekeepers, eager for the job. 
 
    The door slammed behind him with a thud he felt through his bones, and he flinched involuntarily. Sweat prickled as Gurney dropped the bags unceremoniously at Scott’s feet and handed back the keys. 
 
    “I’ll be away, if you’re not wanting aught else,” he said baldly. “You’re bloody late, and it’s a half-hour ride home. I’ve still got me dogs to take care of.” 
 
    Then he didn’t stay in the house. Good. Scott lifted a brow at the man, hunting for a way to seem friendly. “Where do you live?” 
 
    Gurney gestured northwest. “I’ve a croft on the moor, t’other side of the valley. It’s not far, but from here you can’t see it for the woods. If I’m done, I’ll be off. The dogs have been locked up too long.” 
 
    “You should’ve brought them over,” Scott said, offering the olive branch. “I get along well with dogs. They’ll be welcome any time. You won’t stay the night?” 
 
    But Gurney’s thin mouth compressed. “Aye, well, Falconstone’ll not have dogs on the property. That’s well known, that is … and as for staying the night ―?” As if the suggestion was ridiculous. He cocked his head at the housekeeper. “You need anything, Edie?” 
 
    She shook her head, waved him off. “Away home with you. I’ll ring if you’re wanted, Art.” 
 
    The groundsman hesitated only a moment, frowning at Scott as if much remained unsaid before he swung open the door. Through the narrow windows to the right of it Scott watched him fetch up the tall black horse, a heavy-set gelding growing bearlike with his dense winter coat. Gurney swung up into the saddle with an easy grace Scott appreciated. He rode well, as if he’d been in the saddle all his life, and the horse stepped out smartly, scattering gravel from bright-shod hooves. 
 
    “That’s Dougal,” Mrs. Bretton announced, “seventeen hands high and a bit more, descended from the warhorses that charged at Waterloo. Not a scrap of fear in his whole body, that horse. Twenty years old and strong as a bull.” She looked up at Scott. “There’s nobody with you, then? No Mrs. Lennox arriving tomorrow?” 
 
    Oh, she knows, Scott thought ruefully. “No, there’s no Mrs. Lennox.” 
 
    “Widowed, divorced?” Mrs. Bretton needled. 
 
    Maggie barked a laugh. “Don’t pry, Edith. None of your business, is it?” She gestured with her bags. “I’ll be staying the night. I wanted to show Mister Lennox around, and it’ll be far too late to drive back. I don’t like to be on the moor roads at midnight.” She gave an animated shudder. “I hit a sheep once, two or three years back. It’s a bloody awful experience. I don’t care to do it again.” 
 
    “Aye, I thought as much.” Mrs. Bretton turned away to the stairs. “When it got so late I opened up a second room. I’ve put you in the front. The heating’s on, but it’s still bloody cold … it’ll be a raw winter.” She panted lightly, leading the way up wide, creaking stairs where the smell of old brocade, lavender and beeswax smarted in Scott’s sinuses. 
 
    From the windows on the half-landing he caught a last glimpse of the horse, cutting diagonally across the grounds, beyond a line of bare sycamores. “Art Gurney doesn’t seem to think much of me.” 
 
    “Aye, well, don’t let it worry you,” Mrs. Bretton said fairly. “He don’t think much of anybody but himself and them dogs ― three big Alsatians, more fangs than brains ― and that horse.” 
 
    “Tell him there’s no need to lock them up,” Scott insisted. “They’re quite welcome on the property. I grew up with dogs, big ones. They don’t bother me.” He glanced back and down at Maggie, a few stairs lower. “Hector had a rule about not allowing dogs in the house, did he?” 
 
    Maggie only shrugged and nodded at Mrs. Bretton. “Edith?” 
 
    The older woman paused to catch her breath at the top of the second flight. “He did. A right queer ’un, that Hector Lennox. No offence.” She flicked a glance at Scott. 
 
    No offence for maligning his ancestor, her previous employer? Or for the casual employment of the loaded Q-word? Scott couldn’t hazard a guess which. “None taken. Strange for Hector to be so fussy about his floors and carpets, when he couldn’t be bothered putting a lick of paint on the old place.” 
 
    “Or fixing the drains, or the electrics, or the bloody roof,” Mrs. Bretton huffed. “It weren’t his floors that bothered him. He were scared bloody rigid of dogs. Even little ’uns. They were the one animal he couldn’t bear. Didn’t mind rats and beetles, but dogs ―? Phobic.” She spat the word, as if it were an insult. 
 
    “Phobias don’t often make sense to people who don’t share them,” Maggie allowed. “They’re irrational, after all.” 
 
    Mrs. Bretton seemed not to hear. “One time, couple of years back, me niece came up for a visit, brought her Jack Russell. Snappy, yappy thing, aye, but little enough that a boot behind it’d shift it.” She seemed to jerk out of some reverie and blinked at Scott. “It died. Poisoned, like as not, though Art swore he hadn’t set baits. He never does. Hates poison and traps as much as I do. A bullet’s quick and clean, and Art’s a bloody good shot. No, the only bastard who’d poison a dog here were the old bugger. Your uncle.” 
 
    Warning flags fluttered again. “You didn’t like him,” Scott observed. 
 
    She only shrugged. “It’s not my place to like or not. Forty years, I’ve looked after Falconstone, since me husband died. I were here before Hector Lennox even knew the place existed. I’m here when he’s dead and gone.” She shook her head slowly. “But Artie makes a point … Falconstone still won’t have dogs inside its walls. Couple of mongrels strayed in just last week.” She looked away. “Dead.” 
 
    “Christ. Poisoned?” Maggie wondered. 
 
    “Not according to Art. He doesn’t lay bait in the woods ― doesn’t need to. He’d rather shoot. Dogs just die here. Art won’t bring his own, not within a mile of Falconstone, even though bloody Hector Lennox is long gone. You remember the electrician you sent, Miss Warburton, when the power went off in the west wing? He arrived out here with a collie in the back of his van.” 
 
    “I know that dog. Charlie Parker always has one.” Maggie’s mouth twisted. “Don’t tell me something here killed Domino!” 
 
    If something had, Scott was about to indict Art Gurney, who was surely the only one with the authority to work with poison on this property. Before he could say so, Edith Bretton made cutting, negative gestures. “Domino, is it? Border collie, nice little thing. Till she went stark, raving mad, right there in the back of the van. Had to be restrained. The vet had her for weeks, there weren’t nothing he could do for her. Him and Charlie talked about putting a bullet in her … then one day she just settled down. Whatever were wrong, it wore off, nobody ever knew what caused it. But, aye, Art’s right. Falconstone won’t have dogs here, not in years. Not even now Hector Lennox is feeding the worms.” 
 
    With that she walked on, leaving Scott with the oddest sensation of having been slapped. The fine hairs rose on his nape, as if the house’s chill had found his marrow. He shook himself hard and gave Maggie a curious look. “How much do you know about this Gurney? If he’s poisoning dogs, he’ll be off this property so fast, he’ll be dizzy. You can hire somebody else to keep down the vermin.” 
 
    “Actually, Gurney’s all right,” Maggie said quietly. “He’s been here a long time, and never a complaint about him, except for his manners. He won’t bow and scrape. He’s not a servant. Half the reason he’s doubtful about you is, he’s still wondering if you’ve come here to play ‘lord of the manor’ games. Mister Arthur Gurney won’t play.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask him to,” Scott said tartly, blowing on his fingers. “Why is it so freakin’ cold in here? I thought she said the heating’s on.” 
 
    “It is.” Maggie pushed by, along walls dressed in stained pine planks. Several large paintings had been removed, leaving odd, blind rectangular stains, marking the places where they had hung for countless years. “Some of the art’s been sent out for cleaning,” she explained distractedly. “Most should be back in a week or two. Some pieces are well over a century old, and so thick with grime, you could barely make out the pictures. But they’re originals, well worth the cleaning. You’ve got a Wright of Derby and a John Herring, that I know of, among other lesser known local artists.” 
 
    Scott wouldn’t have known one from the other, but was not about to admit his ignorance. An Internet connection ― or a county library ― would fill the gaps. He followed Maggie into a spill of amber lamplight from a pair of adjoining doors on the south side of the house, and looked into a large, quaint bedroom dominated by a wide brass bed with emerald green quilt, bolster, pillows. 
 
    Polished floorboards, pocket-sized fireplace where the hearth was occupied by the plain steel vanes of a well-worn radiator, a Persian carpet that had seen much better days, tallboy and dresser. Everything belonged to an earlier era. “Antiques,” he muttered, only then struck by a thought that made his nape prickle again. “This isn’t Hector’s room, is it? That is, he died in this house, didn’t he?” A choking sound from Maggie’s direction told him, the possibility had not occurred to her. 
 
    “For the love of anybody’s god,” the old housekeeper remonstrated. “I wouldn’t put you in that room, would I? Aye, it were cleaned, top to bottom, and we got a new mattress in. But it don’t feel right. Never did.” She nodded toward the west wing. “His lordship were in the big bedroom, right up against the chimneys. Warmer in winter, y’understand.” 
 
    “And your own rooms, Edith?” Maggie wondered 
 
    “In the back, over the kitchen, same reason.” Mrs. Bretton gave the rooms a swift inspection and stepped out. “I go to bed at ten … old bones need their rest. But the kitchen hearth’ll be alight till midnight and I’ll leave out the makings of supper. Tea and coffee’s always on, and cake. Miss Warburton knows where to find it. Electricity’s working, right across the house; electric blankets in the linen cupboard, if you want ’em. Breakfast’s whenever you like ― eggs, bacon, sausage, tomatoes. We eat in the kitchen, where it’s warm. Costs too much to heat the whole house. Least, that’s what the old skinflint used to say.” The black, raven’s eyes brooded on Scott. “You might think different. Supper’s at seven: steak and kidney pie, apple cake. You’re not a vegetarian, I hope.” 
 
    And if I was? Scott wondered. Fat chance of phoning out for gluten-free vegan pizza from Falconstone. “The menu sounds fine. I won’t get in your way, Mrs. Bretton, and I don’t think I’ll be here long. I just need to look around, go through a list of things with Miss Warburton, then you can get back to your routine.” 
 
    “Aye, well, don’t rush.” Almost reluctantly, the housekeeper relented a little. “It’s been too bloody quiet up here since the old bugger died. I do like time to meself, but it’s been just me and me cats. A laundry lad comes up from Thornton twice a week, the gardener comes out to cut the lawns twice a month. Otherwise there’s only been Art Gurney … and you saw for yourself, he don’t care for the house.” 
 
    “I can’t say I blame him.” Scott chafed his hands. “It’s damned dark, and is it always this cold? You sure the heating’s working properly? I’ll take a look at it, if you like.” 
 
    She seemed astonished. “You could. It’s just a boiler in the cellar. Hot water pipes, running round some of the walls. The pipes get hot enough, but the heat don’t travel far.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed.” Scott summoned a mocking grin. “If we do find some crazy American billionaire to pay a good price for this dump, you can expect big changes. You won’t find an American celebrity freezing his nuts off nine months in the year, for the fun of playing ‘lord of the manor’ in a freaking mausoleum ― pardon the French.” 
 
    In fact, Mrs. Bretton cackled with laugher. “I’ll go’n see to that tea, will I? There’s coffee cake, scones and cream. Kitchen, fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “We’ll be there,” Scott promised. 
 
    She disappeared down the back stairs, the servants’ access, the quickest way through to the kitchens which would be warmer, brighter, far more welcoming than the house’s dim, stern frontage. Scott dumped his bags on the foot of the bed, tried the mattress and gave a grunt of approval as he found it firm, new, while the brass frame was surely a century old. Older. 
 
    He gave the room a critical look, tried the radiator ― yes, it was on, but any heat it gave out seemed to dwindle to nothing as he stepped away. The window looked down on a garden that must once have been handsome. In the fast-fading afternoon light he saw the gnarled stubs of hard-pruned roses, low yew and box hedges, the classic shape of an Elizabethan design. A smell of old dust rose from the curtains. He shook one, watched the air fill with swarming motes, and sneezed. 
 
    “So.” Maggie’s voice startled him. “What do you think? It’s quite a house.” 
 
    He turned his back on the view. “I think it was quite a house, a long time ago. But … not my style.” 
 
    “She’ll be back on the market, then.” Leaning in the open door, Maggie did not dispute the decision. “We’ll take a look around, you can identify what you want done on a broad scale, sign the authority to proceed. Do you want me to continue to look after things? I can certainly order the tradesmen in. When the time comes to sell, I’d recommend Kumar and Brooke in York. In fact, Jay Kumar ought to come out as soon as we can get him here. He should spend a full day at least; itemize exactly what needs to be done from the professional perspective, to get you the best possible price. Thorough work takes time, so you need to get started early.” She flashed him a smile. “Sorry if I’m taking charge. Dad and I have handled several estates like this, from bereavement to handover, or eventual sale. It can be overwhelmingly complicated for the beneficiary.” 
 
    “No ― I’m damn’ glad you’re doing this,” Scott said quickly. “Jay Kumar, you said? Sounds like a plan to me.” He shoved both hands into the hip pockets of his jeans and cocked an ear to the house. “I can hear the plumbing, for a start. That’s not a good sign.” 
 
    “Not necessarily a bad one,” Maggie mused as he stepped out of the bedroom. “Let me show you around a little while Edith gets set up for tea. Falconstone is pre- Elizabethan, so any modern amenity you can think of ― plumbing, the electrical system, gas ― was added much later. You’ll have noticed how the wiring was actually slapped right onto the walls, disguised by running it up and down corners and along skirting boards. The walls are solid stone, no cavities. The water piping was installed around 1890, gas around 1930, that’s all I know about it. It all rattles and gurgles because it’s an afterthought, with pipes laid under the floors, in the ceilings.” 
 
    “Pre-Elizabethan,” Scott echoed as they walked the length of the upper hallway, past multiple closed bedroom doors and windows looking down on a courtyard behind the coach house. “What’s that mean, time-wise?” 
 
    “It’s actually Tudor, meaning all of the sixteenth century and a few years more on either side of it,” Maggie told him. “You’ll also notice, the architecture changes from one part of the building to another. The east wing is the original part of the house, much older than the rest. The west wing was added on in the Georgian era ― say, 1820, give or take. The kitchens were redone while Victoria was on the throne, something like 1870. The frontage was rebuilt just after the Great War; 1919, I believe. Little’s been added since.” 
 
    Away from the occupied rooms, the air became dank and Scott’s nose wrinkled on the faint, ‘boaty’ smell of mildew. “You could have a leaky roof. Something in here’s been wet recently.” 
 
    Maggie buttoned her jacket and turned up the collar. “Nothing would surprise me about this place! A lot of the rooms have been closed up for years. Most of the furniture’s under dustcovers. Whatever your uncle wanted with Falconstone, it wasn’t gracious living or an abundance of guest rooms. He neglected everything, which you can’t afford to do with property of this vintage. On your behalf we authorized a couple of jobs, just to keep the house viable until you could come to some decision about it. The work had to be done, but I have the reports and receipts for you. It’s all in order.” 
 
    She needn’t have been so defensive. Scott had come to trust Ormondroyd and Warburton implicitly. Carpets were rolled, he saw, either taken up for cleaning or just returned and not yet relayed. The bare timbers where they had lain were worn, dull. The house rambled like a labyrinth through a winged pattern but Maggie seemed to know where she was going. He followed her down a narrow, dark and steep flight of stairs at the west end, smelling dust and must, and a sharp new-cement smell. 
 
    “The floor plan’s a letter ‘H,’” she was saying. “It was common in the Tudor era: H for Henry. Later, Elizabethan houses were often designed to an ‘E’ plan.” Her nose wrinkled on the astringent smell of fresh cement. “We put in a damp course just a few weeks ago. Winter’s coming, and you’d be rotten up to the windowsills by spring. There was no time to lose,” Maggie told him before he could ask. “The whole structure could warp too far to be saved. Your uncle didn’t seem to give a damn. He let Falconstone atrophy almost to the point of no return. Heritage listed or not, nobody cracked the whip to make him take responsibility for maintenance. Odd, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Bloody weird,” Scott agreed. 
 
    They were on the ground floor now, well away from the frontage. He had lost his bearings. An outside window showed only steel gray twilight and bare trees, just enough daylight to outline an insulated wire stapled to the wall opposite. He followed it, found a switch beside a door, and tried the lights. 
 
    Naked bulbs glowed fitfully, illuminating a wasteland of shrouded furniture and rolled carpets, folded music stands, and in the midst of the clutter, the peculiar magnificence of an uncovered, brightly polished ebony Steinway baby grand piano. 
 
    Silence lay like a layer of dust over the music room. He stopped a half-pace inside, hand still on the light switch. Deep cold lapped around his legs. He felt the oddest sensation, so far away from the inhabited wing, that he was absolutely alone. 
 
    And not alone. 
 
    Somewhere, not quite close at hand, a soft voice sighed. It must have been the wind under the eaves, but it had the timbre of a human voice. His eyes swept the room, he almost expected to see someone in a corner ― perhaps the person who had taken the cover off the piano, a visitor who shouldn’t have been here but couldn’t resist. 
 
    But there was no one. Scott looked back and saw Maggie out in the hall, examining the paintings stacked along a blind wall, oblivious to the sighing voice. For the second time he shook himself, physically forced himself to walk into the music room. He lifted the lid on old, worn yellow ivory keys, tried a few chords. The instrument was so far out of tune, it was unplayable. Why would anyone bother to polish it, if it was unplayable? 
 
    “It’s an antique,” Maggie said from the door. “Steinway and Sons, circa 1930, worth a small fortune. In fact, there are some very nice pieces in this house, and nothing in the will that says you can’t sell the contents. Hector Lennox’s stipulation was only that the house itself wouldn’t go to market for at least two years, hence the proviso regarding the stock portfolio, which pays its running costs.” 
 
    Her voice seemed to reach Scott from a great distance, with a hollow quality. He found himself at the window, looking out into a garden where the moss lawn must have been planted when the first Queen Elizabeth was a girl. Yews imprisoned it, equally as old, and beyond lay a neglected knot garden in the shape of the fleur-de-lis. It would be lovely in summer, he thought, with the trees in leaf, roses blooming. 
 
    The night wind was on the rise, tossing the skeletal birch and chestnuts. It found its way through some gap between the leadlight panes, like a chill breath on his face, though the glass was clean and the latches new, modern ― unhappy grafts on the old building, like an unwanted intrusion. Falconstone had a timeless quality that denied change. Anything new seemed invasive. He drew his fingers over the diamond-shaped glass panes, feeling their cold. The wind rattled the window, sighed under the eaves as if ― 
 
    As if Falconstone had a voice of its own; and it was breathing. 
 
    The chill rushed upward through his arm and shoulder, he caught his breath as it raced into his chest, and snatched his hand from the window. The shiver coursed on into legs and feet, and Scott felt some prickle at his nape, a sensation as old as humankind. 
 
    Someone’s watching me. Fight or flight. 
 
    He spun back into the room, half expecting Maggie Warburton or Mrs. Bretton, wondering why he would be poking through parts of the house that were closed up. But the room was empty, still, just the corner of a dust cover on a couch twitching as it caught some draft he couldn’t feel. 
 
    “Nervy, Scott?” His voice echoed hollowly in a room designed for its acoustics. “Get a grip, mate. It’s just an old house, and the wind.” But his scalp prickled uncomfortably as he made his way out and snapped the light off behind him. 
 
    Maggie had returned to the paintings, and looked up as he appeared. “I think you’re in luck. There’s a John Constable here, an original, not one of the well-known paintings, but I know Constable. I’d swear this is genuine. I’ll have an appraiser come over and validate it, if you like. You’re looking at a good figure here, unless I miss my guess.” 
 
    “Do that.” Scott shrugged deeper into his jacket. “And get that real estate guy over here, soon as you can. I want this organized fast.” 
 
    She regarded him with a frown. “You really don’t like Falconstone.” 
 
    “I …” Scott hesitated. “I don’t think Falconstone likes me. I suppose it’s too late to find a hotel for the night? Is there a B&B back in Thornton?” 
 
    “There isn’t, I’m sorry. And it’s already dark,” Maggie said doubtfully. “I wouldn’t drive the moor at night, Scott, not if I had a choice. I told you, I hit a sheep … it’s not something you want to do, if you can avoid it.” She tilted her head at him, brow creasing. “What is it, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I dunno,” Scott admitted. “It’s just this bloody place.” 
 
    “It’s only an old house. They all have their own sounds and atmosphere, it’s part of their charm.” She took his arm. “Come down to the kitchen. Tea, coffee cake, Edith said. You know what you need?” 
 
    A small hotel, several stiff drinks, a warm body in his arms, a vibrant human being, hard, male, supple, urgent, reminding Scott Lennox that he was still alive, still a man. He needed it long and slow, until every cell shook off this cold and torpor and his blood began to pump properly. What he needed was about six feet tall, blond or brunette, blue eyes or brown ― Scott had never had any real preference; tattoos and earrings optional, with a predilection for the oral and the patience to do it right. He needed something that lasted longer than a wild night, with a little genuine emotion simmering when the blaze of healthy lust wore off, perhaps enough honest affection for the affair to spin out into a month, or six, or  ― 
 
    “There’s a decanter in the library. Get yourself a snifter. Then you can tell me what the hell you think is wrong.” Maggie tightened her grip on his arm and steered him away from the music room. The lights turned out behind them, leaving a dank, hollow emptiness that followed, creeping on Scott’s heels and bringing with it a chill he could not shake, like a breath on the back of his neck. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “Intruders,” she said succinctly, after she heard him out. 
 
    She didn’t tell him he was imagining things, or call him a superstitious fool ― which Scott would have flatly denied. He had always been the skeptic, never willing to give a moment’s credence to Beck Carson’s New Age nonsense. Beck amused herself with Tarot cards and crystals, candles and incense. She did some kind of meditation, had eccentric friends who lit bonfires, dressed in robes and chanted. It was harmless, and even as a teen Beck had been far enough ‘out there’ to embrace the New Age. Bruce didn’t care either way, but to Scott it had always been so much amusing nonsense. Just another way to kill time. 
 
    “We could have squatters,” Maggie guessed. “Gurney hasn’t seen anything, has he, Edith?” 
 
    They were in a kitchen the size of most modern houses. An open hearth burned brightly; the kettle sang on a cast-iron gas range. The remains of a meal littered the table, and Scott felt far better with food inside him. The chill hung on in his extremities, but the idea of intruders in the house made better sense than ― that. He helped himself to more ham, cheese, chutney, and constructed a third wedge-like sandwich. 
 
    “There hasn’t been no intruders that I know of,” Mrs. Bretton mused. “Mind, it’s a rambling great maze of a place. There could be fifty refugees living here, I wouldn’t know it unless they let me stumble into them. I don’t go into the rest of the house much. Too cold, too damp.” 
 
    She had that right. “I’ll take a walk around the grounds in the morning, look for signs,” Scott decided. “There’s always signs. They’ll dump their rubbish, or cigarette ends, beer cans, whatever. If they’re here, I’ll find them.” 
 
    “And I,” Maggie added, “will give PC Deane a call.” 
 
    “Police?” Mrs. Bretton seemed uncomfortable with the idea. “We can do without the police out here.” 
 
    “We can do without squatters in the grounds,” Maggie retorted. “There’s your dog poisoners, Edith, and you want the bastards gone. You might not be safe here, on your own. God knows, the only one you can call is Gurney, and it’d take him an hour to get that horse saddled up and ride over here!” She glanced along the table at Scott. “He doesn’t even bother running a car. His croft perches halfway up a hillside, off the side of a goat track. It’d take a scrambles bike to get up there.” 
 
    “Scrambles?” Scott echoed. Then memory jogged. “Motocross. Check.” He ate without being aware of the food, frowning at the housekeeper. “You’re not keen on having the police take a look around, for your own safety?” 
 
    The old woman’s face shuttered and she looked away. “It’s nothing to me.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Scott observed. “There’s a whole lot you’re not saying.” She glared at him, but her lips compressed. He didn’t press for answers, though her silence was annoying. After forty years in residence, she would know more about Falconstone and its owners than anyone else alive. Still, if she had secrets to keep, they were her affair, Scott conceded. Grumbling soundlessly, he turned his back on her. “Call your PC Deane, Maggie ― from Thornton?” Maggie nodded. “And this Jay Kumar, the real estate guy. And whoever’s going to look at the paintings. I just want this whole thing under control, ASAP. I told you the truth. All I want out of the deal is the stake money for a business, and I’m out of here.” 
 
    She sighed. “I’ll make the calls. You know, I expected more of the big, rough, tough Aussie.” 
 
    “The what―?” Scott snorted. 
 
    “The first sign of trouble, prowlers, intruders, squatters, and you’re off like a startled rabbit! I’d been hoping for Mick Dundee.” 
 
    “Lady, if it’s prowlers, I’ll chase them the hell out,” Scott said too loudly. 
 
    “What else is it likely to be?” Maggie demanded. “I just don’t like the idea of Edith being marooned so far away, on her own. It’s not safe. Not healthy.” She tapped her phone alive to check the time. “Let me see if I can find Jay right now. I have his home number.” 
 
    Mrs. Bretton snorted. “Not with that gadget, you won’t. Them things don’t work worth a damn up here.” 
 
    “Landline, Edith,” Maggie sighed. 
 
    Scott had seen one of the house’s three phones in the library, when he poured a large double cognac into a Waterford crystal glass, and swallowed it without even tasting it. Another would be welcome, and he followed Maggie out of the kitchen as the housekeeper began to clear away and stack dishes. 
 
    A parlor had been refitted as the library, with thirty meters of walls shelved from floor to ceiling, every one packed tight with books. Scott had not taken the time to notice them when all he wanted was brandy. 
 
    Six lamps cast shadows from brown chesterfield couches and winged armchairs, where the seams had just begun to give way, spilling out white stuffing. Almost everything in this dump needed to be repaired ― or tossed in a heap and burned, Scott decided. 
 
    Maggie tried her mobile and swore quietly. “She’s right, of course. Mobile coverage drops out well this side of Thornton. Damn.” She scooped the old fashioned phone from its cradle and shot Scott a smile. “How long since you saw one of these?” 
 
    A handset on a length of spiraling wire, the whole contraption plugged into the wall below the windows. The only place Scott could recall seeing them was in vintage movies. He peered out into the October gloom and twitched the drapes into place as Maggie began to punch numbers. 
 
    She called an office first, chatted with a personal assistant called Alizeh, took notes, hung up and called a second number. Scott stopped listening and helped himself to another brandy. It warmed his gullet, dispelled the chill, and as he eased his spine he began to scan titles, reading along the nearest shelves. 
 
    Primitive Magix. Magic and Sex. The Adepts. Saxon Witchcraft of the Middle Ages. The Beast. From Cagliostro to Rasputin. Burton’s Compleat Grimoire. Possession in Durham and Westmorland, 1828-1862. The Day of Abaddon. The Forgotten Rites of Sheol. Asmodeus the King. The Book of Tobit. 
 
    “― yes, Sanjay, that’d be kind of you, and thank you,” Maggie was saying as Scott forcibly took his eyes from the books and tossed down the last of the brandy. “We’ll see you tomorrow afternoon, then. I’ll tell the housekeeper to expect one more. Bye, now.” She hung up and gave Scott a smile of triumph. “We’re in luck. Jay Kumar has the weekend free, and he owes me a few favors.” She seemed to notice the knit of Scott’s brows and ran down. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He gestured at the shelves. “You ever bother to take a look at these books?” 
 
    “Never had the time or reason,” she said cautiously. “Let me guess ― the biggest hardcore porn collection in the north?” 
 
    “You wish.” Scott gestured along the shelf and pulled out a black-bound volume, Mysteries of High Magick. “This stuff is way out there. None of this is New Age crap. A friend of mine is into all that fluffy stuff. This is …” 
 
    “Black magic,” Maggie observed. “The Obsidian Mirror. The Satanic Mass … damn, there’s hundreds of these books.” She was skimming shelves, craning her neck to see the higher shelves. 
 
    “More than a thousand, I’d say,” Scott judged. “Look at the age of some of this stuff! There’s volumes in here, up high, that might not have been opened in ten years.” 
 
    “Or fifty,” Maggie corrected. “You’re sitting on some rare stuff here.” 
 
    “It’s rubbish,” Scott said too loudly. 
 
    Her head shook emphatically. “You might think so, but rare old books change hands at auction for shocking prices, and the weirder they are, the more the punters seem to like them.” She nibbled her lip in thought. “Forget the Constable painting I stumbled over, down by the music room. Get a good price there, and you’ll fix the roof, install a new heating system, flush the stink of mildew out of the east wing. The truth is, your real wealth is sitting right here. Let the antiques be, they’re not going anywhere. It’s an antiquarian you want in here.” 
 
    “A what?” Scott leafed through the book, pausing here and there to study an engraving. 
 
    “A specialist in rare old books. The one in your hands looks like it dates from about 1870 or so. My father has a set of law books from the same era. Money wouldn’t buy them, and that’s just boring old law. This? It’s demonology, Satanism, black magic. The kind of people who fancy this stuff have deep pockets. They’ll pay ridiculous prices to get hold of lost books.” 
 
    Thoughtful, he closed the volume, slid it back onto the shelf. “You know a lot about this.” 
 
    Her shoulders lifted in a cashmere shrug. “Not really. I used to date an antique dealer, and he’s always being asked to sell books. His forte is nineteenth century furniture. When it comes to books he wouldn’t know trash from treasure, so he brings in a guy he was at college with, name of …” She hunted through her memory. “Adam something … Hardy? No, Harding, that’s it. Adam Harding. Last I heard, young Adam had an office in Scarborough. Look, bring me a coffee, would you? Let me make a couple of calls, see if I can’t set something up, since you’re in a hurry to get out of here.” 
 
    “All right.” Scott hesitated. “I’m going to come up owing you.” 
 
    Se chuckled. “Oh, you’ll get our account, Mister Lennox. Beside, I like you.” Her face creased in a pleasant, amused smile. “I almost married an Australian. We danced a two-step around each other for eight years before I told him flat out, I didn’t want children. Six weeks later he went back to Sydney. Last I heard, he was on a beach in Brisbane with three kids … I called it a lucky escape. Coffee?” 
 
    “Coming right up.” Scott stepped out, lingering at the door long enough to hear her say, 
 
    “Hello, Jim, it’s been a long time … yes, my darling, you too. How’s Joyce? I’m so sorry this has to be business, especially since I’m calling you at home, but I need to reach that antiquarian you call in, when you handle books … yes, he’s the one. Adam. You don’t have a number, do you? Would he still be at the office, or at home?” 
 
    Sighing, Scott admitted that he was so far out of his depth, he would have bypassed the fortune without even recognizing it. What did an Aussie landscape gardener know about century-old black magic books? He indulged in a faint shudder and let Maggie Warburton chase the money. As long as her expertise led to a business, a livelihood, a good future for one Scott Lennox, he had no argument about where the funding came from, or what rubbish went to auction go raise it. “Uncle Hector to the rescue,” he told himself as he headed back to the kitchen in search of coffee. 
 
    They had drunk the pot down to dregs. He had tossed the grounds and brewed a fresh batch when Maggie reappeared. Mrs. Bretton was drowsing in the armchair by the hearth and she kept her voice down. “You’re in luck again. I got right through to Adam Harding. He’s working late ― Friday night, a soirée at a private gallery in Scarborough. Turns out, he’s actually heard of this library. It’s rather notorious in the circles he keeps. Dealers are always on the lookout for the mother lode, I suppose. He’ll be here at mid-morning. I told him he could be looking at around a thousand volumes, so he’ll be staying a couple of days. I made the invitation on your behalf … sorry. If you want this job done, you’ll need to be accommodating.” 
 
    “No problem.” Scott passed her a mug. “Company is exactly what this house needs. It doesn’t feel weird to you?” 
 
    She drank a little, listened to the crackling of the timbers as the structure cooled down into night. “It’s just old, Scott. You’ve just never lived in a house of this age.” 
 
    She made a point. Bruce and Beck’s place was a modern two-bedroom, brick-veneer box on six hundred square meters. The Lennox family home in Adelaide was built in the 1960s. His parents sold it when their luck changed for the worse, and Scott had always rented, never anything larger than the working couple’s flat he had shared with Tyson before the catastrophic jaunt to India. 
 
    Mocking himself with little mercy, he raised a toast in coffee. “So here’s to creaky, moldy old houses full of books about the black arts.” 
 
    “Salut.” She chinked mugs with him. “Oh, I called the Thornton police station too. They’re sending a car, hopefully sometime in the morning. Anything you hear tonight, just ignore it. We’ll have those squatters evicted before you know it. And I,” She added darkly, “will personally chew a chunk out of Art Gurney’s scrawny arse for not knowing they were here! He’s doing half a job, and that’s not what you pay him for.” 
 
    Much later, Scott set his aching spine on the mattress, pulled the quilt up over his head, and listened. He heard the wind in bare trees, the creak of a flexing timber far away through the vast emptiness of Falconstone, the distant bark of a big dog, perhaps one of Gurney’s three Alsatians. He was wise not to bring them. They would have sniffed out intruders quickly. Little wonder dogs were poisoned here. 
 
    Not, he thought tiredly, that any of this explained what happened to the electrician’s collie, which went mad while tradesman Charlie Parker watched, in the back of the van. 
 
    A thread of unease wormed through Scott’s insides, but jetlag had caught up with him and he was asleep before he could pursue it. 
 
    Sometime long after midnight, he woke with the strongest feeling someone was in the room, but no matter how long he lay motionless, barely breathing, listening, he heard nothing, saw nothing but the shadows cast by wind-tossed trees. He cursed himself for a fool while his heart raced. 
 
    Then, there it was again, a mewling, almost like a courting cat, low moans that could just as easily have been a man or woman in pain. He held his breath, focused on the sound and sure of only one thing. 
 
    It came from inside the house. A cat, then, mousing in an area so vast, it had to have its share of rodents. He relaxed little by little, letting his back unknot. He had begun to mock himself for the ridiculous, runaway imagination when the mewling changed key and every nerve he possessed began to strum. 
 
    The voice moaned, like a girl or a young boy singing just under his or her breath, not quite a tune, not quite not. A tree bough scraped against the wall close by the window; the wind tossed through the roof, a strange counterpoint. 
 
    And then it was gone, as suddenly as it had begun, leaving him sweat-slick and shaking slightly. “Cats,” he told himself, dragging both hands over his face. “There’s mice in here, maybe rats. You need the cats if you don’t want to be tap dancing on mousetraps. Jesus! Relax, you moron.” 
 
    He pulled up the quilt, buried his head in the pillow, longing for sleep, and for a warm body to hold onto. In that moment even Tyson would have been welcome in this bed, though not long ago ― with all the venom of the rejected lover ― Scott had wished the man buried several circles deep in hell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn fell late at the end of October. He was up before six, looking for breakfast while the sun struggled toward a horizon so thickly overcast, it was still almost dark. Mrs. Bretton was busy with the kitchen hearth, setting firelighters, and Scott carried out the steel pail of last night’s cinders. She worked a bellows, blowing air streams under the fragile blaze until the kindling caught, then hoisted herself into her chair with a groan. Of Maggie Warburton, there was no sign. 
 
    “Getting too old for this,” the housekeeper growled. “Need to retire. Would’ve, when the old git died, but they asked me to stay on.” 
 
    “Who asked you?” Scott lit the gas under the kettle. 
 
    “Ormondroyd and Warburton. Just till they got you settled, so they said … but you can’t sell up for two bloody years. You won’t be staying in the house?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Scott hunted for mugs. “You drink tea or coffee in the morning, Mrs. B.?” 
 
    “Here, that’s my job,” she chided, on her feet again. “Out of the way, lad. Sausage and egg for your breakfast? The old bugger always liked his sausage and egg. Mind you, he gave himself the devil’s own coronary, so maybe it’s not the cleverest way to eat.” Still, she clattered a cast-iron skillet onto the stove and rummaged in the fridge. 
 
    “You say he gave himself the coronary?” Scott turned his back to the fire, greedy for any heat he could get. Even the kitchen was cold at this hour. 
 
    “That’s how it looked.” She seemed unconcerned. “I seen his face, before they took away the body. You never seen anything like it, nor would you want to! Died of fright, silly old coot.” 
 
    Of fright? Scott hesitated, mug halfway to his lips. “You knew him well?” 
 
    But she shook her head as she slapped thick pork sausages onto the pan. “Never got to know him. He weren’t the kind to let servants near, and he never stayed longer than two weeks at a time, maybe eight times a year. He’d come and go with a crowd of his mates, always the same yobs, not a decent one among the lot of ’em, but money by the barrow load. You know the type.” 
 
    Alas, Scott did. “You were in the house when he died?” 
 
    “Oh, aye.” She stabbed the sausages with the tip of the carving knife and shook the pan. “He didn’t call for his breakfast, nor his dinner at noon. When it got on to two in the afternoon, I went up and hammered on his door. Sometimes he’d drink his way through the night and not wake up till midday, but that day … something told me he’d turned up his toes.” She looked sidelong at Scott with those raven’s eyes. “It were me that found the body, called the doctor. Then I phoned Art, told him to get over here. ‘What d’you expect me to do about it?’ he says. ‘The stupid old git’s either dead or he’s not.’” 
 
    “And he’d been dead some time,” Scott mused. She said nothing, and he let it go. “You’ve lived here for years. You like Falconstone?” 
 
    She answered with a noncommittal shrug. “It’s a place. They’re all the same.” 
 
    “Not this one,” Scott said quietly. “You don’t feel it?” 
 
    She blinked at him, as if words did not come easily. “There’s all sorts of noises in old houses,” she said at last. “Pay ’em no mind. I’ve seen off three owners, and I’ve come to no harm. Just noises.” 
 
    “The house itself, moving on its foundations,” Scott hazarded. 
 
    “Hardly.” Her face creased deeply in a crooked smile. “Them foundations date back to 1060, they’re solid as bedrock. Hand me them eggs now, and if you want a tomato, cut it how you like it. Old houses have their moans and groans. The walls can shift a bit, the timbers in the ceilings and floors move. Could be a bit unsettling if you were seventy, with cardiac asthma, like Hector Lennox. The daft sod gave it to himself ― lifetime of smoking like a chimney and drinking like a fish. Can’t exactly complain, after you’ve shot yourself in both feet.” 
 
    He pulled a chair out from the table and sat. “What about the previous owner, this Mrs. Chisholm?” 
 
    “Her?” Edith Bretton cackled with humor. “She were deaf as a post, never heard a thing.” 
 
    “Like the cats,” Scott said deliberately. 
 
    “Cats?” The housekeeper reached up for plates, high on the kitchen dresser. 
 
    “Last night.” Scott conjured silverware from the cutlery drawer. “I heard them singing in the house somewhere. You said you have cats.” 
 
    “Three,” Mrs. Bretton said mildly. “Good mousers, all of ’em. They earn their keep in a place like this. They’ve caught rats more than once. I wouldn’t be without ’em.” 
 
    “They were hunting last night?” Scott dropped the silverware on the table. 
 
    But the woman shook her head slowly. “Not last night. All three tucked ’emselves up beside me and didn’t budge till I did. Then they went straight outside to do their business.” 
 
    She slid the sausages and eggs onto a plate, but appetite had fled and Scott surveyed the food without interest. He pushed it away and stood. “I’ll reheat this later. There’s enough daylight to go and take a good look round outside. We’ve got squatters, and I want them out of here ― today. If Maggie Warburton ever puts in an appearance, tell her I’ve gone out to check the grounds. We’re also expecting the police, some constable she knows from Thornton. Maybe you’d better wake her.” 
 
    “Maybe I had,” Mrs. Bretton agreed with a doubtful look. “T’isn’t wise, bringing coppers in here. Not even Ian Deane, and he’s a good lad. His dad were constable here, twenty-odd year ago, I remember him. But her ladyship knows best ― always does.” 
 
    She was gone before Scott could ask what she meant. Swearing fluently, he took the back stairs up to his room for jacket, scarf and gloves. The sun was up now but the morning was dim, mist-wreathed, and dank with the raw kind of cold that struck right through to a man’s bones. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Nothing. Not a cigarette butt, drink can, pizza box, nor even a castoff condom, syringe or empty booze bottle. Nothing. Frustration snapped like a terrier as Scott finished a full circuit of the house and sheds, every breath pluming in heavy, damp air that seemed to cling. He had checked windows and doors, and hunted for footprints, the tracks of bike tires. Nothing. Everything was locked up tight, doors bolted from the inside; many of the windows looked to be painted shut. He could find no scrap of debris, and the only footprints he saw belonged to foxes, which seemed to shortcut across the open areas at front and back of the house, on their way between patches of sparse woodland. 
 
    What he knew of squatters was little, but he would have expected to stumble over some sign of them, if people were actually living on the property. Prowlers, then: intruders who passed through in the night, using the grounds for who knew what. He could only guess at their business, but it wouldn’t be legal. 
 
    And that, Scott decided, punted the matter firmly to the local police. He glanced at his watch, saw ten minutes before nine. His belly had just given a warning rumble, its first serious demand to be fed, when he heard a quiet engine, and the scrunch of wheels on gravel, coming up from the gate. 
 
    Expecting to see the patrol car from Thornton, he jogged back around to the wide front door, but a starlight black Mazda appeared around the larches. He knew the MX-5 well enough. Bruce salivated over them while Beck quoted the price and rolled her eyes. One of Maggie’s associates, then ― the art dealer, to look at that Constable landscape, perhaps Jay Kumar, from Kumar and Brooke Estate Sales, to begin the assessment of Falconstone. Or the other one, the ‘antiquarian’ who could actually tell one moldering book from another. The only person Scott had any interest in seeing was the real estate appraiser, who could get this show on the road. 
 
    Until the Mazda parked, the door swung open, and he stepped out. 
 
    Tall, with long legs in brushed denim, a sheepskin jacket against the October cold, a black silk shirt, white gold chain lying across his throat. He wore his auburn hair just a tad too long, styled in wings sweeping back from his face. The shave was celebrity perfect, the eyebrows carefully designed, without the random straggle of the brows normal to a man of ― what, thirty-six, thirty-eight? He stood like an athlete, shoulders back, legs braced, hinting at a well-worked body. The Nike cross-trainers looked brand new out of the box. 
 
    And he surveyed Scott Lennox with a slow, thorough look that traveled him from head to foot and back, sending signals so clear, only a terminal straight with advanced myopia would have missed them. Scott hadn’t shaved this morning and suspected his hair was tousled, his cheeks cold-flushed. He was in the jeans he had worn for three days, his jacket zipped to the throat with the Australian’s notorious loathing for cold. Bravado was all he had left, and he lifted his chin as the man approached, offering a handshake. 
 
    Perfect manicure, white gold bracelet. Scott looked up from the outstretched hand into blue-green eyes which seemed to mock only gently. Tiny lines fanned about them, hinting at his age. This was no boy, but he was still on the happy side of forty, and might be no older than Scott himself. He was good looking, with chiseled features, a strong nose, wide-set eyes. And he was well aware of his looks, though Scott saw no arrogance about him. 
 
    “Adam Harding,” he said ― cultured, educated, but not painfully upper-crust. He took Scott’s hand firmly, shook it, held onto it several seconds longer than he need have. The accent was northern enough, smoothed out by the veneers added by good schools, travel and years spent living far from home. “Am I late?” 
 
    “We didn’t expect you much before noon,” Scott admitted. “Maggie’s probably still yawning over coffee.” 
 
    “And you’re the early bird,” Adam observed, letting go Scott’s hand. “Out taking a glance over the clan castle?” 
 
    “Out hunting for rubbish and footprints,” he corrected, hearing the Australian twang in his own voice clearly, against Adam’s very Englishness. “We’ve got prowlers, I’d swear to it. There’s people up here after dark, I heard them. There’s also a police patrol on its way. I’d prefer not to have prowlers using this place for ... whatever the hell hoons do out in these wilds of yours.” 
 
    “Damn.” Adam looked the house over, from the dormant ivy to the mossy roof. “Have you checked over the security system?” 
 
    Scott gave a snort of amusement. “I don’t think there is a security system. Everything’s locked, barred and bolted, that’s about it.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Adam’s brow creased in a frown. “It might be worth having a local firm come out and wire the place. Maggie tells me you’ve got some extremely valuable items in the house, paintings, antiques. The library’s not common knowledge, but it’s far from a state secret. I’d assumed a specialist had already been in to look at it, but I suppose the late Mister Lennox died very suddenly. If I understood the story, he seems to have left no legal heirs who really know what’s on the shelf, and I do know Maggie Warburton’s been insanely busy.” Adam paused, frowning thoughtfully at the house’s grim facade. “Mind you, if you wait much longer, you can expect to be comprehensively burgled. In fact, you’re probably lucky it hasn’t already happened. The previous owner’s been gone for ― what, three months?” 
 
    “Closer to four.” Scott gestured at the smart sports car. “Can I get your bags? That is, you’re staying for a couple of days, aren’t you? I’ll be honest: I’ll be damned glad of the company.” 
 
    The elegant brows rose and a faint smile quirked one side of Adam’s wide mouth. “Well, now. I can stay as long as you like.” The smile widened in an instant of perfect communication though he added, “If you decide to place the Lennox library into my hands, this is my job, and it could take some time. I understand it’s quite extensive. I’ve heard, several hundred books at least.” 
 
    “Looks more like a thousand to me,” Scott mused. “Possibly a lot more. It’s bloody hard to guess, with the shelves going right up to the ceiling.” 
 
    Adam aimed his keyring at the car, and the boot popped. “Let me grab my bags, and we’ll take a look.” 
 
    He was lifting out a set of matching red leather cases ― artfully and deliberately flaunting his backside and legs ― when Scott offered, “You want breakfast? I haven’t eaten yet.” 
 
    “Coffee, at least,” Adam decided, dropping the boot. He surveyed the grounds, which stretched away to the narrow road, the tiny patches of woodland, the endless rise of the moor, a checkerboard of fields in the northeast. “It can get extremely lonely out here.” 
 
    To one accustomed to the bustle of the Adelaide Hills and Fleurieu, the word was an understatement. Scott found his ears straining to pick any sound out of the distance, and when he heard the bleat of sheep, the hoarse cries of crows, the occasional hum of traffic, he would focus on the sound as if to convince himself he wasn’t the last living creature in eternity. 
 
    The front door groaned on a dry, sagging hinge as it swung open, and he apologized, stepping aside to let Adam go by. “It’s bloody cold inside. I’m about to have a look at the heating today, some boiler in the cellar. If there’s a problem, I’ll get the tradies out here on Monday, see if we can liven the place up. It’s like a freakin’ crypt.” 
 
    And dark, he thought, making mental notes. Like any old, house, Falconstone suffered from a shortage of power points. Insulated power-boards, extension cables and halogen track lights would brighten its corners. Adam left the luggage in the hall, between polished cabinets where four Tiffany lamps grudgingly offset the gray daylight. Scott jerked a thumb down the passage to the right. 
 
    “You ever been inside Falconstone before?” 
 
    “Never.” Adam blew on his fingers to warm them. “Cold conditions don’t damage books unless they’re allowed to get damp.” His nostrils flared. “I don’t smell mold or mildew in this part of the house, so we should be in luck.” He paused, brow creasing in a faint frown. “I didn’t know old Hector Lennox. Knew of him, and his group, of course, but I never ran with that particular rat pack. I only knew them peripherally, through my own work.” In the library’s open doorway he turned back with a crooked, self-mocking smile. “Old, rare books are my stock in trade.” 
 
    He smiled with his eyes. Scott was aware of a jolt through every nerve ending, felt himself mirror the expression. “How did you get into this line of work?” 
 
    “Through my mother and her cronies.” Adam turned back to the library and made a low growl of appreciation. “She’s the archetypal feminist with the liberal arts degree. Also mad as a March hare. Wouldn’t marry my father, though he got down on both knees and begged. Yes, before you say it, I’m a bastard. A real, genuine bastard, not the pejorative variety … or not only that.” He gave Scott a wink. “Before you start to commiserate, my dad and I get along well, always did. When I was a kid, as much as Victoria let him contribute was great wads of cash that sent me to university.” 
 
    “Sonofabitch,” Scott said lucidly. “Your dad must be loaded.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Adam made a face. “Also a bloody skinflint. Sure, he sent me to uni, but if I wanted ‘play money,’ I got out and earned it myself. And I did. I waited café tables for years.” 
 
    “He knew you were gay?” Scott hazarded. 
 
    Adam chuckled. “I guess he didn’t want his money spent on booze, boys and … consciousness expanding substances.” 
 
    “Smart guy,” Scott said acerbically. “What’d you study?” 
 
    “English lit, art history, museology, then ― books.” Adam stood in the middle of the library and rummaged through his pockets for a soft glasses case. He slid a very serious pair of dark framed spectacles onto his nose, and angled a wry glance at Scott. “Sorry. Up close I’m as blind as a bat.” 
 
    In fact, the glasses gave him a studious look, as if his IQ jumped ten points just by putting them on. Scott wanted to tell him, they looked good on him, and smothered the remark as Adam turned directly to business. He seemed to be taking stock of the astonishing mass of titles packed onto the shelves, and Scott did not disturb him. 
 
    “By the time I got out of college,” Adam went on musingly, “Victoria was making a damned good living, dealing in rare items, mostly from deceased estates. I grew up among old books, always liked them, so it was natural for me get interested. Then, when I was thirty I had my lucky strike. I bought a job lot ― on eBay, where else? Four of the hundred-odd volumes turned out to be very valuable indeed. Pure serendipity, I’ll admit, but I was off and running.” 
 
    As Adam became absorbed in his work, Scott took the opportunity to look him up and down, liking everything he saw from the racehorse legs to the hair his fingers had begun to itch to sift and tousle. “You call your mother Victoria?” 
 
    “Since I was twelve,” he said as if it amused him. “Suddenly I was taller than her. She refused to answer to ‘Mum’ one minute longer. As I said, she wasn’t the average unwed teenage mother. She’s still a few years off sixty, and you’d take her for a glamorous forty. The magic of money.” He swung back toward Scott. “If I’m any judge, and I am, you’ve got something like fourteen or fifteen hundred volumes here. 
 
    “Now, understand before we start: ninety percent of anything is usually dross. Most of what’s in here would be worth just a few pounds each in a straight sale, customer direct. Much less if you take the easy road and unload them to secondhand dealers. It’s the last ten percent, even five percent, where your cash is hiding … and it’ll take a specialist to tell the trash from the treasure. You lucked out, Mister Lennox.” The smile returned, crinkling his eyes. “I am a specialist. Maggie Warburton and Jim Fenby ― the antique dealer who’s still sweet on her though he’s extremely married ― will both vouch for me. Or you can check me out online.” 
 
    Scott held up both hands. “You were Maggie’s advice, and I trust her.” 
 
    “All right.” Adam cast a professional eye over a glass-fronted bookcase. “I brought along a blank contract. I saw her car, parked in front of the coach house, so she can make herself useful, check it over and witness it.” He gestured at the books. “If I’m right, there’s a great deal of money hiding away in this room. I’ll take the usual commission … fifteen percent, unless the auction prices get up into the stratosphere, which they’re likely to. If we start to see very major returns, we can negotiate southwards from there. Yes?” 
 
    “You got yourself a deal,” Scott said readily. “Let me see about that coffee.” And reheat the breakfast Mrs. Bretton had fried, he thought as his belly gave a strategic rumble. “Anything you need, Mister Harding?” 
 
    The wide mouth quirked as the blue-green eyes looked him over again with overt appreciation. “Need? Well, you can call me Adam, for a start.” A chuckle seemed barely a half breath away. 
 
    With a groan, Scott peered down at himself. “Do I have a sign painted on me, ‘Gidday, mate, yeah, I’m gay, wanna get friendly?’” 
 
    A chuckle rumbled in Adam’s throat, and he swept off his glasses as if they embarrassed him a little. “Not quite. Last night when Maggie called, she asked me to find the time to show you around, since she doesn’t know the local gay hangouts the way I do. You’re on your own out here, and this part of the world isn’t quite as welcoming as Sydney and Melbourne.” 
 
    “I’m Adelaide bred and born,” Scott sighed. “It’s lively enough. But this place ―” 
 
    “Can be difficult, if you’re the new kid,” Adam agreed, “even if you are the big, bronzed Aussie type.” 
 
    “The what?” Scott echoed. 
 
    Adam shrugged. “I always had a thing for the brawny, bronzed Aus. You know, the surfer dude.” 
 
    “I, uh, don’t surf,” Scott admitted. 
 
    “I’m crushed,” Adam said sadly, though the remarkable eyes danced. “Look, let me get set up here. I brought a couple of laptops, tablets, cameras.” 
 
    “You won’t get an internet connection,” Scott warned. 
 
    “Yet.” Adam stepped out, brushing much closer to Scott than he needed to on the way, with a waft of crisp aftershave that got dizzyingly into Scott’s head. “Maggie was good enough to warn me. I have a satellite phone, though the damn thing runs fucking expensive. I’d rather slap a dish on the roof, keep the costs under control, but if I have to fall back on the phone for a while, so be it. Leave that part to me.” 
 
    “You’re in charge. I guess I’ll keep the coffee coming.” Scott paused to watch the man work, setting up a pair of matching HP laptops, two tablets, a Nikon, a rank of battery chargers, a hank of cables. “You’ve done this before.” 
 
    Again, the quick smile. “Rare old books frequently come from deceased estates … and old houses aren’t always wired for modern gadgets. You’d be surprised how many octogenarians don’t even have, or want, a computer or cable TV.” 
 
    And Hector Lennox seemed to be among them. Scott had taken to hunting deliberately for power points. Most rooms had only one; some had none at all. What this house needed was powerful space heaters, but he doubted the wiring would carry the load. It was a question to put to the contractor Maggie had brought in to get the power back on, just weeks before ― Charlie Parker, whose collie, Domino, was lucky to be alive. 
 
    Of Mrs. Bretton there was no sign, but Maggie sat at the kitchen table, surrounded by notes, sketches, lists, an iPad, Polaroid camera and a dozen snapshots. She was still scribbling as Scott stepped in, and looked up only briefly. “You owe me a whole flock of favors, Mister Lennox! I’m a solicitor, not an estate agent! Still, I’ve handled property law often enough to be on nodding terms with the work. And I’ve spent long enough in these old houses to know how they like to fall down. I seem to have time to kill, so…” She looked up again with a faint smile. “I hate being idle, when I can make myself useful ― 
 
    “Oh, speaking of which, PC Deane called. Ian says he’s running late due to a major crime wave sweeping Thornton. Someone’s hens have been rustled, a window was broken. You’d think the apocalypse has arrived. He’ll be along as soon as he can make it, but ‘don’t hold him to a time,’ unquote. So, Adam’s settling in?” 
 
    “He’s in the library, already working.” Scott rattled the kettle onto the gas, and cast around for the skillet. “What happened to the sausage and eggs?” 
 
    “I ate them. They looked … abandoned and forlorn.” Maggie angled an apologetic glance at him. “There’s plenty more in the fridge.” 
 
    With all due deference to his cardiovascular system, Scott sawed a thick wedge off the home-baked loaf, spread it with butter and jam from a hand-labeled mason jar, and hunted through the fridge for cheese. Little in Mrs. Bretton’s pantry was prepackaged. Everything seemed to come from a farm gate, perhaps a local market. The food tasted very different from anything he knew. 
 
    “You found signs of your squatters?” Maggie set down pen and steno pad and twisted in her chair. 
 
    “Not one damn’ thing.” Chewing methodically, Scott rinsed both coffee- and teapots and set them up again. “We’re just about as secure as locks and bolts can make us, which means it has to be prowlers, not actually inside the house, no matter what it sounds like. I guess voices echo. Adam wants to install a security system, since apparently there’s a lot of valuable gear in here.” 
 
    “Very wise,” she agreed. “He’d know the firms to deal with, or you could always ask Jim Fenby, a friend of mine in the business. Houses full of antiques and original paintings do need security.” 
 
    “Strange,” Scott mused, “that Falconstone was never wired.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s so remote, and it was always well under the radar,” Maggie said thoughtfully. “The previous owners, the Chisholms, were very elderly when they bought the property. They were never part of the social scene, with garden parties and events, flaunting what they had. I’d be surprised if the local burglars even know Falconstone exists.” 
 
    “But Adam knew this library by reputation,” Scott said slowly. “Said he knew of Hector and his ‘rat pack’, whatever that means. I didn’t ask.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should. Afraid I can’t help you there. I’d never actually heard the name of Lennox till my father handed me this job.” She stood, gathering her materials into a rough stack. “I’ve got almost enough here to work with. I want to take another look upstairs, and in the cellar, get a provisional list of assignments together. This is not actually my job, you know! But I do know my way around these old places, and anything I can do here, now, will speed the process.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, Maggie,” Scott said honestly 
 
    She graced him with a smile. “Then I’ll leave you and Adam to it.” She stretched both arms over her head and yawned expansively. “The joys of Saturday night. I’ve a date. A rather nice restaurant, a very nice man.” 
 
    “Have a great weekend,” he said, and meant it. 
 
    “I will.” She considered the notes she’d made. “You don’t know this area, so I can save you an enormous amount of time and aggravation if I have my assistant call a couple of contractors, first thing Monday morning. D’you want to get in several, ask for competing quotes? It slows everything down, but you’ll save a little if they know they have rivals for your business. It keeps them honest.” 
 
    But Scott shook his head. “You’d do better calling Chan-Wylie Financial Management, get them to set a budget for the project, in time and money. If there’s plenty of funding, why sweat over the pennies? Just find contractors who won’t rob me blind, and get the work underway. I’m so new here, I wouldn’t know where to start, or who to trust. Ormondroyd and Warburton LLC’s taken care of Falconstone this long, it’s not going to hurt either of us to finish the job. I expect you’ll send the bill ... and Hector’s still paying it, not me.” 
 
    “You’re the boss,” she said readily. “The sooner we get started, the better. I saw the long-range forecast yesterday. It’s shaping up to be a bloody awful winter, and a lot of this work really ought to be finished before the moor’s under snow.” 
 
    The very unfamiliarity of the situation set Scott off balance as he made coffee, and Maggie wandered away to look at the upstairs, staircases, attic level ― check the ceilings for water stains, the windows for drafts, the floors for warping. She seemed at ease in old houses, careless of the odd sounds and smells of Falconstone. For the tenth time Scott rebuked himself for the night’s nervousness. 
 
    He set coffee and a selection of biscuits on a bamboo bus tray, carried them into the library, and found Adam perched precariously on a rolling stepladder, angling a powerful torch and examining the top shelves. Lately, a glimpse of any kind of ladder made Scott’s entire back spasm sharply, and he suppressed a flinch. Adam didn’t see it. 
 
    The antiquarian had hung his jacket over a chair and pulled on a moss-green and russet Fair Isle sweater, which clung to a slender, shapely torso. One of the laptops displayed a baffling catalog, the other, a list of specialist clients’ want-to-buy lists, with financial offers appended. Scott blinked disbelievingly at the numbers and looked up at Adam. 
 
    “Any joy?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re in gravy,” Adam called down. “I’ve already found one volume, an 1844 original in almost perfect condition, worth an absolutely minimum of three hundred thousand pounds. It’s a magic book, privately published, printed in Holland, with a limited run of just two hundred. As far as I know there’s only one other copy in captivity, and it’s inaccessible, locked in a vault in Toronto. If this were the only valuable book in this room, both of us would be smiling. But I’ve also stumbled over at least four others that should fetch forty or fifty thousand quid each, and we’ve hardly scratched the surface yet. 
 
    “Of course there’s a lot of flotsam. A whole shelf full of volumes on the region, architecture, folklore, wildlife, that kind of thing. Like this.” He plucked a volume almost at random, tucked it under his arm. “Cunningham’s Manor Houses of the Pre-Elizabethan Era, for instance. It looks impressive, but it was printed in large numbers, so it’d set you back twenty quid in a quality secondhand bookshop … also put you to sleep faster than a Valium.” He shinned down the ladder with surprising agility, landed lightly and passed the book to Scott. “This is going to be fun.” 
 
    Fun? Scott must have given him an incredulous look, since Adam laughed. “Geek,” Scott accused. 
 
    “Busted,” Adam confessed, sweeping off the glasses with a theatrical flourish. “But in my own defense, I also fancy sports cars. I’ve flown gliders in the summer once or twice. Even been known to fall off a snowboard in the Italian Alps now and then. I’m not the complete nerd.” 
 
    Even if he were, Scott would have forgiven him. “There’s not much I can do to help here, but if you tell me what you need …” He stopped with the electric sensation of being stripped naked as Adam Harding looking him over. 
 
    “Saturday night,” Adam purred. “Now, what does the nice Aussie lad usually do on Saturday night?” 
 
    Lately? Lie on the couch, rest his spine, cozy up with Clive Cussler and Wilbur Smith. Watch movies on disk, while Bruce and Beck went out with friends. Scott was not about to tell the truth. “Adelaide has some cool hangouts. If you’re lucky, you’ll hook up with someone.” 
 
    “And if you’re not?” Adam helped himself to coffee. 
 
    “You enjoy a beer, dance a little … watch the juvenile crowd getting pissed and stupid,” Scott said philosophically. “Same old, same old.” 
 
    “You’re not so old,” Adam remonstrated. 
 
    “Didn’t say I was. Thirty-four,” Scott admitted. 
 
    “Just as I said. And I’ve got three years on you.” Adam sidled closer. “What do you do, down under? When you’re not getting laid, or watching the new season’s spring chickens getting thoroughly pissed?” 
 
    Scott answered with an eloquent shrug. “I was in landscape gardening. It’s a big thing in Australia ― we have the climate to get fancy.” No need to say he was just an employee, taking Bob Newbold’s orders, doing the heavy lifting until the boss could find a legit reason to lay him off and hire the ingratiating little weasel. The pay was decent, the hours suited Scott, and physical labor kept his body hard and in shape without the need to haunt the gym. 
 
    “By January and February, half the population of this entire bloody country’d change places with you in a heartbeat.” Adam tried the coffee, added sugar and cream. His voice dropped, confidential, conspiratorial. “Always wanted to take a holiday down under. Cruise those surf lifesavers of yours, slurp my way across the Barossa. Sample the nightlife … see what came up.” He gave Scott an inviting look, eyeball to eyeball. 
 
    “What stopped you?” Scott wondered, amused, interested ― optimistic. 
 
    “Never managed to make it happen,” Adam sighed. “The flight’s so long.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Scott had set aside the book unopened, and reached for a mug when Maggie’s voice called from the direction of the stairs. 
 
    “Scott! Scott, the patrol car just pulled in. It’s you he’ll want to talk to.” 
 
    “But it’s you he knows,” Scott muttered, setting down the coffee. He gave Adam an apologetic look. “Duty calls.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the owner.” Adam retrieved Manor Houses of the Pre-Elizabethan Era, settled in the armchair with the best light and opened it. “Interesting, there’s a page on Falconstone here.” 
 
    “Mark it,” Scott said over his shoulder. “I’ll look at it later.” 
 
    He grabbed his jacket from the peg-rack below the stairs as Maggie shrugged into her own. The door growled open a moment before Thornton’s PC Deane could knock. Scott saw a short, thickset man in his late forties or early fifties, with a rich brown complexion, thick salt-and-pepper hair, heavy jowls and liquid brown eyes that seemed to regard everything they saw with deep suspicion. 
 
    Deane wore a yellow day-glow safety vest over the uniform, as if he’d been working in traffic before heading out here. His R/T was open, hissing static from a pouch on his left shoulder. “G’morning, Miss Warburton.” He spoke with the thick accent of the region underpinned by just a hint of the Caribbean. Definitely born in England, Scott guessed, but Deane’s parents ― or more likely grandparents ― would have moved to England the same way Charles Lennox headed south. Deane gave Maggie a nod of greeting, and frowned up at Scott. “Intruders on the property, you said?” 
 
    She told only the absolutely truth. “I didn’t hear it myself. But Mister Lennox, the new owner, is quite certain.” 
 
    “Constable.” Scott offered his hand, found Deane’s thick-fingered and freezing. Like grasping a pack of sausages right out of the fridge.  “I heard voices last night.” 
 
    But Deane looked doubtful. “You’ve checked the property? If you’ve got squatters, you’d know. Mrs. Bretton and Art Gurney would know for sure, and we haven’t had any calls from them about intruders.” 
 
    “But Gurney doesn’t live here in the house,” Scott said pointedly. “And Mrs. Bretton could be half deaf at her age, or else just sleeping at the back, and it’s a barn of a place. I’m in a room at the front, and I heard voices, Constable.” A flat statement. 
 
    For a long moment Deane studied him mutely. “You checked all your doors and windows, I assume?” 
 
    “And took a turn around the whole house, looking for their rubbish. I didn’t find anything, but that doesn’t mean people aren’t here. At the very least, prowlers. I know what I heard.” 
 
    And felt: that prickling sensation of hackles lifting on the back of the neck, responses so primitive, modern man rarely cared to admit he still possessed them. But Scott had known he was watched, if only in the music room. Someone outside, perhaps, peering through the window. A face he would have seen, if he’d looked back a tenth of a second sooner. 
 
    Maggie stepped out into the grudging daylight. “Look, Ian, it could be a bunch of homeless kids. There’s been a gang of them hanging around York in the last few weeks. They were shoplifting, sleeping rough, but they took off before the police could round them up.” 
 
    “Aye, we were notified,” Deane admitted. 
 
    “It’d be dead easy to thumb a lift out this way,” Maggie reasoned, “then decide Falconstone looks like a safe place to doss. There’s outbuildings, which don’t lock up at all, not to mention the cottage down by the gate. It’s derelict, but if it was me, sleeping rough at this time of year, I’d take anything I could get.” 
 
    When a licensed solicitor spoke, Deane at least accorded her a little credence. “I’ll take a look around, Miss Warburton. I’d like to talk to the housekeeper, an’ all. Make sure she’s not doing the charitable thing, and laying herself up for a load of trouble.” 
 
    “You mean, she might be feeding homeless kids at the kitchen door?” Scott’s brows rose. 
 
    “Aye, encouraging the buggers to stay, when they should move on.” Deane turned a frown on the house. “It’s been done before. You take pity on a tramp or two, give ’em a dry place to doss down. Next thing you know, they’re pinching anything that isn’t nailed down, and you’ll be bloody lucky if you don’t come out of it without a lump on your skull and a thumping headache, while the bastards pinch your wallet and off.” 
 
    “Damn.” Scott backed up and considered the suggestion. It would explain Mrs. Bretton’s reticence, and the feeling Scott had nursed that she knew much more than she was saying. “Fair enough, Constable. You take a look at the cottage. I’m going to go right through the house, inside. If I find anything, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Not much we can do,” Deane warned doubtfully. “You’d do better to have a smart word with Edith Bretton, if she’s encouraging diddycoys. She’s not doing you any favors. I can arrange for an extra patrol car across the road there, but our chance of catching the buggers is close to nil. It’s too easy to see a car coming at night, out here. Headlights like laser beams. You want to get yourself a couple of guard dogs.” 
 
    Save that Falconstone did not take kindly to dogs. “A security system,” Scott said acidly. “I’ve been told.” 
 
    “Aye, well wise advice, that.” Deane stepped away, peering at his watch. “I’ll have to come back later and have that chat with Mrs. Bretton. It’ll be a few days, I’m single-handed just now. But I’ve got time to take a quick look at the cottage on the way out.” 
 
    “If you find anything,” Scott called, following him to the car, “give me a call. The landline, obviously … mobiles don’t connect out here.” 
 
    Without comment, the constable slid into the blue-and-yellow checkered Ford. The diesel engine sounded thin, asthmatic in the damp air as Deane took it through a wide, gravel-crunching arc and headed back the way he had come. Scott followed as far as the low, clipped yew hedge bordering the lawn, and watched the car out of sight beyond the larches. 
 
    And there he stopped, taking a shallow breath as his nerve endings prickled. He spun, eyes drawn to the upper windows, all of which were dark, blind sockets. He saw nothing, not a light, a face or the twitch of a curtain. 
 
    But the primitive enduring deep beneath the veneer of civilized modern man knew when he was being watched. Such responses had kept the ancestors of humans alive in the epoch of cave bears and saber tooth tigers. Not for a second did Scott doubt his instincts. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Stairs, passages, rooms, halls, one after another took Scott further away from the inhabited part of the house, deeper into Falconstone’s dank labyrinth. The dust of ages got into his sinuses, making him sneeze, and Maggie’s voice whispered from a few meters behind, “Bless you.” She held her voice down as if ― 
 
    As if there was someone in this maze to overhear them. Something to beware, even something to fear. Scott angled a sharp glance at her, finally identifying the sensation that had crawled at the base of his spine since they left the house’s brighter, warmer places. Footsteps rang, voices sounded hollow. A line of naked bulbs strung overhead augmented the little daylight falling in through infrequent and unwashed windows. 
 
    They could have used a floor plan, but if such a thing existed, Hector Lennox had not left it lying around. Parts of the house were clearly newer than others. These walls were Victorian era brick, those were much older stone. And the further east one ventured, Scott realized, the deeper into the original part of Falconstone one intruded. According to Edith Bretton, the foundations there dated from 1060, and those courses of stone had become part of the walls of the extensive system of cellars right under the chapel, on the gabled east wing. 
 
    “A church?” Scott muttered, peering into the small, dark space with its bare, oiled oak alter, a gnarled timber cross much taller than a man, short pews ranked left and right of a central aisle. “Somebody built a church in the house?” 
 
    “Many of the great old houses dating from this era had chapels,” Maggie told him. “They were used for family services, weddings, funerals. As far as I know, this one is still consecrated. There’s certainly no record of deconsecration. I checked the records ― sheer morbid curiosity. You know, the Earls of Greythorpe are interred in the floor there, as well as in the crypt.” 
 
    “You mean, they’re actually buried here?” Scott demanded, with an apprehensive glance at the gray granite flagstones. 
 
    “They were buried before the altar, so the faithful would walk over their dead bones on the way to worship.” Maggie rubbed her arms. “Sounds gruesome to us today, but when the Earls of Greythorpe were at the height of their influence it was an act of devotion. They owned this place since time immemorial.” 
 
    “Fascinating.” Scott backed out of the chapel with a sense of deep unease. “So they finally sold the old dump, did they?” 
 
    “I don’t know the details,” Maggie admitted. “It’s a long, complex history, and I haven’t had the ―” 
 
    The bulbs strung back toward the main body of the house fluttered, flickered, dimmed. The power went out with a fizzling sound, and Scott swore. “Shit, I thought you said this Parker character fixed that!” 
 
    “He fixed the wiring in the west wing.” Maggie’s voice dropped to a whisper. “The east wing wasn’t a problem when Charlie was here. I’ll get him back.” 
 
    “First thing on Monday,” Scott growled. “This place is creepy enough without stumbling around in the dark. I suppose you remember the way out of here?” 
 
    A trace of steel-blue daylight rimed her face as she blinked owlishly at him. “I think so. For what it’s worth, I haven’t seen any sign of squatters, if you’re worried about being bopped on the head and robbed.” 
 
    At that moment, Scott would have welcomed normal intruders, a bunch of kids desperate for shelter and a meal: the rational explanation to dispel the crawling sensations inspired by dank cold, half-light, grotesque shadows, the pervasive reek of mildew. In fact, as his eyes grew accustomed to the gloom he saw well enough, but primitive instinct had brought his other senses on alert, and his nostrils flared. 
 
    “You smell that? Smells like …” He hunted for it, trying to place it. “Sour old wine and ― what the hell is that, candles, wax?” 
 
    “The wine cellars are this way,” Maggie said softly. “There’s a door a little way back here. We passed it on the way in. Candles make sense, if the power’s always going out.” 
 
    “They would,” Scott said shortly, “if somebody was using this part of the house. But Mrs. Bretton said she doesn’t often come this far, and that smell of wax is fresh.” He knew hot candle wax well enough after three months as a guest in the Carson house. Beck loved them for their own sake, even before she began to light them for meditation and the simple goddess rituals she liked. “Should’ve brought a flashlight.” 
 
    “Torch,” Maggie muttered. “You’re in England now. Hang on.” She rummaged through a pocket, produced her keyring and unclipped a thick disk Scott had taken for an ornament. A click, and it illuminated with harsh blue LED brilliance. “It helps, in my garage.” She slapped it into his palm. “Now, if you’re thinking we’ve driven these squatters of yours ahead of us, and you’re about to corner them in the wine cellar ― for chrissakes be careful. Half a dozen vagrant teens were hanging around in town, and they could get violent if you corner them. If you’re sure they’re here, call Ian Deane back, tell him to bring a squad!” 
 
    The LED light picked out every warp and crevice in a round-arched door that might have stood in this interior wall since the time of Agincourt. Scott played the tiny torch over it, saw a big, cast iron ring where he would have expected a handle or knob, but no keyhole or bolt. 
 
    The door squealed on hinges so dry, he knew at once, he would catch no one inside. That tortured shriek would echo as far away as the kitchen in the back, the library in the front, and the stairs rose close to the library, with the bedrooms right above. Still, he pushed open the door, feeling the resistance of old, old brass and sagging timbers. The blue LED angled down a short flight of stone steps, and beyond were casks and racks, some half-stocked, most empty. 
 
    He was three steps down when Maggie muttered, “Careful!” 
 
    “I am being careful.” Scott trod lightly, panning the light in every direction. The cellars went back, and back again, cut deeply into the earth under the chapel, until the space dead-ended at what could only be the wall of the crypt. The tall racks stood like sentries, broadside on to the door, offering too many hiding places, and Scott took a breath of clammy, heavy air as he pressed on, wanting to be sure. 
 
    The reek of stale wine, long fermented halfway to vinegar and soured, turned his belly. Inky shadows slithered along walls comprised of great stone slabs, rough-worked, as if by hand tools. The wine racks themselves looked like ship timbers, wood on which time had left its mark, and gray stuff grew in every corner, where the damp rose out of the ground. 
 
    Three racks, four, and still Scott saw nothing. His own breathing was too loud in his ears. He held his breath to listen, trusting to echoes, the acoustics of solid stone, to betray any intruder who had been hiding here for days. He felt a thrill of pity for people so desperate, they would take shelter in this place. Little wonder Edith Bretton would let them stay, give them food ― 
 
    Darkness coagulated around him as the torch failed, not with a gradual dimming of low batteries, or the birdlike flutter of a bad connection. The light died suddenly, as if he had turned it off with his own hand. No sound reached his ears, but he felt a light caress, and his heart jumped against his ribs. He had taken a breath to swear, and then for an instant could not breathe at all, before he filled his lungs to bellow. 
 
    His voice bounced off the ancient stone, loud and hard. “All right, that’s enough. Get out here, let’s see you ― right bloody now!” 
 
    “Scott?” Maggie called from the gray rectangle of the door. And louder, “Scott!” 
 
    “There is somebody down here,” he said angrily. “Someone touched my shoulder, but the buggers won’t come out.” He shook the torch, slapped it against his palm and tried it again, but it was dead. He turned around slowly in the darkness as his eyes adjusted to the faint light from the door. “All right, you bastards, stay right where you are. I’ll be back, and you’ll be wishing you’d picked somewhere else to pitch camp!” 
 
    He turned his back on the dense shadows, marching back toward the stairs. He was almost to their foot when the lights came back on, and he swore again as his irises shriveled. 
 
    He heard Adam’s voice now, calling from the passages: “Maggie, was that you? Where are you? Scott! Scott!” 
 
    “This way, Adam!” She yelled at the top of her lungs with a shrill edge of something close to fright. “Two stairs down into the east wing, keep on coming ― straight line, don’t get into the side passages. The lights went out for a while.” 
 
    “In the library, too,” he shouted, closer now. “The laptops are on batteries, or I’d be cussing the proverbial blue streak. Where the hell’s Scott?” 
 
    Yellow electric light bled into the corners, puddled among the wine racks, and as Scott wrestled his heart back under control he strode angrily in search of the intruders. Hard words poised on his tongue, his fists balled, he was ready to crack heads. He was at the last wall, the edge of the crypt itself, when he admitted the truth. 
 
    Adam appeared on the stairs leaning in and down, brow creased as he peered in the gloom. “Scott, what’re you doing down there?” 
 
    “Looking for squatters.” He forced in a deep breath. “I told the cop I’d take a look around inside while he checked out the cottage by the gate.” He gestured with the torch. “This quit. Batteries must have died.” He tapped it experimentally and groaned as it turned on. 
 
    “It’s working well enough now,” Adam said doubtfully, picking his way carefully down the stairs. “Like the lights. Scott, what the hell’s wrong with you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    “I might have.” Scott pulled both palms over the close crop of his hair. “Something touched me. Brushed my shoulder. I thought it was a prank, but … see for yourself, mate. There’s nobody here.” 
 
    Adam blinked at him and deliberately put on his glasses. He affected a huge shiver as he turned slowly on the spot, glaring into the shadows. “It reeks down here, it’s damp and cold … imagination plays funny tricks.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Scott said grudgingly, allowing himself to be herded back to the stairs, up and out. 
 
    But he knew what he knew. Something had touched him. 
 
    Hugging herself, Maggie stepped aside to make space as Adam led the way out of the cellar. She took back her torch, tried it for herself before she hooked it back onto the keying. “I’ll get Charlie Parker back out here. I think he’d better look over the whole house, find out what’s likely to go out next.” She frowned. “Strange, that. Lights don’t usually come back on again, do they, once they’ve died.” 
 
    “Might be a bad connection,” Adam hazarded. “That’s one for the electrician, Mags. I’d like to talk to him myself. If we’re going to put a satellite dish on the roof ― even as a temporary measure, to get me online while I make sense of the library ― I’ll need to be sure of the power supply. We might need to beef up some wiring, to carry enough current. I’ve worked in old places that were wired like Christmas trees. Turn on the TV as well as the microwave, and you’ll blow every fuse in the house.” 
 
    “I’d like to run a bunch of space heaters,” Scott added, hearing the harsh edge in his own voice. “It’s too freaking cold in here. The only warm place is the kitchen, and the bedrooms slapped right up against the chimneys.” 
 
    “It could have been a power cut,” Maggie allowed. “We get them now and then.” 
 
    “Or your squatters, prowlers or whatever, might know where your fuse box is,” Adam added. “It’d be too easy to pop out a couple of fuses, leave you in the dark.” He lifted a brow at Scott. “Where is your fuse box?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have a bloody clue,” Scott breathed, “but I know who does.” 
 
    They were in the kitchen, Mrs. Bretton and Art Gurney, sitting at the table with a rack of cooling fruit scones and a dish of farm butter between them. The housekeeper looked up with a masklike face, carefully neutral. Gurney stuck his nose back into a mug of tea, ignoring Scott and Adam, though he acknowledged Maggie with a single glance. 
 
    “Fuse box, Mrs. B.?” Scott said without preamble. 
 
    She pointed over her shoulder. “Scullery, t’other side of the door, under them new shelves.” 
 
    “Damn,” Adam sighed. “So much for intruders popping your fuses unseen. They’d have to be practically in the kitchen here, the busiest part of the house.” 
 
    “Intruders?” Mrs. Bretton hoisted herself to her feet and snatched up a black iron poker from the set of fire irons in the corner of the green enamel hearth. She raked over the glowing cinders, added a split log. “There’s nobody here, just them you see in this room.” 
 
    And the worst of it was, Scott could attest to that. “No sign of activity inside or out. If we had squatters, I’d have found something. A broken window, an open door, garbage, sleeping bags, anything. Bugger.” He gave Adam an apologetic look. “I must be getting old. Jittery.” 
 
    Adam produced a theatrical leer. “In a creepy old house parked in the middle of nowhere, with Halloween looming in two days’ time? One can’t imagine why. Oh, forgiven, old son.” The leer turned into a smile, with which he favored Maggie. “You’re going back to town?” 
 
    “Right after dinner.” Maggie shot a look at Scott. “In this part of the world, dinner is served at midday. I know, we’re weird. Everybody else in the world calls it lunch.” 
 
    “Weird? I won’t argue with that,” Scott said tiredly. “I’m smelling rabbit stew and fresh bread.” He pulled a chair out from the table and sat, leaning on both elbows to study the taciturn Art Gurney. “So, who are they, Art?” 
 
    “Who’s who?” Gurney demanded, slathering butter onto a scone like a calculated act of rebellion. 
 
    “The prowlers,” Scott told him. “The ones who come through here around midnight, maybe a bit later. They’re quiet enough, but I sleep lightly and my hearing’s very good. I heard them last night. What do they use Falconstone for?” 
 
    The groundsman’s head swiveled toward him, and Gurney’s face was as blank as Mrs. Bretton’s. “What in fuck’s name are you talking about? I don’t know nothing about prowlers. There’s people up here in the middle of the night? That’s news to me. What the Christ would I know about it? I’m gone by twilight. You think I’d stay here at night?” 
 
    The remark cut like a knife. Maggie and Adam might not have heard what Gurney had actually said, but Scott seized every word. His brows quirked, prompting the man to say more, qualify the observation, but Gurney clammed up tight and returned to his tea. 
 
    “Is it drug couriers?” Adam wondered quietly. “Contraband booze, something to do with terrorists? Come on, man. If you know there’s hoodlums using Falconstone to make drops, handle cash, you don’t want to be caught withholding evidence. The police can get very nasty, and on this score, I’d stand up and applaud.” 
 
    “Falconstone would make an excellent drop point,” Maggie mused. “The roads go right through, there’s nobody for miles, and there’s a couple of outbuildings that’re more or less sound, and more or less wide open. Art, for heaven’s sake!” 
 
    He was on his feet then, scraping back the chair. For Scott he had a curdling glare, for Adam, an expression of scorn, for Maggie, a look of some exasperation. “I don’t know naught about what goes on here after dark, and you bloody know that, Maggie Warburton. You wouldn’t catch me dead in this place after twilight. Tell her, Edith. Now, stop wasting me time ― some of us have proper work to do.” 
 
    With that he was gone, leaving by the scullery door, which slammed behind him like a gunshot. Adam blinked after him. “And you’re paying this dear old family retainer how much, to do what, exactly?” 
 
    “I’m starting to ask myself the same questions,” Scott said tersely. He looked along into the housekeeper’s shuttered face. “PC Deane wanted me to interrogate you, make sure you’re not encouraging vagrants. What did he call them?” 
 
    “Diddycoys,” Maggie supplied. “Meaning, gypsies who aren’t really gypsies. I’m afraid the local police don’t trust people they can’t nail down to a fixed address.” 
 
    Scott almost laughed. Like himself, crashed on Bruce’s couch for three months, till the system forgot he existed and couldn’t have found him if it wanted to. PC Deane would have taken a very dim view of him indeed. “Diddycoy,” he echoed. “Well, now, Mrs. B., you want to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “Naught’s going on,” she said waspishly, “naught at all, and you know that right enough.” The raven’s eyes pierced him to the marrow. “There’s nobody inside this house, and nobody I know bugger all about outside of it. Anything you think you’re hearing is just ― just Falconstone being Falconstone.” 
 
    You wouldn’t catch me dead in this place after twilight. Gurney’s voice whispered harshly in Scott’s ear. 
 
    She was up then, grabbing an oven glove to lift the top off a Dutch oven the size of a cauldron and stir the contents with an outsized wooden spoon. Scott knuckled his eyes and dropped the whole thing before genuine anger kindled. “Adam, if you know a good local firm that installs security systems, call them out here, as soon as you like. Maggie, I’ll ask you to deal with the paperwork, keep everybody paid and happy. Don’t even think about looking at me for money ― Hector Lennox was the one with the cash, remember, not me. You’ve looked after Falconstone this long, just keep on doing it for a while. Adam?” 
 
    And Adam nodded slowly. “If you do have intruders, a good video system is the way to find them, particularly at night. The bastards’ll come out of the woodwork then, stop playing silly-arse games. As soon as you have video footage, the police’ll be glad to take you seriously and dig them out of here.” He gave Scott an interested look. “I’ll see to it. Pass the account to your office, Mags ―?” 
 
    “Of course.” She was at the kitchen window, gazing out at the line of the low hills, the bleak, lowering sky. “I’ll apologize about this, Scott. When I recommended you stay at the house, I had no idea there was anything nefarious going on here. If you want to move out, take a hotel, I quite understand ― in fact, I’ll organize it for you. I owe you one.” 
 
    Yet the library remained, an Everest of work. Scott gave Adam a frown, and Adam shrugged. “I doubt any prowlers would bother us,” Scott said slowly. “They’d have to be relying on secrecy, their ability to slither through unnoticed, to get their business done. The worst thing they could do is get in our faces, right?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Adam agreed. “In fact, if there is anyone here, keeping an eye on the place, they’d have seen a police patrol on the drive this morning. They’ll know by now, they’ve been sussed. The truth is, we might never see hide or hair of them ― in their position, I’d clear out fast.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” Maggie had a rueful look for Scott. “I’m thinking I ought to get moving. The weather looks like it’s starting to worsen rapidly. If I don’t get on the road soon I’ll be stuck here overnight … Saturday night,” she said with all due apology. “I have a date.” 
 
    “Go,” Scott told her. “I know the house well enough by now. I don’t like it, but I know it. And there’s plenty of work to do, what with the library. I’m sure Adam could use another pair of hands.” 
 
    The antiquarian angled a teasing look at him. “Oh, absolutely, old son. I can always use a hand.” 
 
    Maggie threw a wadded up kitchen towel at him. He fielded it like a rugby ball. “Don’t be a total bastard, Adam. I asked if you could spare the time to show Scott around the area till he gets his feet under him, not tease the life out of him.” 
 
    But Adam batted long, extravagant eyelashes at her. “Who’s teasing, darling?” 
 
    She groaned eloquently. “Oh, I am so out of here.” She gave Scott a pained look. “I’ll keep in touch. Art dealer about that Constable original, Jim Fenby about some of the furniture that might be valuable, Jay Kumar for the property appraisal, Charlie Parker about your wiring. I’ll also make sure Ian Deane doesn’t conveniently forget to organize that extra police car on the moor road … anything else you want, leave a message with my personal assistant inside business hours. Adam, I looked over your contract, I don’t see any issues. Let’s get it signed, and you’re good to go.” 
 
    The consummate professional, he had brought three copies of his regular memorandum of agreement. Working at the heavy Victorian partner desk in the library, he and Scott signed them all. Maggie witnessed them, and Adam rubbed his palms together in glee as she collected her baggage and headed out. Moments later the blood-scarlet Toyota crunched away around the latches, and was gone. 
 
    “As someone once said, this is where the fun begins.” The antiquarian ambled along the east wall, ‘shelf reading’ titles to get an idea of what was where, how it was filed, if anyone had set up an actual system or if the library was entirely random. “You know, some wealthy illiterates file their books by the color of the binding? True. They’re also known to buy editions matching their curtains, and then chuck out the books when they redecorate the room. More money than brains. Mind you,” Adam mused, “there’s a lot of weird, weird shit in here. You’ve glanced at some of this stuff?” 
 
    “Just the covers,” Scott admitted. “I’ve never seen crap like this before.” 
 
    “It’s rare,” Adam agreed. “The most valuable books are usually those that were privately published in tiny print runs, as little as a few hundred each. Obviously, the weirder the material gets, the smaller the numbers produced.” 
 
    “We’re not talking about books that were ever commercially distributed,” Scott observed. 
 
    “Right. A lot of the stuff in this room, and all of the valuables, would have come direct from the author. Several volumes are autographed.” Adam gestured at a short stack of books on the corner of the desk. “One or two are so rare, we could be looking at the last copy in existence of something that was printed well over a hundred years ago.” 
 
    “I don’t think I ever saw a hundred year old book before,” Scott admitted. 
 
    “They have a way of being discarded or destroyed,” Adam mused. “Lost. A house fire, a flood, perhaps a private library from a deceased estate, taken to the rubbish tip rather than being sold off when the beneficiary realized the, uh, nature of the books and didn’t know where to look!” His brows arched. “You’d be amazed what finds its way onto eBay these days, but I don’t have much time to invest there.” 
 
    And not everything in Hector Lennox’s library was bizarre, Scott allowed. A whole shelf was devoted to architecture; another, to natural history, with a number of modern paperbacks and some high-profile titles, well known names. 
 
    On a whim, he picked up the Manor Houses of the Pre-Elizabethan Era, which Adam had left on the arm of the chair by the window. This one was a hardcover, printed in the mid-1960s. Color illustrations seemed oddly out of place in this room. Adam had left the silk ribbon marker at the page featuring Falconstone, and Scott’s eyes scanned the page opposite, which featured an engraving of the house as it had been in the seventeenth century, from a painting which no longer existed. 
 
    Just twenty miles from the coast and close to the course of the Todd Beck is a site of some historical significance, the ancient Falconstone, begun in the eleventh century. According to parish records, the foundations and earliest walls were built by the Saxon Lord Aethelheard, who was a notable personality in the region, famed as a defender of Christianity in a time of holy war, when pagan magic had yet to be eradicated in England. 
 
    Aethelheard was known as the Witch Taker, and had to his credit the execution of the Thirteen Sisters, apparently a local coven, powerful enough to be mentioned in several chronicles of the era. 
 
    The first house known as Falconstone was raised at his order, on this site, and occupied in 1061. Subsequently it remained in possession of the Earls of Greythorpe, of whom Aethelheard was the first. Always shadowed by the family curse of madness, the Greythorpe heirs took pride in tracing their lineage to Aethelheard, though the madness apparently began with the Witch Taker himself. He died insane on Good Friday, 1064, leaving a single son to inherit Falconstone. 
 
    The paragraph made grim reading. Scott digested it without comment and closed the book. Aethelheard the Witch Taker, who murdered the Thirteen Sisters and died raving, leaving an heir who passed on the family madness. How many of the Earls of Greythorpe had been mad? 
 
    Were any of these Greythorpes still alive? He doubted it, since the estate had fallen into public hands. As a general rule, gentry hung onto their property until inheritance taxes ruined them, and sold out at the eleventh hour only to avoid bankruptcy. 
 
    “Makes interesting reading, doesn’t it?” Adam was intent on a set of gold-bound volumes with the 1920s look about them. 
 
    “Grisly reading,” Scott corrected. “I think I’ll stick to Clive Cussler.” Yet he was drawn to the volume Adam had left open on the desk beside the laptops, and looked over the sepia photographs with a prickle of fascination. 
 
    Reenactments of ancient rites ― or what were imagined to be the rituals of lost ages: naked bodies, painted faces, runic characters and unfamiliar symbols daubed in what was probably greasepaint. It might easily have been blood. Or perhaps most of the ‘magic’ was in the imagination, and the rest of it just sexy fun? Scott wondered, and flipped pages. 
 
    Sepia images impartially depicted the Satanic black mass as well as the traditional pagan sabbats. At Yule, Samhain, Beltane, Imbolg, priests and priestesses stood bathed in the light of bonfires, many robed, a few naked, while the young and beautiful danced. These images were benign, rustic, artistic. 
 
    But he paged on to a chapter on the initiation of hopefuls into some much darker secret society. Bound hand and foot, blindfolded, hung by the feet and scourged ― the commentary on the pictures swore different states of awareness were created by such antics. The faces looked ecstatic, tranced, even while the initiates were brutalized. Scott wondered what speedball of drugs and booze fueled these orgies, what price the revelers paid for their fun afterward. 
 
    Black magic, said the author, was the greatest expression of human spirituality, an ‘attempted unity with the pure elementalism at the core of the human condition’. Fear and pain stripped the veneer of civilization, placing the adept in touch with vital forces almost lost to modern man. In these altered states, one might for a brief time commune with the Old Ones, touch some lost shamanic power. Walk, the author said, with the Lord of Darkness. 
 
    “You’ll send yourself nuts, reading that stuff,” Adam warned, not quite glibly. 
 
    His voice snapped Scott back to reality. “You know much about this crap?” 
 
    The wide shoulders shrugged in the handsome Fair Isle sweater. “A little. Victoria has a few oddball friends who like to dabble.” He glanced at the book, flipped it shut. “I’ve actually skimmed this one. It’s rare, not unknown. The introduction spends twenty pages pointing out how this is a book about black magic, not Wicca, which is white magic, nature worship, Irish poetry, whatever. It says,” Adam said thoughtfully, “black magic is the real power, what actually works.” 
 
    Scott lifted one brow at him. “You believe?” 
 
    “Me?” Adam recoiled. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve been to a few Wiccan parties, carried a candle while Victoria’s friends called the quarters and what have you. This other stuff?” He shook his head slowly. “Somewhere in this book, it says one is wrong to equate black magic with evil … evil is perceptional, just as ‘good’ is an opinion. I don’t know, Scott. I never felt any inclination to find out.” 
 
    “Come to the dark side, Luke,” Scott intoned, making Adam laugh. 
 
    “All I know is, a copy of this item in good condition is worth about four hundred quid to a customer I know in Cardiff. He’s high on my email list. We’ll start doing business, soon as I have a nice stack of titles authenticated. The less-valuable books can easily be sold direct, but there’s quite a few that’ll be going under the hammer. I usually use Bonhams, in Manchester. Let the whacked-out buyers who send their agents to the auction ― they don’t even show up in person ― knock each other out. There’s your money.” 
 
    Whose books were these, Scott wondered. How long had they been in the library? Mrs. Bretton might know, since the shelves were not dusty, no matter how aged the books might be. She worked in here. 
 
    He opened the volume at random, eyes racing over a passage on the awakening of the super-conscious mind, said to be the link to paranormal abilities. Initiates shed twentieth century complacency along with their clothes and knelt in pitch darkness, waiting. Shocks sent adrenaline racing ― ice water, the sting of a lash. Hooded, they picked their way through a symbolic maze in the quest for enlightenment, never knowing from where the next blow would fall. Covered in welts, frozen, soaked, terrified, they were tightly bound, spread-eagled, fully expecting the inevitable. Fear and pain inspired an endorphin high … altered states? The book said, reality. 
 
    “It’s bollocks. Don’t let it get to you.” Adam took the other chair by the desk and deliberately closed the book. “Those ‘acolytes’ go in as volunteers, eyes wide open. They don’t get one thing they didn’t buy tickets for, and they’re probably high as kites when they go blundering around, blindfolded, through some kind of maze. Then this great big shock ‘wrenches open the shamanic perceptions’ … oh, yes? Or is it all about that weed you smoked, those pills you popped, before you got your kit off? Half of ’em probably wake up, find a fresh brand smarting on their bum and wonder where it came from.” 
 
    The rationalization was sane enough for Scott to unwind one muscle fiber at a time. “They’re supposed to have a goal, and they find it for themselves, trussed up, blind, frozen, hurt, scared.” He studied the cover, black fabric embossed with the iconic inverted five-point star. “Something about shedding our preconceived elitism, twentieth century complacency, religious superstition, and becoming The Magician.” 
 
    “If that sort of thing turns you on,” Adam said indifferently. “Looks more like sex party games to me. Quick bit of sadomasochism to liven things up when they get too boring. Victoria’s friends are just your regular Wiccans. Now, those guys know how to party. Light the bonfire, heat up the mead, let the revels begin. Music, dance, drums, maybe even a touch of the truly divine. Unless you want to ascribe it all to folklore, getting in touch with your roots, your heritage. And where’s the harm in that?” He gestured at the book. “This is very different crap.” 
 
    “Dark, cruel.” Scott pushed the book away, across the desk. “Disturbing.” 
 
    But Adam’s head tilted at him. “What disturbs you is, deep down inside, you’ve a sneaking suspicion there might be something in it. That if the initiate was strung far enough out, beat up enough, it might just work. Paranormal capacities buried inside us all since the Neolithic might actually come awake.” 
 
    “Maybe.” The notion that mankind still possessed such powers was not troubling to Scott. The idea that Satanism or sadomasochism might be the pathway to glory was. He thrust away the whole subject and focused on Adam, let the man’s closeness, the warmth of his skin, the tang of his cologne, dispel the ghosts. “Getting hung up by the feet while a loony with a whip pulps my arse? Some people might get a thrill out of it, but ― not my scene, mate.” 
 
    “Well, thank gods for that,” Adam said wryly. “You were starting to worry me. Not my scene either, but your weird old Uncle Hector’s library’s full of this crud. And you can believe me, it’s valuable.” 
 
    “Whose books were these?” Scott stood, pushing both hands into his pockets. “Some nut-job collected them … somebody’s been dusting them. She might know.” 
 
    “And I’m hungry,” Adam added. “Rabbit stew was mentioned, I believe.” 
 
    The scents of cooking, baking, lured them back to the kitchen, where Mrs. Bretton ladled the food into a pair of blue-banded dishes. She affected a carefully bland face as Scott asked pointed questions, neatly sidestepping around them while Adam rummaged for cutlery. At last Scott tore up a still-hot loaf, pinned her with a glare and waited. 
 
    “Mister Lennox’s books? I never muck about with ’em, just keep the dust off ’em. There’s a library van comes over the moor twice a month, stops here, has done for years. I like a good romance or a mystery, that’s about as far as I read.” Mrs. Bretton hesitated. “But I do know, old Lennox used to go down to the village, come back laden with rubbish he’d ordered in, then sit up half the night reading. Most of the nonsense on them shelves is his. He’d leave ’em under me feet like landmines. Daft as a bloody brush, in the end, the old coot.” She flicked a mutinous glance at Scott. “No offence intended. Again.” 
 
    “None taken. Again.” Scott tried a mouthful and nodded in appreciation. “I’m liking my uncle less and less, the longer I’m here. When you put away the books, you couldn’t help noticing the titles.” 
 
    She made a face. “I kept telling him, he should stick to Sherlock Holmes, with a bad heart like his. This kind of codswallop could be dangerous.” 
 
    And she was probably right. Scott chewed mechanically. Hector died with a look of utter terror on his face, when his heart quit one night. If he spent his time wading in black magic, demonology, Satanism, little wonder. “You surprise me,” he told the housekeeper. “A nice little place like Thornton, and you can buy books like this?” 
 
    She snorted a rude laugh. “Oh, we’re not that far from civilization. There’s two pubs, a computer shop, a café, a proper garage.” Mrs. Bretton seemed to hesitate. “And we’ve got a coven, an’ all.” 
 
    A coven? Scott shot an astonished look at Adam, who merely winked, as if he already knew about it. “I’m all ears,” Scott prompted. 
 
    “Mrs. Quincannon’s group.” The housekeeper scattered flour onto a board and began to roll pastry. “Her husband runs the folk museum. Every big village has one. Quite the tourist trap, in the decent weather. Dead as a haddock at this time of year, of course. It’ll be snowing soon. Connie Quincannon runs a magic shop on the side, sells a lot of books. Not this black magic cobblers, but if you want to order something in special, she can get it for you. Privately published claptrap that you can’t even buy on the Internet. You have to subscribe to some sort of list.” 
 
    “Well, now.” Scott turned back toward Adam. “Sounds like you have a colleague in the area. You know this Mrs. Quincannon?” 
 
    But Adam’s head shook. “Not personally. But I know of the local coven. One or two of Victoria’s friends mentioned it. What can I say? Even now the pagan community is still quite small. They don’t recruit, and numbers have been dwindling since facebook steered everything online. The Quincannons deal in books, Mrs. B.?” 
 
    “Aye, they sell a lot, no matter the season, it’s different from the tourist trade. Any old books, the older the better. Antiquity’s Connie’s strong point, not babies. Walks backwards into the future with her eyes fixed on the past.” She sighed over the pastry. “She’s another that’ll die childless and alone, is that one.” 
 
    “And Hector bought a lot of his books through her,” Scott mused. He gave Adam a speculative glance. “Worth looking into?” 
 
    “A daft old bugger who frightened himself to death with stupid books?” Adam demanded. “Nothing there to interest me.” He glanced over Scott’s torso and legs. “Mind you, if you get any other bright ideas, don’t keep them to yourself.” 
 
    Old, familiar butterflies swarmed through Scott’s belly as his body stirred, answering nature’s most primal call. Tonight, he thought. Definitely, tonight. He scouted his back, muscle by muscle, wondering if he might fudge his way through this encounter without admitting to the injury. 
 
    He would try. Adam was clearly fit, strong, but at thirty-seven he should be less acrobatic than that damned kid, Scott’s last desperate experiment. Adam wouldn’t expect gymnastics in bed. If he did, he’d be disappointed. Scott sighed lightly. 
 
    The sound made Adam glance sidelong at him, but he made soft negative sounds and turned his attention to the food. There was no time like the first time. This had the makings of a Saturday night to remember. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were going to take a look at the heating, some boiler in the cellar,” Adam said over his shoulder, concentrating on the middle shelf where the works seemed to be loosely alphabetized by author. 
 
    Scott had spent the last hour vacillating. “With the power likely to go out without warning?” He hesitated. “And there’s something not quite right here. I’m telling you, Adam. Something did touch me, in the wine cellar.” 
 
    Working with a tablet and stylus, Adam angled a frown at him. “This place is getting to you? You look spooked.” 
 
    “Maybe I am.” Scott shook himself. “The boiler’ll keep. For what it’s worth, I don’t think it’s actually broken down. The pipes are hot enough. The trouble is, the heat doesn’t travel far, as if something sucks it right out of the air, and there aren’t enough pipes to be really effective anyway.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Adam wondered. “It’s cold, and getting colder. If you’re nurturing any fantasy about getting friendly this evening, it’s going to start with a warm place. Or you’ll have a fascinated spectator here, not a participant.” He gave Scott a crooked smile that had rapidly grown familiar. “What, you have Eskimo genes?” 
 
    “You’re kidding ― the boy from Aus?” Scott nodded in the direction of the rear of the house. “While I was looking for signs of squatters, I walked the whole perimeter. There’s a serious woodpile back there, and a big open hearth in the parlor. According to Mrs. B., the chimneys were swept at the beginning of the month.” 
 
    “Now, that has promise,” Adam approved. “I’d offer to help, but I’m just starting to realize the monster job I’ve taken on. I’d actually prefer to get at least this shelf finished. It’s the easy one.” 
 
    “Don’t let me stop you,” Scott said easily. “I’m looking forward to the exercise.” 
 
    In fact, he was eager to put his spine to the test. The most he had asked of his back in months was a careful gym routine, which he deemed physiotherapy. He had been wondering for weeks how much strength he was losing, while most of his body demanded to move even while his spine wanted only to rest. 
 
    He rummaged in the scullery, turned up a pair of battered leather work gloves, and stepped out into the premature twilight of thick cloud and gathering mist. The sun had already fallen low, not much more than a bright place in the overcast, while a profound silence settled over the moor. He filled his lungs to the bottom, smelled wood smoke and wet earth, a little like the kinder hills of home in July or August. 
 
    Sounds were muted, muffled. A few birds twittered, but none sang; most seemed to have already departed for the winter. In the morning, from the back of the house he had seen as far as the hills beyond the patch of woodland ― Gurney lived that way. Now the bare trees were barely visible through the white veil, just a hint of raking branches, nothing moving. The hills beyond might not have existed at all. It seemed the world ended at Falconstone’s boundaries, and the house itself could have been an island in an abyss. 
 
    Immediately behind the building was a wide yard paved with gray flagstones, where chickens squabbled over a scatter of grain; a kitchen garden; a pear tree so old, time had contorted its limbs into improbable shapes. The skeleton of an espaliered apple tree clung to a framework so thick with green-gold moss, it seemed the wood had lost some age-old battle against the rot. No creature stirred. No sound reached Scott’s ears, as if he had stuffed them with cotton balls. 
 
    Suppressing a shiver that had little to do with the chill, he stooped carefully, gauged the weight of an armful of split logs, tried his back with the load, and headed in through the scullery’s open door. Two of Mrs. Bretton’s cats, the silver tabby and the tortoiseshell with the black face, sat on the damp flagstones, watching him curiously. Neither had yet been friendly. 
 
    He threaded through the house, from the woodpile to a sparsely furnished downstairs parlor the size of a barn ― six loads, a small seventh, before he was satisfied with the stack by the pink marble hearth. The housekeeper forewent comment, but appeared with several old newspapers, a bundle of tapers, a pail of wood chips, firelighters, a fat candle and cheap cigarette lighter. 
 
    She turned on the lamps as the sun dipped below the rise of the moor, and Scott knelt by the hearth, ransacking his memory for his father’s tricks: how to get a reluctant campfire started in the August winter cold, in Mount Crawford Forest. That holiday lay almost a quarter century distant, across an ocean of time, but every memory was sharp. Danny Lennox had learned the skill from his own father, Charles, the son whom the patriarch, Geoffrey, had despised. 
 
    As the fire caught alight and began to burn strongly, Scott had a strong sense of having come full circle. He sat back on his heels, watching the fire sprites dance as well-seasoned wood jetted out its captive gasses in colored tongues and gouts. He held his hands to the heat, enjoying the sudden scorch of his cheeks. 
 
    Still, this parlor was so enormous, he had seen nightclubs that would have fit inside it, dance floor and all, with so little furniture it almost echoed. Old world flock wallpaper, brocade couches and polished wood gave it the aspect of another century, but in its own way it was elegant ― just cold, Scott thought uncharitably. It would take hours to warm thoroughly. 
 
    Darkness fell so early at this latitude, as October ended. Not like home, Scott thought, standing at the window with a glass of Irish whiskey. One thing he could say for Hector: the man had kept a fine drinks cabinet, and he had a taste for spirits. The whiskey warmed the inner man, and with a dozen lamps burning, the smell of stewing apples wafting out of the kitchen, the house seemed more welcoming ― 
 
    At peace, he thought. As if Falconstone were half asleep, and when it lapsed back into slumber its voices stilled, its energies rested. The notion did little to reassure. Satisfied with the fire, he returned to the library, where Adam remained engrossed, teeth sunk into the job now and oblivious to the time. 
 
    With a sigh, Scott hunted for a book to pass an hour and found a volume on the wildlife of the Scottish borders. It was published just after the Second World War, and he wondered how much the book depicted still existed. The red leather wingchair by the hearth trapped the heat, and for the first time all day he felt warm. 
 
    Jetlag still snatched at him, and he dozed until a hand shook his shoulder. He had been asleep long enough for the fire to have burned low. Adam regarded him with amusement. “Still trying to catch up with this time zone? It takes a while. Tea’s on the table, if you’re hungry.” He gave Scott a look of ribald appreciation. “Got to keep your strength up.” 
 
    Something in his tone said, you’ll need it. Scott indulged in a chuckle. “I’ll rebuild the fire and be right here.” 
 
    Adam touched his cheek, caressed him lightly with the backs of his knuckles, the first time they had actually touched. Scott turned his head, kissed the cool fingers and looked up into dark blue-green eyes that were filled with speculation. Late afternoon stubble prickled Adam’s jaw now, rough, so familiar. Adam let his right hand drift down, cool fingers under the collar of Scott’s sweatshirt, exploring the smoothness of shoulder, the hard contour of pectoral muscle. He stooped, tucked his head into the curve of Scott’s neck, kissed him there with the nip of sharp teeth. 
 
    Then he withdrew, stepped out of Scott’s reach with a gesture at the hearth. “Don’t forget the fire … I know how you like your tea by now.” 
 
    Quicksilver sensation rushed through Scott’s body, leaving him tingling in every extremity. With a start, he realized he had never been with an Englishman before. An Italian, a Greek, both tradies like himself; a Chinese pharmacist who spoke so little Cantonese, he watched Jackie Chan with subtitles; an Indian bouncer from one of the downtown clubs ― not to mention the doe-eyed Sunil in Mumbai, while Tyson ran amok with a wild crowd he had met in the city’s underground gay community. It was still a prisonable offence in India at the time, which seldom deterred young people. Tyson seemed to thrive on the risk factor. But Scott realized with genuine surprise, he had never been intimate with an Englishman. How odd that seemed. 
 
    Twilight lingered, blue-gray. The radio played sixties pop, which Mrs. Bretton liked. She fed the cats while Scott and Adam sat down to eat, so the scent of canned fish insinuated among the cold boiled ham and warm apple pie. They were still eating when she tackled a mountain of dishes. 
 
    Remembering Beck Carson’s dishwasher, Scott was guilty enough to offer to help, but she waved him off. “Forty year, I’ve been stood at this here sink, scrubbing pots. Too late to change now. Mind, I’m having an early night. David Attenborough’s on in an hour’s time.” 
 
    She had a TV in her room, Scott recalled, a hotplate for the whistling kettle that shrieked like a banshee, an electric blanket on the bed. All ways, he supposed, to be comfortable in a house that did not welcome guests. 
 
    “I’ll see about getting a dishwasher in here,” he suggested. 
 
    She gave him an odd look. “Forty year, and you’re the first that ever offered, either the help or the machine. Aye, I’ll take the machine … if it’ll work in this place.” She looked away sharply. “Not everything does.” 
 
    “You mean, Falconstone being Falconstone?” Scott asked quietly. 
 
    The raven’s eyes returned to him, probing deeply, but she said, “You and that book dealer, you’ve been making sheep’s eyes. I suppose that means you want me to make meself scarce and not go blundering about where I’ll walk right into you.” 
 
    The candor took him unawares. “That would, uh, be ―” 
 
    “Convenient,” she snorted. 
 
    “I was going to say, thoughtful.” Scott glanced back to find Adam gone, though he hadn’t heard him step out. “If it bothers you ―” 
 
    “Too bad, if it did.” She dumped another load into the sudsy water. “I only work here. So it’s a good thing it doesn’t. None of my business, is it? The telly in the parlor works all right, but you have to fiddle the aerial by hand. It’s not plugged into the one on the roof. The one up top were bust in a gale a few years back, never fixed. One more bloody thing Hector Lennox couldn’t be bothered fixing, because him and his yobbish mates were never here long enough to care.” 
 
    She had mentioned something similar before, that Hector only ever stayed a couple of weeks at a time, in company with a group of thuggish friends. Between times, Falconstone … slept, Scott thought with a certain grim unease. The house drowsed until a rowdy gang made it stir awake. 
 
    He shook himself hard. “I need to rebuild the fire in the parlor.” 
 
    “And I’ll get finished here and be off out of your way.” Mrs. Bretton studied him curiously for a moment. “I’ve known gay lads afore. Nice, like you, most of ’em. One were kicked to death in a backstreet in Middlesbrough, 1962.” 
 
    “Shit,” Scott whispered. 
 
    “Aye. The world were a bloody rough place. It needed to change. People are always banging on about how we’re losing touch with who we used to be, but some of us are old enough to remember the old days. Ugly, parts of it.” 
 
    “A lot needed to change,” he agreed. “I know I was lucky. Born in ’84, when the worst was over. I just don’t remember to count my blessings often enough.” 
 
    She was drying her hands now, hanging the dish towels over a cupboard door. “Not many kids do.” 
 
    The words haunted him later, while he arranged the hearth for maximum heat. The ‘coals’ were hot now, the hardwood incandescent, and it would hold its heat for some time. It was years since he had been called a ‘kid,’ and it might never happen again. As he knelt back from the hearth he tried to imagine being born half a century earlier, and felt a deep shiver. 
 
    He was satisfied with the fire and wondering if Adam had gone back to work when footsteps announced the man. His arms were full of quilts; Scott recognized them from both bedrooms and the linen cupboard. These, Adam dumped on the rug before the hearth, and a moment later tugged the cushions from the couch. 
 
    “Et voila. Since this igloo doesn’t seem to have the traditional polar bear skin. I looked.” He leaned down and drew a kiss across Scott’s cheek and neck, in a waft of fresh cologne. He had also shaved. “Smooth as any tot’s posterior … magic!” With a flourish, Adam produced a petite electric razor from his pocket. “You mind? Indulge me, Scottie. I don’t look so good in whisker burns. Who does?” 
 
    And Scott’s own beard was of the fuse wire variety. It was a plea he had heard too often to be surprised, much less offended, and the buzzbox worked over his jaw as Adam arranged quilts and cushions. “Mrs. B. turned in early. She has a hot date with Sir David on the box.” 
 
    “60 Years in the Wild, I’ve seen it.” Adam gestured at the TV, arranged crossways in the corner of the room by the window. “Did you want to ―?” 
 
    At that moment, watching television was the last thing Scott wanted to do. He tossed back the razor and sprawled across the nest Adam had pushed together. “Why don’t you seduce me?” 
 
    Adam gave a wicked chuckle. “Oh, that’s been in the works for hours. I managed to turn up a few treats, while you were busy with the firewood.” From the liquor cabinet, he flourished a bottle of French brandy ― some label Scott was supposed to recognize, and pretended to be impressed ― and a large tray of cherry liqueur chocolates. “We might owe Mrs. B. for these,” he admitted, “but they were stacked in the pantry with the butter and eggs. So …?” 
 
    “I’m seduced,” Scott said fatuously, one arm sliding around Adam’s neck as he began to long to actually kiss the man. “Though, I’ll tell you what I did forget.” 
 
    “This?” Adam rested his forehead on Scott’s, caught his hand, and Scott felt the press of several foil packets, square, cool, unmistakable in his palm. 
 
    “You managed to think of everything,” Scott said dutifully, relaxing into the mounded quilts. 
 
    Adam subsided beside him. “Not quite everything. We’ll have to make do with a drizzle of olive oil, if you want to get really serious tonight. Or we can do something else, and I’ll go down to the village tomorrow. They’re open on Sunday. Now, do us both a favor, and finish shaving.” 
 
    For the first time in far too long, Scott actually felt like a kid as he sprawled back, let Adam tug off his sweatshirt, and the teeshirt beneath it, and rapturize over the average Aussie tan ― what was left of it in October. By March, at home, Scott would be the same berry-brown hue as the expensive Sunil in Mumbai, save for the region between hipbones and upper thighs, which remained as white as many Englishmen. 
 
    Deliberate, thorough, enchanted, Adam laid him naked before he himself cast off more than the sweater, and left him basking in the heat while he turned off all but one of the lamps. The wind whispered in the chimney; an owl called in the grounds, not far from the window, where Scott had drawn the burgundy drapes to help insulate the room. They did not quite meet, by a hand’s span, as if they had been made to fit another room and pressed into service here when old, old curtains rotted where they hung. Another example of Hector Lennox’s penny-pinching neglect. 
 
    Then Adam stood in the firelight and undressed, languid, slow ― proud of his body, taking an obvious pleasure in showing it off, though he mocked himself for his pallor. The one item he had forgotten to take off was the glasses, and Scott was too busy being beguiled to tell him. 
 
    “Haven’t had the chance to get much sun, this last year,” he confessed. “Spent too much time on the job.” Naked as Scott and just as aroused, Adam struck a pose from some glamour magazine. “Good enough?” 
 
    He worked hard on that body, Scott saw. Where Scott himself was built like a tradie, with the natural physique that came from hard work and long hours, Adam was gym sculpted, with designer muscles, so smooth, he must have waxed, and recently. 
 
    Still, the hints of stubborn ‘love handles’ persisted above his hips, testimony to the hard work he invested in himself. The effect only served to make him more human, soften the sharp edge of perfection Adam obviously sought so hard ― too hard ― and make him more desirable, at least to Scott. 
 
    “Good enough to eat you alive,” Scott said honestly, opening his arms. He might have asked, ‘What happens when you stop?’ but swallowed the question. Every guy knew the answer to that one; those who said they didn’t were lying. 
 
    He had slid into Scott’s embrace before he discovered the glasses, and swore. “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me I still had them on? Now I feel like a complete twazzock.” 
 
    “They look good on you,” Scott told him. 
 
    “When I’m bare-arse naked?” Adam demanded. 
 
    “Yeah.” Scott mocked himself with a grin, a shrug. “Make you look one hell of a sexy … librarian.” 
 
    Adam set the glasses aside, with the brandy and chocolates. “You sure you don’t mean bookworm? You can say it. It’s been said before.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with being a bookworm?” Scott caught him, held him. “This particular bookworm is about to make me enough money to expand into a business that’ll set me up for life. Don’t knock it.” 
 
    His lips were soft, pliant, his tongue responsive, skin still springy, hair fine as spun silk as Scott’s fingers combed through it, making him purr like a big cat. The cut was artful, sweeping back around a thin spot on the crown. Scott discovered it with gentle fingertips, making Adam groan, as if another secret was out of the bag. 
 
    Easy, easy the first time, without the feverish desire of frantic teens, exploring new territory, discovering each other. Adam was naturally fair, the hair at armpits and groin ― mercifully escaping the wax ― almost blond; his nipples were pale brown and exquisitely sensitive, rucking between Scott’s fingers and against his tongue. Rose-gold with excitement, his cock stood eagerly to attention, velvet over steel, quite thick enough to promise a challenge without giving Scott any thrill of apprehension. 
 
    They lost the condoms among the quilts, forgot about the olive oil. The first time was a languid sixty-nine, so easy, Scott’s spine never wrenched. Adam was silent in his coming, arch-backed, lost in a private world of self-absorption ― Scott a little later, noisier by nature but holding his roar to a modest growl. 
 
    Sweat-slick, pleasantly exhausted, he rested until Adam moved around in search of an embrace, and reached for the brandy. The spirit was fiery, not nearly as mellow as the Australian brandies Scott was used to. They drank it from the bottle before kissing deeply, for a long time. 
 
    At last, caressing the length of Adam’s pale body, Scott asked quietly, “Why do you try so hard?” 
 
    Adam didn’t even pretend not to understand the question. He stretched, arched his back till Scott heard the crackles of his spine and joints. “Because I run to seed so fast, you’d be appalled. I appall myself! I take after my old man. He’s sixty-three now. About six foot two, in the old money, and the same around the middle, with a face like a full moon. I saw him a few years ago, accidentally, with the toupee off and the teeth out ― Christ, what a sight, and the truth is, he’s been that way since he was fifty.” Adam lifted his head to look Scott levelly in the eye. “I’m staring down the barrel of the big four-oh. Of course I try bloody hard.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I guess I asked.” Scott pulled him down for a kiss tasting of brandy, dark chocolate and black cherries. “The hard work pays off.” 
 
    “It’d better,” Adam snorted, “the amount I pay to fucking gyms, hairdressers, dentists!” He sobered, propped himself on one elbow and surveyed Scott’s own body thoughtfully. “I suppose it’s the job that keeps you in shape. Meaning, you get out there and actually work, not just sit behind a computer and tell the lads where to go.” 
 
    “I like the work,” Scott said honestly. “I expect I’ll work less when I’m employing that crew of lads you mentioned, but I’ll always be out there and doing. When you don’t paint or sculpt, or something, it’s just another way to be creative. Sometimes I drive by properties I worked on years ago, to see how they’re growing in. Sure, it’s heavy work, but I like the summer heat, and no part of Australia gets as cold as the UK. I enjoy it.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize.” Adam stroked him lazily from brow to thighs and back. “Let me start you on the road to prosperity, as the investment counselors say. Maybe you’ll open a branch office here in the frozen north, and jet back and forth.” 
 
    “You can always take that vacation,” Scott added. “Try slurping your way across the McLaren Vale Wine Region instead of the Barossa. It’s closer to home,” he added when Adam lifted a curious brow. “Not as famous as the Barossa yet, but it will be. Not to mention, locals reckon the wines are better.” 
 
    “And you’d be a local,” Adam concluded. 
 
    “How’d you guess?” The tickling fingers had begun to arouse. Scott felt the heavy pulse of blood in every extremity and put himself flat on his back. He caught Adam by the shoulders, gratified when he allowed himself to be manhandled astride. “Talk less, shag more, yes?” 
 
    “You mean, shut the fuck up and get down to business.” Adam laughed aloud. “Me Tarzan, you Jon.” He began to rock them together, slow and steady. “Unless you care to be Tarzan … you’re the right shade of tan for it, at least.” He was breathless by now, as his cock hardened swiftly against Scott’s belly. “Pardon my ― my English complexion.” 
 
    Scott groaned, pulled him down and stopped him talking with a biting kiss. 
 
    Later, they slept while the fire burned down. On the edge of dream, Scott listened to the old house … plumbing that sounded like artillery, eaves sighing with the wind, trees rustling so close outside. He drifted in and out of sleep, always aware of which side of the line he trod, never quite plunging into dream or fully waking, though he was aware when Adam stepped out to use the bathroom. He turned off the lamp on his way back, added a log to the hearth, and burrowed back into the tangle of quilts. 
 
    At some point Scott slept soundly enough to lose track of time, and woke again as if a hand had tugged him back to reality. The parlor was a world of shadows cast by the hearth; a finger of blue moonlight from the gapped-open curtains cut through the room like a blade, and without thinking Scott slid out of the makeshift bed. 
 
    The room was warm enough, though his skin rose in fine gooseflesh as he went to the window, gazing out over lawns where the mist had settled into a heavy dew which would freeze before morning. The sky had half-cleared and a hunter’s moon shone white, cold, through a vast break in the clouds, catching the dew as if it were a carpet of thin snow. Every skeletal branch was outlined, like a scene from fantasy. 
 
    He felt the chill radiating off the glass, where his breath began to fog in moments. His dilated eyes easily picked out detail ― moonshadows cast by the sundial, larches rising like charcoal sketches along the arc of the carriageway. A few of the brighter stars glittered, much stronger here, so far from any city lights and smog, than Scott had ever seen before. He drank in the view with a sense of timelessness, almost of peace, his whole body still suffused with the evening’s lovemaking. Transfixed, he let the sight mesmerize him. 
 
    Until the instant when movement in the shadowed garden caught his eyes, and he took a quick breath. This had to be them ― the prowlers who used Falconstone for business they couldn’t transact in York, or by daylight. 
 
    “Adam. Adam!” He didn’t dare take his eyes from the scene, and Adam was too soundly asleep to hear. If he looked away from the garden, he would lose the exact location and might not find it again. Only blind chance meant Scott was seeing this at all. 
 
    There! He saw the figure clearly now, walking between the yew hedge and the larches, bathed in moonlight. A girl, slender as a reed, with ballerina grace, gliding over the dewy grass. Her skirts were long, full, her arms and shoulders bare, white as pearl, reminding him of the mute swans that were unknown in the south. 
 
    She was not even wearing a shawl, though the night air could be no more than a degree above freezing. The whole property would be white with frost in the morning, yet this girl wandered aimlessly around the ancient moss lawn, face turned to the ground, skirts sweeping the sodden grass, bare limbed ― not feeling the cold at all, though the room’s chill had begun to find its way into Scott’s bone marrow. 
 
    He closed both arms about his torso. “Adam!” But Adam slept on. So this was the elusive intruder, Scott thought, watching as she lifted her face to the sky now, held up her slender arms, as if in supplication, begging for something. She pressed her face into her hands then, and the bare white shoulders shook as she sobbed. Scott knew heartbreak when he saw it. 
 
    His throat tightened, his brow creased. “Adam, wake up, will you? They’re here, the prowlers.” He turned back from the window, just long enough to see Adam sit up in the tangled quilts. “They’re here!” 
 
    When he looked back into the garden the lawn was empty. She was gone. How long had he looked away? Two seconds, three? Not long enough for the girl to have run from the middle of the lawn to the nearest cover, the larches, unless she was an Olympic sprinter, and unhampered by those skirts, and not slithering on ground so sodden, it would be like running through a paddock. 
 
    “What?” Adam stretched, worked his wide shoulders, still luxuriating in the recent sex, the flush of sleep. “Okay, I’m awake ― what?” 
 
    “I …” Scott blinked out into the garden as a vast shiver raced through him like a torrent of cold water through every vein. “I think I just saw a ghost.” 
 
    This time, he meant every syllable. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Moonlight plays tricks on your eyes.” Adam spooned local heather honey onto a toasted English muffin. Mrs. Bretton was in the yard right outside, framed in the kitchen window, shouting at Art Gurney, who had arrived just after dawn with a brace of rabbits and a chicken for the pot. They were arguing passionately. Raised, annoyed voices punctuated the frosty air though Scott could not pick out their words. He listened distractedly while Adam said, “You were half asleep, you said so yourself. And we’d been drinking. Damnit, I might’ve seen the same thing myself, if I’d been the one to wake. Except, I’d probably have seen a boy, nudge, wink.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, I bloody saw it,” Scott said stubbornly.  “Her. We didn’t drink that much, Adam. You trying to tell me, two shots of brandy and you see things? Not a chance, mate. She was there on the lawn, right in the bloody middle of it, in moonlight so bright you could read by it. She was breaking her heart, sobbing, then … bam. Gone. But there was nowhere to go to.” 
 
    “All right.” Adam cradled his cup, though the tea was too hot to drink. “You saw a sad, sad girl. She vanished. She probably glimpsed you at the window and took off. Ducked down behind the shrubs when you weren’t looking.” 
 
    Scott sighed. “That’s what I was thinking. But she was dressed for a summer day, Adam, bare halfway down the boobs, nothing on the arms and shoulders. You know how fucking cold it was last night. The frost looks like snow this morning!” 
 
    “Maybe she’s part Inuit.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s it.” Scott clattered his cup down and pushed away from the table. “If you’re just going to make a joke of it ―” 
 
    “Scottie, for chrissakes,” Adam remonstrated, “what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Maybe try crediting me with this much common sense?” Scott spun back to him and held up thumb and forefinger, not two centimeters apart. “Do I look like the kind of adolescent fuckwit who hallucinates on a double brandy and a mouthful of chocolate?” 
 
    He grabbed his jacket, scarf, gloves, from the peg rack, and was shrugging into them with angry tugs when the scullery door banged open, admitting Art Gurney. Mrs. Bretton was still outside, calling for her cats, while Adam remained at the kitchen table. Scott heard Gurney fetch a cup and was unsurprised when the groundsman wondered rudely, 
 
    “What’s up with him, then? He looks like he’s ready to knit barbed wire.” 
 
    “I believe I might have pissed him off just a little too early in the morning,” Adam admitted. “I don’t know, Gurney. He says he saw some girl in the garden last night.” 
 
    Now Scott stiffened, waiting for Gurney to bark with laughter, damn him with extravagant scorn. But Gurney only growled as he scraped out a chair and sat. “He seen a lass, you say? I wouldn’t be so quick to call him a liar.” 
 
    Adam sounded so surprised, a little of Scott’s anger quelled, and he turned back before simply stalking away. “Why d’you say that, Art?” 
 
    “Because I’ve seen her meself,” Gurney said flatly. “Twice. 
 
    “You have?” Scott pulled off the gloves, stuffed them into his pockets, and gave Adam a glare. “What did you see? Describe her, Gurney.” 
 
    The man’s brow creased in thought as he tried to wrestle the image out of memory. “Young, pretty thing, even if she were too skinny, with long dark hair. Pale as a pint of milk. Got up in fancy dress, like she were going to a party. Big skirts, to the ankles, like a ball gown, with the shoulders bare. She walks about in circles, then starts to cry.” He snapped out of the grip of memory and arched a thick, straggling brow at Scott. “Aye?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Scott breathed. “That’s her. You never reported intruders on the property, Gurney. PC Deane said they’ve had no calls.” 
 
    “Shit,” Gurney muttered, “how d’you report intruders that vanish between one breath and the next? One heartbeat and the next. I bloody know what I seen, same as you, Lennox. But the local coppers’d only call it a bout of the DTs, and fine you for creating a public nuisance, making false reports. Save yourself the bother.” He turned back to the tray of muffins and jams, and helped himself to breakfast with jerky movements betraying aggravation. 
 
    Scott met Adam’s astonished eyes levelly, and Adam had the grace to shrug. “Well, now. You can’t both be wrong. I guess you really did see her. And she really was gone so fast ― too fast.” His shoulders lifted in an expressive shrug. “Sorry, Scottie. In fact, I am a bastard, also a militant skeptic, but … not usually a ―” 
 
    “Twazzock?” Scott hazarded. “Yes, Adam, I know what it means. And … thanks. Apology accepted. You can be as skeptical as you like without making a mockery of the eye witness, right?” Adam answered with a hand on his shoulder, a squeeze for tight muscles there. Scott subsided into a chair and unzipped the jacket as Mrs. Bretton stomped in through the scullery. 
 
    She dumped the rabbits and chicken there, scraped the soles of her gumboots and came on into the kitchen, still muffled in padded anorak, mittens, a crochet hat two sizes too large and doubled back on itself. Adam stood at the kitchen hearth, watching her fuss with a string bag of vegetables. They thudded into the sink and began to rinse under a running tap as he said quietly, 
 
    “Mrs. B., I don’t suppose you’ve observed any young ladies around the house?” 
 
    Even Scott saw her stiffen. Her hands stilled on the carrots for an instant before she began to scrub them. “Depends.” 
 
    “On what?” Adam wondered mildly. 
 
    “On when I’m supposed to’ve seen ’em,” Mrs. Bretton said curtly. “Aye, I’ve seen all kinds of lasses here ― me own niece among ’em.” 
 
    “How about willowy young maidens in ball gowns, traipsing around on the lawn in the frost, in the dead of night?” Adam asked in saccharine tones. 
 
    Now she dumped carrots and brush into the sink and snatched up a towel. Leaning on the sink, she looked from Adam to Scott, and Gurney. “I’m not the one to be asking.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen her?” Scott was surprised. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I said, I’m not the one to be asking.” 
 
    “Then, who is?” Adam prompted. 
 
    Gurney clambered to his feet, finishing the tea in several noisy swigs. “Them freaks.” 
 
    “The who?” Scott blinked at the man, but Gurney shook his head and marched out without another word. “Mrs. Bretton, for godsakes,” Scott began. 
 
    She glared after Gurney. “Go down to Thornton and talk to Connie. Connie Quincannon. She could tell you a lot more than me, and tell it better.” She lifted her cuff to glance at her watch. “They’ll be at the shop in another hour or so. They don’t open till eleven on a Sunday, but they go in early to take care of business. I’ll give Con a ring, if you’re going, tell her to expect you.” 
 
    In fact, Scott had already begun to feel confined at Falconstone. The walls seemed measurably closer this morning, and the offer of a swift escape, even for a few hours, was too tempting. He gave Adam a speculative look, and Adam had no objections. “According to the fat book in the red leather binding, even the Big G took Sunday off,” he reasoned. “I can afford to shove the work back into this afternoon. It’s not going to run away on me. Take my car?” 
 
    “Call her, Mrs. B.,” Scott decided. “Tell her we’ll be at the shop. Where in Thornton is it?” 
 
    “There’s a street off one side of the green, dead opposite the bridge. Go up past the church and turn left. The lane don’t go nowhere, just follows the old railway cutting. There’s a few shops and houses. You’ll find The Astral Childe easy enough.” 
 
    “Village green, bridge, church, railway cutting,” Scott recited. “All right.” He cocked his head curiously at the woman, but Edith Bretton turned away, determined to say no more, and he smothered his frustration. “I want a shower before we head out,” he announced. “How’s the hot water, Mrs. B.?” 
 
    “Be quick with it,” she warned. “There’s enough to get wet and clean, but it’ll run cold on you, if you stand there broiling yourself like a lobster.” 
 
    Adam stifled a snort. “In which case, old son, you’re on your own,” he told Scott. “I was about to make you the proverbial offer you couldn’t refuse, but I think we’ll save it till you come over for a sabbatical at Chez Adam, where the hot water, like the French champagne, never expires.” He dropped his voice and his eyes darkened by shades. “Soon, yes?” 
 
    “You’re on,” Scott agreed. 
 
    In fact, getting away from Falconstone for a few days would be a pleasure, even if the job brought Adam right back and kept him here for weeks. Scott could barely imagine spending more than an hour alone in this house, and as for spending a night here without company ― he wondered how Mrs. Bretton managed to sleep. Loud television, partial deafness and strong sleeping pills would help. 
 
    The master bathroom was upstairs, and to Scott’s eyes looked like something right out of a junk shop. The Victorian bath was enormous and well repaired, but the shower was literally tacked on as an afterthought: a pipe bracketed to the wall. The commode was new; the piping behind it stood naked against plasterwork where mold had begun to win the war, despite the faint aroma of sodium hypochlorite lingering in the air. An electric bar radiator hung opposite the bath, over a new basin with age-old taps. 
 
    Complete renovation was already high on Maggie Warburton’s list, and Scott merely swore at the rag-bag facilities as he jerked the cord to start the heater. It crackled on, glowing orange, as he returned to his room for fresh clothes. He would need to find another store soon, especially with an unreliable, infrequent laundry service. The housekeeper promised a van from Thornton twice a week, but Scott had yet to see it. 
 
    He was soaping his hair, skin prickling in a stream of water that could have been much hotter, and heavier, when a whistle from the door announced Adam. “No space in the tub for two to stand under it,” Scott warned, sluicing his head. 
 
    “And even the attempt looks like a broken neck,” Adam observed. “Perish the thought. Pardon me if I stand here and admire the view. But, damn, did I do that? I didn’t notice it last night.” 
 
    “Do what?” Scott hit the taps to kill the water and snatched up a towel. 
 
    “The bruise on your shoulder. Looks like … like somebody punched you. Hard.” Adam stepped into the steam, fingertips tracing the shape of a bruise the size of his palm. “No way in hell could I have done this ― we didn’t get rough.” 
 
    But Scott’s skin had come up in a ripple of gooseflesh as Adam stroked him there, the back of his left shoulder, where he had felt the touch, in the wine cellar. Now Adam mentioned it, he was aware of a small hurt there, as if he had collided with something, or something heavy had fallen on him. 
 
    He tied the towel off around his hips, trying to angle his body so he could see his back in the small, round shaving mirror, but it was impossible. “Cellar,” he said quietly. “I told you somebody touched me.” 
 
    “Hit you with a fucking clenched fist,” Adam retorted. 
 
    “No. Just brushed me, like this.” Scott repeated the touch, skimming Adam’s own shoulder lightly. 
 
    “That wouldn’t bruise you,” Adam protested. “You must have hurt yourself on the flight over, never realized it.” 
 
    Scott snatched up another towel and buried his head in it. “Then, that must be it.” Of course Adam’s blue-daylight rationalization was entirely logical, plausible, but Scott remained far from convinced, if only because the odds against the injury and the touch in the cellar falling in the exact same place were astronomical. “Forget it,” he said tersely, dropping the towels into the laundry basket. He sorted jeans from shirt and gave Adam a level look as he thrust his legs into soft old denim. “You just keep on coming up with the explanations … keep my imagination on the leash.” 
 
    Reluctant, awkward, which looked odd on Adam, he backed out of the humid bathroom. “I’ll go and bring the car around, warm it up. You might ask Mrs. B. if there’s anything she needs from the village.” He leaned over to kiss as Scott settled a fresh teeshirt on his shoulders. “And put something warm on. I looked outside a minute ago. There isn’t enough heat in the sun yet to melt the frost off.” 
 
    Cold, he thought, tying off his sneakers, over double-layered merino socks. He shrugged into the cream cable sweater and swung downstairs for jacket, scarf, gloves, and found Edith Bretton in the hall, rearranging the dust with random swipes of a kitchen towel. 
 
    “Take the day,” he told her. “Sunday. Anything you want from Thornton?” And when she shook her head he asked shrewdly, “Do you have anything for a bruise? Bloody great big one, right where something touched me when I was down in the cellar.” He watched her closely, saw the involuntary clench of the muscles around eyes and mouth before she said stiffly, 
 
    “Aye, I’ve got a jar of arnica. I’ll leave it out for you.” 
 
    With that she headed back to the kitchen, where a kettle was whistling, a fresh tray of scones cooling. Art Gurney would be in for his tea break in a few minutes. Scott watched her go with a deep frown, but said nothing as he banged the front door behind him. 
 
    The Mazda MX-5 was starlight black outside, charcoal gray inside, and small enough that even with the bucket seat cranked right back, Scott was aware of a squeeze. Adam seemed not to notice. Power obviously fascinated him; he relished the snarl of the small, high-revving engine. Scott sat back, ran up the seatbelt and enjoying watching the man at play as he took the car to the moor road and turned right out of Falconstone’s sagging iron gates. 
 
    By now the sun was high enough, strong enough, to melt off the frost where it touched, but every shadow remained crisp and white. The sky was pale blue, the delicate shade of a bird’s egg, between yellowish clouds; and in the northeast those clouds lay banked like a mountain range on the horizon. 
 
    “That way lies Scandinavia,” Adam said, noticing the direction of Scott’s frown. 
 
    “Everything’s backwards here,” Scott said, amusing even himself. “At home, heavy weather comes up from the southwest, right off the Southern Ocean.” 
 
    “As in, next stop Antarctica.” Adam’s brows arched. “Not that you people know what ‘heavy weather’ means.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Scott informed him. “It’s just … different.” 
 
    Adam indulged in a little humor as he reached over and rested his left hand on Scott’s thigh. “The pub’ll be open by the time we get away from the Quincannons. You fancy lunch? My treat.” 
 
    “Pleasure, so long as you’re buying.” Scott thought fleetingly of Chan-Wylie Financial Management, wondering if they might release a little cash. 
 
    “You strapped for readies?” Adam guessed. 
 
    “That’d be one way of putting it.” Scott watched the moor go by, lonely, bleak, not even a sheep visible for miles. Crows circled over a knoll off the high side of the road. Some creature had died there in the night, fetching in carrion eaters, the only sign of life Scott could recognize. 
 
    “That’s an easy fix,” Adam told him. “I’ve already authenticated eight volumes, six of them with wish-list whack-jobs just salivating to get their hands on them. I’ll send some emails this afternoon, get rid of the six and put out feelers for the other two. Now, the funds go to a five-day escrow service while the goods go out via courier, heavily insured. Seven days, you’ll be looking at some very nice cash. There’s fees to be deducted for the escrow account, courier charges, my percentage, and for godsakes don’t forget to stash something for tax. You’re in the UK now, tax laws here are way different from what you’re used to. If in doubt, ask Mags.” 
 
    Scott had the impression he should be taking notes. “Remind me,” he invited. 
 
    Wood smoke from isolated farmhouses pointed southwest like weather vanes, marking the direction of the light breeze. Fallow fields, dark hedgerows and tracts of virgin moor alternated in a landscape that made Scott think of the Dutch painter, Rien Poortvliet. His parents had loved the artist’s wildlife studies; his mother’s copy of The Living Forest was boxed now, with almost everything Scott owned, in Bruce and Beck’s shed. 
 
    “Penny for them,” Adam offered, slowing to go around a tractor headed into a gateway. Ahead, Thornton was a cluster of pale walled, red roofed houses strung out along the road, with just a few short lanes headed back between tiny fields. 
 
    “They’re not worth a penny,” Scott admitted, and watched the Todd Beck go by, still fast and deep, brown and foamy in its channel beneath the humpbacked bridge. The whole village was probably National Trust listed, he guessed, though he knew many of the terraced cottages along the road had been gutted, two or three combined into one to make attractive properties for successful business commuters from York in one direction, Middlesbrough in the other. He had a grasp on the geography now. “That’s the pub ―?” 
 
    Adam had just taken the Mazda around the muddy, deserted village green, where an unidentifiable figure in a cherry-red quilted coat hauled a tall, shaggy dog along the ivy-cloaked wall of The Black Lion. “Decent food, good beer,” Adam assured him. “Now, what was it … bridge, church, railway cutting. There.” 
 
    The square tower of an elderly church peeked above the cottage rooftops, and Adam turned carefully into a lane almost too narrow to admit the car. If any vehicle had been parked in it, he would have been blocked, but as far as the old railway cutting, Scott saw only a bicycle, leaning against a wall by a closed door. 
 
    The lane dead-ended where the old railway cutting rose like the rampart of an ancient hill fort. To the left, a line of cottages, some converted to shops and studios, straggled away toward an abandoned station. Adam had already seen a hand-painted sign, and parked by a low box hedge. 
 
    Almost still, the air was crisp, cold, as Scott swung open the door and stretched out his legs. “The train doesn’t come through here anymore?” 
 
    “They discontinued the line, combined two or three services.” Both hands pressed to his back, Adam worked his spine. “The train goes to Danby ― the Esk Valley Line. This old place was abandoned more than half a century ago, one of the reasons it’s still so quiet.” 
 
    “I imagine the locals like it this way,” Scott hazarded. 
 
    “They do. There’s not much to Thornton you haven’t already seen. If it happens here, it happens at the Black Lion. The garage sells petrol, there’s a grocer’s shop, a chandler, which is mostly about chicken feed, a chemist ― don’t let me forget to go there! ― and they show films in the church hall twice a week.” 
 
    And The Astral Childe was tucked away in a dead-end off a lane that went nowhere, in the village that time forgot, Scott thought. The perfect place for a woman who organized a Wiccan coven to do business off any social radar that might disapprove. 
 
    The sign was painted in oils on pale wood, a man’s smiling face seemingly made of out of oak leaves and acorns, set against the familiar five-point star which was, he noted, rotated the ‘right’ way up. 
 
    Three meters of garden path and straggling shrubs separated the hedge from a door where a ‘closed’ sign hung ominously. To the right, another sign pointed toward the Thornton Folk Museum, offering a ‘regional collection’ set out in a stone-walled shed under new galvanized iron roofing. The cottage itself seemed to be the bookshop. The gate squealed, perhaps an early warning that customers were on the way in. 
 
    Peering through the half-glassed door, Scott made out a stained wood counter, drawers and shelves, two walls given over entirely to books, polished floorboards, and an open door leading into the back. Lights were on, and he saw movement in the rear of the shop. 
 
    “Somebody’s in,” he told Adam, though the only car in evidence was their own. He tapped on the glass. “We’re supposed to be expected, unless Mrs. B. forgot to phone.” 
 
    But as he tapped, a dim shape turned at the sound, separated itself into two figures, and one of them waved. A man, a woman, Scott saw as they came to unlock the shop. The door swung inward with the tinkle of wind chimes, and grudging daylight outlined the couple. 
 
    If Scott was any judge they were in early middle age, tweedy, robust, horse-faced, pleasant. The man was just beginning to display his scalp, the woman broadening through the hips, though both wore sweats and hiking boots. Both also wore glasses, though the woman’s hung around her neck on a braided blue ribbon. 
 
    Scott tried a smile. “Mrs. Bretton called? My name’s Scott Lennox, I just inherited the old house, Falconstone. This is a friend of mine, Adam Harding.” 
 
    “The antiquarian, yes, I know the name. I’m Connie Quincannon.” The accent was not quite local, but thick with the vowels of some other part of the north. She thrust out a battered brown hand. “Edith did call ― come in, please. We’re actually closed; we wouldn’t expect customers, not on a Sunday morning. This is my husband, Bernard.” 
 
    Dutiful, smile in place, Scott shook the man’s chilly hand. As Bernard passed on to Adam he said, “Mrs. B. told us you’d be the people to talk to … it’s about the house, Mrs. Quincannon.” 
 
    “Call me Connie, please. Come straight through into the back.” The door creaked into place and the shop suddenly seemed crowded. From the rooms in the rear of the old converted cottage came thready, fluting folk music, yellow lamplight, a rush of warmth. The air smelled of dust, paper, old wood, overlaid by something like sandalwood and cedar incense.  “I’m making coffee,” she said, making her way into a kitchen that had become an office, “if you need the caffeine fix.” 
 
    Working in the space between two computers and a printer, she was fiddling the cap off a jumbo-sized jar of instant, and Scott declined. “As I said, I just inherited the place, and ―” He shot Adam a wry look. “Is it just me, or is Falconstone weird?” 
 
    Pale hazel eyes looked him over as Bernard Quincannon turned off the electric kettle, and Connie’s plucked brows arched curiously. “It’s not just you. She’s up to her old tricks, is she?” 
 
    “She?” Adam echoed. 
 
    “The house.” Bernard studied Scott over the tops of half-moon reading glasses. “Oh, yes, she’s weird. That’s one word for it. Another one would be notorious.” 
 
    “Ah.” Adam zipped out of his jacket in the warmth, hung it over a chair. “We’re talking to the right people. I’m at Falconstone to work through the library, sort the wheat from the chaff. You must know Scott’s uncle possessed a good many very old, vary valuable books.” 
 
    “We should,” Connie said acidly. “I tracked down a fair number of those titles for Mister Lennox.” She rolled her eyes theatrically. “Ours not to reason why. It’s nothing to me, Mister Harding. If Hector Lennox was willing to pay ridiculous prices for tripe, why should I refuse the commission? He was a good customer. In fact, we’ll miss his business. I’d half expected to be asked to go through the library myself, but I suppose the young Mister Lennox here had his own contacts.” 
 
    “Me?” Scott made negative gestures. “I just got off the plane, literally. The solicitor, Maggie Warburton, was in charge of finding the right people to get certain wheels in motion.” 
 
    “Not a name I know,” Connie admitted. “It’s understandable enough that Miss Warburton would call in her own associates.” 
 
    Bernard took a noisy slurp from his mug. “Which all means you’ll be selling Falconstone,” he said to Scott, “and the process starts with the books, antiques, paintings. Very wise, that. Very wise indeed.” 
 
    “Is it?” Scott shared a glance with Adam. 
 
    “Well, Falconstone isn’t the kind of place you’d want for your weekend hideaway,” Connie mused. “The house has a rather nasty reputation. Old Hector Lennox was harmless enough, I suppose. Besides which, he was only there for a few years before he passed away suddenly. No, no, if you want the real weirdness, you go back to the Earls of Greythorpe.” 
 
    “The mad Earls of Greythorpe,” Adam said pointedly. “We found a page in a book on ancient manor houses of the region. Insanity ran in the family.” 
 
    “Galloped,” Bernard corrected, as if it amused him. He parked himself on a three-legged stool at the end of the table and surveyed the younger men with some speculation. “Insanity charged through the Greythorpes like an enraged rhino. They were mad as hatters ― inbred, of course. Trace it back, and their bloodline looks like a knitting pattern. Several ended their days chained up in the nut house, St. John’s asylum over near Lincoln. Finally, the line just bred itself out. The last direct descendent is a woman named Plowright, lives somewhere in the wilds of north Scotland. She won’t be passing on the genes for insanity, since she can’t have children, poor woman.” 
 
    “Poor woman, my eye,” Connie said disdainfully. “She’s as bloody lunatic as the rest of them, and it’s her own fault ― to the benefit of everyone else here!” She glanced at Scott and Adam, and sighed eloquently. “It was a local scandal, you understand. At twelve years of age, the bold Phoebe Debray ― oh, that’s the family name. ‘Greythorpe’ was the title of course. Aethelheard’s descendents took the name of Debray in the late eleventh century, when they’d made their peace with their Norman overlords, and were granted powers and privileges. A Norman noblewoman, chosen by William I himself, married Aethelheard’s son, which sealed the alliance. Anyway, Mistress Phoebe Debray, then aged twelve, seduced a disreputable sort of man from Manchester. He made off with her. Abducted her, so everyone thought. This would have been ― what year, Bernard?” 
 
    “Something like 1982, I should think,” Bernard hazarded. “I forget. If it’s important, it’s easy enough to turn up the newspaper stories. 
 
    But Connie shook her head. “Not now, at any rate. Suffice to say,” she told Scott and Adam, “the police tore the north country apart, literally coast to coast, in the hunt for her, fully expecting to find her dead body. In fact, she turned up working in a Liverpool whorehouse, eight months pregnant and quite at home in her rat’s nest. She was thirteen by then ― absolutely certifiable, as I said.” 
 
    “She had the baby, obviously,” Adam said slowly. “But being illegitimate it wouldn’t be a legal heir to the title.” 
 
    “Besides which the child was a girl, and born dead into the bargain,” Connie said with a grim fatalism. “Phoebe was so young and tiny, so injured in the birth, she could never carry another child full term. Social services took her into custody, of course; people were charged left and right in Liverpool. She was bought home to her mother, at Falconstone, for some time. Ask Edith … from what I hear, Phoebe was under lock and key there for a few years, while she at least grew up. But short of chaining her to a wall, they couldn’t keep Miss Debray under control for longer than a matter of hours. I imagine one and all were delighted to see the back of her when she turned eighteen! 
 
    “The next time she surfaced, she was in Aberdeen, married to some stinking drunk who spent most of his time out on an oilrig, closer to Norway than the British Isles.” Connie’s brow creased as she considered the hopeless tangle of the girl’s life. “So she’s Phoebe Plowright now, and a widow. Jack Plowright was killed in an industrial accident on the rig. There you have it: the end of a family line that was proud to trace its ancestry back before the Normal conquest. The Greythorpes are extinct, thank gods.” 
 
    Scott helped himself to a chair and angled a frown up at Adam. “They were that bad? All of them?” 
 
    “Almost all of them,” Bernard said carefully. “Falconstone has known more bloodshed over the centuries than many a battlefield.” His brow creased deeply. You can feel the … the woe there, sometimes. Other times the place is quiet, but it has the quiet of the grave, the tomb. There’s been so much pain on the estate. Most if it’s documented, you know. I have several volumes over in the museum, but we just closed for the season. We’re renovating during the winter, so everything’s been crated to keep the dust out of it. I suppose I could dig it out, bring it up to the house later, if you’re interested.” 
 
    “No thanks,” Adam said smartly. 
 
    “Yes, I’d be grateful,” Scott said at the same moment. He gave Adam a wry grin. “I just want to know what the hell I’ve got myself into. Soon as you get done with the library job, you can bugger off back to Scarborough. You never have to see Falconstone again. Me ― the will forces me to own the place for two years before I can sell.” 
 
    “That’s an Australian accent,” Connie observed, pouring a second cup of instant and stirring it thoughtfully. “I imagine you’re only over here to negotiate the best deal for the property.” 
 
    “You got it.” Scott slid both hands into his hip pockets. “To me it’s just an investment, but I need to know about it, and Mrs. Bretton’s being so tight-lipped, you’d think she had half a dozen bodies buried under the shed.” 
 
    “Well, she’d be circumspect, of course,” Bernard said slowly. “Edith’s been there so long. She ought to remember young Phoebe well, and the abduction case that wasn’t. What a scandal. Still, Edith stayed on afterward, when the house was bought by the Right Honorable Peter Chisholm, MP.” 
 
    “And she chose to stay on again after Betsy Chisholm was widowed,” Connie added. “I dare say there’s no one else who’d be willing to meet Falconstone halfway, turn the proverbial deaf ear to its … idiosyncrasies. Edith probably doesn’t want to say too much and find herself packing her bags. God knows, she ought to be retired, years ago, but that’s Edith for you. She’ll die in harness.” 
 
    Keys pattered, a dry rattle as Bernard began to enter stock numbers from a faxed list. “She took care of Hector Lennox till the end. Didn’t like the old coot, but when you’ve been in service as long as Edith, you know how to keep your teeth together.” He looked up at Scott. “Yes, I’ll dig out those volumes, bring them along later.” 
 
    “When it’s convenient,” Scott said easily. “It’s just background I’m looking for. I’m trying to get my head around Falconstone. Figure out what makes it tick.” He hesitated. “And I’d like to know why Hector Lennox died so suddenly. According to Maggie Warburton, the death certificate quoted a massive coronary heart attack, but Mrs. Bretton says Hector died … well, of shock, or fright.” 
 
    The remark made Connie look up from the week’s account books. “His heart? As far as I knew, he had a touch of asthma, and he wasn’t so old. He was a randy old goat, if you want the truth. He’d be after anything in a skirt who’d give him the time of day. You’d find his hands in all the wrong places. Sorry, Bern.” 
 
    Bernard only chuckled. “He’d settle for any boy in the area, come to that, if the women showed him the door! Lennox was a philanderer, and an armchair adventurer. I do believe that’s one of the reasons he bought Falconstone, because the house is so notorious. There’s always been trouble on the estate. It’s no wonder there’s such a wealth of folklore ― oh, hobgoblins, boggarts, demonic figures. There was a holy well on a nearby hill. It was only filled in, in the late nineteenth century, to curtail the shenanigans surrounding it. People used to flee there for sanctuary. Back in the sixteenth century a woman ran there to escape the mob howling behind her, ready to burn her at the stake as a witch. She went headfirst down the well and broke her neck instead.” 
 
    “Which is a far better offer than being burned alive,” Connie said darkly. “The truth is, people have always gone missing around Falconstone. Itinerant laborers, tramps, gypsies, what have you. Most of them are just gone, never a trace. But one or two have turned up dead on the skirts of the property. There was a half-hearted investigation in the 1920s, another in 1978 that was far more thorough, but just as unsuccessful. Nothing ever went into court. If you look back through local chronicles, journals, even the parish records, you’ll find numerous references to people vanishing within shouting distance of Falconstone, as long ago as the 1630s.” 
 
    Chill fingers seemed to scamper the length of Scott’s back. “Damn. And you can feel the woe there, when the place half wakes. I’ve felt it.” 
 
    For a moment the Quincannons traded glances and Connie echoed softly, “Half wakes?” 
 
    It was difficult to find the right words, and Scott floundered for them. “I’ve only spent a few days there, but the house feels like it’s asleep. Then something disturbs it, it half wakes up, and it gets …” 
 
    “Weird,” Bernard said flatly. “You’re not the first to notice this. Some very good studies have been compiled, detailing this region’s relics, manor houses, Saxon and Roman ruins, even a couple of Bronze Age burial sites. The guide books list the forts, historic battlefields.” He paused. “And the haunted places.” 
 
    Again, the chill fingers dancing across Scott’s spine. “And Falconstone?” 
 
    “Has been listed with the haunted places several times,” Connie said levelly. “Now, I realize you’ll be skeptical, and you’ve every right to your beliefs. But people have seen things, heard things. Of course I’ve read all the rational, quasi-scientific explanations. I’m sorry, but they don’t impress or satisfy me.” She toyed with her glasses, churning through an upsurge of memories, and at last shrugged. “As you said, yourself, the house sleeps. When it begins to wake, it’s … perhaps restless is an apt word.” 
 
    All this, Scott digested while the office fell so silent, the computers’ cooling fans sounded loud. “Why in hell,” he wondered at last, “would Hector buy the place, if all this weird crap is so well documented?” 
 
    The Quincannons traded glances again, and Scott watched Connie lift a brow at Bernard, who shook his head minutely. A moment later both were smiling, and Bernard said generously, “In its day it was a beautiful house, and it could be again. It just needs some investment, some TLC. There’s space to move and expand, you’re on forty hectares. You may not believe it now, but in summer this is a glorious part of the world. Hector Lennox knew a shrewd deal when he saw one. My information is, he picked up Falconstone for a comparative song, and I don’t believe the house’s notorious reputation bothered him one iota.” 
 
    Notorious? “You mean its reputation for being haunted.” Scott waited for them to comment, but the Quincannons seemed to be done. “The Chisholms didn’t appear to have any problem,” he added. 
 
    “They were very aged, heavily medicated and close to stone deaf, going by various remarks Edith Bretton made,” Adam said pointedly. “She told me, she’d have to bellow the simplest questions at them. A couple of Valiums down the hatch, and Falconstone could do what it liked. I doubt the old widow would know one damned thing about what went on there.” 
 
    Connie’s eyes were diamond sharp. “You’ve seen things. Already?” 
 
    “A girl,” Scott said carefully. “In the garden. Now you see her, now you don’t.” 
 
    “Ah.” Bernard sat back. “Many witnesses have reported seeing the woman. Even that wag, Art Gurney, saw her ― oh, ten years ago. Since then he won’t go near the place after twilight. He’s always gone before dark, and you couldn’t drag him back before dawn supposing you burned Falconstone to the ground.” He rubbed his palms together, an expression of something like glee. “Gurney rushed into the pub one night, just on closing time. White as a sheet, shaking like a leaf, didn’t want to tell the story before he’d had two or three too many. Then you couldn’t shut him up.” 
 
    With a quiet sound of exasperation, Adam pulled up the last chair and sat. “So this girl is often seen?” 
 
    “Quite often.” Connie toyed with a pencil, ignoring the accounts now. “There’s some material about her in the books Bernard’ll be digging out for you. It’s entirely possible Hector Lennox also saw her … though I doubt she’d have scared him into a coronary, unless he was the kind to jump at his own shadow. And he wasn’t.” She looked probingly at Scott. “You saw her. Did she frighten you?” 
 
    And Scott had to admit, she had not. “Looked like she was breaking her heart. I wanted to help, didn’t know how.” 
 
    “Quite.” Bernard took his mug to the sink and rinsed it. “Oh, you’re not telling us anything that hasn’t been well documented. Falconstone has always been infamous for its trouble, its violence. Mrs. Betsy Chisholm, the MP’s widow, never knew a tenth of what went on there. Mayhem, mark my words, right under her nose.” 
 
    “Not that anyone hereabouts was aware of it,” Connie said sharply, “but I saw the signs for myself. Blood and wine on the ground. Pah! The house has a tradition. It begs for this.” 
 
    “For ― this?” Scott echoed. “Blood and wine? I don’t follow.” 
 
    “In the old Elizabethan chapel,” Connie said with mock patience. “It was never deconsecrated, didn’t the solicitor tell you? She should have. It’s still technically a church. You understand. Holy ground.” 
 
    He struggled with the implications, wondering if he were being terminally slow today. “So?” 
 
    It was Adam who answered, very quietly. “The black mass, Scottie.” 
 
    Connie nodded deeply. “This kind of thing gets the rest of us a bad name. It escapes into the papers, onto the Internet ― everybody prancing about in the nude, high on drugs, drunk as lords, having a grand orgy, flailing at each other with whips. And if you can play silly buggers in a church, on sanctified ground …” 
 
    “Shit,” Scott whispered. “Hector’s library is full of books about this crap. Mrs. B. said he bought a lot of the stuff here.” 
 
    Now Connie sighed, turned away from Scott and Adam and gazed out through the wide window over the sink, where café curtains only partially blocked a view down the lane into the village. “I don’t keep books on black magic and Satanism in stock, but obviously I know where to get them. As the saying goes ― duh. Privately published volumes, sometimes very old works, the rags and tatters of knowledge filtering down to us from other centuries. It’s not illegal. Ask your friend here. He deals in the same books.” 
 
    “Not illegal at all,” Adam affirmed, “and extremely lucrative, if you’re plugged into the right client list: batshit crazy and loaded with money.” 
 
    Connie spread her hands expansively. “So I order in the books. The grocer down the street stocks cigarettes, but he doesn’t smoke. The pharmacist sells home pregnancy testing kits, and he’s a male of eighty … it’s just information. You can’t be forced to read it, much less believe one word. What you do with information is your own business.” 
 
    “Like porn,” Adam agreed. “Don’t worry, we’re on the same page.” 
 
    “So.” Bernard rinsed Connie’s mug and arranged the two on the drying rack. “What can we tell you? Hector Lennox was a profligate, an eccentric, fascinated by black magic and lord knows what else. Falconstone has a bloody history of it ― it’s all in those books I mentioned. But that’s all it is now. History.” 
 
    “History,” Adam mused. “The death certificate says Hector died of a coronary. Mrs. Bretton says he more likely died of fright. What would be your guess?” 
 
    This did surprise Connie. “Edith says Lennox died of fright? Well, there may be something to it, if she says so. She’s a shrewd one.” 
 
    “We’ve noticed,” Scott said dryly. “You know her well?” 
 
    “Of course.” Connie’s eyes crinkled as she smiled. “She’s one of us.” She paused to let the sense of what she’d said sink in. “One of our … group. Edith was a solitary most of her life, but when we moved up here she was happy to join us. I’d managed a group in London for years, but we came here to get away from all the drugs and city twaddle.” She slipped her arm through her husband’s. “I suppose you think it’s a lot of rubbish. Well, that’s your prerogative.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Scott said quickly. “You mean, drugs used to produce altered states of perception. I read something about it in one of Hector’s books.” 
 
    “Yes.” A look of distaste twisted Bernard Quincannon’s mouth. “If this is what Hector was up to, it’s no wonder he had a massive coronary. But I suppose he wasn’t getting any younger, which would be reason enough.” 
 
    “Reason enough?” Scott echoed. “For what? To drug himself up to the eyeballs and try this black magic stuff?” He was way out of his depth, and not too proud to admit it. “I don’t follow.” 
 
    The Quincannons blinked at him for a moment, studiously blank, before Connie said simply, “Falconstone. To a man like Hector Lennox, the house presented an incredible opportunity.” Scott waited, and she sifted words with obvious care. “He was getting along in years, and many such people get twitchy, struggling with the inescapable fact their days on this Earth are numbered. After which … what?” 
 
    “Ah. No faith in anything, no belief in a hereafter,” Adam guessed. 
 
    But Bernard’s head shook in a slow, emphatic negative. “Quite the opposite, I should think. Someone without belief doesn’t give a toss about death. There’s nothing to fear in oblivion, is there? We might not like to imagine ourselves snuffing out into pure nothingness, as if we never existed at all, but if you don’t exist, nothing can possibly hurt you. But judgment, now. Judgment is a different kettle of fish. If you’ve been a bad boy all your life, and you fully expect to go up in front of some celestial judge very soon ― ah. You might like to try negotiating a deal while you’re still in charge of at least part of the game.” 
 
    “It’s more common than you can imagine,” Connie added quietly, “though in their last days, most people simply turn back to the deity of their childhood and try to pray their way back into the ranks of the blessed. But of course, if you can’t believe in the pearly gates and Saint Peter, or the garden of paradise, what’s the alternative?” She hesitated and added very quietly, “The Bible isn’t all sweetness and light, you know. It hides some remarkably unpleasant faces. Christian demonology is a very deep, very dark well from which we don’t choose to draw water.” 
 
    “But the bucket’s always waiting there, for anyone who wants to dip it,” Bernard said with the utter impartiality of the scholar. “Satan as a force, a concept, an entity, “belongs to the Abrahamic religions. As for Hector Lennox, he’d read more than enough to stand up and address a packed auditorium.” 
 
    Well … shit,” Scott said succinctly. “And I know, I said that before.” He studied the Quincannons closely. “You’re sure about this, about Hector?” 
 
    “Which part?” Bernard made amused noises. “We know exactly what he was reading; we sold most of it to him! But as to why he’d buy Falconstone of all places ― conjecture, I admit. But a highly educated guess, wouldn’t you say, Con?” 
 
    “As good a guess as any,” she said thoughtfully. “And it’s too late by now to knock on the man’s door and ask him pointblank.” She paused, brows arching. “Unless you care to do just that ― or try.” 
 
    Adam recoiled. “Do what?” 
 
    “Bern?” She gave her husband a dig with one elbow. “You know the fellow I’m talking about. The Russian, or whatever he is.” 
 
    “The who, now?” Bernard scrambled to catch up. “Oh, the Polish character, or is he Czech, what’s his name? Berkov, is it? Kolya Berkov. Just a moment.” 
 
    He was gone then, hurrying through into the shop, and Scott listened as he drew books from a shelf in the corner by the counter. A Russian? Adam wore a perplexed expression, an admission that he had lost the plot. Scott merely waited until Bernard returned with two modest paperbacks. He slapped them onto the table with a flourish. 
 
    “Those might help,” Connie offered. “Again, privately printed work ― signed by the author at a meeting a few months ago, and he stuck his business cards in as bookmarks. Reaching him shouldn’t be a problem, if you care to go that route.” 
 
    The Realm Invisible, and slightly thicker, Beyond Mind, Beyond Man. Both wore astonishing photomontage art jackets of spectral forms shrouding living humans and animals; both carried the byline of N.I. Berkov. Scott turned them over, scanned the back covers with an odd mix of healthy skepticism and terrible fascination. “How much do I owe you?” 
 
    “Thirty. And don’t feel compelled to buy anything,” Connie said quickly “It’s just a wild notion. I know Berkov’s still in the area. He’s over in Whitby, in fact, pursuing his latest line of research. His card’s in the back. Look, at least talk to him. What’s a phone call cost?” 
 
    Three creased tens fell on the table, and Scott slid away his wallet. “Thanks, Mrs. … Connie. You’ve been a big help, I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Any time,” Bernard said cheerfully. “I’ll be over later, when I’ve hunted down those books for you. “Here, let me show you out.” 
 
    As if they were likely to get lost between kitchen-cum-office and the cottage’s front door, where the sign was still turned to read ‘closed.’ Scott shrugged into his jacket, a pace behind Adam on the way back to the car. 
 
    There, Adam shivered animatedly. “Now, that was freakin’ creepy. I need a shot of something strong, some decent coffee and some hot food. Lunch?” 
 
    “Lunch,” Scott decided. Determinedly, he slid the books into the glove compartment and put them out of his mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Weeks past the end of the season, the Black Lion was still busy for Sunday lunch though the weather had begun to worsen rapidly. The tables outside, under the big yellow umbrellas, were deserted while the hot, humid dining room was almost full. Scott wondered if Adam would get a table at all, until a tall, scrawny boy in a waiter’s white apron showed them to a tiny alcove off the main room. The nook caught and hoarded the hot draft from the combustion stove. Between other patrons, they had a narrow view of the street, and he watched the few passersby while Adam went up to the bar for drinks. 
 
    He brought a double Glenlivet and ice for Scott, a light ale for the driver, before he switched to coffee. At the end of the bar, the grinder atop the espresso machine began to growl. Scott drank a little, felt the booze reach his bloodstream, waited for the first subtle relaxation signaling the unwinding process. His belly unclenched first and he gave Adam a lopsided smile that mocked only himself. 
 
    Under the hubbub of dense conversation, a clatter of crockery from across the dining room, he said, “Thanks, man.” 
 
    Intent on the menu, Adam looked up for just a moment. “For what?” 
 
    “For doing this with me,” Scott said awkwardly. “I’d have forgiven you if you’d taken off for Scarborough at first light and told me to find somebody else to put a value on the library. You’re getting a hell of a lot more than you bargained for.” 
 
    In this light Adam’s eyes were closer to green than blue, and dark. “You think I’d leave you to it?” Beneath the table, his hand rested warmly on Scott’s right knee. “You underestimate yourself.” 
 
    The small, warm contact made Scott feel almost human again. “Last night?” He acknowledged a thrill of pleasure. 
 
    “And tonight, and tomorrow.” Adam dropped his voice. “This is me, trying to work out ways to spin out a simple job, make it last longer than I know it should.” 
 
    Heat crept into Scott’s face. It might have been the whisky, but he doubted it. “So you can stay around? You must find this place pretty boring. You’re used to the London scene. This? There’s nothing here but wind and sky and sheep.” He paused. “Which also describes a lot of Australia, come to think of it.” 
 
    The small humor won him a smile. “The London scene is great,” Adam admitted, “if you want to get laid a lot. Been there, done that. Ended up getting burned. Twice, in fact. You notice ―” He waggled his left ring finger. “I’m alone.” 
 
    “Makes two of us,” Scott growled. “Divorced?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” Adam seemed to focus on scenes only he could see, and shook himself back to reality with an effort. “Bust up. Big, big bust up, the kind with screaming and throwing things, a lot of smashed dinner plates, then it takes a solicitor to work out who owns the hundred-inch TV and the Dalmatian.” His face set into cynical lines which, for a few seconds, made him look every day of his age. “Richard got the dog, I wound up with the fucking TV. I could’ve bought another big screen in the Christmas sales, but Pepper’s one of a kind, and that bastard only fought to take him away from me because he knew how much it was going to fucking hurt. He wanted to twist a knife between my ribs, and he knew exactly how to do it.” 
 
    “Ouch.” Scott laid his hand over Adam’s, on his knee. “And I thought I’d had it rough. How long ago?” 
 
    “Early last year,” Adam sighed. “At first I didn’t want to be bothered getting involved with anyone. Told everybody I knew how I was finished with anything that smelled like a relationship. Then months turned into a year, and more, and … what can you say? I’m still human after all.” 
 
    And lonely, Scott realized, because Adam Harding wasn’t looking for a string of one night wonders any more than Scott Lennox was. “I’m sorry for what happened,” he said quietly. “Pepper, is it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Adam caught Scott’s hand, held it tightly. “I ran wild for about six months, behaved like a complete moron ― was lucky I didn’t catch something. Just lucky. Got stood up, dumped, till I barely trust faces I see in a clubs anymore. You?” 
 
    “Big, big bust up,” Scott told him, “very public, very embarrassing, on vacation in India ― supposed to be our engagement celebration! Christ, what a joke. By the time we got back on a plane, we were sitting a hundred seats apart. The little shit couldn’t wait for me to head for work, so he could divide up everything we owned, seventy-thirty. He left me with the dregs, a bundle of power and phone bills due, and one hundred percent of the lease.” 
 
    No need to add that he had barely dug himself out of the hole when he missed his footing on the ladder. Six weeks of chiropractic later, his credit card was bent further out of shape than his back and, right on cue, the lease expired. The less said on this score, he decided, the better. Adam had missed being born with a silver spoon in his mouth only because Victoria Harding was one of the original women’s libbers who, as a matter of honor, wouldn’t accept a man’s support on her own account. 
 
    College money was another question, and the product of a classical education sat before Scott, wearing an expression of rueful sympathy. “Ouch,” Adam said soberly. “Third degree burns there. I’ll just bet that hurt.” He tilted his head at Scott, studying him with a frown. “You’re so damned different. You’re not a city boy, I suppose ―” 
 
    “Adelaide’s grown pretty big since I was a kid,” Scott argued. “Not like London, though. I flew right through, didn’t stop. It looked ― overwhelming.” 
 
    “It is,” Adam said in philosophical tones. “London will eat you alive and spit out the wishbone. It’s a great town. Best in the world, if you’re cruising.” 
 
    “And if you’re not?” Scott wondered. If you were looking for something more permanent, something to last years, or a lifetime? He couldn’t say it. 
 
    Adam’s shoulders lifted in a slow shrug. “Then London can be one of the most depressing places in the world. Ask anybody who’s been in the same situation, they’ll tell you the same of New York and Athens and Tokyo. A city’s … a city. Every one of them’s the end of the line. You go there searching for your personal holy grail and if you don’t find it ― correction. End of the world, in fact.” 
 
    “Holy grail,” Scott echoed. 
 
    “Everyone has their own holy grail,” Adam said introspectively. “The thing they want most, the thing they’ve never been able to find.” 
 
    “Even you?” Scott wondered. 
 
    “Especially me!” Adam threw off the increasing moodiness with a visible effort. “And at the end of it all, here I am, still the eternal bloody optimist, looking for ways to spin out this job, make it last.” His brows quirked at Scott. 
 
    The question was silent, yet it clamored.  “I’m not sure I can stay in England.” Scott paused while the coffee arrived and Adam ordered the burger with salad. “Make it two,” he told the waiter, and when the gangly kid had gone, leaned closer. “I’m here on a tourist visa. It’s good for six months … mind you, since I inherited the whole bloody Lennox estate, it should be easy enough to get something more permanent. When Chan-Wylie Financial starts to release funds, I won’t be strapped for cash at all.” He sat back, puffed out his cheeks. 
 
    “One day at a time, loverboy,” Adam warned. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned the hard way, it’s not to take anything for granted.” He toasted Scott in cappuccino. “Been burned too often. Like you.” 
 
    Scott chinked coffee mugs with him. “And this thing with Falconstone, you’re ready to ― what did Connie Quincannon say? Meet it halfway?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Adam said with scrupulous honesty. “I will tell you this: if or when I decide enough’s enough and I’m getting the hell out, I’m likely to grab you by the scruff of your rough, tough Aussie neck and haul you out with me.” 
 
    “Rough, tough?” For the first time in too long, Scott actually laughed. “The reputation runs ahead of us, no matter where we go.” 
 
    Adam affected a crestfallen look. “I’m devastated. You mean, you don’t wrestle crocodiles and hypnotize water buffalo?” 
 
    “Oh, all Aussies do that,” Scott said fatuously. “You have to, the buggers get in the way in the carpark at the mall, won’t let you get to the taxi rank outside the Hilton.” He paused to let Adam guffaw, which drew startled, disapproving glances across  the dining room, and added, “We take care of them the same way New York City folk handle all those rattlers and scorpions and grizzly bears infesting downtown.” 
 
    “They don’t have those in NYC,” Adam protested. 
 
    Scott raised his cup. “Cheers.” 
 
    “Ah. Cute.” Adam subsided, wiping the smile off his face. “One day at a time, Scottie. And Falconstone … let’s see what the bitch comes out to play with.” 
 
    At the end of the bar, the display on the big TV screen cut away from news and sports, and Scott began to watch as he saw a weather forecast come up. The whole British Isles appeared to be small enough to be engulfed by the same weather front. This still seemed so unusual to the outsider, but it was happening at this moment. 
 
    Heavy weather was slowly creeping over from Scandinavia. The only positive thing Scott could see was that it was driven by very mild winds. Snow had already begun in Scotland’s harsh northeast, and the forecasters guessed that centers from Carlisle to Sheffield would be dumped on inside the next week. 
 
    “You should be watching this,” he said soberly. “It’s about to get interesting.” 
 
    Twisting in his seat, Adam hung one arm over the back to watch. “This is going to throw a spanner in the spokes. I’d been hoping to get a satellite dish on the roof, but it won’t happen in a freaking blizzard, and this weather could take weeks to go through. Damn.” 
 
    “Satellite phone?” Scott hazarded. 
 
    “Sure, running at about four quid a minute.” Adam sighed heavily. 
 
    “So bill me,” Scott offered. “Add it to your commission. Tell Maggie to get Chan-Wylie to turn something into cash, cough up some bucks, or however it works. It’s beyond me. I’m a bloody landscape gardener, what do I know?” 
 
    “I think,” Adam mused as the commercials began, “we might start laying in some groceries. There’s plenty of firewood?” 
 
    “Plenty. By the looks of the woodpile, Gurney took down a major tree.” Scott shifted aside to make space as their waiter appeared. Laden plates hit the table, and Adam hunted for pepper. “Have Mrs. B. make up a list. We can phone an order in to a store in York. They should deliver.” 
 
    “Or we can make a quick sprint into town before the weather hits,” Adam said soberly. He looked up at Scott over the food. “You live in England, kiddo, you soon get used to this. Like muddling through in forty or fifty degrees of heat in your stomping ground.” 
 
    “So long as the power stays on,” Scott said acerbically, “all you do is run the a/c and watch the cricket on TV.” He tried the burger, added salt and pepper. “We can try the grocery, on our way out of here, for a start.” 
 
    Adam accorded him a green-eyed wink. “And the chemist. Connie Quincannon said he’s a gent of eighty? Then, I’m about to give him a thrill when I waltz in for condoms and lube.” 
 
    Scott indulged in a chuckle. “He won’t know you’re gay unless you wave it like a flag … which you’re inclined to. And before you say anything, no, it doesn’t bother me. Yes, I enjoy the sense of liberation. No, I didn’t have a repressed childhood. Yes, I love a guy with the guts to stand up and be counted.” 
 
    “Love?” Adam echoed in a husky tone. One brow rose, inviting, speculating. 
 
    “One day at a time.” Scott took a long deep breath. “Yes?” 
 
    “String enough days together,” Adam said softly, “you get a lifetime.” 
 
    Heat crept back into Scott’s face, and he seemed to have lost his appetite. 
 
      
 
      
 
    An odd yellow hue pervaded the sky as afternoon thickened the overcast in the northeast, and the temperature dropped sharply. The heating was on, but the house’s chill settled into meat locker cold. Mrs. Bretton had retreated to the kitchen, where hearth and oven maintained a steamy warmth. The three cats sprawled on the rug, competing for space, while the housekeeper listened to the radio. 
 
    Sixties rock blared while she worked on a grocery list for the supermarket she used in York. They delivered, for a fee, and the Lennox account had never been canceled. Scott was too young to know any of the bands beyond the Rolling Stones, who had been around so long, they were already big in ’66. Paint It Black thumped out of the boombox so loudly, Scott wondered if Edith Bretton would turn down the volume, but she seemed to relish it. He ran the numbers and realized with a start, she would have been a young woman in her early twenties when the Stones performed that song in Hawaii, on the American tour. 
 
    He might have expected Adam to return to work at once, but Adam had his own agenda. Scott watched him throw open the linen cupboard in the upstairs hall, left of the stairs, and hunt out a queen size electric blanket, an extra duvet, two extra pillows. The better mattress was on the bed assigned originally to Scott, while Maggie Warburton took the other room. In minutes it was made up, the radiator on, curtains drawn to catch and hoard heat. 
 
    Only then did the antiquarian allow the library to lure him back with the promise of the strange and valuable. With a self-effacing grin he slid on the glasses, muttered something about bookworms needing love too, and slid the ladder along to the beginning of the next higher shelf. Scott fetched tea, added a generous shot of brandy to each mug, and settled in the chair by the window with The Realm Invisible and Beyond Mind, Beyond Man. 
 
    Inside the front cover was a brief biography of Nikolai Igor Berkov, B.E., MChem, MPhys. Scott teased out a business card, turned it to the light, but it gave only the name and a mobile number. So Berkov ― Russian, Czech, Pole ― was an engineer, chemist and physicist, at least by formal training. The background would give him solid science on which to base research that took him in very different directions. 
 
    It seemed he worked in some of the world’s most haunted places, from Prague and Vienna to Dublin and Edinburgh. He documented events, sightings, debunked fraud, identified the handful of genuine episodes, then turned the big guns of science on them. Berkov gathered data, and pressed every skerrick he could garner through the filters of scientific analysis with a ruthlessness that examined and discarded more than ninety percent of every claim to haunting he had ever encountered. 
 
    And the last seven percent? Nikolai Berkov devoted the first four chapters of each book to describing his methods and dismissing the dross. He was brutal in identifying places and even people who were false, either fake, lying, or simply gullible and mistaken. 
 
    The last seven percent, the unexplainable, the genuine, formed the meat and potatoes of the body of each book, before Berkov spent a final long chapter summing up, fitting together the pieces of his puzzle and setting out the theory he had tested over and over, trying to disprove it with every means at the disposal of science and engineering. 
 
    Scott might have wondered why a person with such qualifications would make a career in the uncertain, little respected field of paranormal studies, but the introduction to The Realm Invisible answered this before he could even frame the question. N.I. Berkov was not merely an engineer, chemist and physicist. He had been a gifted psychic since childhood, and the battery of degrees had been his parents’ means of trying to ground him in reality, banish the goblins that seduced him to ‘commune with spirits with the same impunity with which less gifted folk use the telephone’. 
 
    The man’s theories were tantalizing, Scott thought. We live, Berkov said, in a four dimensional universe, not three. Without the temporal component, space would not even exist. The primordial explosion of the Big Bang would still be held in stasis, unable to happen, without time. Time made everything go; it was the framework of logic and rationality, making science itself possible. 
 
    Scott grasped this readily enough. Human senses, Berkov said, had evolved to keep us alive in a dangerous world, at least long enough to breed, pass on our DNA. Predictably, our physical senses were adapted superbly to cope with the environment of East Africa, a million years in the past: human eyes saw best in sunlight, human ears heard best inside the narrow audio band in which predators and prey also lived and hunted. Our ancestors were both. 
 
    But, even a fraction removed from our comfort zone, Berkov said, humans become blind, deaf. We don’t hear dog whistles or bats, or the ten-Hertz frequency of the deepest calls of the blue whale. We don’t see in the infrared or ultraviolet, even though insects and birds are sensitive to those wavelengths. Before we invented machines to extend our sensory range, most people would have scorned to believe that anything beyond the scope of natural human senses actually existed at all. 
 
    And if the ‘temporal coordinate’ were divergent by so much as a hundredth part of one percent, Berkov maintained, our finest machines became as blind and deaf as our own eyes and ears when confronted with a bat, a blue whale, radio waves, or the ultraviolet. 
 
    ‘How arrogant we are,’ he wrote, ‘to believe in our transient era that we have constructed the most delicate sensory apparatus that will ever be designed; that in another century, or two, or five, our descendents’ machines will not see, hear, reach so much farther than our own, they will render our efforts paltry. So much more arrogant are we, then, when we claim that nothing exists in the universe beyond that which we can perceive at this very moment.’ 
 
    In numerous places, he quoted scientists and occultists from Nikola Tesla to Alexandra David-Neel, who held that humans could in fact perceive only a minute fraction of existence ― and nothing which actually existed should be termed ‘paranormal.’ Everything that existed was normal because it existed, and everything should be studied with the same diligence and rigor applied to science. 
 
    ‘In fact,’ Berkov said at the close of the introduction to Beyond Mind, Beyond Man, ‘anything whatsoever that questioned the hardest-line physical science of the 1970s and ’80s was so disparaged, the field of paranormal studies was tacitly abandoned before 1990. Without funding, resources and at least a little respect, no respectable scientist can undertake the work. 
 
    ‘Who could dare to put his career on the line? Scientists are first human beings, with lives and needs, families, children, mortgages. The vilification of paranormal studies was so comprehensive, the field was abandoned to well-meaning amateurs. Decades of stagnation led to chaos, fraud, wholesale confusion which is only recently being alleviated by a slow, gradual return to interest in the paranormal, notably on the part of medical professionals, specialists in brain chemistry and those studying the complex process with which the brain, as a physical organ, dies.’ 
 
    The early sunset was murky, scarlet and purple in the west, swiftly fading into a thousand shades of charcoal. Adam had put on the lamps as the light faded, and eventually he surrendered the job, with a whole shelf cataloged, five rare volumes stacked for authentication. Mrs. Bretton chose that moment to tap at the door and thrust her head in. 
 
    “Tea up,” she announced, “for them as wants it. And I’ve made a list for the shop. I’ll phone it in, first thing tomorrow. Get in quick,” she added, “afore every lass and her auntie empties the shelves.” 
 
    “Do that.” Scott stood, stretched, feeling the cramping aches in his back, the result of sitting too long. Adam had taken to watching him with a shrewd look, but for the moment Scott ignored the unasked question. He brandished one of the business cards he had been using as markers as he went back and forth between Berkov’s books. “Give me a few minutes, Adam. I’m going to give the man a call.” 
 
    “The Russian?” Adam tugged his sweater down around his slim hips. 
 
    “Or Czech, or Pole. East European, at least, which could mean ten different things,” Scott mused. “Engineer, chemist, physicist. Also a psychic.” He passed the books to Adam. “He’s actually making a lot of sense. I want to talk to him.” 
 
    Adam gestured at the landline on the little glass-topped occasional table, to right of the door. “There’s the phone to do it with. Don’t be long, Scottie. I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Start without me.” Scott gave him a push. “No need to stand on ceremony, is there?” He had the phone in his hand as Adam dropped a wet, smacking kiss on the side of his neck and stepped out. 
 
    The old handset was heavy, cumbersome, and he was unused to being tied to the spot by a length of cable. He caught a chair with one foot, pulled it closer and sat while Berkov’s mobile rang and rang. Just before Scott would have expected to hear an answering service, a deep voice, thickly accented, said, “Kolya Berkov.” 
 
    “Mister Berkov, thanks for taking this call,” Scott began. “I know it’s Sunday evening, but I’ve been reading your books. I picked them up from Connie and Bernard Quincannon at the shop in Thornton. My name’s Scott Lennox ―” 
 
    “Lennox, as in Falconstone,” Berkov said quickly. “Connie phoned me this afternoon, said you might be calling in the next few days. You just inherited the house, after your predecessor passed over, yes?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Scott relaxed. Connie had done half the work for him. “I wonder if you know anything about Falconstone?” 
 
    A rumbling chuckle carried over the line. “I know enough,” Berkov told him. “In my line of work, and in this part of the country, Falconstone is always, shall we say, an open file. One is always waiting for the next tidbit to fall into place. Pieces of a puzzle, you see.” 
 
    “I do. I’ve read quite a lot of your two books.” Scott hesitated. “You haven’t done any research here, have you, Mister Berkov?” 
 
    “At Falconstone itself? I never yet had an opportunity.” Berkov paused, and Scott heard keys pattering in the background. “In … yes, in March 2016 I inquired about the possibility of performing a study, and Mister Hector Lennox never replied to my letter. I wrote again in late April, and received the official cease and desist, to stop ‘harassing’ him, as if a polite inquiry as to the possibility of a few weeks’ research at the house when neither he nor his associates were present constitutes harassment.” 
 
    “The man was bloody rude, if you ask me,” Scott agreed. “He was actually my father’s cousin. The only thing I share with him is the name of Lennox. Apparently I’m the last one standing ― Scott, from Australia. The last male in the family line, so the old ancestral dump’s fallen into my lap.” 
 
    “And she is up to her old tricks already,” Berkov said shrewdly. “Connie said you’ve seen things, heard things.” 
 
    “Felt them,” Scott added. “I thought we had squatters, so I searched the whole place. I was in the wine cellar when I’d be prepared to swear something touched me. Just a light brush on the shoulder, but today I’ve got a big bruise there.” 
 
    Berkov took a long, audible breath. “Yes, you would have. And something did touch you, Mister Lennox, you may be assured of it.” He paused. “May I ask why you’re calling me?” 
 
    Oh, there was the baited hook. Scott saw it, recognized it, and swallowed the bait like a starving trout. “I’m hoping you’ll come out here and run that research you mentioned. My father’s cousin might have been the weirdo in the Lennox family closet, but I like to know what I’m up against. I’m stuck with Falconstone for two bloody years, it’s in the will. When I come to sell it, I’ll feel like hell ― palming the place off on some poor, unsuspecting sod who’ll be scared into a heart attack. God knows, the house might not be sellable at all, which would be a bloody disaster, at least for me.” 
 
    “This happens all the time,” Berkov said, amused. “Houses like Falconstone tend to change hands over and over … until,” he added, “they meet someone who has their measure. Someone who can either live with them, or else defeat them.” 
 
    Defeat? Scott had never entertained the notion of taking on Falconstone as a rival, fighting it, much less winning. “That can be done?” 
 
    Berkov made noncommittal noises. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. All houses and cases are different. No two are truly alike. I won’t know till I’ve walked its halls, breathed its air, shared its memories. Sometimes the cost of victory is too high a price to pay. Easier to set a fire, claim the insurance and bring in the bulldozers. Oh, yes, it’s been done, Mister Lennox.” 
 
    “So you’ll want to come out and have a look,” Scott concluded. “How long does it take, and when would be convenient?” 
 
    Now Berkov paused to consult a planner: Scott heard pages turning. “I’m in lodgings in Whitby, but the work here can be done at any time. You’ll be wanting to get home to Australia, I imagine, with the winter coming on, so we’ll make this prompt. The weather will soon confine me to my rooms here, which is a waste of time and resources. Do you want me to come out to Falconstone at once, Mister Lennox?” 
 
    “As in, tomorrow?” Scott wondered. “Before the heavy weather hits us. When it does, we’ll be snowed in. But that would suit you ― all the time in the world to take this house to pieces, find out why it feels like … like …” 
 
    “Like it’s alive, and waiting, or watching?” Berkov guessed. “Don’t worry, these are common sensations in such troubled houses. And yes, I’d like to spend the bad weather there, doing something productive, rather than sitting here, chatting on facebook till my backside goes numb!” 
 
    “All right, then,” Scott stirred, getting to his feet and working his shoulders. “You’re in Whitby, you said?” His grasp of the geography placed the coastal town just a little north of due east of Falconstone. 
 
    The decision seemed to have been made. “I can take the train to Danby, the nearest station to you. There’ll be a train arriving shortly after two in the afternoon. You can pick me up there?” 
 
    The village of Danby lay twenty or so kilometers north, as a crow would have flown it, perhaps ten more by road. “Of course,” Scott agreed. “Is there a fee, Mister Berkov?” Now he steeled himself, wondering how pliable Chan-Wylie might be. Not that he would dare mention to them why he needed an extra wedge of cash. Most people would roll their eyes and suggest a good psychiatrist. 
 
    “You want to pay me?” Berkov chuckled, a very Russian sound. “Not for something so informal, and especially when I had made the initial overtures myself. I believe the research opportunity presented by your house will more than compensate me for any work I perform there. If I can be of service to the house or yourself, at some point we might talk about a donation to support future research, but this is unimportant.” He paused, more than likely to make a note. “Until tomorrow at two, Mister Lennox.” 
 
    The handset clicked back onto the cradle, and Scott rubbed his palms together. He gave the library, and by extension the house, a speculative look as he followed Adam in the direction of the kitchen. “Well, now,” he told it, “you ever run into someone who speaks your language ― has your measure?” 
 
    The wind shifted restlessly under the eaves with a sound like a sigh, a groan, raising a prickle across his scalp and nape. He knew that if he looked out, the trees would be still; an almost flat calm lay over Falconstone. Yet it murmured when he spoke to it. As if no one had spoken to it in so long. Or ever. Scott hugged himself as the chill intensified, finding its way into his marrow. “I heard that,” he whispered. “You got something to say, house, keep it. There’s a man coming tomorrow, he might even hear what you’re saying.” 
 
    Adam lifted a brow at him as he appeared. Gurney had already gone ― the sky was dark now ― and Mrs. Bretton had retired to the armchair by the hearth, eyes closed, humming to herself, one cat on her lap, a second on her shoulder, a third wrapped around her feet. The northerner’s ‘tea’ was set out on the table, a major meal, and beside the pie plate and cream jug were two large flashlights. 
 
    “Been digging out the torches and batteries,” the housekeeper said to no one in particular. “If bad weather’s on its way and the power’s going to play silly buggers, you can’t be too careful. Too many stairs in this house, too easy to break your neck. We’ll need more batteries. They’re on the list for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Smart move,” Scott approved, sliding into the chair beside Adam. 
 
    “Any joy?” Adam asked quietly, with a nod at the library, the phone. 
 
    “Nikolai Igor Berkov is coming out tomorrow on the Danby train, arriving at two. I was thinking, why don’t we pick up these groceries instead of trusting the shop to deliver? We’ll need to take my rental ― your MX-5 doesn’t exactly have back seat space, unless your passenger’s a midget with both legs amputated above the knee.” 
 
    The observation made Adam laugh aloud. “I didn’t buy it with passengers in mind. I’ll put it in the barn, keep it out of the weather, before the snow gets here.” 
 
    Mrs. Bretton didn’t open her eyes. “Me hens’ll be in the barn afore the snow. I’ll not promise where they’ll roost, nor what they’ll poop on, and I’ll not shut ’em out on account of no car.” 
 
    “I carry a cover in the boot,” Adam intoned. “Thanks for the warning.” He pushed fresh tea at Scott. “Yes, we can pick Berkov up at the station. I’ll be interested to meet him. Been reading his book, here. The part where he says everything we call ‘paranormal’ is actually perfectly normal, just outside our range of perception.” He frowned at the striking cover of The Realm Invisible. “There’s a thousand times more to reality than we realize, but we bumble along, telling ourselves none of it’s real, we’re the greatest things in the universe. Wrong.” He paused. “Victoria says the same thing. Truth is, Scottie, I just deal in weird old books. Find them, authenticate them, tell my fruit-loop clientele what I stumbled over today. I don’t read this twaddle.” 
 
    “Twaddle?” Scott had constructed an enormous sandwich, boiled ham, bright orange cheese, chopped scallions, thin-sliced egg. He tamped it down hard to make it hold together. “I’m trying to keep an open mind. I got a feeling, if you come right out and say something’s utterly impossible … you’ll eventually end up sounding like a total nong.” 
 
    “Translation?” Adam’s eyes sparkled with amusement. 
 
    “Twat?” Scott hazarded. “Somewhere in one of those books, Berkov says, imagine somebody with a shiny new 1932 Columbia radio set, and this guy completely refuses to believe color television could possibly exist because he can’t receive it on his contraption.” He cast a glance at the house around them. “Same difference. Maybe blue whales deny the possibility of bats.” 
 
    “Maybe blue whales are smarter than us,” Adam said shrewdly. “Victoria would say they are by default, because no creature in this universe is as dumb as humans.” 
 
    “Smart woman, that,” Mrs. Bretton muttered, eyes still closed, “whoever she is.” 
 
    “There being more things in heaven and earth, and so forth, and such like.” Adam drummed a tattoo on the cover of Beyond Mind, Beyond Man. “This,” he said with all due caution, “will be interesting.” 
 
    “Skeptic,” Scott accused. 
 
    “Always.” Adam sat back. “But there’s a difference between a shrewd skeptic and a bloody-minded extremist who won’t accept hard evidence when it’s screaming in his face. Bad scientists stick their fingers in their ears and hum so they won’t have to listen, when they know damned well, there are no logical explanations to rationalize away that last few percent of the evidence. After you’ve dumped all the twaddle, you end up with scraps of data that’d upturn a lot of careers. It’s easier to jettison the whole shebang ― flush the baby with the bathwater, as Victoria says ― call it all fraud or error. Or the buzz term they fancy these days, ‘amateur pseudo-science.’ Neat label, perfect for undermining anyone without industry accreditation … no matter how right they might turn out to be.” 
 
    Those words continued to haunt Scott when they took the brandy and chocolates up to the bedroom. The air was just warm enough for comfort, but after two hours the electric blanket was toasting. Adam dove into bed like a seal and pulled the duvet and blankets over his head. Scott was a moment behind him, with a hedonistic moan as heat began to soak into him. 
 
    Octopus arms wound around him, pulling him close. Scott wriggled his spine to comfort as Adam seized his mouth, explored him with a ravenous kiss before he said, “You ain’t fooling me, cobber.” 
 
    “Cobber?” Scott echoed. “Nobody’s said ‘cobber’ since before I was born.” 
 
    “You’re deflating my fantasies again,” Adam accused. “The next thing you’ll tell me is, there aren’t any swagmen, jolly or otherwise, no billabongs or coolabah trees.” 
 
    Scott snorted with wry humor. “Plenty of coolabahs, but to be dead honest, I never heard anybody, anywhere use the word ‘billabong’ unless they were singing about some tramp who suicided before he could be lynched for sheep rustling. Swagmen? Sorry, dude. Not in fifty years or more.” 
 
    “Well, shoot. Another fantasy up in smoke,” Adam sighed. “And you’re still not fooling me, mate.” 
 
    “About what?” In the darkness beneath quilt and blankets, Scott’s hands had been mapping Adam muscle by muscle, and paused at his pelvis. 
 
    “About your back,” Adam told him. “You want to tell me?” 
 
    “Not particularly. Accident,” Scott said evasively. 
 
    “Car, plane?” 
 
    “Ladder. Fall. Smack. Emergency room. Chiropractor. Forget about it.” Scott caught him, tugged him back into the embrace Adam had begun. 
 
    But Adam would not be so easily deterred. “So, how?” 
 
    “How what?” Scott pushed down the duvet, to see his face. 
 
    The auburn hair was on end, rumpled, the fair cheeks pleasantly flushed. “How,” Adam said with mock patience, “do I organize your spine without hurting you, when I want to fuck you? And, oh yes, I want to fuck you, so you’d better come right out and tell me how this works.” 
 
    The candor, as well as the compassion, surprised Scott. Delighted him. “You don’t mind?” 
 
    Adam’s brows rose. “About handling you with care? The only thing I’d mind is hurting you. I’d rather not, if it can be avoided, so don’t grit your teeth and play the hero. How do you like it?” 
 
    “Uh, slow and easy,” Scott admitted. “It’s been a while, and the way my back is right now … I’ll manage best on my knees.” 
 
    A blinding smile answered him. Adam leaned closer to kiss. “So you do like it that way. I’ve been worried you might’ve made a career of being on top. You being the ―” 
 
    “We don’t wrestle crocodiles,” Scott groaned. 
 
    “So I gather.” Adam settled down. “You hurt your lumbar, didn’t you? I see it in the way you move. I’ve had a few episodes myself, enough to recognize the signs. Shush, now. Let me do this. Let me get it right.” He drew a caress the length of Scott’s nose, and around his jaw. “If I get it right, stands to reason you’ll want it again. Yes?” 
 
    “Trust me, I’ll let you know,” Scott promised. 
 
    It was always better the second time, he thought, something the ‘one night wonders’ never admitted. The little familiarity, the readiness to trust, might not set the pulse racing like the thrill of the first time, but the sex was deeper, longer, a dimension richer. He ate Adam alive from brow to knees, drove him to the edge and held him there till his patience was as tested as his endurance. Before he was done, Scott had learned the whole nine inches of him, vein by vein, fold by fold, and there wasn’t a desperate sound Adam could make that he didn’t know. 
 
    At last Scott subsided, flat on the hot mattress, and looked up in the shadowed face. Only one lamp burned now, amber and dim. The quilt cloaked Adam as he sat back, leaving Scott’s skin prickling a little. The delicious anguish began again, and this time Scott let Adam play him like an instrument, make music on him, until Adam judged the moment right to reach over him for a packet, a tube. 
 
    Heavy eyed, he watched the small, familiar ritual of latex and lube, let Adam urge him over with one hand on his hip, a lush, hard kiss. He had forgotten the bruise on his shoulder, but Adam’s fingertips traced it, his lips touched it, exploring, before Scott settled on knees and elbows to wait. 
 
    Pain surprised him, sharp enough to make him gasp ― it had been too long. Scott turned his face away, held his breath till stubborn muscles remembered and relaxed. Then he was hunting for pleasure as surely as Adam, lost in the spin of pure sensation, only half aware of the hands locked around his hips, the panted moans as excitement got the better of Adam. 
 
    Urgency had a way of banishing all else. The end was a rush, less wild than feral, and Scott’s hands clenched like talons into the sheet.  Only later did he feel the complaints of his back, and by then Adam was asleep, tucked in beside him, head on his shoulder, while Scott drifted between sleeping and waking. He flexed his spine carefully, worked it too subtly to disturb Adam, and counted the price worth paying. 
 
    How long he slept, he did not know, but he woke with Adam’s hand splayed over his chest, shaking him gently there. He blinked out of a dream and might have assumed Adam wanted more of the same, until he saw bright eyed alertness where he had expected breathless sensuality. 
 
    A moment later he also heard the voice. Adam had been listening to it for long enough to pinpoint a direction. He nodded at the interior wall, and lifted a brow at Scott. They slid out of bed without a sound, hauled on jeans, sweaters, pushed feet into shoes ― just enough to hold off the chill while Adam cracked open the door. 
 
    Scott peered at his watch and saw midnight as his ears tuned in on the voice. A young man’s voice, he thought, possibly a woman ― a light voice at least, crooning, sighing, not quite a moan, and soft enough that it must be coming from somewhere close by. He swept up the flashlight Adam had left on the bureau by the door, flicked it on and muttered a curse as he saw the dimness of near-spent batteries. 
 
    Silent, Adam mouthed, “It’s this way.” He was out first, heading away from the stairs, Scott a half pace behind. 
 
    The room adjoining their own was another guest room, closed up, bed stripped to the mattress, deeply cold. Scott would have sworn the crooning was too quiet to have come from farther away, but this room was silent, while the voice sighed from beyond. The next room? Scott angled the yellow beam down the hall, casting grotesque shadows from a table, an arrangement of silk flowers, a heavy picture frame. Not even the dust had been disturbed. Mrs. Bretton could not have cleaned up here since Hector Lennox was alive. 
 
    Padding on without a sound, Adam closed his hand on the knob, twisted it. This had to be it ― the light young voice was much too soft to have come from even one more room. Scott took a breath, held it, ready to confront some hapless intruder. The handle seemed stiff. Adam twisted harder, forcing it until it gave. 
 
    Long unopened, the door had swollen in its frame and was reluctant to move. Its wood squealed on the floorboards as Adam shoved it back. It caught on a ruck in the threadbare carpet and jammed, and he swore as he peered into complete darkness. He reached back for the torch and Scott gave it to him. A rank smell of mildew, dampness, decay, crept out of the room, making Scott think of old boats and flooded cellars. 
 
    Too dim to be much use, the torch beam outlined an almost bare room. A single bentwood chair, a chest of drawers, with every drawer removed and cast haphazardly on the floor, a metal bed frame turned on end and leaned against the wall, a few wooden crates, all empty, a cheval mirror broken into a spider’s web of cracks. Adam tried the light switch, and a naked bulb turned on, fluttering wildly. 
 
    The crooning voice stopped abruptly as the light turned on, and Scott felt a stream of ice cold pass over his face, like a sigh breathed over him, as the room’s still, dank air rushed out. The curtains lifted, twitching in the breeze, and Adam swore. “Open window ― no bloody wonder it’s cold and damp in here!” 
 
    Short-paced with anger, he shouldered through the jammed door. Five strides took him to the window, and he threw back the curtains, filling the air with dust. The window was closed, locked. Adam ran his hands around the frame, searching for drafts, but Scott could have told him, he was wasting his time. 
 
    With a popping sound, the bulb died, plunging the room back into darkness the torch did little to alleviate. Scott angled it, deliberately keeping it out of Adam’s eyes, and he picked his way back between the tumbled drawers and crates. He was, Scott noticed, no longer angry as he tugged on the door, forcing it back into place, until the swollen wood jammed back into the frame as securely as if it were locked. 
 
    “Fuck,” Adam said hoarsely, dragging both hands through the tousled mass of his hair. “This is way too weird for me.” 
 
    The torch beam stabbed away, back in the direction of their own room. “Want out?” Scott wondered. “I can get someone else to go through the library. Connie Quincannon would do it ― she said she’d expected to.” 
 
    “I …” Adam hesitated. “You’d stay on here, would you?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” Scott followed the yellow beam, back to the specious security of a warm bed, a brandy bottle. “I don’t have a lot of money for hotels.” 
 
    “You do have a lover who’s beguiled to death with you, and who owns a nice top floor flat with a view out over Scarborough harbor.” Adam mocked himself, rubbing his arms. “I’m not usually a quitter. Or a wuss. This place is … something’s not right here.” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly,” Scott muttered. “This Berkov guy couldn’t bloody wait to get in here. You want to give him a chance? Seriously? If this does turn out to be intruders, he’ll have the bastards like that.” He snapped his fingers. “Engineer, physicist, chemist, psychic. And you’re supposed to be calling somebody tomorrow, to get a security system installed. No matter how clever they are, intruders are going to start running out of places to hide.” 
 
    “Scott.” Adam’s voice was very low. 
 
    His hand on Scott’s shoulder made him turn back. The torch was almost spent, generating barely enough light to be significant. Its feeble beam did not compete with the wan blue-white light spilling from the narrow cracks around the door Adam had just wedged shut on an abandoned room where even the light bulb had burned out. 
 
    Without one more word, Adam made his way back to bed, got in without bothering to undress, pulled the quilt up to his shoulders and grabbed the brandy. Scott was pleased to join him. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    When the snow came, the moor roads would be impassable for days at least. The snowplow service was infrequent on the back roads. Motorways would be salted, gritted, but the moor roads were likely to be deeply buried. Homes and farms accessed by narrow, winding trails would find themselves marooned like ships lost at sea, and local farmers seemed to accept the situation. The morning’s regional news shows carried weather warnings, but announcers on ITV Tyne Tees said nothing of emergency measures or evacuation plans. 
 
    At nine, Art Gurney appeared on Dougal, who seemed to have grown shaggier in a matter of days. Gurney looked to be more bear than man, muffled in a dark brown coat, layers of scarves and mittens. He and Mrs. Bretton rounded up the chickens, drove them into the barn, which stood beyond the kitchen garden and its espaliered apple tree. Not an hour before, Adam had backed in his car, drawn the green plastic cover over it, and pocketed the keys with a sigh. 
 
    “You realize,” he said darkly, joining Scott in the kitchen for breakfast “if we don’t get out of here ahead of the snow, we won’t be leaving.” 
 
    “Nor will Edith Bretton,” Scott said shrewdly, “and Nikolai Berkov is going to be here. If Falconstone’s up to her tricks, as they put it, leave it to the Russian to find out what tricks.” And how to beat them? Or, if they could be beaten? He shook himself. “You want to organize us a security system, while there’s time?” 
 
    “There isn’t, not now. The best I can do is get a guy out to look the place over, size it up and give us a quote. I’ll make the call, of course, but …” Adam gestured at the housekeeper’s portable TV, set up on the end of the counter adjacent the sink. “I’ve been watching the forecasts. Two, three days, max, and we won’t need a security system to keep out intruders. Burglars don’t work in blizzards, Scottie. So long as we can make sure the house is clear, it’ll stay that way. Getting a quote’s easy enough, but the security system might have to wait till the spring.” 
 
    “So long?” Scott was slathering butter onto thick, hand-cut toast. 
 
    Adam answered with a fatalistic shrug. “Chances are, we’ll get a major thaw after snows this early in the season ― just enough to reduce the whole place to sheets of water and muck, then it’ll freeze to black ice, roads and all.” 
 
    “Bloody hell,” Scott grumbled. “People live here because …?” 
 
    “Because it’s their home, they’re used to it; it’s an ancient, beautiful land, full of history and tradition,” Adam said generously. He leaned over and kissed Scott’s cheek in passing, on his way for coffee. “Eat. We need to get moving, and we’re on a schedule today. Got a train to meet, remember?” 
 
    As if Scott was likely to forget. He had already phoned a page-long list to the Sainsbury’s on the edge of York, where the Lennox account was remembered and respected. Hector had run a monthly tab, which at the moment was settled by Ormondroyd and Warburton LLC, by arrangement with Hector’s bank. Maggie Warburton would eventually pass the household duties on to an agent, if the new owner moved on. 
 
    When, Scott thought grimly. The customer service desk promised to have the groceries bagged by eleven, and Mrs. Bretton guaranteed that she had often ‘muddled through till January on less.’ 
 
    Gurney brought another big rabbit ― he shot them trying to forage in his garden, and swore they were a plague. Scott had heard the same from Australian farmers and gardeners often enough, and didn’t doubt it. The groundsman stomped into the kitchen, helped himself to coffee and scones, and regarded the younger men with something approaching contempt. 
 
    “What?” Scott demanded. “Say it, Gurney, or disappear.” 
 
    “You’ll be leaving.” Gurney took a swig of coffee. 
 
    “Will we?” Adam took off his glasses, set them aside. 
 
    “Snow’s coming.” Gurney nodded into the cloud-shrouded northeast. “I seen flurries in the hills last night. They didn’t lie, but they will in a couple of days.” 
 
    Scott pushed back his chair. “We’re going to York,” he said stubbornly, “for a load of food and booze and batteries. There’s a major woodpile right outside the backdoor. Adam has a satellite phone. Why would we leave?” 
 
    For a moment Gurney regarded Scott as if he thought he had lost his mind, then turned his eyes to the ceiling, or the gods. “Play it your own way, then. Don’t blame me when things go doolally, and ―” 
 
    “You know the name of Nikolai Berkov?” Adam asked sharply. 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed. “Aye, I might.” 
 
    “He’s coming here.” Scott drained his mug, set it down. 
 
    “Coming here? Well, shit, I feel better already,” Gurney said sourly. “You won’t see me, not after the snow closes the paths. You can give us a ring, but I can’t get through. It’s a bust leg for Dougal, even trying, so don’t bother calling, understand?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer he was gone. He had a day’s work, around the property, Scott judged, preparing for the approaching heavy weather, but since he refused to remain at Falconstone after dark, he would never allow himself to be caught here when the snow came. Scott respected the decision, though his dislike for the groundsman was growing rapidly. 
 
    Still, getting a replacement would not be easy, not when Falconstone was so well known in the area. Taking on a new man who knew nothing about it, and might handle the property’s eccentricities badly, was hardly ethical. 
 
    “Hoi.” Adam jingled the car keys. “If you’re done eating, let’s make tracks. We can do lunch in York, if we get our skates on.” 
 
    The fleet-white Mondeo might not have had the style of Adam’s Mazda, but Scott could stretch out his legs, the back offered space enough for a passenger, and the boot was reasonable, even without folding the rear seats flat. Scott would have preferred the station wagon, but the agency in York had offered none, at least on the day. The sedan would do, he judged as Adam slid in, belted up and fiddled with the radio till be found the dinosaur rock he liked. 
 
    By now the moor road looked familiar. Scott took Maggie’s advice and watched out for sheep, which strayed wild over so much of the local country, but farmers seemed to have already mustered them ahead of the snow, leaving the moor empty as a wasteland. Only one other car headed across northeast, toward Whitby, before Scott joined the traffic just short of the city. 
 
    They waited in line for the mountain of kitchen stocks, behind farmers and residents from the outlying properties. Scott saw bleak faces ― no fear of the elements, but a certain dogged resignation, as if this were all too common. Like bushfire season at home, he thought, where any summer could be the one bringing disaster, yet very few people ever left the hills properties that were at greatest risk. 
 
    The load packed the boot to capacity, and he slammed the lid shut with a wry expression. Dry food and cans, paraffin, batteries for every gadget in the house, including Edith Bretton’s boombox, a case of very ordinary wine, a few bottles to replenish Hector’s diminishing liquor cabinet, a haul of chocolate that made Scott blink. Adam had an insatiable sweet tooth. 
 
    Lunch turned into takeaway, a spicy Afro-Portuguese chicken, fries, dishwater coffee. “Better luck next time,” Adam sighed, though he ate readily, and ate a lot. 
 
    Scott was sucking clean his fingers, bundling up the debris, when he noticed the time. “We got a long way to go … you’re the local. What’s the fast way through?” 
 
    “Through?” Adam shook his head. “Around. Get on the A19 and floor it.” 
 
    “You’re navigating,” Scott informed him. 
 
    Adam only chuckled. “What’s to navigate? The road Y’s after Mount Grace Priory. Stay on the motorway till Stokesley, then hang a right and follow the signs. It’s not a far as you think, if we’re not stopping for photo ops every half kay.” 
 
    Photo ops? Scott peered at the sky and resisted the urge to curse. Like any visitor, he had seen British weather on too many shows to remember. Being caught in it was something else. He knew before the Mondeo wheeled out of York, they were going to be late, but if Berkov was as Russian as he sounded, he should barely even notice English weather. 
 
    Still, he searched his inside pocket and handed Adam the man’s card. “Call him, tell him we might be ten minutes late.” 
 
    Ten minutes became closer to twenty when roadworks outside Thirsk slowed both northbound lanes to a crawl, but Berkov seemed unconcerned. Scott saw nothing of the town, which the motorway barely brushed before curving away into a landscape of tiny fields and petite villages with names sounding like locations from Middle Earth. Where else would one find Borrowby, Thimbleby, Ingleby? He would have relished the chance to linger, given better weather. 
 
    Danby Station lay well south of the village, as quaint as so much of the landscape, with a single rail line and a stone-built stationhouse not a hundred meters west of an arched road bridge spanning the railway cutting. Between potted shrubs stood an iron-framed bench, painted an incongruous bright blue ― and just one figure waited when Scott and Adam walked around to the platform at 2:35. 
 
    The sky had lowered, but though Scott found the cold striking, Adam seemed oblivious. The breeze had fallen to nothing, leaving the odd, yellow-tinged overcast still, heavy, as if the clouds could scarcely carry their burden of snow. The trees lining the track were bare now; fallen leaves drifted ankle-deep alongside the rails, but the autumn colors were long gone, rendering the cutting dim, gray-green, forbidding. 
 
    An echo of footsteps alerted Nikolai Berkov. He stood, reaching for a pair of mustard yellow duffels which lay at his feet by the bench. A tall man, Scott saw, clad in a top coat and voluminous scarf which didn’t disguise the fact he was thin to the point of gauntness. His yellow hair was shot through with a great deal of white, though he could only have been fifty. Hollow cheeks and shadowed eye sockets around slate blue eyes gave him a grim look, but Berkov smiled as he offered his hand. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t know which of you is which.” The accent was thick, dense, though the sentence structure was absolutely correct. 
 
    “I’m the last of the Lennoxes.” Scott shook the outstretched hand, found it cold and bony. Once, and not long ago, Kolya Berkov would have been strikingly good looking. Even now the cheekbones and direct eyes, the long limbs and wide shoulders, made Scott take a second look as he swiped up one of the bags. “Call me Scott.” 
 
    “Harding, Adam.” He lifted the second bag. “We’re parked this way, just around the other side of the station. Thanks for doing this, Mister Berkov. We appreciate it. Between you and me, the house is giving the pair of us the willies.” 
 
    “Yet you stay,” Berkov observed, following Adam with a slower gait, eyes down, both arms held over his chest. 
 
    He wasn’t well. Scott saw the truth at once. He spoke very quietly, while Adam hurried on ahead to unlock the car. “Forgive me for asking, but … should you be doing this?” 
 
    The Russian gave him a sidelong glance. “You mean, am I contagious? No, no. I am as well as can be expected. What a useful phrase that is. How many things it can be made to mean.” 
 
    “And what does it mean?” Scott was guessing. “I don’t mean to pry, but if you’re a guest at Falconstone, I’ll be responsible. If you’re not well ―” 
 
    “Of course I’m not well,” Berkov scoffed. “Nor am I likely to get any better in the near future. I’ll be damned if I’ll waste what time I have left, moldering in rented rooms, arguing on facebook with morons who seem to believe I am the champion of every crackpot ghost hunter in the tourist trade.” He paused to catch his breath. “Chemo hollows you out, Mister … Scott.” The wide shoulders lifted in an expression of pure fatalism. “My own fault. How many cigarettes can one smoke before the lungs conjure tumors, and all that remains is a struggle to eek out an extra year or two?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Scott said honestly. “If you’re sure. But understand, there’s heavy weather coming. Falconstone’s going to be snowed in, in a few days. You won’t be able to call a doctor to the house, and I doubt you’ll be able to drive out.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the forecasts, and the situation is fine by me,” Berkov said tartly. “I’m finished with doctors. They’ve jabbed their last needle into any part of me. My life is my own now, for better or worse, what remains of it. It’s mine to live, not theirs. Falconstone is exactly were I want to be, while I still have a chance to conduct the research, document my findings. Leave perhaps my final contribution to the field, before I too pass over, discover every answer to every question ― and promptly lose the ability to communicate one more coherent syllable back to those who long to know.” 
 
    He spoke with an intensity that made Scott shiver, but he let the matter lie while Adam opened up the Mondeo and Berkov fed his long, thin legs into the back. The duffels stacked on the seat beside him, since the boot was at capacity. Scott watched him run up the seatbelt, and slid in under the wheel. 
 
    “How the hell do I get out of here? I’ve gone blank,” he admitted. “Navigator?” 
 
    “Hang a right onto Dale End, follow your nose around to Castleton, then turn south and stay the hell off the side lanes,” Adam told him, amused. “You’re not going to get lost, Scottie. There’s only two main roads heading our way, and either will get us there. If you end up on the wrong one, you can overshoot Falconstone, loop-the-loop and head back.” He curved one hand around Scott’s left knee with easy, unthinking familiarity. 
 
    For a moment Scott tensed, wondering if Berkov would disapprove ― or even notice ― but the Russian said simply, “So tell me. How is Falconstone behaving?” 
 
    As if the house were alive, Scott thought. He glanced at the rear view mirror, for a moment watching odd shadows chase across Berkov’s gaunt face, before he swung the car through a wide arc, back onto the station’s access road. “We hear voices at night,” he said baldly. “You follow them, but you can never catch up with them. A blue light from a room where the yellow old bulb just burned out. A feeling that somebody’s watching you … something definitely touched me, in the cellar, and today I’ve got a bruise there to prove it.” He hesitated. “Also, I saw someone. A girl, in the garden. Turns out, I’m not the only one to see her. Damn, when you come right out and say it, in daylight, it sounds like total bullshit, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Do you think so? For myself, I’d say that was your Western technological elitism talking,” Berkov said with a twist of dark humor. 
 
    “My what?” Scott shared a sidelong look with Adam, saw the interest sharp in his face, as if this was something Victoria might have said. 
 
    For some time Berkov was silent, before he made a wry sound. “I come from a place called Kraznourdinsk. I should be astonished if you had ever heard of it. A tiny village not too far east of a flyspeck town called Chapayevsk.” 
 
    “I haven’t even heard of that,” Adam admitted, “and as for trying to pronounce it?” 
 
    “As you say,” Berkov said philosophically. “Krazno lies well into the far country, north of that tongue of Russia between the Black Sea and the Caspian. This at least you can find on a map, yes? My people were peasants, relocated there for work, after the famines of the 1930s. Millions died, you know about this? The name of Stalin is not popular.” 
 
    “Now, there’s a terrible understatement,” Adam murmured. 
 
    As if he had not heard, Berkov sighed heavily. “Ignorant peasants, Mister Harding, but simple people were closer to the earth, in touch with it, in tune, mindful of the past. The distant past.” His tone was dark, introspective. “Even in the last century, a great deal of magic breathed just below the surface layers of conventional religion and, later, the state’s so-called godlessness. Rasputin was not the only latter-day shaman to walk out of the back country, merely the most famous. Or infamous.” Again, the sigh. “The last witch was burned in Krazno when I was a little boy.” 
 
    Sheer disbelief made Scott bridle. “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “You see?” Berkov sounded amused. “There’s so much you don’t believe, though it is absolutely true. I watched them burn a witch when I was five years old. In 1971, a number of people accused the woman of witchcraft, bound her, poured petrol over her. Her own husband struck the match that set her alight, and stood praying to God while she blazed up into a Roman candle.” 
 
    “Shit,” Adam hissed. “And was she? A witch, a mean?” 
 
    He was probably thinking of Victoria, Scott thought, or of Connie Quincannon and her group, which included Edith Bretton. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Berkov said bleakly. “There was no doubt of it, though her magic wasn’t strong enough to save her in the teeth of prejudice and ignorance. Her husband had found mommets in the house ― wax figures made in the image of a person or thing. Neighbors discovered charms, spells, a book of shadows. The woman was betrayed by one of her own group, who was jealous of her youth and beauty. This was commonplace in the past, even of your own country. Historically, a lovely woman might be coerced into whoring by a squire, even a priest, under threat of charges of witchcraft, if she refused. Given the choice, a night’s whoring or the stake, I ask you: which would you choose?” 
 
    “Damn,” Scott breathed. “So you believe me. That something touched me, and I saw the girl.” 
 
    “I’ve often seen such things,” Berkov said distractedly. “Eastern Europe is another world. There’s much more than can be explained away by science. I believe you have a volume in Hector Lennox’s library, a very old book on lycanthropy. Read it with an open mind.” 
 
    “Read it?” Adam cleared his throat apologetically. “I, uh, think I just sold it, Scottie. Still waiting to hear back from a client in Ireland, but he was dead keen to get hold of it when I talked to him a few months ago, and it’s one of the pretty rare ones. A copy might show up once in a decade. It’s on the desk, earmarked for the collector, if you want to take a look before we ship it.” 
 
    “Ah,” Berkov said, “of course, you’re at Falconstone to dismember the library.” 
 
    “It’s a job,” Adam said, perhaps a little defensively. “Understand, neither of us has any interest in Hector Lennox’s kind of material, but there’s a lot of rare, valuable items. Wicca and Asatru and shamanism, that’s one thing. But old Lennox was into full-on black magic, the black mass, demonism. His housekeeper believes he died of fright. Not my scene, nor Scott’s, Mister Berkov!” 
 
    “Call me Kolya,” he invited. “And I don’t judge, not at all. I don’t judge the Catholic, the Mormon, the Jew, the militant atheist, not even the follower of the ‘left hand’ paths, which wind through some very dark places. There’s a wise old maxim: many trails lead to the top of the same hill. In the end, all of us are seeking the same answers. Some people find they must tread murky, muddier paths.” 
 
    “Yes, but ― Satanic cults, the black mass?” Scott demanded. “Drugs and masochism, in an attempt to trigger altered states, or whatever it is? That can’t be healthy, even if it actually works. Hector seemed to believe it does,” he admitted. “Connie and Bernard Quincannon are guessing he was trying to strike a bargain, the proverbial deal with the devil, since he was getting along in years and scared rigid of judgment. Is that even sane?” 
 
    “Who can say, for sure?” Berkov spoke musingly. “The truth is, no one knows anything for certain. From the Pope to the most devout atheist working in galactic astronomy, we all believe. We have absolute faith in what we feel to be true. Only the most honest among us admit that data is scarce, proofs close to nonexistent. Fact? Institutions ― temples, churches, secret societies ― have always grown up to perpetuate human faith. Yet in the eyes of science, no actual knowledge exists. There’s too little credible, inarguable data to conjure a mote of ‘proof.’ Faith and truth may easily be one and the same. But faith offers no proof. Moreover, faith swears it needs no proof ― 
 
    “This is a ‘personal truth’ common to all believers. Yet outsiders view the great edifice of whatever institution – including science! ― as merely the next generation in an endless procession of authorities, most of which forged terrible histories of persecution.” 
 
    “Human history in a nutshell,” Adam said acidly. “We never seem to learn.” 
 
    Berkov seemed merely resigned. “See what happened in my country, and so recently. My people were subjects in a great experiment, social, political, spiritual. The absolute authority of the dominating institution compels simple folk to accept, yet … the American, Carl Sagan, coined a damning phrase: ‘Arguments from authority are worthless.’ In the end, one Weltanschauung is highly likely to be as true, or as false, as any other. Fact? Too little data exists to shore up or tear down any faith, from religion to science.” He chuckled ruefully. “Do I sound like a revolutionary?” 
 
    “Or a Russian,” Adam said shrewdly. 
 
    “Or a Russian revolutionary,” Scott added. “I can tell you this much, Kolya. If Connie and Bernard are right, Hector Lennox was one of a whacked-out group who were using the chapel at Falconstone because it was never deconsecrated. It’s actually still a church, which makes the shenanigans going on there ― what, more powerful? Or just more bloody scandalous? Wrong, no matter which way you slice it.” 
 
    “I see.” Berkov mused for several moments. “So your kinsman was seeking answers to the greatest questions of all: is there life after this, and can one guarantee one’s comfort there? I would assume Hector bought Falconstone for its chapel because he’d fallen in with this demonic sect, and they worked out of one of this country’s most haunted houses. I do see indeed.” 
 
    A chill assaulted Scott, while his eyes continued to scan the gray-green verges on either side of the road, looking for straying sheep. “Most haunted? You’re serious?” 
 
    Berkov shifted in his seat, uncomfortable and growing more so. Scott watched him in the mirror, saw him holding his chest, working his right shoulder, though Berkov seemed to dismiss the discomfort, tune it out. “Absolutely serious,” he was saying as he tried to find a comfortable way to sit. “I’ve been researching Britain’s haunted sites for the past eight years. The two books you picked up from the Quincannons cover a good part of my work. Yes, I know Falconstone by reputation, though I’ve never crossed its doorstep before today. I’m in Whitby at this time to research its Barguest Hound.” 
 
    “You lost me,” Scott sighed. 
 
    But Adam was familiar with the term, and turned a little in his seat to look back at Berkov. “England’s full of them, and there’s more in the north than the south. York has one of its own. Great black hounds, Scott. Monstrous dogs, fangs and claws, the works. Ghost dogs, I suppose. In the north here, the word ‘ghost’ used to be pronounced a ‘guest’ … as for the first syllable, I’ve seen ‘berg’ and ‘bär’ and ‘bier,’ with translations ranging from ‘town ghost’ to ‘mountain ghost,’ and ‘ghost bear,’ and ‘funeral ghost.’ This country’s folklore is full of black dogs. Whitby’s hound is very well known, but they’re in York, Aylesbury, Newgate, Lyme Regis, even before you get over into Scotland, Wales, Cornwall, and start again.” 
 
    “Ghost dogs,” Scott echoed. “What interests you about ghost dogs, Kolya?” 
 
    “My grandfather,” Berkov said simply. “I must rest now. The train journey tired me more than I realized. Just let me rest awhile, I’ll be quite all right.” 
 
    A hundred questions clamored in Scott’s mind, demanding to be asked, but the Russian had set his head back and in moments seemed asleep. Perhaps he had taken a pill. He slept his way across the moor from Castleton to Hutton-le-Hole, while Scott watched for sheep on the roadside in the fading afternoon light, and Adam played idly with the radio, looking for something old and soft to pass the time. 
 
    Dusk fell early, beneath an overcast so deep, it seemed some sickly shade between yellow and purple. Scott had never seen a sky like it, and felt the oppressed sensation that, at home, told him a storm was coming in. Here, there was no such storm on the horizon, just heavy air, a great weight pressed on skull and shoulders, until he actually began to wish it would snow, and relieve the pressure. 
 
    Eyes gleamed out of the twilight, reflecting his lights, and a fox darted across the road. The animal was the only living thing he had seen since a small dairy herd outside Danby. This fox was headed home, some dead creature clenched in its jaws. It skittered recklessly ahead of the car, when the road behind was utterly empty, leaving Scott with his heart hammering, his foot on the brake. 
 
    The heater roared, the Mondeo’s driving lights sliced into the gathering gloom, picking out Falconstone’s iron gates at last. Scott approached them with mixed feelings ― grateful to be out of the weather, apprehensive about another night settling over the property. Art Gurney would already be gone. 
 
    A finger of smoke pointed southeast from the kitchen chimney, but no lights shone across the front of the house. Mrs. Bretton would have opened up a third bedroom, put an electric blanket on the bed, turned on the radiator, and retired to her own domain. The kitchen was the only corner of Falconstone that ever seemed to offer warmth or welcome, and Scott admitted, if Adam had not been in the house, he might have camped out there, with a sleeping bag and an air mattress before the hearth. 
 
    An orange van stood on the drive, right outside the front door, and as he saw it Adam stirred. “Damn, he’s here?” He dug for his phone. “That’s Dicky’s van, I’d know it anywhere. Dicky Spence ― R.T.S. Security Systems, an old, old mate of mine, since he did some contract work for Victoria, twenty years back. I asked him to come out and cast a professional eyeball over the place, but I didn’t expect him so soon.” 
 
    “He has your number, he’d have called if he needed to.” Scott took the Mondeo up behind the long wheelbase Transit and parked where Berkov could swing his legs out easily, with the shortest walk to the door. 
 
    “Hold on,” Adam muttered, listening intently to the phone, then, “yes, Dicky, it’s me. You were bloody quick off the mark! You been here long? Where are you?” 
 
    While he paused to listen, Scott popped the boot and stepped out into cold he had begun to expect. He turned up his collar, stuffed hands into pockets, and wondered if Berkov needed help. He opened the rear door, stood well back to give the man space to maneuver, and leaned back for the duffels. “Get right inside, mate. You don’t want to be out in this cold.” 
 
    “Cold?” Berkov echoed, and actually chuckled. “You Australians are amusing. This isn’t cold. This is a fine, mild night … for Krazno.” 
 
    Still, he took one of the duffels and headed inside while Scott went to the boot for the first of many loads of grocery bags. Flour, rice, sugar, powdered milk, oats, butter, tea and coffee, bacon, pork sausage, raisins and nuts ― all the store-bought staples that couldn’t be conjured from kitchen garden, orchard and chicken run, or shot by Art Gurney. 
 
    Scott shuttled back and forth from car to hall until the boot was empty, while Adam fiddled with the phone, chasing up a number of business messages. He left three voice mails as Scott listened; one of them was to his mother. Meanwhile, Kolya Berkov seemed to close his eyes and commune with the house as if ― 
 
    As if he expected it to speak to him. Scott didn’t disturb either of them. He used the last skerrick of daylight to run the Mondeo into the coach house, easing it into coagulated shadows that seemed to hunch into physical shapes. Gooseflesh prickled along his arms as he locked the car and retreated from the coach house faster than he had entered it. 
 
    He slammed the door, clicked the padlock into place. Gurney had a key, as did Mrs. Bretton. For himself, Scott had yet to see the keys to Falconstone, and didn’t actually care if he never saw them. Locking doors in this place was a notion that made him powerfully uneasy, though he couldn’t have explained why, especially since Adam was even then consulting with a security specialist. 
 
    Darkness had settled over the grounds when he closed the wide front door, for the tenth time making a mental note to oil the dry hinge that squealed like a tormented soul. A dozen lamps shone, and he followed voices to the kitchen in time for Adam to thrust a mug of hot chocolate at him. 
 
    The look on Adam’s face silenced Scott before he could speak, and he forced himself to make sense of what Dick Spence was saying. Notes, forms and two tablets lay scattered across the kitchen table; beyond it, Edith Bretton wore a thunderous expression, mouth clamped shut, glaring at a big, burly man in dark slacks, brown leather jacket over a sky blue sweater. 
 
    ‘Dicky’ Spence was forty-five, striking rather than good looking, with lush features, a tidy mustache, close-cropped black hair, and the coffee-cream complexion of mixed heritage. A faint aroma of cigarettes rose from his clothes. In a strong northern accent he was saying for the third time, 
 
    “I’m telling you, Addie, you’ve already been burgled twice that I’m certain about after one quick look around this old gaff. I don’t know what they were after ― you guys,” with a nod of greeting to Scott, “know your antiques and paintings better than I do. Burglars are usually after cash, jewelry. Not so much electronics, unless it’s thousand-quid tablets and phones, and those tend to be knobbled by GPS location reporting. If you had a lot of original paintings, little things that could be cut out of the frames and carried off, they’d target those; possibly sculpture, porcelain, even rare wines from that crypt you call a cellar. But, a Steinway baby grand piano, a dozen original Chippendale dining chairs ―? You can’t carry them. You’d need to back up a furniture van and take all night loading it. Which ain’t happened, according to your housekeeper.” 
 
    “I said it hasn’t, and it bloody hasn’t,” Mrs. Bretton said sharply. Her eyes flung daggers at Spence. “You calling me a liar?” 
 
    “Christ, no,” Adam said quickly. “He means, it’d be dead easy for thieves to sneak in and out, because Falconstone’s so big, so empty, you might never guess anyone had been coming and going.” 
 
    Something crossed her face, a shadow, an involuntary ripple and twitch of expression, quickly suppressed. But Scott saw it, and filed it away as Spence went on, 
 
    “Exactly, Mrs. Bretton. You’d never know till you got a specialist in here, like myself.” He offered his hand to Scott now, and Scott clasped it loosely for a second. “Evening, Mister Lennox. I’ve been here since eleven, gone over the whole place twice. I’ve left you a report, and my recommendations for the minimum security system you’ll need. I’ll also leave you some brochures and Internet pages to look at.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” Scott said mechanically. “We’ve been burgled already. Damn.” 
 
    “You’ve been done over at least twice,” Spence repeated. “Whatever they were after, it stands to reason it was small. Maybe several small items … or else the burglars came back because they just couldn’t find what they wanted the first time. God knows, this is a bloody great barn. It’d take weeks to search it properly.” 
 
    “You found the signs of forced entry?” Scott guessed. 
 
    Spence gestured into the east wing, by the chapel, and beneath it the Greythorpe crypt adjoining the wine cellar. The part of the house Scott knew least, and wanted to know no better. “They jimmied a ground floor window. I noticed where a pane has recently been removed and put back into place with fresh, white putty ― which might have been a running repair, yes. But the pane is exactly where it gives access to the latch, so I took a good look inside. Yep, the latch has been fiddled so recently, the metal’s still polished where it was handled, noticeably less muck than on other latches.” 
 
    “They covered their tracks well,” Adam observed. 
 
    “They did,” Spence agreed, “which suggests to me that the fiddled window marks the first time they were in here. They knew they had to come back.” He shrugged. “If you leave no obvious sign of forced entry, and you’re in and out unseen, you can take a second bite at the cherry. The next time they’d easily get in the same way. But that time, they certainly left by a door, the one on the far side of the chapel ―” 
 
    “Which door?” Scott wondered. He thought he could guess. 
 
    “The big old oak job that opens into the courtyard area beside the coach house. It has one of the old locks. Be so easy to jimmy it, but not without leaving scratches, scrapes, on the brass escutcheon. I spotted fresh marks, and I wasn’t even looking for them. Now, if the buggers went out by that door it’s a safe bet they moved something way too big, or too awkward, or heavy, to fit through the window.” Spence shrugged. “I couldn’t hazard a guess what it would be.” He frowned at Mrs. Bretton, waiting for her to speculate. 
 
    But Edith Bretton had clammed up tightly. Oh, she knew something, Scott though. She was hiding something, but he couldn’t bring himself to believe she was involved with the crime of burglary. Whatever she knew, I had nothing to do with paintings or bottles of fine wine gone missing. The only one who might have known exactly what had been stolen was dead. Hector Lennox lay in a cemetery in Glasgow, either blissfully oblivious to the mess he had left behind, or reveling in it ― a thought which abruptly Scott found profoundly disturbing. 
 
    He cleared his throat to catch Spence’s attention. “We’ll install a good system, no question of it. I don’t suppose there’d be any chance of getting it done before the weather closes down?” 
 
    “Not a chance in hell,” Spence affirmed. “Still, six foot of snow on the ground is a pretty good deterrent to burglars. If a decent thaw comes through, we might get the work done this side of Christmas … you know it’s Halloween today?” He tapped his watch and gave Adam an apologetic look. “Gotta run, man. I’ve got four kids waiting for me, and a party full of assorted three-foot ghouls, goblins and zombies, complete with pumpkin lanterns, plastic skeletons and fireworks.” 
 
    “Oh, frabjous day,” Adam said aridly. “Thanks for coming out on such short notice, Dicky. I owe you one. We’ll get back to you, make it worth your while.” 
 
    “Hey, what are pals for?” Spence clasped his shoulder on his way by to take the briefcase from the chair by the table. He slid away the tablets, withdrew a thick sheaf of glossy, magazine-like brochures and stacked them neatly by the report forms. “Take a smart tip, Mister Lennox: install something decent. Don’t try to get too cheap. In the long run it only ends up costing you money.” He gave Scott a nod, tucked the briefcase under his arm, and turned a smile on Adam. “Ciao, hon. Catch up with you at the Wainwrights’ party?” 
 
    “If I can get away,” Adam promised. “Snow, remember.” 
 
    “Snow,” Spence intoned. “Later, dude.” 
 
    He let himself out, leaving Scott frowning at Mrs. Bretton while Adam leafed through the brochures. Stubborn, mulish, she turned her back on him and lit the gas under a massive black iron skillet. Scott sighed, finished the hot chocolate and shot Adam a pained look.  “Can you give me a hand with groceries?” 
 
    Adam stacked the brochures with Spence’s paperwork. “With your back, you shouldn’t be humping heavy stuff at all. Silly boy, leave it for me … what happened to Comrade Berkov?” 
 
    In fact, he had gone. His bags stood at the foot of the stairs, but of the Russian himself there was no sign. “He’ll be exploring,” Scott guessed. “That’s what he’s here for, and if he wants to get down to work, I won’t stop him. Groceries?” 
 
    They ferried numerous bags and sacks from hall to pantry, and Adam began to stack the tall, narrow shelves while Scott turned his attention to the fire in the parlor. At least Mrs. Bretton had thought to give Art Gurney the job of carrying in firewood: the pile beside the hearth was fully replenished, with matches, firelighters, old newspapers, in a wicker basket by the fire irons. 
 
    There was a knack to building fires. Scott had rediscovered it, and had a good blaze started when Berkov’s voice surprised him. The Russian came into the parlor, carrying top coat and jacket. He was deathly pale, Scott saw, though a slight flush colored his cheeks as he came to the hearth. 
 
    For some time he watched the flames, and Scott waited for him to speak. He had promised himself, he would not ask questions. Anything Kolya Berkov contributed would be spontaneous. Still, his first words surprised Scott. “She sleeps,” he said quietly, “but it’s an uneasy sleep, filled with pain.” 
 
    Scott stood up, hands pressed flat to his lumbar. “She?” 
 
    “A figure of speech.” Berkov set down his coats. “The way we used to refer to ships as ‘she,’ before some idiot, somewhere, decided that it is politically incorrect to refer to a ship as a female. Obviously,” he said acidly, “some fool with no experience of ships.” He took a deep breath, held it, let it out slowly. “I do know a little about this house, but I’d prefer to form my own impressions before reading any more. I don’t want my perceptions to be clouded by preconceived ideas.” 
 
    “Ideas about what?” Scott wondered. 
 
    A smile widened Berkov’s expressive mouth. “I have absolutely no idea, which is exactly why I want to perform the initial work without being led by a ring through my nose. I don’t want to make connections that aren’t there. Let the house speak for itself.” 
 
    “It speaks,” Scott whispered. “I’ve heard it. Actually, it seems … and I know this sounds stupid … but it seems to sing.” 
 
    Now Berkov frowned, tiled his head in curiosity. “Why is this stupid?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Scott admitted. “I suppose part of me is still trying to believe all this stuff about hauntings is a crock.” 
 
    “But you know better,” Berkov said quietly. “Don’t you? At least Falconstone is merely stirring in its sleep. She’s not playing rough. Not yet.” 
 
    “No?” Scott’s right hand closed over the bruise on his shoulder. “What do you call this, then?” Challenging, he tugged up his shirt and sweater to display the injury, which had to be the size of his palm, and felt painfully tender. If he put pressure on it, it hurt through to the bone. 
 
    Cold fingers outlined it as Berkov leaned forward to measure it. “This is … unavoidable. I believe someone wanted your attention. They struck very hard, possibly when lighter touches went unnoticed. What do you think happens when a solid contact is made between two phases of being? One impinges upon the other. But consider this: the first, second and third dimensions fit together to make our coherent third, the one with which we are familiar, yes?” 
 
    “Of course,” Scott perched on the edge of the chair closest to the hearth. 
 
    “In fact,” Berkov suggested, “without the first two dimensions, the third couldn’t even exist. A three dimensional form must comprise the first two or the third can’t even be. So we three-dee beings are interacting so comprehensively with the first two dimensions, we actually occupy the same space as they do. This is true?” 
 
    “Yes,” Scott said cautiously. “Gotta warn you, math and geometry were never my thing. They beat me in Year 10.” 
 
    “No matter.” Berkov smiled. “You need only grasp concepts. You’ll surely have heard that no two objects can occupy the same space and time.” 
 
    “That sounds familiar,” Scott mused, “and even if it didn’t, it’s logical enough.” 
 
    “For objects existing in our four-dimensional world, yes – always remember to add the temporal component, without which nothing would exist at all. But are you aware that theoretical mathematicians are working in much higher dimensions? It’s many years now since these dimensions were proved mathematically to be very real. Most are unstable, but some are as stable as our own. The tenth dimension, for example, is another island of stability, like our fourth. 
 
    “Now, you and I are accustomed to dabbling in the first and second dimensions. But what happens if a tenth dimensional object, or force, or presence, should dabble in our third? Can a tenth dimensional object occupy the same space as a three dimensional body, just as we occupy the lower two? What happens when these two stable dimensions interact, touch, intersect …?” 
 
    “I’m clueless,” Scott confessed. “Trying to occupy the same space-time, if the ten-dee thing is as real as the three-dee thing, something might have to give.” 
 
    Berkov touched the bruise very lightly. “Something did. Such interaction is the cause of effects. Strange lights, smells, sounds. And the slightest physical intrusion into our actual, physical space would surely cause trauma. Someone was trying to get your attention. You say you sometimes feel watched?” 
 
    “Often.” Scott tugged his sweater into place and held his hands to the fire. 
 
    “As if there’s someone in the room,” Berkov said levelly, “just out of your line of sight. You turn quickly, expecting to see them, but they’re always gone.” He shook his head, an emphatic negative. “Eyes which evolved to serve our hominid ancestors on the planes of East Africa can’t possibly see in any dimension other than our native one. But the higher senses, like the lateral line in fish, can half-perceive things. This is the sixth sense, or second sight, which our forefathers took for granted. Today, science disparages it as complete rubbish, when in fact the evidence of our own experience tells us clearly what is true.” He sat, settled back carefully, one arm cradled about his chest. “You know well enough what you feel. Are you a drug addict who could ascribe your perceptions to hallucination?” 
 
    “Damnit, no.” Scott angled a frown at him. “What the hell would make you even ask that?” 
 
    The Russian’s eyes were closed now. “You’d be surprised the lengths some people will go to, in the quest for vision. Perhaps even Hector Lennox. Perhaps,” Berkov rumbled, “he saw something in a drugged stupor which frightened him to death. You thought of this?” 
 
    In fact, Scott had. “The autopsy didn’t show any sign of LSD or mescaline, or whatever other shit the loonies are taking these days. If it had, drug abuse would’ve been quoted on the death certificate. It wasn’t. Not my scene, Kolya. I don’t know zip about any druggy stuff. Sure, Hector could’ve afforded it, and if Connie and Bernard are right, he’d fallen in with a crowd of bastards who’d have been able to supply it. But I’m sure the autopsy would’ve turned up some evidence of drug abuse. It didn’t.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Berkov seemed unperturbed. “There are deeper, darker dimensions than the tenth. Places where quantum physics will take us, theoretically, in another fifty years, or a hundred. Places where nightmare laps over into reality, and reality slithers sideways into gibberish.” His eyes opened to dark slits. “‘Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch! Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun the frumious Bandersnatch!’” 
 
    “I saw the movie,” Scott groaned. 
 
    “We all saw the movie.” Berkov settled back. “I’ll go through the house tonight. Late, after you’ve all gone to bed.” 
 
    “You don’t want a hand, someone to show you around? It’s a maze,” Scott warned. “And it creeps me right out.” 
 
    But Berkov was sure. “I’ll find my way, and as for creeping you out … that’s why I’m here, no? I want to set a number of tiny thermo, light and motion sensors. Even your body heat will skew the readings. And the press of your thoughts ―” he tapped his temple “― will skew the very perceptions I rely on. Hush now, and let me rest. Do you play chess? I’ll give you a game this evening, if you like. There’s a concert I’d like to listen to on BBC Radio. Mussorgsky, in honor of the date, of course: Night on Bald Mountain. Plus Rachmaninov and Stravinsky, I think … do you mind?” 
 
    “Make yourself at home.” Scott adjusted the hearth, added a log and withdrew to the door. He had picked up the scent of frying bacon, and his belly chose that moment to growl. “I’ll show you up to your room after we’ve had … tea.” Getting used to the dining schedule in this part of the world. 
 
    “Take your time.” Berkov seemed half asleep, or halfway slipped into trance. 
 
    For some time Scott watched him, not wanting to disturb, and then followed the sound of Adam’s voice to the kitchen. He was on the phone, and Scott caught the name of Charlie Parker ― the electrician whose dog, Domino, had almost died here. Adam was apparently trying to arrange for Parker to come out soon, look at the wiring, check it for its carrying capacity, but Parker was being difficult, citing the oncoming weather. 
 
    And a glance at the forecast, on Mrs. Bretton’s portable TV, only made Scott agree with Parker. Contract work, he was sure, would have to wait. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Mussorgsky, Rachmaninov and Stravinsky were not to Scott’s taste. He could enjoy Mozart and Beethoven, but the Russian composers often seemed violent, the music enharmonic, disturbing. Mrs. Bretton’s face screwed up at the mention of the concert. She withdrew to the kitchen to choose her own program, but Adam was familiar with the primal Rite of Spring, and Rachmaninov’s jagged, abrasive Prelude. 
 
    It made for a fitting seasonal soundtrack, but Scott closed his ears, concentrated on the new Wilbur Smith, one of four thick paperbacks he had bought in York. He drew the drapes, tended the hearth, watched the game as Adam played Berkov on a folding chessboard, with a set of hand-carved rosewood and pine pieces that looked older than the pair of them added together. 
 
    The housekeeper stuck her head into the parlor for long enough to announce she was retiring early, but pie and the makings of Welsh rarebit were covered on the kitchen counter, if anyone needed supper. She was gone when Berkov turned off the radio, modern electronics artfully disguised as an elderly piece of furniture. 
 
    He had eaten a little, dozed for an hour, but was too restless to settle. Scott was unsurprised when he said quietly, “If you don’t mind, I’d like to perform a sitting. You don’t have to be here. In fact, it may disturb you. By all means leave.” 
 
    What Scott knew of Berkov’s business ― the paranormal studies as well as the science ― was mostly Hollywood. He lifted a brow at Adam, who shrugged. “Go ahead. We’ll keep it quiet. What do you need?” 
 
    “Merely turn off the lights and be still. Don’t be alarmed by anything you see or hear. If you want to make yourself useful, fetch a pad and pen, and write down anything I should happen to say. It’ll save me setting up the recorder, since this is very informal and I’m a little fatigued.” 
 
    “We can do that.” Adam stepped out for the stenographer’s pad from the kitchen, when lists were begun, scratched out, rewritten. While Berkov made himself comfortable, Adam took the chair by Scott’s, uncapped a ballpoint and balanced the pad on one knee. 
 
    With the lamps out, only firelight lit the parlor, sending shadows writhing in the corners as the wind stirred fretfully in the chimney. Fire sprites danced cross the last log Scott had set on the hearth, but the wood was seasoned enough to burn cleanly, with barely a hint of smoke. 
 
    He sat back, watching Berkov, wondering how far Hollywood could be trusted. Adam reached out, laced their fingers on the arm of Scott’s chair. The Russian didn’t move or speak for so long, Scott was drowsy enough to yawn. Then he began to mumble, nothing distinct, sotto voce nonsense, while his breathing deepened, becoming labored, which was unhealthy for a man in his condition. 
 
    When Berkov did begin to speak at last, Adam had no chance of taking down a word. It was all Russian, rapid-fire, in a higher-pitched voice than Kolya Berkov’s own. He spoke at length, the tone filled with emotion though Berkov’s eyes remained closed, eyeballs darting, as if he had sunk into REM sleep. 
 
    On a whim Scott said very quietly, “Do you speak English? Speak English, please.” 
 
    The Russian paused. The white-blond head turned toward him through Berkov’s eyes did not open. “Speak English, da.” The accent was thick, heavy. “Little bit English. Who … I don’t know you. Why bring me this place?” 
 
    “Now you’ve done it,” Adam whispered, though he was scribbling. “Well? 
 
    For a second Scott was blank, before he fell back on utter honesty. “Kolya brought you. Or called you. Do you know Kolya Berkov?” 
 
    “Ah, da, course, little Kolya. Always good boy, Kolya. Where is?” 
 
    “This place?” Scott guessed. “A house. Falconstone. England.” 
 
    “Angliya,” the light, thickly-accented voice sighed. Berkov’s brow creased deeply. “Dom … durnoy.” 
 
    “English, please,” Scott said in a bare whisper. 
 
    “Don’t know words.” Berkov’s head moved in a slow, steady negative. “Durnoy. Eto durnoy dom. Vy ponimayete?” 
 
    “Write down what it sounds like,” Scott murmured. 
 
    “I am.” Adam wrote in capitals for clarity. “God knows what I’m writing.” He waited for more, but Berkov only groaned, as if something pained him deeply. “Are we supposed to wake him up?” 
 
    “He’s not asleep.” Scott’s heart quickened as he watched Berkov’s face contort into a grin-like grimace, showing every tooth he possessed. “Kolya? Mister Berkov? Kolya, can you hear me?” 
 
    The thin body twisted, arch-backed. Berkov dragged a breath to the bottom of his lungs as if he were about to scream and then sagged back and sat panting. He might have run a marathon. Sweat beaded his skin though his face had paled to the color and texture of old parchment, and his eyes cracked open, his tongue tip flicked across dry lips. 
 
    Adam set aside the pad and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You okay? You want a drink?” 
 
    “Only water,” Berkov said huskily, as if his throat were parched. 
 
    The liquor cabinet still contained a half case of spring water, for watering the scotch. Scott twisted the cap from a bottle and passed it into Berkov’s fingers, which shook with a faint palsy. 
 
    He drank thirstily. “Did I say anything?” 
 
    “Plenty,” Adam told him, “most of it in Russian, unfortunately. I wrote down what I could.” He handed the pad across. “Safe to turn on the lights now?” 
 
    “Yes.” Berkov waited till the lamps lit, and peered at the pad. “Ah. I thought so.” 
 
    Curiosity kept Scott on his feet, though he resisted the impulse to pace. “Who was that? I know I wasn’t talking to you. The voice was lighter, with poor English.” 
 
    A genuine smile softened Berkov’s hard features. “Vanya never spoke English very well. In his day, it was astonishing that he spoke any at all, given his background. He was very bright, he could have been a scholar. He was a good man. And he still is.” 
 
    “Vanya?” Adam wondered. 
 
    The smile widened. “My grandfather.” He peered at the steno pad. “He tells us only what we already know. Eto durnoy dom. Vy ponimayete?” 
 
    “Meaning?” Scott perched on the edge of the chair, elbows on knees. 
 
    “That this is a bad house. Bad, in the sense of … wicked. Even evil.” 
 
    The hairs on Scott’s nape rose like hackles. “You still talk to your grandfather?” 
 
    “Why not?” Berkov set down the pad and rubbed his eyes tiredly. “In life he possessed a great gift. He was not likely to lose it in death. They were from the steppes, my people, almost the last of their kind. Rounded up, shot where they stood, or relocated to places so far from home, so late in the season, often they starved to death before they could put a crop in the ground and raise it. In those days, this was common enough in Russia. Even quite recently ― more recently than people want to believe.” He stretched both arms over his head. “Vanya was very young, very gifted.” 
 
    ”Was he killed?” Adam asked with dark curiosity. 
 
    “Not then. The army was coming, the villagers told him, get out while you can, save your gifts, don’t worry, we’ll protect your wife, your children. So Vanya went against his heart and took to the road. He found his way to Poland by 1936, but of course his first family was soon shot, along with the rest of the village. There was no way to protect them ― and they’d known it. He carried this burden of guilt for the rest of his life. He carries it still. It keeps him here, where sometimes he can help.” 
 
    “So he was in Poland during the war?” Adam frowned at Scott. “Damn.” 
 
    “In the mountains,” Kolya mused. “He was shot twice, pursued, but … he kept his liberty, possibly because of his gifts. He survived. My father was born in 1947, eldest of Vanya’s second family ― in Poland. I was actually born in Poland myself, but I’ll always think of myself as Russian. My mother was Russian; she took the family to Krazno, following farm work, in 1968, when I was too young even to walk. I grew up there, so … Russian.” 
 
    “And Vanya?” Scott asked, fascinated. “Your grandfather?” 
 
    “Lived until 1979. He was not yet seventy years old when he passed over. He spent his whole life as a laborer on land belonging to other people, but they knew there was much more to Vanya Berkov than mending tractors and cutting wheat.” 
 
    Scott thrust hands into pockets to keep them still. “You said he had a great gift. Like you?” 
 
    “Far greater than I ever was.” Berkov stood and stretched his spine in every axis. “He spoke to spirits, and they spoke to him, while he was fully lucid. Because of what he was, I suppose.” 
 
    “And what he was?” Adam slung one long arm around Scott’s shoulders. “I’m not very good at guessing games.” 
 
    For a long moment Kolya hesitated, brow creased as if he wondered how much he should say, or if the greater wisdom lay in silence. “In the Lennox library,” he said at last, “there is a volume I mentioned before. I believe you said you’ve actually sold it, though you’ve not yet dispatched it. At least, you’ve a client waiting, I believe in Ireland. Excuse me now … bathroom, you understand.” 
 
    Cold wafted into the parlor as he stepped out, leaving Scott to plumb his memory. “He did mention a book, but I don’t remember what it was about.” 
 
    The sharpness of Adam’s face, the press of his mouth, told Scott, he did. He cleared his throat, held his hands to the hearth. “Lycanthropy.” 
 
    “Ah. Not knowing what the hell that means,” Scott said resignedly, “I forgot.” 
 
    “Well, if you talk to a shrink,” Adam said carefully, “they’ll tell you it’s a nasty kind of schizophrenia. The patient’s alternate personality is a wolf.” He looked up at Scott out of vast, dark eyes. “Somehow, I seriously doubt Kolya’s grandfather was any kind of schizophrenic, don’t you? Nobody would call that kind of mental illness a great gift.” 
 
    “Christ.” Scott hugged himself. “You want to get the book?” 
 
    Adam’s brows rose. “In the dead of night, on Halloween, with this freaking house moaning and groaning?” He cocked an ear to it. “You don’t hear it?” 
 
    In fact, Scott had begun to tune it out, as if the bass murmuring and sibilant whispering really was the wind under the eaves, in the many chimneys, most of which were cold, some of which were bricked over and inclined to thrum and drone as the wind swirled in them. Now he troubled to listen, Falconstone was speaking in its own peculiar voice. 
 
    Perhaps Kolya Berkov would understand what it was saying, but if he did ― and if Vanya was right, and this was the durnoy dom ― Scott was far from sure he wanted to know what Falconstone was crooning. He opened his arms, inviting an embrace, and was grateful when Adam indulged him. 
 
    The sudden, strident chiming of Adam’s phone made them both start. Scott’s heart battered at his ribs as Adam pulled it out, glanced at it briefly, and held it to his ear. “Maggie, you’re calling late, darling. Everything all right?” 
 
    The satellite phone was the only mobile working in square kilometers, but the line was clear and loud enough for Scott to hear every word as Maggie Warburton said, “I just got out of a kids’ party. Bloody Halloween! I’ve got candle wax dribbled on my favorite shawl, and some twerp spilled cider on me. I smell like a brewery. Anyway, Adam, I’ve been calling your landline for half an hour. You’re not answering.” 
 
    “We can’t hear it from where we are,” he told her. “The main phone’s in the library, with an extension in the kitchen. We’re in the parlor, with the fire on and the door shut. Damnit, this place is cold. You have no idea.” 
 
    “Don’t say the heating’s packed up on you?” Maggie wondered. 
 
    “No, it’s working,” Adam said bleakly, “but it’s inadequate. There’s not enough hot water pipes by a factor of half, and the heat seems to get sucked right out of the air, about a hand’s span from any pipe or radiator. You’d better put that one on your list of fixes, if you want to score a decent price for this place. And we do want a good price.” 
 
    “Will do,” she promised. “In fact, that’s what I’m calling about. Will you be home tomorrow?” 
 
    “Home?” Scott demanded. “Not the word I’d have used! But yeah, we’ll be on the property. It’s important?” 
 
    “Sanjay Kumar, the estate agent ― you remember, from Kumar and Brooke, in York? ― told me he can get out there for a quick inspection tomorrow. Obviously, with a property the size of Falconstone it’d take a team to go over it properly in a day, or a week for one person to do it on their own. But I was able to present Jay with a bundle of notes and recommendations. He wants to run out and size up the job, if you’ll be there.” 
 
    “We’ll be here.” Scott said in the direction of the phone. “You know what time he can make it?” 
 
    “Sometime around noon, give or take,” Maggie guessed. “You know there’s snow falls forecast for tomorrow? But it won’t lie at once. It’ll take a day or two to start to thicken. You know how it works.” 
 
    In fact, Scott knew nothing of the sort. Adam slipped one arm around his waist, held him close while the wind muttered in the chimney and the fire sprites began to whirl. “Any joy with the rest of it,” Scott asked, “the antique dealer, the art specialist to look at that one painting?” 
 
    “Not with this weather,” she sighed. “I was moaning to my dad about it, and according to him, there should be a thaw, long before Christmas. It’s happened before, when snow comes through so early. Too early. As soon as the roads are salted and gritted, they’ll be open. Not quite business as usual, Scott, but we don’t turn into bears and hibernate till spring.” 
 
    Adam gave Scott a grim look. “Salt. Grit. It rots the belly right out of your car, you know?” 
 
    Again, Scott had no such experience, but he knew he would learn soon enough, if he was staying. And the simple pleasure he took in Adam’s arm about his waist, the readiness with which Adam pulled him close and held him, made staying a very real possibility. First, a longer visa ― two years at least, with income via Chan-Wylie from the Lennox portfolio, a lover with a flat offering a view of Scarborough harbor ― 
 
    “Anyway,” Maggie was saying, “I have to go. I still have to make my way home, so ― Happy Halloween, boys. I’m trying to get things moving, trust me. This weather is the problem. Talk to you later?” 
 
    “Soon,” Adam promised. “Ciao, darling.” 
 
    “Happy freaking Halloween.” Scott performed a theatrical shudder. “What lunatic thought that one up?” 
 
    “At least,” Adam allowed, sliding away the phone, “this far out of town we don’t have to cater to trick-or-treaters. They do that in Australia?” 
 
    “It’s an American thing, which means they do it everywhere short of Outer Mongolia.” Scott’s teeth closed on Adam’s lobe and tugged. “You want some supper? Welsh rarebit, so Mrs. B. said … glass or two of wine. Bed?” 
 
    “I could go for that.” Adam caught him before he could escape, and had him in a bearhug when Kolya Berkov stepped back in. When Scott tried to escape, his arms only tightened, so Scott surrendered to the inevitable as Adam asked, “You hungry, Kolya? We were thinking of supper, then taking ourselves out of your way, letting you get down to work.” 
 
    “Not hungry,” the Russian decided, “but I could be seduced into hot chocolate.” He returned to the chair by the hearth, absolutely oblivious to the embrace from which Scott was still trying to disentangle himself. “I’ve unpacked my gear, checked it over. I’ll make notes tonight, position the sensors in the house’s hotspots. I felt them out soon enough, this afternoon. Then we’ll see what we get.” 
 
    At last, Scott wormed free. “What do you expect?” 
 
    A deep frown creased the man’s brow. “I’m not sure, not yet. I already know, much is very wrong in this house. There’s a deep undercurrent of pain. Voices are calling for help, but others seem to be warning. I can’t make out what they’re saying yet, but I will. If you were hoping to hear that you have squatters playing pranks on you ― no. I heard the security systems man, of course. You have been burgled, but unless I’m very much mistaken, it’s the three of us, the housekeeper … there are others. Discarnate. I’m not sure how many, or who. But, shall we say, no one who’ll make off with your valuables or run up a long distance phone bill while your back is turned.” 
 
    He was only confirming what Scott had known for days, but to hear it spoken so baldly, in all seriousness, was unsettling. “Be careful, Kolya,” he said quietly. “You said Falconstone isn’t playing rough yet. But she can hurt.” He set a hand over the bruise. “She might even hurt without meaning to. The truth is, I’d rather get the hell out and let the old place rot than have people get hurt. Okay, I could use the cash, but there’s got to be other ways.” 
 
    Kolya gave him a curious smile. “Very kind of you, but don’t fret on my account. At least, not yet. There’s little this house can do to surprise me, and if I shut up and listen, she may be pleased, even grateful, just to talk to someone who can hear. Once, I walked into an old manor house in Prague. It had been a private home, but lately has become a museum. I stood on the threshold and it screamed at me, Get out, go away, you’re not welcome here! Then it realized I had heard, and it begged, Hello? Hello? Can you hear me?” He shrugged expressively. “The last owner had died there, surrounded by a lifetime’s possessions, all of which are on display now. It’s a little crass. The owner resents that his home has been turned into a museum, and dislikes the tourists who troop through to gawk at the things he still treasures. But I,” Kolya said with wry humor, “was made welcome. I listened. Just listened.” He waved them away. “Get your supper, go to bed. Sleep. Leave Falconstone to me, at least for tonight. Ignore what you hear, pull the covers over your heads.” He gave the younger men an amused look. “I would imagine you can think of better things to do than prowl these halls at midnight.” 
 
    They were in the kitchen, slathering the tangy cheese mixture onto thick wedges of toast, when Adam echoed in a thick Russian stage accent, “Better things to do, Comrade Lennox.” 
 
    “You watch too many old Bond movies,” Scott accused, stooping to push the Welsh rarebit under the broiler. 
 
    “The only Bonds I watch are the new ones,” Adam informed him, “because I fancy the hell out of the new actor. And the cars, if I tell you the truth.” He caught Scott by the hips, pulled him back, held him while he rested his chin on Scott’s shoulder. “Kolya’s a weird one.” 
 
    “As you’d expect, in his line of work.” Scott leaned heavily against him. “You want to get the heating on in the bedroom, and the electric blanket? I’ll keep an eye on supper and make more hot chocolate. Kolya’s holding off starting till we settle down. Something about setting sensors in these hotspots ― down toward the crypt, I’d put money on it. He doesn’t want us tripping them, we’d muck up the data.” 
 
    “Thank gods for technology,” Adam remarked. “Electric blankets included. Back in a minute, Scottie.” 
 
    But he was gone much longer than that. The Welsh rarebit was cool, congealing, when he returned, and his face had lost several shades of color. Scott caught his hands, found them cold. Adam breathed deeply, obviously willing his heart to slow. Scott waited. 
 
    At last he said hoarsely, “Just us, Kolya and Mrs. B. in the house, right? Mrs. B.’s in the bedroom right overhead, by the kitchen chimney. Kolya’s in the parlor.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m pretty sure, if there was anybody else, Kolya would know.” Scott winced as Adam’s grip on his hands tightened to pain. 
 
    “Then who,” Adam said levelly, “is opening and closing doors, upstairs?” 
 
    “Shit.” Scott’s teeth closed on his lip. “What part of upstairs?” 
 
    Adam nodded over his shoulder. “Way over, on the end of the east wing. We both know the house is empty ― and if it was our burglars, come back for another try, they’d be sneaking. Over by the chapel, three or four doors opened and slammed hard enough to rattle the bloody windows. I’m surprised you didn’t hear it from here. Burglars wouldn’t slam doors, and there’s not enough wind tonight to do it.” His brows arched, his tongue tip moistened his lips. 
 
    “Right above the chapel and the crypt.” Scott swallowed on a dry throat. “Fuck, up to her old tricks, is she?” He heard the edge in his own voice. “You, uh, want to camp out in the parlor again, Adam, and not go up? It was okay there.” 
 
    For some time Adam seriously considered the suggestion, and then shook his head. “Stone-cold logic says it’s not intruders, can’t be. So ― look, it’s only doors. Like the blue light, last night. Just a light. Give Kolya a chance to do his thing, tonight at least. Maybe it’ll talk to him. Maybe,” he added, “Falconstone just wants to be heard, but nobody ever listened.” 
 
    He was thinking of the home in Prague, Scott was sure, which had become a museum. Nobody heard the resentment, the protests, until Berkov visited. He took a long deep breath. “All right. You still hungry?” 
 
    But Adam shook his head. “I’ll settle for a lot of that brandy, and like the Russian says, pull the covers over my bloody stupid head … and think of something better to do. If you’re game.” 
 
    “I’m game.” Scott threw a kitchen towel over the cold Welsh rarebit and picked up the big flashlight. Its batteries were new, and he turned it on before Adam hit the switch on the way out of the kitchen, leaving the room dimly illuminated in shades of crimson and scarlet, from the smoldering, banked-down hearth. 
 
    Somewhere far over in Falconstone’s east wing, a series of doors slammed like a volley of rifle fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Against the odds, Scott slept. The house seemed to settle down in the hours after midnight, perhaps when Kolya Berkov walked its halls, spoke to it, listened when it murmured and sang. Brandy, sex and exhaustion plunged Scott into a dreamless sleep not long before dawn, and he woke fuddle-headed. Adam was already gone when he stirred, but the ancient piping told Scott where he was. 
 
    The shower was running, which made the ceiling seem to rumble and whine. Scott swung his legs off the bed, pulled his shoulders back and felt out every vertebra from nape to coccyx. Pain had begun to ebb, as if sex were the physical therapy he had needed. He was out of bed and dressed when a tuneless humming in the passage outside announced Mrs. Bretton. He glanced at his watch, saw 7:45, and swore. He might have taken a long time to get to sleep, but once he relaxed, his body had taken what it needed. 
 
    He stretched, still aware of Adam’s hands and mouth in every nerve ending, and reveling in the sensation. He wondered idly if Adam might be seduced back to bed, coaxed into lovemaking in the morning light … how it might be to wake up beside him in a place, a season, where the air was warm, the window open, birds singing. Those days, he thought with lazy pleasure, might be on their way. 
 
    The smell of mansion polish smarted in his sinuses as he opened the door. She was dusting picture frames and tables, wielding a genuine feather duster, and gave him a critical look as he appeared. As if she thought he might be hungover. He dragged his fingers through his hair and beckoned. “Mrs. B., can I have a word?” 
 
    “About the gravy last night?” She sighed. “I overdid the salt, but once it’s in, you can’t get it out again. It’s a recipe I’ve used a thousand times, but ―” 
 
    “The gravy was fine,” Scott said shortly. “I just want to ask you about the previous owners. And their guests.” 
 
    “There’s only been three owners, since I’ve been here,” she mused. “Hector Lennox. Before him, Betsy Chisholm, widow of the Right Honorable Peter, the MP. She stayed till the dementia took her down. Afore that, it were just the last Earl’s widow, Maureen Debray, and the daughter, Phoebe. She’s Phoebe Plowright now, lives somewhere up by Aberdeen, that’s all I know.” 
 
    “What happened to the last Earl of Greythorpe?” Scott asked. 
 
    “Oh, dead and gone about six, maybe eight months after I arrived,” Edith Bretton told him. “I didn’t see much of him. He died in a hospital over in Lincoln, so far as I know.” 
 
    “In hospital?” Intuition leaped. “Not Saint John’s?” 
 
    For the first time Mrs. Bretton showed a twist of unease. “Aye. It’s a mental asylum. He were mad, stark raving, and dangerous even to himself, at the finish.” 
 
    “Dangerous?” Scott’s hands began to fold clothes, sort clean from laundry, while he concentrated on the housekeeper. “What kind of dangerous?” 
 
    “He attacked a girl.” She wouldn’t look at him, but stuffed the laundry into the tall wicker basket with vengeful punches. 
 
    “You mean he raped her?” Scott pressed. 
 
    Her face creased in distaste. “It’s an ugly word.” 
 
    “But accurate.” Scott folded the cream cable sweater Adam liked so much on him. 
 
    “Aye, I suppose it is.” Mrs. Bretton sighed heavily, clearly weighing what she should say, and how. At last she seemed to decide on honesty. She gave him a dark look, eyes as hard as a crow’s. “Aye, he raped the lass. And she weren’t the only one. Humphrey Debray were wrong in the head. There were four others, afore, that his wife knew about. Understand, now. Lady Debray were a nice woman, naught to do with that crazy family. She thought she were ever so clever, marrying a title. She came up from Kent to be lady of the manor here.” 
 
    “And got a lot more than she bargained for,” Scott said quietly. “Humphrey wouldn’t have made the marriage easy.” 
 
    Mrs. Bretton studied the dry, creased palms of her hands. “I wouldn’t know much about it, but servants talk. I do know there were four other lasses before the last one, where his lordship got caught and taken away. Probably more that Lady Debray never knew about. He were … violent. Used to beat her. Broke her nose, one time. They passed it off as a riding accident.” She looked away. “He interfered with the daughter, an’ all, when she were only a bairn. Maybe that’s what drove Phoebe so far over the edge, so quick.” 
 
    “Christ,” Scott breathed. “Why weren’t the police called? He should’ve been bloody locked up!” 
 
    “He were, in the end,” she said with weary resignation. “They kept it quiet for years, on account of the family name. Didn’t want the disgrace. Then it went too far, and they couldn’t hush it up no more. The last of them girls escaped, legged it fast, got down to Thornton ― aye, the fat were in the fire then. All the others were paid off, not to talk, after Humphrey bloody Debray were finished.” 
 
    The bathroom door had opened as she spoke, and Adam caught the last of what she said. He was wrapped in the voluminous, pale blue terrycloth robe he had bought in York the day before, rubbing his hair on the way back to the bedroom. He stopped a pace outside to listen as Scott asked, “So the last earl was shipped out to a loony bin, leaving the wife and the daughter here?” 
 
    “Aye.” Mrs. Bretton manhandled the overstuffed laundry basket out through the door. “Lady Debray stayed on, but she never liked this place. Used to live most of the time with her own people down south ― couldn’t sell up till the earl passed away, obviously, which weren’t for years after he went to St. John’s. After the funeral, she had it up for sale in three days flat, soon as the deed were signed over, but it took years to find anyone to buy it. With Phoebe certified incorrigible and no other living Debray relation, course the estate went to Alexis. And she were half barmy herself by then, if I’m any judge ― and I am. Poor woman, not her fault.” 
 
    “The Right Honorable Peter Chisholm, MP, acquired it as an elegant retirement address,” Adam added. “He died, leaving his widow here. Later, when the dementia sent her to a nursing home ―” 
 
    “Hector Lennox snapped it up.” Mrs. Bretton glared at the laundry basket as if it were a mortal enemy. “The van’s due afore noon, and you’ll get this stuff back tomorrow, so long as the snow holds off. Mind, if there’s anything you can’t live without for a couple of weeks, best wash it by hand and hang it up in front of the fire to dry. You’ll have to get that basket downstairs yourself, don’t look at me to carry it,” she added sharply. 
 
    She was trying to divert the obvious question, Scott realized, and his belly clenched. “You said Alexis, Lady Debray, was nuts. She wasn’t crazy when she married the title and moved up here. What drove her mad?” He waited, but Edith Bretton seemed very reluctant to speak. “Come on, Mrs. B., we talked to Connie and Bernard Quincannon. I think we know about half of it already, you’re not going to shock us.” 
 
    Her face set into wooden lines, like a mask. “Connie? What did she tell you?” 
 
    But Adam was too shrewd to be maneuvered. “Suppose you give us your side of the story. You can start by telling us what Connie was doing in the chapel, for a start, in the years when Hector Lennox owned Falconstone, if not before.” 
 
    “Connie said,” Scott added, “she’d ‘seen the signs’ with her own eyes. Something about blood and wine spilled on the ground. Which means she was in here.” 
 
    “Well ―” The housekeeper stopped, fists clenched. “Buggeration.” 
 
    “Come on, Edith,” Adam coaxed. “We’re big lads, you’re not going to make us faint.” 
 
    She angled a glare at him, but relented. “Well, I’m in Connie’s group. And aye, you know bloody well that means coven.” The words flung at them, as if challenging them to make something of it. 
 
    “Meaning, Wiccan coven,” Adam said, “not this black arts garbage old man Lennox was into.” 
 
    “White magic, for healing,” Mrs. Bretton said tiredly. “When they were finished making their blasphemies in the chapel and the crypt, I’d ring Connie to come up here and do a banishing. You know what that is? It casts out the wickedness left behind.” She shivered visibly. “There were terrible energies here. If there’s any peace at Falconstone, it’s Connie’s doing.” 
 
    Adam stood at Scott’s shoulder, close enough to touch, not quite touching. “A satanic cult means a whole group. Seven, nine, or thirteen. These were Hector’s guests? A few days ago you called them yobs.” 
 
    “At that time, when the stupid old goat owned the place ― aye.” Mrs. Bretton fussed with the duster, whisking it over surfaces that didn’t need the work. “Truth is, when he bought the house, I recognized him. He didn’t realize I knew him, but I did. He’d been here before as a guest. With them.” 
 
    Fingers of ice scampered through Scott’s chest and belly. “Them?” 
 
    “The group.” She dragged a cloth from her apron pocket and polished the mirror hard, though it was perfectly clean. “They call themselves the Covenant of Shedim. Thirteen of the dregs of humanity. I wanted naught to do with ’em. Connie said to stay well away, and I were pleased to.” 
 
    “You could,” Adam said slowly, “have called the police. Irrespective of whether the performance of the black mass is actually legal or nor, trespassing on someone else’s property to conduct it on holy ground certainly isn’t.” 
 
    “They were guests,” Edith sighed bitterly. “Even afore Hector Lennox owned this house, the Covenant of Shedim were here, regular, as guests of young Craig Chisholm. The old lady’s grandson, another useless sod without a penny to his name, sponging off anybody who’d give him house room. If Mrs. Chisholm had passed away, since her daughter died of breast cancer twenty year back, the bastard grandson would’ve inherited Falconstone.” 
 
    But Betsy Chisholm was actually still alive, by now close to a century old, in the later stages of a battle with dementia, in an expensive nursing home. Scott didn’t know where. He realized that Falconstone had come to him through Hector as a mere fluke of luck. “This Craig Chisholm, did he live here the whole time?” 
 
    “Only showed his ugly face when Shedim were due on the doorstep,” she said scornfully. “He treated Falconstone like it belonged to him, because he’d been coming here with them since the last earl’s day.” 
 
    Adam pounced. “So this Covenant of Shedim goes back to Humphrey Debray’s time.” 
 
    “Goes back,” the housekeeper corrected darkly, “almost to the turn of the century. Nineteen hundred. Aleister Crowley, Perabduro, Ankh-f-n-khonsu.” She tilted her head at them, throwing down the gauntlet. “You don’t even know the name.” 
 
    “Of course I do,” Adam scoffed. “You know my stock in trade well enough, Edith. I don’t believe one syllable of this guff, but I make a very nice living, buying and selling it.” He tugged the terrycloth robe closer and turned an indulgent expression on Scott. “Edward Alexander Crowley ― changed his name to Aleister, I never knew why ― also known as the ‘Great Beast’ and renowned as the wickedest man in the world. Mind you, he earned that dubious honorific a long time before the names of Hitler, Stalin and Pol Pot were ever dreamed of. I’m pretty sure the stuff Crowley was up to around 1920 would be tame by today’s standards.” 
 
    “What kind of stuff?” Scott wondered, though he could guess. 
 
    “Oh, sex magic, heroin and cocaine addiction, the dark arts, Tantra yoga, hermetic magic and ritual from all parts east of Suez.” Adam paused, obviously trawling his memory. “He actually had it in him to be quite brilliant from time to time. He said, ‘Ordinary morality is only for ordinary people’, so right there you can see where his mind was going. He also said, ‘The Way of Mastery is to break all the rules ― but you have to know them perfectly before you can do this; otherwise you are not in a position to transcend them’.” 
 
    “Now, there’s a purple flag going up the mast,” Scott said shrewdly. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Adam thrust hands into pockets and glared at the ceiling as he sorted through old, random memories. “Somewhere he wrote, ‘I was not content to believe in a personal devil and serve him, in the ordinary sense of the word. I wanted to get hold of him personally and become his chief of staff’.” 
 
    “S’why a lot of folks called the old bugger a Satanist,” Edith said bleakly. “He threw out the rules, the law, the church, everything. Crowley liked to say he weren’t no Satanist, because he didn’t believe in aught the Bible had to offer, but when the newspapers swore he worshiped the devil, he were happy to let ’em, and take the fame.” 
 
    Adam actually chuckled. “I remember now. He said, ‘One would go mad if one took the Bible seriously; but to take it seriously one must be already mad’.” 
 
    “Ouch. So,” Scott said slowly, “he had no morbid fascination for the devil.” 
 
    “Not as such,” Adam mused. “But, what is the devil, anyway? Lucifer, the Shining One, therefore the Bringer of Light. Son of the Morning, the Morning Star, which of course links this so-called fallen angel ― don’t blame me, it’s one of the fairly respected interpretations of Isaiah! ― with the planet Venus. Therefore, by extension, sex and procreation.” 
 
    “And sex was very definitely high on Crowley’s personal agenda,” Scott observed. 
 
    “Plus,” Adam went on with bitter amusement, “His lordship was a raging bi, which wouldn’t earn too many Boy Scout badges in his day. The mere fact he was having sex with men would be enough to bang him up in prison. Heroin and cocaine weren’t actually illegal at the time, which to our generation is utterly arse-backwards.” He gave the housekeeper a rueful look. “Scottie and I could be married, Edith, but possession of hard drugs will put you away for a long, long time. It was absolutely the reverse in Crowley’s era.” 
 
    She looked deeply uncomfortable. “Aye, well, that’s as may be. I don’t know much about such codswallop. But I do know the history of this house … like I said, servants talk. When Lady Debray were here, she kept on a staff of nine, some of ’em older than I am now. So they knew stuff. Crowley were here, in 1910.” 
 
    This did astonish Adam. “Here at Falconstone?” 
 
    “All summer long, working on a book.” She gestured anxiously toward the library. “It were finished, but after that he moved on and it were never published. I remember Sir Humphrey had a big book, like a diary or ledger, in dark red leather bindings. He’d sit with it in his lap for hours, stroking it like it were a cat and muttering about Perabduro, Ankh-f-n-khonsu. I didn’t know what it meant, so I looked it up. What’s the point of having a library if there’s summat you need to know, and you don’t look it up?” She made a face. 
 
    Now Adam whistled. “If this is true, you’re sitting on a fortune, Scottie. If you have an original unpublished manuscript in Crowley’s own hand ― well, you’re looking at seven figures, and a half dozen people I know around Europe who’d knock each other out to possess it.” He gave Edith a curious frown. “Did you ever get your hands on the book, even to put it away, or dust it? Did you peek inside?” 
 
    “Not on your life,” she snorted. “I never touched the thing, and wouldn’t want to. As I heard it, Crowley never visited again, after the summer of 1910, so the book just sat on the shelf. But I seen it a few times, when the Covenant of Shedim were here. When Craig Chisholm brought the buggers in. I never knew what they were doing at the time, of course, but later on I heard rumors.” She looked terminally uncomfortable. “He’d bring women and lads out here, too drunk or drugged to know where they were or what they were doing.” 
 
    All this, Scott heard with a growing sense of disquiet. “Sex magic. Forget the magic part. Demons aside, if the sex partners weren’t willing, it’s not legal.” 
 
    “I doubt that’d bother Crowley’s devotees too much,” Adam said sourly. “He’s quoted as saying, ‘Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law’. That’s an infinitely less ethical or compassionate version of the Wiccan rede, which says, ‘An it harm none do what ye will’. But if you add Crowley’s ‘do whatever you like at any cost’ philosophy to another of his witticisms, you run face-first into the problem: ‘Some men are born sodomites, some achieve sodomy, and some have sodomy thrust upon them’, he said. Which opens the gate to all kinds of trouble.” 
 
    Scott regarded the housekeeper darkly. “When you heard the rumors of what was going on, you didn’t go to the police?” 
 
    “Pointless,” she said bitterly. “The only one of them Shedim bastards I ever knew were Craig Chisholm, and you can’t arrest a corpse. He didn’t make fifty ― died of an overdose, face-down in the gutter outside a boozer in Leeds, and good bloody riddance. See, at the time Hector were here as a guest. He wouldn’t’ve known how any women and lads were brought in. Hector’d arrive with the group, do his business and bugger off afore dawn. Who’s going to ask questions about the fresh meat on the altar?” She gave an animated shudder. “It were just rumors that them women and lads were drunk or high. They could’ve been well paid ― it were done afore. I told you. Humphrey Debray.” 
 
    “You did,” Scott sighed. “I’m not criticizing, Edith, just trying to get the facts hammered out. There’s been all kinds of irregularity in this house, even quite recently. Like keeping Phoebe Debray prisoner, when they dragged her home from that cathouse in Liverpool.” 
 
    A shade of color bled from Edith’s face. “You know about that?” 
 
    “Connie,” Adam told her. “Just out of gruesome curiosity, they didn’t lock her in the cellar, did they, or up in the attic? Now, there’s a nasty Hollywood cliché!” 
 
    But Edith made a face. “It were her mother trying to keep her safe! Cellar? Good gods. She were locked in that room, two doors down the passageway from the nice guest room where I put you, Mister Lennox.” 
 
    Two doors down the passage? A jolt of electricity tingled through Scott, and he met Adam’s startled eyes. “The one with the jammed, swollen door?” 
 
    “Aye, that’s the one.” She was dusting again, too anxious to be still for long. “I can’t even shift it now, the wood’s swollen, needs shaving back along the bottom to free it off. The room’s been closed up since 1986, the last time Phoebe bust out of there and did a runner. Lady Debray reported her to the police, and let her go. After that, the authorities had the daft lass in some kind of institution, till she were eighteen. Then? Gone. Nobody knew where to, for years.” 
 
    “Aberdeen,” Adam said quietly, “married to an oil worker. Widowed now.” 
 
    “So there’s the end of it, and not afore time,” Edith muttered. “With ’em all out of here, the Debrays, and Hector Lennox hisself, this house might know a bit of peace and quiet for once in its life.” 
 
    The Debrays, Hector, and Craig Chisholm were all gone, Scott thought, but the Covenant of Shedim doubtlessly smoldered on. He watched Edith dusting with nervous movements, and when she stepped out, he didn’t call her back. Adam closed the door, dropped the robe and began to rummage through a pack of underwear and socks. Scott regarded him absently, pleasure competing with preoccupation. 
 
    Quickly dressed in slacks, teeshirt, sweatshirt, before the chill could assault him, Adam finger-combed his damp hair. “Do you want me to ask around? I can find out if the Covenant of Shedim is still active. Victoria would almost certainly know. She doesn’t dabble in any such thing, but she knows who does. Then again, I’ll give you short odds, the Quincannons also know. Those two have their fingers right on the pulse.” 
 
    The idea was shrewd, but Scott shook his head. “What good would it do us, knowing what Hector’s loony friends are up to? They aren’t doing it here anymore, that’s all I care about. Damnit, look at the continuity: from the first mad Earl of Greythorpe to Hector, direct, using this house as the conduit.” 
 
    The connection was broken now, he was sure, but Falconstone had surely soaked up the pain like a sponge. It had taken up the dark energy of such debauchery until it continued to thresh in its sleep, even though the Covenant of Shedim had gone elsewhere. 
 
    Such thoughts inspired a shiver, and Adam offered an embrace, a kiss. Scott took both before he grabbed his shaving kit and headed into the bathroom. Adam tackled the overstuffed laundry hamper as if it were in the front line of a scrum, five meters from the touchline. 
 
    Stories like Falconstone seldom made the national news, and almost never the international. If mass murder had happened here, and bodies were stuffed en masse into barrels in the wine cellar, news services would have carried the story gleefully. Thoughts of Snowtown haunted Scott as he shaved, brushed his teeth, tamed his hair with a wet comb, patted on a little cologne. Falconstone had a bloody history, but it was history. He doubted the local police would take any interest; and if they did, who would be prosecuted, and for what? 
 
    If the Shedim group came here as legitimate guests, first of Humphrey Debray, later of Craig Chisholm, lastly of Hector Lennox, what law had been broken? So long as the acolytes and assorted participants in the rituals came willingly, as far as Scott could see, the only crime would lie in possession and use of illegal drugs ― and proving that so long after the fact would be a case too far for a small regional police force. 
 
    Little wonder Falconstone stirred fretfully in its sleep. A large part of Scott longed to wreak vengeance for the wrongs beginning with Aethelheard the Witch Taker and not ending until Hector himself passed away under this roof. He could only wonder who the girl was, who wandered in the garden, weeping in the moonlight. At least one woman had died here, but now he thought back on her, the gown she wore had the look of dresses from the time of the first Queen Elizabeth. If she had been murdered here centuries ago ― 
 
    “Scott!” Adam’s voice bawled up the stairs, startling Scott until his heart raced, hard and fast. “You want bacon and eggs or pancakes for breakfast?” 
 
    “Pancakes,” Scott yelled, catching his breath, “healthier for your arteries.” 
 
    He was alone on the upper floor now, save for Kolya, who would certainly have been asleep until Adam shouted. That bellow would have woken the dead ― a figure of speech which of a sudden played Scott’s raw nerves like harp strings. 
 
    Not even breathing, he stood quite still, listening to the house, feeling how it thrummed and whimpered, far beyond any level at which humans could normally hear. He listened to the thud of his own heart and told himself ― it sleeps. It just stirs in its sleep … let it sleep. Don’t wake it. 
 
    Because if Falconstone were to wake, Scott would want to be so far away, he might notice the story on some crank webpage, years later. 
 
    At last he returned to the bedroom to stow his shaving kit and pick up a jacket. On the way to the stairs he paused to listen at the Russian’s door, heard rustling from within, and knocked. 
 
    “I’m awake,” Kolya Berkov rasped. “I should imagine every Greythorpe in the crypt is awake!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Scott said honestly. “He wasn’t thinking. Could you eat breakfast?” 
 
    “Not food. Coffee,” Kolya corrected. 
 
    “Kitchen, ten minutes. I’ll make it,” Scott offered. “My coffee’s better than Adam’s. He brews it way too strong.” He paused. “You, uh, didn’t get anything last night, did you?” 
 
    A storm of coughing and groaning answered before Kolya said hoarsely, “I need to check the sensors, they’re still active. But I got a good deal, if you’re willing to accept the word of a psychic.” 
 
    “Tell us over breakfast.” Scott hesitated. “Do you, uh, need a hand?” 
 
    “Kind of you to offer, but I shall manage.” He was wheezing this morning. “I’m just tired and cold … and this, from a Russian. How pathetic is that?” 
 
    “We can’t seem to get the house any warmer,” Scott apologized, “but it’s always pretty good in the kitchen. If you don’t need help, I’ll leave you to it ―?” 
 
    “Go, don’t wait for me,” Kolya urged. 
 
    Adam had rebuilt the kitchen fire, and the black iron skillet was smoking hot. He dropped thick, glutinous batter onto it as Scott kissed him on his way to the coffee press. Voices from the kitchen garden told him where Edith and Art Gurney were, but when he ducked to look out under the pink café curtains he muttered in surprise. 
 
    Snow had fallen overnight. Not yet the freak, monstrous falls that were forecast, and which had already buried most of eastern Scotland, but enough to dress the landscape in a faery mantel of white. And it was ‘lying,’ Scott saw, not melting off, which meant the morning temperature could not be one degree above freezing. 
 
    Housekeeper and groundsman were both dressed heavily. Dougal, hitched to the low gate beyond the pear tree, wore a thick blue tartan rug. Every breath plumed from the horse’s flared nostrils like that of a dragon. He tossed his head, stamped his steel-shod feet, and Gurney called to him, promising him apples. 
 
    The sky remained heavy, pregnant, yellow-gray and ominous, but the rime of snow was too thin for Gurney’s bright green gumboots to sink into it. He walked diagonally across the neat, straight rows where the last vegetables were still in the ground, carrying a pair of rabbits by the ears. These, he handed to Edith with a gesture toward the wood which screened his croft from Falconstone. He carried a long-barreled hunting rifle in the crook of his left arm. 
 
    “Looks like rabbit pie for dinner again.” Scott held a plate, and Adam slid the first odd-shaped pancakes onto it. 
 
    “And spotted dick,” Adam added, waiting for the foreigner’s predictable double-take. “I know, it sounds like a nasty condition. Trust me: steamed fruit pudding.” 
 
    “Brits are weird,” Scott informed him. 
 
    “And you love us for it.” Adam dropped more batter onto the pan. “Honey, golden syrup, lemon juice, take your pick. Is Kolya coming down for breakfast?” 
 
    “Don’t wait for him. Sounds like he’s crook this morning, so he’ll be slow.” 
 
    “Crook?” Adam shook the pan. 
 
    “Under the weather. Not very well. A bit off color. Uncle Dick,” Scott translated, drizzling honey and lemon across his plate. 
 
    “By golly, I’m going to end up bilingual.” Adam flashed him a smile, but it didn’t last. “You, uh, asked him about last night?” 
 
    But Scott made negative noises. “Wait till he gets himself moving. He sounds bad.” He tapped his chest. “You know he’s done chemo?” 
 
    “I also know he’s had surgery.” Adam looked up from the pan. “He told me a little. They took out the tumor, not the whole lung. From here on it’s regular scans, looking for it to break out again. If it’s going to metastasize,” he added darkly, “it often goes right to the brain.” 
 
    Which Kolya must have known, Scott thought as he sat down to eat. He made no comment and was still engrossed in the food when Gurney came in for coffee and a slab of last night’s pie. Taciturn as always, Art Gurney did not even say good morning. He stood the rifle barrel-up among the mops and brooms in the scullery, and took his own food to the fire while Edith lingered outside. 
 
    Wondering what she could be doing, Scott peered out as he rinsed his plate. The rabbits were so fresh, they steamed as she gutted them and hung the carcasses from two of a series of gambrels on the eaves of the tiny porch outside the scullery door. Grouse and pheasants would be hung there, he knew, in season. 
 
    Shooting came naturally to country folk and gentry. For himself, Scott had never actually touched a gun, and found killing in any form repugnant. Still, it was Gurney’s job to keep down ‘vermin,’ and Scott could only agree that shooting was vastly preferable to trapping or baiting. 
 
    But Gurney seemed to be waiting for the wussy city kid to whine, always ready with a sneer, trying to needle for a reaction. Scott was not about to give him the satisfaction, especially when Adam seemed to disregard the hunting, and relished fresh game. 
 
    Freezing air wafted through the scullery as Edith came in, stamping snow from her boots. She sat on a chair to heel them off, and shoved her feet into the battered brogues she wore around the house. She didn’t even glance at Scott and Adam as she announced, 
 
    “Connie rang. You were still asleep. Bernard’s got some books for you, has he? Says he’ll come over this morning, while the weather holds. He likes a walk over by the bridle path, ’specially when it’s cold like this. It’s only two mile, straight over the hill, by the old holy well.” 
 
    “Holy well,” Adam mused. “I remember him mentioning that.” 
 
    “Aye, it were filled in because too many people were messing about up there, but it still exists. Back in the days when they used to hunt witches, you could take shelter at the well, nobody’d do you harm. Saint Hilda blessed it, according to the story, so nobody could hurt you, if you kept one hand on them stones. Priests went there for sanctuary, an’ all, back in Bloody Mary’s time.” 
 
    “Priests?” Scott was out of his depth again. 
 
    “Protestants,” Adam told him. “They don’t teach English history in Aussie schools? Then again, why should they? I don’t imagine they teach much of your history in ours!” He toyed with the last of his food. “Short version: Queen Mary, daughter of Henry VIII. She only had her right, royal bum on the throne for about five years, but she waged a crusade to reverse Protestantism. Her people hounded priests and anybody who refused to convert back to Catholicism. She burned several hundred people at the stake.” 
 
    “Oh, nice,” Scott observed. “It happened here, too? In the north?” 
 
    “Everywhere.” Adam mopped up the last honey and chewed thoughtfully. “These old houses were full of priest holes. Protestant parishioners used to hide priests who were being hunted by the Queen’s men. Falconstone probably has at least one.” 
 
    “Two.” Edith was busy at the stove now. “We just use ’em like cupboards, handy places to shove stuff away, so you don’t have to trip over it. Ask Bernard, if you’re interested. He knows all the folktales. He’s got ’em in the museum.” 
 
    It seemed to be a cue for Gurney to snort in derision, and he drained his mug noisily. “I’ll feed your hens, Edie, and have a look at them pipes. I’d best get ’em lagged, before they bust. But I won’t stay long today. The forecast looks like shite in the afternoon, and I’ve got work at home, if Dougal and me are gunna be snowed in.” 
 
    “Aye, we’re just about ready for it.” Edith watched him make his way to the scullery door and collect the rifle. “Are you right for supplies, Artie? Take aught you need. These lads emptied out the shops in York afore the rush started.” 
 
    But Gurney merely tugged on his plaid county cap and wound his scarf tighter. “Aye, I’ve got plenty, for me and Dougal and the dogs.” 
 
    As he stepped out, she turned on the portable TV, muted the sound, and Scott’s eyes were drawn to the innocuous, bland content which filled the space between commercials. She was waiting for a weather forecast, which came up at the end of some local breakfast television show. Kolya stepped in at last as an elegantly dressed young woman smiled her way through predictions of doom. 
 
    This one, Scott thought, would smile into the camera when forecasting the arrival of the Four Horsemen. Kolya muttered acidly in Russian as he helped himself to coffee and pulled a chair out at the table. He was in gray sweats, athletic shoes, a dark blue quilted vest, and the colors leeched his complexion out to the hue of old vellum. Scott clamped his teeth together before he could ask the inane question ― 
 
    Are you okay? Of course Kolya Berkov wasn’t all right. Nor was he going to be. He was busy, making the most of precious time, and Scott couldn’t imagine anything more infuriating for a person in his position than to have others hovering over him, constantly inquiring about his health. Reminding him of it. 
 
    Instead, he offered milk and sugar for the coffee, and the Russian took a lot of both. He gave Scott a nod of thanks, either for the milk or the silence, as he tried the brew and seemed to find it acceptable. “I checked my sensors,” he announced. “I was in the east wing till after two o’clock … cold as bloody Siberia. Thermo sensors register four places where the temperature routinely spikes down, when there’s activity.” 
 
    Adam twisted toward him. “What kind of activity?” 
 
    “Someone,” Kolya mused. “Perhaps several. They wouldn’t talk to me, not yet, as if they don’t quite trust me, and why should they? One is a young man. I think he’s a foreigner, European. He wanders around in bewilderment, sure he’s dreaming, yet he’s angry, very angry. Another is a young woman, not a girl, but still young.” He paused, brow creasing. “People have died in this house.” 
 
    “It’s so old,” Adam reasoned, “people will have been passing away here for a thousand years. The Greythorpes, for a start. There’s a crypt full of them.” 
 
    “Let me rephrase,” Kolya said quietly. “People have been murdered in this house. They’ve died violently, before their proper time. I don’t yet know who, or when, but I know for sure it’s happened.” 
 
    Nothing he said surprised Scott. Bernard and Connie Quincannon had been quick to tell the story of numerous disappearances in the area, though few bodies had ever been found.  Only two investigations were performed, and neither produced results worth the work. 
 
    He looked levelly at Adam, and then out the window at the grudging daylight, the vast field of white. “Straight question, Kolya. Is this house dangerous? Someone was up there, last night, about midnight … doors slamming. Falconstone belongs to me now, so obviously I feel responsible. One word and I’ll pull the plug. You, me, Adam, Edith, we can be in a hotel in York tonight, and Falconstone can play its bloody stupid games any way it wants to.” 
 
    The suggestion took Kolya by surprise, and he did not dismiss it at once. “At this moment the house … sleeps, she dreams. You know this, Scott. The doors, odd lights, cold, sighing, singing ― yes, I heard and felt and saw it all ― it’s no more than a restless stirring within a dream. So long as she sleeps, I don’t think she’s dangerous. Ask Mrs. Bretton. After forty years in this poor house, who would know better?” He lifted a brow at the housekeeper, who had retired to the chair by the hearth with two of the cats. 
 
    She wore a shuttered expression, but knew she was cornered. “You don’t bother it, it don’t bother you. Me, I lay salt and cloves across the doors, burn sage and angelica for protection, feed me wards a nice joint of rabbit, leave a candle burning with cinnamon and frankincense and sandalwood.” Edith frowned at Adam. “If you know so much, you know how the Craft works.” 
 
    “I know enough.” Adam gave Scott an almost apologetic look. “Growing up with Victoria, you learned all kinds of unusual things.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you did,” Scott breathed. He hunted for words. “One thing I don’t understand, Edith. Why do you stay here? I know it’s been your home for a long time. You don’t like change, and you’ve made your peace with the place. I should think summer would be beautiful on these moors. But in the name of anybody’s god, or gods, why would you want to stay in this house?” 
 
    The question cut through her like a knife. Scott glimpsed real pain, and regretted asking, but Adam leaned closer, one hand on the woman’s forearm, encouraging silently. Edith Bretton breathed an enormous sigh, as if a weight were lifted off her. “I weren’t going to say naught about it, but you already know so much. Connie and Bernard know, so … 
 
    “Ah, what the hell?” She patted Adam’s hand, but withdrew to the stove and fussed with the gas lighter and kettle, needing the distraction. “Kate. She’s here somewhere.” She flicked a glance at Scott. “Me cousin, but we were best friends, an’ all, sixty year ago. We even stayed close after I married George, and when George passed over ― car accident in London, naught to do with Falconstone, thank gods ― Kate and me got to be like sisters again. She come to Falconstone to work. She were a bloody good cook, and Lady Debray were offering wages so high, you knew something weren’t right. But she needed the money, so …” 
 
    There, she wound down into silence, leaving Scott grasping after meaning. “You said Kate’s still here, somewhere?” 
 
    “They never found no body,” Edith said hoarsely. “One day, she come up to work, and … then she were gone. Like that.” She snapped her fingers. “Forty year ago, this year. S’when I come here, took over the same job. See, I were never pretty like Kate. I were always solid, with a big bum and belly and a face like a sheep. The only man who ever cared for me were George, and then he were gone. But Kate … Kate were a proper beauty, all blue eyes and hair black as Whitby jet.” 
 
    Silence weighed like a sodden blanket. Scott wrestled with something on the thin edge of memory, unable to place it, and at last it was Adam who said very quietly, “Edith, there was a major police investigation in 1978. Connie mentioned there have been two, one in the 1920s, another ― well, forty years ago.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “Aye, that ’un were on account of Kate. And a fat lot of good it did. They tore the bloody place apart, thirty policemen all with dogs and radios and cars, all for what? Naught.” Anger supplanted grief, and her eyes glittered. “But I know Kate’s here somewhere. I’ve felt her, sometimes when the house gets restless. I’m not gifted like Mister Berkov, not even like Connie, but I’m not dead wood. I feel it.” She frowned at Scott. “So do you, don’t you? Falconstone gives you the creeps. Wouldn’t happen if you were dead wood.” 
 
    “Damn,” Scott murmured. “So you did go to the police after all. In 1978.” 
 
    “Aye, I reported Kate missing. And it were a right waste of time, theirs and mine,” Edith muttered crossly. 
 
    Again the silence, dense and awkward. Scott floundered for a way to break it, almost regretting opening up this subject, but at last it was Kolya who said, “Mrs. Bretton, was your cousin Welsh? Did she like to sing in the old language?” 
 
    Startled, Edith gaped at him. “How would you know that?” 
 
    “Last night I heard singing. I thought, a young woman, very close to this century.” He closed his eyes, the better to remember. “Ym mhalas Llwyn Onn gynt, fe drigai pendefig, efe oedd ysgweiar ac arglwydd y wlad...” He spread his hands in apology. “I remember no more, and I don’t understand the words. Does it mean anything?” 
 
    Color first drained from her face then rushed back into her cheeks as a burning flush. “Her favorite song, The Ash Grove. She sang with a choir in Cardiff when she were a bairn, and they sang it in Welsh. She never forgot. The grand Ash Grove Palace was home to a chieftain, who ruled as the squire of a handsome domain … it’s not the same as they sing it in English, she always said.” Tears welled, spilled. “Would she speak to you, Mister Berkov? Would she have a message from me?” 
 
    “I can try,” Kolya said gently. “It isn’t me who speaks to them, in their place, Mrs. Bretton, but my grandfather. If you have a message, I’ll pass it to Vanya, and he will tell it, if the young lady is awake to hear.” 
 
    “She sleeps,” Edith whispered. “They all sleep, but they do dream.” She rubbed her eyes and glared at Scott and Adam. “You wanted to know why I stay here. Somebody has to keep Falconstone sleeping. I don’t want Kate waking up, not here. Let her sleep on, aye, and the rest of the poor sods. I know the charms for sleep, and they work. Before Connie came, there were others like her. But after I’m gone …” She hugged herself, rubbed her arms. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Kolya said thoughtfully, “it’s time Falconstone threw open its doors, and every window, and let in the fresh wind and daylight.” 
 
    But Edith’s face twisted. “Don’t wake it up, Mister Berkov. Please gods, don’t wake it up. Not unless you can lay down what you’ve raised.” 
 
    The white-blond head tilted at her. “It’s been tried?” 
 
    “Not in my time,” she rasped. “Afore, maybe. But if it were ―” 
 
    “It didn’t work worth shit,” Adam said succinctly. He stood, took the woman by the shoulders and steered her to the chair. “Sit down. I’m going to make you some hot chocolate and you’re going to take the morning off.” 
 
    “I’ve got work,” she began. 
 
    “Bugger the work,” Scott decided. “It’s my house, isn’t it? So I call the shots. Take the day, Edith. And as for you,” he told Kolya, “you look like you ought to be in bed, with a packet of pills and a good book.” 
 
    The Russian actually chuckled. “I always look this way. The pills, I already took. The good book … I’m writing it, not reading it. I need to collate last night’s data, make notes. I’ll take a nap in the afternoon, and I’d like to do another sitting this evening. I have a better feel for the place now. It knows I’m here, knows I neither fear it nor mean it harm. If it won’t talk to me, it might talk to Vanya.” 
 
    Done with his coffee, he hoisted himself to his feet and made his way out, in the direction of the stairs. Adam pressed a tall mug into Edith’s hands and gave Scott an apologetic look. “I gotta work, hon. The library won’t sort itself out, and if we want to turn a stack of client-direct sales into cash this side of the silly season, I have a bunch of emails to write. I want you in Scarborough for Christmas. Victoria likes to nag me, that I’ve turned into a cynical old bachelor. I’d love to show her how wrong she can be.” 
 
    Scarborough for Christmas? The offer sounded seductive indeed. “Go.” Scott waved him off. “I’m the proverbial fifth wheel. Tell me what you need, and I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    The blue-green eyes looked him over with patent lasciviousness. “Oh, I’ll let you know, Scottie, that’s one thing you can depend on.” 
 
    Warmth flooded Scott from cheeks to belly as Adam stepped out. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The din of a two-stroke chainsaw ripped through the midmorning air, but Art Gurney had given fair warning that he was going to cut the last logs while the weather held. For himself, he had taken down a dead tree close to his cottage and was well stocked with firewood. Scott was surprised, gratified when the man genuinely had Edith’s welfare in mind. He had no patience for Scott or Adam, but he had noticed how the woodpile was diminishing. If Edith had enough for the kitchen hearth, he counted duty done. 
 
    Scott was in the library, spending quality time with Wilbur Smith while Adam worked through another shelf, when he heard voices from the scullery. He assumed it was Gurney, and tuned out the intrusion. An hour before, Adam had conscripted him to bucket-line one of the top shelves onto the desk, since perching atop the stepladder for hours was tiring enough to become risky. 
 
    Methodical, painstaking, Adam listed every title, author and publisher, systematically checked each volume against a list of ‘most wanted’ books, and made up a shortlist of extremely rare titles he must authenticate before they were offered to his elite clientele. 
 
    One more book now sat with the valuable 1844 volume. This one was an 1878 limited-print issue entitled Secrets of the Left Hand Way. According to a restricted catalog kept by the International League of Antiquarian Booksellers, only four copies were known to exist, and two of those were so damaged, they were barely legible. From somewhere, Hector Lennox had obtained a copy in excellent condition. 
 
    It might have come, Scott thought grimly, from the shelves of Humphrey Debray himself, whose crazy ancestor bought it fresh off the printing press. When Humphrey was committed to St. John’s, his wife would surely have sold or dumped a large part of his collection, all the weird, dark and dangerous material. No surprise, Scott decided, if Hector and people like him snapped up those volumes. He wondered how many of the oddest, and oldest, books on Hector’s shelves might be traced directly to the lunatic Earls of Greythorpe, then dismissed the question in the interests of sanity. 
 
    If Adam’s auctioneer in Manchester put these two books under the hammer for high prices, and if the buyers were satisfied ― good enough. Scott divided his attention between Wilbur Smith and the denim-clad, long-legged scholar who was so engrossed in his work by now, he’d forgotten to be self-conscious about the glasses, and had not even noticed the disturbance at the back of the house. Scott would have known Edith’s voice anywhere, but he’d heard the other clearly now, and it wasn’t Gurney. 
 
    Intrigued, he set aside the paperback and went to investigate. A wind had swept the clouds apart during the morning. Against the odds the sun shone, though the thin rime of the night’s snow refused to thaw. Bernard Quincannon appeared from the bridle path, red-cheeked with cold and exertion. A large rucksack rode between his shoulders and his boots carried a crust of ice. He wore a fur-trimmed khaki anorak, but had shoved back the hood and taken off his gloves as he came over the trail from Thornton. 
 
    The public right-of-way cut through the woods on the east side of the Falconstone estate and became the trail Gurney rode from his cottage. Bernard crunched right across the kitchen garden in Gurney’s frozen-in boot prints, and Scott had poured a small brandy for him before he reached the backdoor. 
 
    Still outside, wrapped in numerous shawls, Edith was ‘giving the hens their air,’ which apparently improved the quality of the eggs. She and Bernard shouted through the morning chill, laughing at some remark about Australians not knowing the meaning of the world ‘cold’. 
 
    Scott didn’t take offence. They were probably right, just as British folk only learned what real heat was all about when they booked a holiday in Spain and learned the hard way, with heat stroke and second degree burns. 
 
    Moments later the scullery door squealed, and the rucksack thudded onto a kitchen chair. Bernard huffed, chafing his hands, but he refused the brandy with a smile. “I don’t drink, not even medicinally.” 
 
    “You must be frozen,” Scott protested. 
 
    “What, in two miles?” Bernard unzipped the anorak. “It’s a lovely day out. Not even cold. Connie and I love the winter.” He patted his flat belly. “Fit as fiddles, the pair of us, ready for anything. But you’ve got to work at it when you’re on the wrong side of forty.” 
 
    “Or thirty,” Scott corrected wryly, taking the brandy for himself. 
 
    With thick, slightly clumsy fingers, Bernard pulled the zips on the rucksack. “I’ve brought those books for you. Now, obviously you wouldn’t stand a chance with the Latin and Middle English copy, so I’ve brought the translations. I did the work out of Middle English, Connie did all the Latin, and I can vouch for the quality of the translation. There’s less than half a dozen to better us in this country ― that’s a fact, not a brag.” 
 
    He set the bag onto the floor and lifted out a thick, transparent plastic bag, sealed with silver duct tape. Inside were two hardcover books, which Bernard opened for Scott, between the teapot and the battered silver cruet. Both were professionally-bound volumes, he saw, of laser printout with color photocopies of illustration pages: photographic samples of the original manuscripts, images of the region, some new, some unspeakably old, and a number of handwritten sheets, all carefully interleaved. 
 
    “Treat them gently, won’t you?” Bernard insisted. “We had several copies made, but they’re not cheap. The binding alone cost a small fortune. We’re working on a synthesis of all this material, a layman’s volume. It’ll be off to the publisher early in the new year: myth, folklore, mystery and history of the Pennines, Durham and Yorks. This part of the world is absolutely steeped in the ancient, the strange, the downright weird. There are Roman sites galore, and the last faint echoes of the old religion, which is Connie’s specialization. I’ve more to do with the archaeological aspect of the work, the historical background to places like ― well, like Falconstone. I could get a whole book out of Falconstone alone … but I suspect it would be banned!” 
 
    “Kolya Berkov might beat you to it,” Scott told him. “He’s up here right now, says he’s working on a new book.” 
 
    “I thought he might be.” Bernard shrugged out of the jacket, hung it over a chair and worked his shoulders. “Well, he’s got plenty of material. Black mass, rape and murder, necrophilia, vampirism, sadism, masochism, drug addiction, it’s all happened between these walls at one time or another. Strictly in secret, of course, and ascribed to the hereditary madness of the Debray family. The theory goes, they carried a gene that drove them insane. Mind you, Connie has another theory. And I’d put fifty quid on it, she’s dead right.” 
 
    Their voices had attracted Adam, who leaned in the doorway now, listening while Scott poured another brandy and asked of Bernard, “So what’s Connie’s theory?” Adam took the brandy from him gratefully. 
 
    Now, Bernard turned his back to the fire, both hands thrust into the pockets of heavy gabardine trousers. His face set into somber lines ― it was the scholar and lecturer on the floor now, commanding attention. “You know the story of the first earl? Aethelheard, known as the Witch Taker?” 
 
    “Started the house, sank the foundations,” Adam said slowly. “This would be something like 1060 or so. Just before the Norman conquest.” 
 
    “Aethelheard was what we might call ‘patient zero,’” Bernard mused. “All the Greythorpe males since suffered the same kind of insanity. Sexual and spiritual aberrations that began with puberty and eventually destroyed them. Now, in normal circumstances, and in today’s world, such people would be institutionalized. They wouldn’t be at liberty to carry on the line. We’re gene-testing, now, trying to ensure that many avoidable conditions aren’t passed forward, including some of the real nasties like Huntington’s. But not so long ago there were no such brakes to slam on, no proper diagnosis of mental illness. Certainly no treatment for it. Until all too recently, it was assumed that evil could be flogged out of a man ― or woman, come to that. Our forefathers were brutal.” 
 
    “And noble blood was noble blood,” Adam said thoughtfully. “One of the kings of Scotland was a leper. One of the English kings was so bonkers, he talked to trees and painted pictures with his feet. Then there’s the likes of Bloody Mary ― a homicidal maniac ― not to mention her old man. Today we’d call Henry VIII a serial murderer. Also a nutcase, if he assumed he’d get away with it.” He gave Scott a rueful look. “Want cheap thrills? Open a history book.” 
 
    Bernard made noises of reluctant amusement. “Only if you have a strong stomach. Oh, the Greythorpe Earls were notorious for their madness. No few of ’em were whipped like common criminals by their priests, tutors, kinsmen, in a desperate attempt to save their souls. All it did was give the buggers a taste for the knout, kickstart a masochism that continued lifelong, and sadism that was inflicted on others less willing.” He frowned deeply. “There was also the family name to be perpetuated, of course. As you said, Adam, noble blood. Madness or no madness, there must be sons to continue the Debray line. And those sons,” he said darkly, “were the conduit of the insanity.” He looked from Scott to Adam and back. “Don’t you find it curious?” 
 
    For some moments they chewed over the information, before Adam said slowly, “I don’t think I ever heard of exactly the same kind of madness running through the same family, attacking only males at puberty, generation after generation.” 
 
    “You have it.” Bernard held his hands to the fire. “That’s your clue. To Connie it seemed so obvious, and I have to admit, on the level of pure instinct, I agree with her.” Scott and Adam waited as he took the dramatic pause. “Don’t you see? It has all the hallmarks of possession. Each eldest son, the firstborn, is possessed when he enters puberty. The same possession, running through the family from the time the title was bestowed on Aethelheard when he destroyed the Thirteen Sisters, until that foolish girl, Phoebe.” 
 
    Adam held up one hand to stop him. “Phoebe went nuts as well. A girl.” 
 
    “Yes,” Bernard agreed, “it’s anomalous for the possession to pop up in a female. But I suppose there was no male Debray heir, so options were limited. It’d never happened before, that there was no direct male heir to inherit the title. It’s safe to assume the possession drove Phoebe just as mad at puberty. However, being female she conceived almost at once, far too young. Lost the baby and was so injured, she could never carry another. The Debray line ends with her.” 
 
    The idea wormed through Scott’s imagination like acid, but it was Adam who asked, “And this possessing ― what, a spirit?” 
 
    “Personality,” Bernard corrected. “Who is it? I thought that would have been obvious. Where did the madness begin? The first of them.” 
 
    “The one who died insane,” Scott remembered from the book on pre-Elizabethan manor houses, from Hector’s own shelf, “Good Friday of 1064. He left a single son to inherit Falconstone.” He swallowed on the lump in his throat. “My God.” 
 
    “Gods,” Bernard corrected with almost annoying geniality. “There’s precious little place in this house for anything to do with any ‘Religion of the Book,’ though the chapel was consecrated ― doubtlessly to sweeten the local bishop of the day. It’s been used for every debauchery and rite you can imagine, and a lot you can’t. As recently as 1943, a young German Luftwaffe pilot died right there, on that altar. He parachuted from a plane that crashed on the coast, and the Debrays had him before he could run or surrender. He was nineteen years old.” 
 
    Scott knew he was gaping. “You know this for certain? Nobody contacted the authorities?” 
 
    “Too afraid,” Bernard said bleakly. “But servants talk, the truth always leaks out by the backdoor. I interviewed people who’d worked here during the war, got the story from them, and it’s damned ugly. Suffice to say, the unfortunate Luftwaffe pilot was comprehensively tortured, and died of internal injuries on your altar. The date was May 1st, 1943. Walpurgis.” He sighed heavily. “To us, Beltane is a festival of loving and light. Here, they used it as an excuse for bloody ritual, and disposed of yet another body however, wherever, they used to. Sad, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Shocking’s closer to the mark.” Scott choked back a tide of anger. “Nobody raised a stink about it?” 
 
    “There was an inquiry of sorts.” Bernard watched through the window as Edith rounded up the hens, urging them back toward the barn. “All the house staff promptly disavowed any knowledge of the young airman’s existence. Bribed, or intimidated? It wasn’t until one of the maids left domestic service to get married that the truth came out. She told me how she’d taken food up to an attic room, always kept locked. She knew someone was a prisoner. There were screams in the night … but at Falconstone you’d soon learn to turn a deaf ear to such noise.” 
 
    “Damn,” Adam breathed. “They just swept it under the mat, didn’t they?” 
 
    “It was wartime.” Bernard shrugged. “The blackout, the blitz. Troops rotated around the country, young girls working the nightshift in shipyards fifty miles from home, with armies of strangers thronging the streets and not a light burning in any town. The truth is, rape and murder were rife in Britain between 1940 and 1945. Almost none were avenged; many crimes went unreported. One German airman, tortured to death … so what? To the vengeful local who’d seen kids and old folks blitzed, a single German death would’ve seemed too little recompense.” 
 
    Adam drew both hands through his hair, massaged his nape. “You’re putting all this in your book?” 
 
    “I’ve got to tread cautiously. There’s a great deal of ‘he-said, she-said,’ and too little hard evidence. You know the truth when you stumble over it, no question about it. But without concrete proof … well, I expect our editors will cut out great swathes of the recent history of this area, in the interests of readability, even marketability. I’ve recorded what I could. Someone,” he said quietly, “ought to remember the people who’ve perished in this house.” 
 
    With an enormous effort Scott stirred. “If you won’t take a brandy, can I offer you tea?” 
 
    “I thought you’d never offer.” Bernard parked himself in Edith’s chair. He put his feet in the hearth, took a mug, cradled it gratefully and breathed the steam. 
 
    Gunshots punched through the winter air from the direction of the woods. Scott looked that way, but the shots were distant, far beyond the barn. Gurney would be bagging rabbits again, or possibly the vicious feral cats that mauled wildlife. Scott didn’t know which, and closed his ears to the sound of hunting. 
 
    Death was the way of all life ― it was nature’s own way. Gurney was an exceptionally good shot; the creatures he called ‘vermin’ died instantly, no need to set traps or poison. Scott imagined he should be grateful for this but, like many city folk, he suspected he would always find something abhorrent about shooting. 
 
    He struggled with the concept of fox hunting, yet the Debrays had been keen. Photographs of various earls and their ladies in scarlet ‘hunting pinks,’ riding to hounds in the 1970s and ‘80s, still hung in what had been a study, between the hall and the parlor. Scott had studied them with a curious sense of unreality. This was a different world, and he still felt very much the alien in it. 
 
    The light levels fell suddenly, and Bernard Quincannon demonstrated an unexpected fluency in cursing. He twisted in the chair to peer through the kitchen window, where Scott saw the drift of heavy white flakes. The snow was not thick, but it was persistent. No flurry this, but a steady shower that might keep up for hours. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” Bernard muttered, finishing his tea swiftly. “I’ve stayed too long. I’d better get moving, while I can.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a lift,” Scott offered. “Nine kays to Thornton ― be there in minutes, save you the hike. And if I tell you the truth, I need to get out for a while. This place makes me claustrophobic.” 
 
    Bernard was shrugging back into the anorak, and zipped it to the throat. “Would you mind? Awfully kind, that. I wouldn’t ask, but ―” 
 
    “It’s no problem.” Scott had already grabbed his jacket, and leaned out through the kitchen door. “Hey, Adam! It’s snowing, so I’m taking Bernard back to Thornton. You fancy a break? How about coffee in the village?” 
 
    The offer was too good to refuse, and Adam was out through the scullery door ahead of them, still zipping his jacket, wriggling fingers into gloves. Even light snow was so unfamiliar to Scott, he might have been forging through the Martian wilderness as he tried to force open the coach house door and discovered he had to dig away enough snow to allow it to swing. 
 
    A shovel hung on a stout iron hook at the corner of the building. With a chortle, Adam handed it to him. “You’re the one with the hard-work calluses, Scottie, not me. Mind your back, though. I’ll warm up the car.” 
 
    For the first time in his life, Scott shoveled snow, but he imagined he would do it a thousand times. If he was staying here … if he and Adam had found something together that would last, this job was as much a part of living in the north as the rich autumn colors, falling leaves, soft summer rain, and different stars. 
 
    The Mondeo started readily. If he was staying, Scott thought, he ought to buy a car and do it soon. The rental was gulping cash. First came a much longer visa ― he would fall back on Maggie Warburton’s expertise, let the solicitor assure the authorities that Scott Lennox was British by association, and loaded by accident. 
 
    He held the door open while Adam reversed out. Steam plumed from the exhaust. Snow swirled on air that was almost still and smelled sharp as he closed up the coach house. Adam stayed in the right-side seat, volunteering to drive, and Scott was not quick to argue. 
 
    He had never driven on or in snow before, much less on the black ice Edith and Gurney predicted. Such early falls couldn’t lie for long, and after the inevitable thaw the roads would be a ‘skating rink,’ Edith said. The council would soon spread salt and grit. Scott had no experience with any of this, and took the passenger’s seat gratefully. 
 
    The winter landscape had a bleak beauty all its own. The sky lowered, silver-gray over endless vistas of a hundred shades of white, with just the occasional finger of smoke from a cottage chimney, pointing out the direction of a breeze almost too light to feel. Only two cars passed them, coming up from Thornton, and they were over the bridge before they saw another. 
 
    The village had the look of the classic Victorian Christmas card. All it needed was a robin perched on a scarlet pillarbox, and a sprig of holly. Scott had seen a thousand images like it, when December came around and Australians decorated fir trees, hung plastic mistletoe, sprayed shop windows with fake frost to pretend the temperature was freezing, while the air conditioning blasted at full throttle. 
 
    Opposite the bridge, Adam turned into the narrow lane that passed the lovely Anglican church and dead-ended at the disused railway cutting. Yellow-gold lights gleamed a welcome from the tall, narrow church windows; he heard the rumbling bass notes of an organ, and a choir practicing for the next big event on their calendar. O come, all you faithful, joyful and triumphant ― 
 
    At the end of the lane, Adam turned left at the shop and Bernard made gratified sounds. A brown Ford station wagon stood by the open gate. “Connie’s back ― she made damned good time. She went to York for a load of groceries, since we expect to be snowed in for a while. Will you come in for tea?” 
 
    “Why not?” Adam killed the engine. “I’m in no hurry to rush back. That bloody house bothers me. Sorry. I’m not usually so squeamish.” 
 
    “It’s not about being squeamish at all,” Bernard said easily. “I’d be more surprised if it didn’t bother you. Connie’s rather psychic, you know. She describes walking into Falconstone as rather like being hit on the head with a skillet and smothered in an old, wet sack.” 
 
    The description was uncomfortably close. Scott shared a glance with Adam as they stepped out, and let Bernard go ahead to the shop. The ‘open’ sign was showing on the half-glassed door; dense condensation misted the window glass. He pushed inside with a jingle of wind chimes, calling ahead. 
 
    Music played softly within, panpipes, a bodhran, two guitars, a lilting melody with an offbeat rhythm and cadence. The lamps were on across the shop, and Connie was in the back, breaking open boxes. 
 
    Stacks of books ― all new, many shrinkwrapped ― cluttered the table. As Bernard joined her, she was checking the bill of lading against her order and the actual contents of the boxes. Scott saw Anam Cara: Spiritual Wisdom from the Celtic World, and Buckland’s Book of Saxon Witchcraft, and Earth Rites: Fertility Practices in Pre-Industrial Britain, and Living Wicca, and Shaman, Healer, Sage. 
 
    “Groceries are still in the car,” Connie began, and without pause or punctuation, “hello Scott, Adam, you’re just in time for tea. Bernard, look at what the idiots have done this time. I ordered three copies each of five books, and they’ve sent five copies of one. I’ll have to reorder ― and make bloody damned sure they don’t think they’ve filled the whole list and charge us for it! Oh, Mrs. Bradshaw called about those music CDs, and she definitely wants the leather-bound Mabinogion, in plenty of time for Christmas. The green leather, not the red.” 
 
    It seemed to be business as usual, Scott observed as Bernard lit the gas under the kettle and went through the cupboard over the sink for mismatching mugs. The Astral Childe was busy, but most of their trade seemed to be driven by a webpage. In the half hour he and Adam spent chatting over tea, the wind chimes over the door jingled only once. 
 
    A man’s voice, sharp edged with impatience, called, “Shop!” 
 
    Connie did not even look up from the invoicing, and Bernard went through. “How can we help you?” 
 
    “You can help me recover my property,” the man said without preamble. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Bernard Quincannon preserved a level, pleasant tone, though the customer sounded short tempered as soon as he walked through the door. 
 
    The accent was nothing local. It might be London, Scott thought, though he was no expert. “I just told you. There’s an item, and I want it returned to me.” 
 
    “Look, Mister ―?” 
 
    “Redman,” the man said curtly. 
 
    “Mister Redman, I’ve never met you before, so I don’t see how we can have anything belonging to you. Connie, could you come out here?” 
 
    She had already set aside the invoices and stock. Scott lifted a brow at Adam, who shrugged. Connie’s mouth pressed into a tight line as she joined Bernard, and she didn’t wait for the customer to begin. “Mister Redman, I don’t know you. I’m afraid I don’t know anything about any property of yours.” 
 
    “I’d be prepared to bet, you do,” Redman said, terse to the point of rudeness. 
 
    Curious, Scott leaned far enough out of the kitchen to see the man, without being noticed himself. Redman was tall, in dark slacks and jacket, thickset, big through the shoulders, mid-forties. He had a high forehead below red hair swiftly fading to silver, and two days’ worth of ginger stubble over pale, freckled skin. Big hands seemed to clench into fists with a mind of their own, and the man moved with a certain restlessness that made Scott’s hackles prickle. Redman had a habit of leaning forward when he spoke, as if he were deliberately trying to intimidate. 
 
    “I’ll lay you bloody good odds,” he was saying, “you know where it is. It’s a book I’m after, and it’ll be up at that damned house.” 
 
    “Which damned house?” Connie demanded. “What on Earth are you talking about?” 
 
    “A book,” Redman repeated. “It was borrowed, and now I want it back. Is that plain enough for you?” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t lend any book to me,” Connie said stiffly. “If you can’t be more specific, and a damned sight more civil, I’m going to tell you to leave.” 
 
    With an enormous effort Redman reined back on his temper. “All right, let me set this out for you. You supplied Hector Lennox with books. Don’t deny it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t about to,” she snorted. “I’m a bookseller, perhaps you’ve noticed.” 
 
    He ignored her utterly. “You dealt with him for several years, took shitloads of his money, so you knew him well. And I know you’re in and out of that house, lady, you and your husband both. Villagers tattle. Your business is theirs, and they don’t give a toss who they tell. Now, Hector had a book of mine when he died, and I want it back. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    For a moment Connie and Bernard were silent, before Bernard demanded, “Why the hell have you come to us? Why not get in touch with the Lennox estate?” 
 
    Redman’s tone hardened to steel. “Because it’s just a couple of caretakers up there now. A housekeeper, a groundsman. They don’t know shit about Hector Lennox’s personal business. But you’re Lennox’s last major supplier. If anybody knows that library of his, you would.” 
 
    The worst of it was, Scott thought, the thug was probably right. The Quincannons were frequent visitors to Falconstone, and with Hector away so much of the time and Edith in charge of a vast empty house, obviously they would have spent many an hour in the library. Why would they not? How could a scholar like Bernard resist? 
 
    “Look, I’m afraid we can’t help you,” Connie said defensively. “Falconstone isn’t our house, no part of the library belongs to us. Even supposing we knew what you were looking for ―” 
 
    “One book,” Redman snapped. “In Regione Igitur Spirituum.” 
 
    “It’s not familiar,” she mused. “Bernard?” 
 
    “No,” Bernard said at once. “I’d remember it, if only because of the Latin title.” 
 
    “Do you want me to go through the order lists?” Connie offered. “I’ve a record of everything Mister Lennox asked me to find, and that I could actually supply. I’m certain this In Regione Igitur Spirituum never passed through my hands.” 
 
    Now Redman laughed, a sharp, harsh sound. “I’d be bloody surprised if it did. He’s gone now, and I want it back. It’s that simple. You know the library, don’t you?” 
 
    Bernard spoke reluctantly. “We know it. But I can’t bring this volume to mind. Even if I could ― good gods, man, it’s not for us to just walk into someone else’s home and remove a valuable item without so much as a by-your-leave. That would be a crime.” 
 
    “It’s not a fucking crime, it’s my fucking property,” Redman said in a voice like a rasp file. 
 
    “Even if we could help you,” Connie protested, “which we can’t, you’d still have to produce something to prove ownership. We call it a provenance.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you bloody call it,” Redman snapped. “I’ve told you, I own it, I want it back, and I’ll bloody get it. Proof of ownership? It’s mine!” 
 
    Both Quincannons skipped several beats before Bernard said carefully, “See here, Mister Redman, Falconstone has changed hands. It’s got nothing to do with us who borrowed what from whom, much less where it might be found. You need to talk to the new owner, not us.” 
 
    For a moment Scott stiffened, almost sure Bernard was about to call him into the shop, drag him into the argument, when Scott was as much at a loss as the others. He gave Adam a sidelong look, but Adam could only shrug. He had dug out his phone, turned it on, and he framed one soundless word: police? A question. 
 
    But the police could not arrive in time to prevent a confrontation. Scott was more concerned with defusing it before Redman’s obvious fury boiled over into violence. Wait, he mouthed, not even a whisper. Adam’s mouth quirked in what might have been annoyance, but he waited. 
 
    Very deliberately, Scott snatched up several books and stepped out where Redman could see him, though he pretended to be comparing paperbacks, as if he hadn’t heard a word of the exchange. Redman should simmer down, he thought, if he knew he had witnesses. 
 
    Beyond the shelves, by the counter to the left of the window display and door, Bernard was saying, “I must insist you refer this to the new owner. If you knew Mister Lennox, as you claim, you have the number. It hasn’t changed.” 
 
    The man drew a calming breath, and another. He dropped his voice. “I’d be prepared to reimburse you for your time and trouble. I can be generous. All I want you to do is go and get my bloody book. Lennox is dead, he has no need of it. Just get the book, and you’ll see no more of me. What do you say?” 
 
    “I say,” Connie informed him, “get out of this shop immediately, Mister Redman, before I call the police. What you’re proposing isn’t even legal. I don’t know what went on between you and Hector Lennox, but I’ll not be party to it. Good day.” 
 
    Redman’s breath exploded in a curse. “You’re turning down the offer of easy money? What the hell are you two playing at? You know where that book is? Shit, you’ve got it? Do you have it? It’s in the shop here, isn’t it?” His voice rose to a roar and his fists clenched, white-knuckled. 
 
    Without hesitation, Adam tapped the dial and held the phone to his ear. 
 
    “You’re leaving, Mister Redman,” Bernard said levelly. “Immediately.” 
 
    And now Scott frowned levelly at the trio gathered by the counter, letting Redman know that whatever he said or did, he did it before a witness. 
 
    Fury paled the man to the color of ivory. He glared at Connie, Bernard, even at Scott. Scott’s nerves came alive, he felt the bunch of his muscles and tried to remember the last time he had tested them in a fistfight. It had been far too long, and he knew it. 
 
    Then Redman marched to the door, slammed it behind him with a jangle of wind chimes, just as Adam began to talk to Thornton’s PC Ian Deane himself. Scott watched the hunched, retreating shape of Redman, who stomped away though the flurries toward the main road. 
 
    “Yes, Constable,” Adam was saying, “a man at the shop here, throwing his weight about, demanding services with menaces … that’s correct, he just walked out. Shifty character, gave his name as Redman, but I don’t doubt it’s a false name … thanks. Appreciate it.” He hung up and gestured with the phone. “PC Deane says he’ll be here in a few minutes. We can make formal statements in the next day or two.” 
 
    Connie was hugging herself, rubbing her arms as the adrenaline surge matured into a nasty case of the shakes. Bernard turned the sign over to ‘closed,’ locked the door and hugged her for a moment. “Cup of tea, old girl?” 
 
    “Big cup. Hot.” She gave him a push. “I’m jittery ― would you believe it? Me!” 
 
    “I believe it,” Adam slid away his phone. “The bastard was working his way up to throwing punches, and I’ll tell that to a magistrate, if you want me to.” 
 
    She gave him a grateful look. “I’m just glad you were all here. If you’d been half an hour later ― or he’d been earlier! ― I’d have been alone.” 
 
    The gas began to roar under the kettle. Bernard pressed her into a chair and swept the invoices out of the way. “Leave all that for now. Ian Deane says he’s coming right here?” he asked of Adam. 
 
    “He’s on the road, heading back to Thornton, so he’s coming straight to the shop,” Adam affirmed. “Why don’t you set up five cups?” 
 
    Minutes later, a tap at the door announced the policeman, and Bernard let him in while Adam poured. Scott stood back, content to be a spectator. Deane recognized him on sight, but squatters at Falconstone were the least of his concerns now. He took notes as Connie and Bernard outlined the altercation, but he wore a doubtful look. His R/T hissed with static white noise and he turned it off as the Quincannons ran down into silence. 
 
    Scott knew well enough what must be on his mind. Filing such a report was seldom worth much. A stranger could give any name he chose before he used threatening behavior, offered a bribe, and marched off in a fury. It made for the kind of ‘woolly’ complaint policemen could only file for future reference, in the event that something actually happened. Why would the man give his true name, then offer bribes, incitement to commit a crime? 
 
    “Well, thank you for the information,” Ian Deane said politely, pocketing the notebook. “I’ll notify local offices to be aware there’s a suspicious individual in the area. But you understand, there’s not much I can do unless this Mister Redman causes an affray and gets himself arrested. I doubt that’s actually his name; and you know he’ll deny ever offering to pay you to steal valuable property. I don’t have the authority or the manpower to stage a manhunt.” 
 
    “Especially since the bastard had witnesses, so it stopped at verbals,” Connie said bitterly, “and it’s his word against ours. Damnit, Constable, if it had come to blows and Bernard had a broken nose ―” 
 
    “Then we’d be filing a report regarding GBH,” Deane said patiently, “and I still couldn’t authorize a manhunt. I’m sorry, Mrs. Quincannon.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Bernard sighed. “But you’ve got four statements. The boys here are witnesses. If anything does come of this ― if that bastard comes back, or accuses us of stealing something we never even heard of before today! ― at least you know what’s going on.” 
 
    “I do,” Deane sighed. “I’ll have to ask you all to come into the station to file formal reports, but the incident’s a matter of record now. Take extra care. Lock your doors, check your security system.” He angled a hard look at Scott as he said this. 
 
    Then he was gone, and Bernard left the ‘closed’ sign turned. They withdrew to the kitchen, where Connie thumped the stacks of incoming stock onto the floor to make space on the table-cum-desk. 
 
    She was angry, now the jitters had spent themselves. Her hands moved jerkily as she woke up one of the computers. “What did the moron say the book’s called? In Regione Igitur Spirituum. All right. Let’s at least find out what he’s blathering on about!” 
 
    “Let me,” Bernard coaxed. “Take a break, Con. See it from the policeman’s perspective. I’m not even sure a crime was committed, unless you want to cite intimidation. The worst Redman would receive is a strongly-worded official warning to cease and desist.” 
 
    She let him take over the computer, and began to sort the books she had set aside only moments before. Bernard frowned intently at the screen. “We have the catalogs,” he told Adam. “Probably the same ones you use yourself.” 
 
    “The restricted lists, on the subscription service,” Adam guessed. 
 
    “Mm. Ah, here we go.” Bernard keyed in the odd Latin title and hit search. “I’ll be damned if I ever heard of this one, much less saw a copy.” He gave Adam a speculative look. “You’re doing the library right now, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’ve put a good-sized dent in the job,” Adam judged. “It’s quite a collection. I’d be extremely skeptical about a shifty stranger who waltzed up out of nowhere with a claim to owning something worth five or six figures. He’d have to prove ownership; I wouldn’t just hand over the item. You’d be forfeiting a substantial sum.” 
 
    “Indeed. And so far, no sign of this In Regione Igitur Spirituum?” 
 
    “Nope. Well, not yet,” Adam amended. “I’ve only looked at about a quarter of the library ― sorting wheat from chaff. I’ve turned up two volumes that’re worth a king’s ransom. At least a dozen more so far, worth between two and ten grand apiece. Scott’s in great shape, financially. This much I can tell you right now, even if Falconstone is a bitch to sell.” 
 
    “Oh, she’ll be a bitch,” Bernard mused. “Anyway, you should at least expect a phone call. I told the man Falconstone’s changed hands, but Lennox’s old number is still connected. Sorry, I didn’t know what else to say.” 
 
    “No, it’s all right,” Scott aid quickly. “It’s my problem.” 
 
    “Our problem,” Adam corrected with a sigh. “I’m afraid big money brings out the cockroaches. When they sniff a fortune they can turn nasty.” 
 
    Scott knew he shouldn’t have been surprised. “You’ve gone through this?” 
 
    But Adam made negative gestures. “Not your actual physical violence. But I had to go into court one time, when ownership issues blew up into shouting and threatening. Fuck,” he said succinctly, “this is not what you want, Scott.” 
 
    He had a colossal gift for understatement. Scott let the remark go, and by this time Bernard was reading steadily, scrolling through screen after screen of material. At last, he sent a mass of text to the printer, and a laser on the floor under the table began to whine. 
 
    “You found it?” Connie shot an expectant look at him. 
 
    The words felt odd, cloying, on Scott’s tongue. “In Regione Igitur Spirituum. Now, what in hell does that mean?” 
 
    “In hell? How apt! It means, In the Domain of Spirits,” Bernard translated. “More black magic twaddle.” He gestured at the screen. “Apparently, it’s an 1882 compendium of rather nasty ritual practices dedicated to a demon named Azazel, who was one of the fallen angels. The rituals themselves could date back hundreds or even thousands of years. Here, we find them compiled into one handy-dandy volume by that prolific old hack, Anon. A limited edition of just one hundred was privately printed in Holland. Four are believed to survive today, including the copy in the Lennox library. So yes, this volume would be enormously valuable if only for its rarity.” 
 
    A demon? Scott felt his grip on the situation beginning to slither. 
 
    But Adam wore a deep frown. “Azazel?” he echoed. “That’s ringing bells from somewhere.” 
 
    Trust the scholar to know. “Well, according to the Book of Enoch,” Bernard told  them grimly, “Azazel was the demon who taught men the arts of war, coached women in the arts of seduction, passed along the secrets of witchcraft, then promptly corrupted people into evil, or at least impurity. The devil-worshiping, sex-crazed, bloodthirsty ‘witchcraft’ that was reviled by the church could therefore be said to derive directly from Azazel, a figure right out of Jewish mythology. 
 
    “So, a strong case can be made that this censured form of magic originated in the Near East, and is therefore alien to Druidism, Celtic spirituality, Wicca, Asatru. I suppose the Italian form of the Craft, Streggaria, could conceivably have Near East connections if only because of the geography ―” 
 
    “Bernard, let’s at least try to stay on topic,” Connie said sharply. 
 
    He seemed to snatch himself out of the academic argument with an effort. “Well … tracing a demonic form of Jewish magic to the Near East wouldn’t have saved one victim from the stake, during the Burning Times. I seriously doubt European witch hunters would’ve taken any skerrick of interest in the folklore of their own countries. Legends. Mythology. Who really knows? Sorry. I do get consumed by the research.” 
 
    But Scott refused to accept any such apology. “I’ve a tonne of catching up to do, if I’m going to understand any of this. One thing’s clear enough: Redman’s trawling for a fortune. If he’s right, we’ve got it.” 
 
    “And In Regione Igitur Spirituum means big trouble,” Bernard said bitterly, “if he’s determined. You saw for yourself, he’s on the bloody warpath. You’ll need to be careful. An official cease and desist order from the redoubtable PC Deane won’t help you boys, when Redman and his friends arrive at Falconstone to collect the prize.” 
 
    “In other words,” Adam agreed, “we’d best not sell it too fast, in case he really does have proof of ownership that’ll hold water in court.” He produced pad and pencil and scrawled notes. “Thanks for the heads-up. If I do find it, I’ll bag it. I won’t run after this guy, and he will have to ante up some kind of provenance. In fact, if he rubs me too far the wrong way, I’ll hit him with a nice, fat finder’s fee.” 
 
    “Wise,” Bernard said thoughtfully. “But this is not actually what I’m talking about, Adam.” He frowned up at Scott. Connie was listening closely. “I’m far more worried about the man turning violent. I don’t know how seriously Ian Deane takes anything Con and I say. We’re just the local crazies from the creepy little shop down by the railway cutting.” 
 
    The warning cut like a knife. “We’ll be on our toes,” Scott assured him, “but after you’ve locked the door and refused to talk to a maniac when he starts yelling and waving his arms around, what can you do? Shit, I don’t even know if it’s legal to deck the bastard, if he forced his way in. What’s English law? Back home, you can actually be charged with assault if you injure somebody who broke into your house!” 
 
    He might have been looking at Adam for answers, but Adam spread his hands. “I’m an antiquarian. I trade in dusty old books. What do I know? Bernard?” 
 
    “I’m a Middle English scholar and historical archeologist,” Bernard said acerbically. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know any more than you,” Connie added. “Take care, won’t you, boys? Mister Redman struck me as a barbarian with a brain about half the size of a carbuncle. You know the sort.” 
 
    “Way too well.” Scott admitted. “Damnit, why is it always about bloody money? The bastard’s got wind of a fortune and thinks he can snag it.” 
 
    The observation made Adam sigh pragmatically. “There’s a lot of money in rare books. The chance of fast cash always brings out the parasites. Paintings, jewelry, antiquities, it hardly matters what the item is, so long as it’s valuable. As I said, I’ve actually stood up in court, to prove ownership. Ask Maggie Warburton. She handled the case, and my client and I won.” 
 
    “So if Redman quits being a jerk and goes through proper, legal channels,” Scott said slowly “we’ll get a letter from his solicitor.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean we give in without a fight and hand it over,” Adam insisted. 
 
    Bernard Quincannon frowned deeply at them. “If Redman intended to pursue this legally, he wouldn’t have been throwing his weight about at the shop. Will you take a word of advice? If he, or whoever he represents, wants the In Regione Igitur Spirituum badly enough, I’d be shocked if it ended with lawyers, even a magistrate.” He paused, mulling over possibilities. “Connie?” 
 
    She was on the same wavelength. “We might not actually be talking about the cash value of the book. We could be talking about its content. The information.” She angled a hard look at Adam, expecting the antiquarian to follow her. “Which puts a rather different complexion on the matter, don’t you think?” 
 
    The warning was timely, piercingly astute, and Scott admitted to a deep foreboding. He took a step closer to Adam. “Bernard, you ever hear of a group called ― what is it, Adam? The bastards using the chapel.” 
 
    “The Covenant of Shedim.” Restless now, unable to be still, Adam fidgeted as if he would rather have been far away. “A maverick group, loosely associated with Aleister Crowley’s brand of sex magic, active in this area at least until quite recently.” 
 
    The mention of its name caused Connie’s mouth to compress. She stooped to the printer and began to read swiftly as she spoke. “Oh, I know about them. They don’t exactly advertise, but they’re scuttling around in the woodwork. They’re a demonic sect, as the name suggests. In early Jewish myth, the Shedim were demons. Azazel was one of their number.” 
 
    “What’s your interest in them?” Bernard wondered. 
 
    ”Mine?” Scott’s brows arched. “None whatsoever. But apparently this group’s been in and out of Falconstone for decades, guests of whatever earl, then Betty Chisholm’s dickhead grandson. And finally my father’s whack-job cousin, Hector. The last time Edith saw Shedim members at the house was way too recent for my liking.” 
 
    “Damn, so that’s who Hector was mixed up with. The stupid old goat.” Bernard sat back, cradling his mug between both hands. “Blast, I should’ve known.” 
 
    “I did know,” Connie said darkly. “Edith told me, years ago. I didn’t bother you with it, Bernard. Why would I?” 
 
    “I’ve zero interest in contemporary black magic cults,” Bernard admitted, “and quite enough proper work to do without wasting brain cells on drivel.” He gave Scott and Adam a sheepish look. “Falconstone is the Covenant’s kind of place.” 
 
    “Out in the wilds,” Scott guessed. “Private, no one to observe their movements, much less what they get up to.” 
 
    “And a consecrated church to play their bloody nasty games in,” Connie added. 
 
    “I could wish I’d put two and two together earlier.” Bernard sighed philosophically. “Not that knowing would’ve given us any advantage. Well, since Hector’s passed over, the covenanters have to find somewhere else, won’t they?” 
 
    “The thing is,” Adam said slowly, “Edith told us about a book ― actually a manuscript, probably stashed somewhere in the library. I haven’t come across it yet, but I will. An unpublished Crowley, circa 1910, hand-written, composed right there at Falconstone. It seems to have actually been used in practices staged at the house, but it was never printed or circulated, so you have an edition of one copy.” 
 
    “Good lord,” Connie breathed, tapping the printed sheets into order and stacking them neatly by the computer. “An original, unpublished Crowley? If it exists, and there’s every reason to believe it does, it’s worth a fortune.” 
 
    “Would this be the kind of thing Covenant members would go after?” Scott asked shrewdly. 
 
    “Like a pack of starving hyenas,” Bernard said in acerbic tones. “Good gods, if Crowley produced an unknown work while he was there … I might wonder if the Covenant is actually after this one. Say, their barbarian, Redman, turns up on your doorstep, using a legit claim to the In Regione Igitur Spirituum as an excuse to get into the library. The 1882 volume, dedicated to Azazel, is full of transmigration ritual. It’s just Shedim’s cup of tea ― not to mention Crowley’s.” 
 
    “It’s also quite old enough,” Connie added, “to have been there in 1910 when ‘The Beast’ composed his lost work. If Redman could produce a document to prove he, or the Covenant of Shedim, or both, own the Spirituum, he, or they, could use a search for their property to find the real prize. The Crowley. Ancient transmigration ritual. Damnit, you have to wonder.” 
 
    Many times since arriving here, Scott had felt himself so far out of his depth, his vision blurred. “Trans-what?” 
 
    “The transmigration of souls or personalities,” Connie told him. “You might have heard the term ‘metempsychosis’?” But Scott shook his head and she plowed on, “The process of reincarnation, by which souls pass from body to body between this life and the next. It’s an enormously common belief, especially in the east. Buddhists and Hindus have a deep faith in reincarnation, as do many pagans, and it’s worth mentioning that Pythagoras also held this belief.” 
 
    “Reincarnation, I know about.” Scott was thinking of Beck. “A friend of mine’s a true believer. She was a Buddhist, then a Taoist, then she says she ‘discovered the goddess,’ and now she’s happy as a bucket of clams.” Which suited Bruce, who didn’t have a spiritual bone in his body and didn’t actually care what Beck believed, so long as she was content. 
 
    “Hindus, Buddhists and so on believe in a completely natural cycle of death and rebirth.” Connie drained her mug of the cold dregs, set it on the side of the sink. “According to what I’ve just read, the crucial difference is this: the In Regione Igitur Spirituum is reputed to provide a method for a dominating personality to migrate from body to body, host to host, via magical process. Without,” she added pointedly, “the death of either host.” She puffed out her cheeks. “If this isn’t just a fancy way of describing deliberate possession, I’ve never heard one.” 
 
    Adam recoiled physically. “Serial possession, at whim, through magic? As my old gramps used to say, ‘hell’s bells and buckets of blood’. That’s wicked.” 
 
    The understatement ― or the rare old regional curse ― made Bernard chuckle humorlessly. “Could this be the key to the evil underlying the curse of the Debray insanity?” he asked baldly. “Where better than Falconstone to thrash out the method, test it, validate it? Who better than Crowley, in the last century, to study this kind of magic?” 
 
    “It stands to reason,” Connie went on, “if we are looking at a case of serial possession over a thousand years, as I’m convinced we are, some of the time magical process would be essential, if the possessing personality couldn’t work the trick for itself.” She shook herself hard. 
 
    “My gods, what an idea,” Adam murmured. 
 
    “Well, damn.” Bernard pushed away from the computer. “Connie’s far more knowledgeable about this stuff. Remember, I’m mostly a boring old historical archaeologist. She’s the specialist in the faiths of antiquity, from Druidism to the mysticism of the pharaohs, which Crowley plundered without hesitation and rewrote any way it suited him.” He nodded slowly, thinking it through. “Con knows more about black magic than she’d care to admit.” 
 
    She looked faintly uncomfortable. “Practitioners of other schools rub shoulders with it when they’re called in to pick up the wreckage, fix the damage, you understand. I’ll do some more research, see if I can find out if other copies are floating around, how highly the mages of the last century rated this stuff. It’s grim reading, but if this is what Redman wants, the more we know, the better our chances.” 
 
    Scott was delighted to leave esoteric questions to the specialist. In fact, the more he learned, the less he felt as if he understood. Far more worrying was the threat of a thug with his eyes on a fortune, more than likely fronting for the very crazies who had used Falconstone as if they owned it. 
 
    His blood cooled by degrees as he considered Redman and Shedim, and the increasingly uncertain look Adam wore did nothing to bolster confidence. He drew together with Adam near the old kitchen hearth, which had been bricked up and fitted with a gas fire. 
 
    The warmth in this converted cottage was so different from Falconstone. The Astral Childe felt more like a greenhouse. Too soon, Bernard drew their attention to the weather. “I hate to rush you boys, but if you don’t get moving soon, you could regret it. It’s snowing again, and the roads won’t get any more passable with time.” 
 
    “We’re closing anyway,” Connie added. “I went to York for a mountain of groceries, and they’re still in the car. We have to get moving, all of us.” 
 
    The clouds had regathered, plunging the hills into mauve dimness, and Scott zipped his jacket, pulled on his gloves, before he and Adam stepped out. It was still not much after noon, but light levels were eerily dim, and an enormous job waited for them at the house. 
 
    While Adam and Connie went ahead to start both cars, warm the engines, Scott gave Bernard his hand. “Thanks for bringing the books over. I’ll let you have them back soon as the weather permits. I think we’re due to get dumped on.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” Bernard turned off the lights, locked up the shop and aimed a remote at some spot only he could see to engage the security system. “But do see if you can find those books, Scott, the Spirituum and the Crowley both. I’ve the nastiest feeling that finding them is crucial.” 
 
    He was right. Scott slid into the Mondeo, holding his hands to the heater as he and Adam watched Connie coax the station wagon around in the too-narrow lane that followed the railway cutting for a short way. It pulled out in a fogbank of exhaust steam, heading for a house on the other side of the village. 
 
    Desperate for an embrace, the solid, warm reality of a healthy, living body in his arms, Scott caught Adam in both arms. Adam held him readily, not even asking why he needed it. “Back to base,” he said quietly against Scott’s cheek. “I’m not entirely sure what we’ve stumbled into, but Connie’s right. The more we know, the better chance we’ll have of scoring the prize.” 
 
    “Money,” Scott said scathingly. “It’s always about money.” 
 
    “Everything always is,” Adam said, as if he agreed with the philosophy. He dropped a kiss on Scott’s mouth and fended him off. “Got to get moving, while we can still see. Save it, Scottie. Anything we’re going to do, it starts and ends at Falconstone. Yes?” 
 
    “Yes, damnit,” Scott muttered, wishing he could argue. 
 
    The car rocked away over the curiously soft-hard cushion of snow, and Adam tripped the wipers to clear the windscreen. Scott hunched down in the seat, for a moment genuinely considering the possibility of telling Adam to forget Falconstone even existed, and head for York. 
 
    A small hotel, a shopping spree, a quiet restaurant … forget all about the Debrays, the books, the shadows, perhaps until summer came in with twenty hours of daylight and some real heat in the sun. But if they turned southwest, they would forfeit the prize. The damned prize. Even now, Scott could not quite let it slither through his fingers without a fight. 
 
    Sighing, he settled back to watch Adam drive. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Every kilometer of the way back, Scott brooded on Adam, and Adam could hardly be unaware of it. He angled curious glances at Scott, but Scott was too uncertain of his own mind to speak, and just shook his head. Without a word, Adam turned back to the road, concentrating simply on the car, and the increasingly confusing landscape. 
 
    This time, they were lucky. A few minutes out of Thornton the snowfall stopped. The clouds overhead thinned, daylight brightened. Scott thought he actually glimpsed a patch of pale, half-hearted blue, and the sun showed through like a lamp behind a heavy curtain. 
 
    Again, he had to shovel snow before he could open up the coach house. His fingers were frozen, aching, as they hurried in through the scullery. Coffee was high on his agenda, and he fiddled with pot and kettle while Adam waited for him to speak. When Scott remained stubbornly silent, Adam offered a quick embrace before he headed back to work. 
 
    Kolya had set up his laptop at the kitchen table, the only warm place in the entire house until the hearth was lit in the parlor for the evening. He was several pages into the transcript of his notes, typing rapidly, earbuds pressed deep in both ears. He took a mug with a nod of thanks. Of Edith and Gurney, there was no sign. 
 
    Scott carried two mugs into the library and was unsurprised when Adam swiped them out of his hands. He closed the door and shoved a chair in front of it for privacy. Both his hands delved under Scott’s sweater, molding about his torso, raising ripples across his back. Scott closed his eyes, eager for any distraction. 
 
    “All this weird crap’s starting to get to you, isn’t it?” Adam nuzzled Scott’s right ear, whispering moistly there. 
 
    “Of course it is.” Scott draped both arms over his shoulders as Adam’s hands passed over his breast and belly, missing nothing. 
 
    “Say the word,” Adam invited. “The plug-pulling word. There’s nothing keeping you here, Scottie.” 
 
    “Except a fortune up for grabs, goddamn it, not to mention a burning need to get an answer to this bloody mystery.” Scott groaned as Adam’s fingertips outlined his nipples. “Soon as I get a proper answer, I’ll know what I’m selling.” 
 
    Adam leaned away to look at him. “And if the answer tells you, you can’t sell the place?” 
 
    “Christ.” Scott tipped back his head, groaning as Adam stroked and petted, deliberately trying to divert him. Thought was rapidly unraveling, but he said with strange clarity, “If I can’t sell, I’d punt it straight to the National Trust. If they don’t want it, let the bloody house molder. Maybe when it falls down, when the wind and rain take it apart, the people trapped here will go free.” 
 
    “Trapped?” Adam’s hands stilled on him. 
 
    “Why else would any of them stay?” Scott hunted for a kiss. “And they do stay,” he said against Adam’s lips. “Edith’s Welsh cousin, the ravishing Kate. The girl who sobs in the garden. The young man Kolya discovered last night ― a foreigner, he said, European. That has to be the German pilot. Oh, they’re here, Adam.” He had glimpsed them, heard or even felt them. So had Kolya. 
 
    “But why would they stay?” Adam demanded. 
 
    The question troubled Scott, especially since he was unqualified to answer. “Because they don’t have a choice. It’s like they’re lost, can’t find their way out,” he guessed, groping after meaning. “As if Falconstone’s such a blizzard of raw energy, being dead here could be like blundering around in a fogbank the size of ten footy fields, hunting for an exit the size of a rabbit hole. You’d find it by luck, two hundred years from now.” He puffed out his cheeks and met Adam’s eyes. 
 
    The idea bothered Adam. Disquiet was naked in his face. “Edith’s got it right, the poor bastards are better off sleeping. What does this do to the idea of selling the place?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea,” Scott admitted. “But if I can’t sell the house, or won’t sell it ― shit, unload it onto some innocent, unsuspecting buyer who could have a freakin’ seizure and drop dead? ― let the National Trust take it. Or else leave Falconstone to the weather, till the rain washes it right back into the ground and lets them go free.” 
 
    “This is too freaky.” Adam shivered. “If they’re here, Scott, it means your Uncle Hector’s probably still here as well. Did you think of that?” 
 
    In fact, Scott had not, and a shiver coursed the length of his spine. He’d never even heard Hector’s name before receiving notice from Ormondroyd and Warburton, and had little regard or respect for him, but the man’s name was Lennox. He shared at least some genes with Scott himself. He closed his eyes, squeezed them shut. “You said it yourself a second ago: too fucking freaky. Though … there’s actually the germ of an idea in there somewhere.” He laid his head on Adam’s shoulder. “You want to go to bed? Seriously.” 
 
    “It’s too cold up there.” Adam steered him to a chesterfield couch covered in thick, hand-loomed afghans crafted in natural undyed wool. He pressed Scott down among the rugs, unbuckled him and tugged the denim to mid-thigh, leaving Scott prickling from breast to knees. “Why don’t you hush up, right there,” he suggested, “let go, relax, let me make you feel a little bit better about being alive? Remember, there’s enough stupid books in this one room to set you up. You don’t need the house. Soon as I get this job done, and the snow clears enough to free up the roads, I’ll call for the van, transport the most valuable items. Then we’re out of here, tailgating it. Yes?” 
 
    “You got yourself a deal,” Scott groaned. “Did you mean that? About being in Scarborough for Christmas?” 
 
    “Of course I did.” Color leaped in Adam’s face but his voice was level, serious. “I’m not going anywhere without you, Scottie. Not now.” Then his mouth closed about Scott, hot, wet, skilled, working hard, and thought spun away. 
 
    Scott hunted for scenes from home: it would be growing hot by now, the gulf waters sparkling, southern hills turning summer brown while the vineyards greened to an ocean of vines, as far as the eye could see. Cooler in the national parks, where the forest would soon take on that distinctive smell ― tree resins and dust and dry wood ― that spelled summer to every sense Scott owned. Memory supplied the ‘squeaky wheel’ sound of magpies caroling in the steel-blue twilight before dawn, chattering parrots zooming between flowering trees. Weekend cricket clubs, the knock of willow on leather, the aroma of snags and onions sizzling … sultry nights downtown, where the city burned brightest. Music thumping out of pubs and clubs while young beauties, and some not so young, strutted their stuff, hoping ― 
 
    Hoping desperately to score a night, Scott thought as Adam’s mouth and hands began to tear coherence to rags and scatter it away. A night? Not what Scott wanted. Everything he wanted was right here. He urged Adam up, fumbled with his belt, slacks, sweater, the warm cotton beneath. With a soft curse Adam settled on him, belly to belly, heavy and unable to be still. Scott clenched both hands into the soft curves of buttocks and held on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was listening to Kolya Berkov dictating notes in rapid-fire Russian to a voice recorder, when tires crunched in the gravel on the drive right outside. Adam was back on the ladder, reshelving an armful of books he’d finished with. Nothing among them had caught his attention, but elite secondhand dealers or his contact list, one as far away as St. Helier, would take the choicest by the crate, for ten or twenty pounds each. Art Gurney had already collected Dougal and headed home, and Edith was baking again. The aromas of stewing apples and roasting potatoes issued from the kitchen along with the sounds of Queen and Moody Blues. Scott looked up from Wilbur Smith and watched a white Land Cruiser parking. 
 
    From the ladder, Adam had a good view through the window. “Company. Who are we expecting?” 
 
    The intruder could only be Maggie Warburton’s associate, Sanjay Kumar, from Kumar and Brooke Estate Sales. Scott snatched his jacket from the back of a chair and had the door open before the man could knock. 
 
    It was only noon, but a bizarre twilight had settled like a blanket over the grounds, and the sky seemed so low it almost touched the ground. Cloud and hills merged, blurring into one other. Scott stepped out as Sanjay Kumar stopped halfway between car and door, to look over the frontage. 
 
    Middle height, middle weight, middle age, Kumar was physically unremarkable, but his eyes were bright, sharp, missing nothing. A Nikon hung around his neck and he shifted a tablet into his left hand to offer his right to Scott. He wore his thick black hair cropped very short, and his moustache trimmed. Khaki slacks, boots, jacket, white cable scarf, made him seem bulky, but the hand clasping Scott’s was fine-boned, slender. 
 
    The accent was not local. Scott had seen enough English television to recognize London when he heard it. The man smiled readily, as if he enjoyed his work, no matter the weather. “Sanjay Kumar, you’re expecting me? Damn, you’ve got a fantastic place here … also a lot of work. Maggie gave me the list of jobs you know about. Trust me, there’ll be just as much you don’t know about. I’m assuming you’re determined to sell?” 
 
    As Maggie would also have told him. Scott dug out a pair of gloves and wriggled his fingers into them before he lost more body heat. “Yeah. I’m not actually allowed to list the property for two years, but that just gives us plenty of time to get it fixed up. The previous owners neglected it big time. Where do you want to start?” 
 
    “I’ll take a stroll around the outside, just to get the feel of it,” Kumar mused. “How many bedrooms?” 
 
    “Depends what you call a bedroom.” Scott turned his back on the house, preferring to look out across the lawn, toward the gate and road. “Some have been converted to offices. One was used for a sewing room, whatever that is. If you turned them all back to bedrooms, you’re looking at a master suite plus nine good rooms and three shoeboxes at the front. There’s also servants’ quarters at the back, all closed up lately, and four attic rooms up top, but they’re full of junk right now.” No need to mention the bedroom that had been sealed since 1986, with a jammed door and a reek of damp and rotten wood from within. 
 
    “Bathrooms?” Brook was taking notes. 
 
    “Master, upstairs, front; servants’ facility; en suite on the main bedroom in the west wing, second smaller bathroom at the east end of the house.” So Edith had told him. Scott had not yet troubled to look into the room where Hector Lennox had died, much less step into it. He had no more fascination to go there than to return to the chapel. If Kumar wanted to scout the place with a professional eye, he could do it himself. Better, come back with a team and go through Falconstone with lasers and cameras. 
 
    “Garaging?” Kumar turned across the front of the house, toward the coach house. 
 
    With a sigh, Scott followed. He had never owned a house. His experience with real estate agents was entirely restricted to the property managers who inspected rentals every three months, precipitating a whirlwind of cleaning and gardening. 
 
    And Kumar seemed determined to be thorough, repeatedly stating the obvious as if his professional reputation depended on it. He cataloged the damage, the wear, remarked on the lack of a proper garage, or adequate outdoor lighting, or the pergola or verandah space modern buyers desired. He noted the absence of security cameras, the poor condition of the down-comer pipes from the gutters, and the evidence that those gutters were choked here and there. He counted the chimneys, the windows, even significant trees, remarked on the dilapidated nature of the fences beyond the kitchen garden. 
 
    All this, Scott heard out without comment while Kumar made notes, checked boxes. If he told the truth, he had little interest in the process, and in an hour, cold to the bone and bored with the rigmarole, he shepherded Kumar inside via the scullery and forced a smile. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it, Mister Kumar. Yell if you need anything, but I already know the place is run down. You’re not surprising me. If the forty hectares wasn’t zoned rural, we’d be off to the races, but we’re right in the middle of a national park here ― besides which, Falconstone is heritage listed.” 
 
    “Meaning you can’t develop it,” Kumar sympathized. “I managed to get my hands on the maintenance history … my word, it’s been shoddy in the last decade. They’ve laid up a store of trouble for you.” He flashed a brilliant smile. “But she’ll fix up. I’ll promise you that; I’ve already seen enough to know the worst. It’s just a question of investment and time. Now, you have two years before we can even list it, so time isn’t the issue. As to the investment, I’ll get an estimate to you, this side of Christmas. You’re staying here?” 
 
    “For a while,” Scott said evasively. “Then I’ll be moving over to Scarborough.” 
 
    “Not going back to Australia?” Kumar chafed his hands. “Damn! I’d be on a beach with a beer in one hand, if I had the option!” 
 
    In other years Scott would have agreed. But as Kumar spoke, Adam stepped into the kitchen in search of coffee, and the truth was, Scott had chosen his place. Not here at Falconstone, but wherever Adam was, for as long as fate and fortune allowed. He gave Kumar a crooked smile. “Well, there’s more to life than sand and sun. Do you have time for coffee?” 
 
    But Kumar consulted his watch strategically. “I’ll have to run through the place to get a preliminary report going. I promised Maggie we’d get the machinery in gear fast, because she knows you want to sell quite urgently. If the work is well along, we can be talking privately with investors months before the property’s actually listed.” 
 
    “Then, I’ll let you get to it.” Scott stepped out of his way. “There’ll be something to sign, when you’re done ―?” 
 
    Intent on his tablet, Kumar gestured unconcernedly.  “A couple of forms, authorizations. The usual, nothing major. I’ll be as quick as I can. I know there’s a lot to look at, and I won’t get to it all by a long shot. I’ll get to enough and we can guesstimate the rest till we can arrange a proper work-up. At least, based on today’s inspection, you’ll know where you stand.” 
 
    He meant, have some firm questions to put to Chan-Wylie, let them make the decision regarding what could be done with Falconstone to make it saleable, and when. Speed was only ever a question of money. He lifted a brow at Scott to make sure he was understood, and Scott nodded. No use telling an estate agent, piping, electricals, roof slates, damp courses and warping window frames were the least of Falconstone’s problems. 
 
    Such mundane topics had Kumar busy before he stepped out of the kitchen, leaving Scott and Adam with the coffee and a still-warm apple cake. Adam perched on the side of the table, watching Scott out of wide dark eyes. 
 
    “Any sign of this book Redman wants?” Scott lit the gas under the kettle and set up the coffee press. “Or the Crowley manuscript, come to that.” 
 
    “Neither, yet. If the In Regione Igitur Spirituum is what the Covenant’s after ― even if it’s just the legitimate excuse to get in here and tear the place apart ― and if we’ve been burgled at least twice, as Dicky Spence swears we have, it stands to reason Shedim and its agents couldn’t find it. Hector’s hidden either or both of those books so well, the thieves came up empty. Why would he hide it?” 
 
    “You kidding?” Scott snorted. “You’ve got something in the house that’s worth about a million bucks ― pardon me, quid ― and not a security gizmo in the whole place. Oh, I’d hide it, mate. Hector made a bloody good job of it. So good, even the Shedim people were right out of luck.” 
 
    “They must be mad as all hell about it,” Adam guessed. “They’re almost certainly looking for a way to keep on searching, but if our Mister Redman’s anything to go by, they’re ready to knit barbed wire.” 
 
    “They snuck back out as neatly as they’d snuck in, the first time,” Scott mused. “The second time, they carried something big out the door. Far too big to be a book. Maybe a big case of books? Or something from the chapel, you think?” 
 
    Adam sliced a thick wedge of apple cake. “I’d have to guess, a great packing crate full of assorted schmutter. If they’d been using the chapel regularly, it makes far better sense to store the paraphernalia here rather than lugging it back and forth for every event. And I wouldn’t want to hump a crate that size through a window! Robes, ceremonial props, whatever. One of these full-on rituals can be like staging a production of Macbeth.” 
 
    “And you wouldn’t want anybody stumbling over your gear,” Scott reasoned. “Leaving it stashed was safe enough while Hector was alive. Then suddenly they needed another venue. No warning, no lead time. The ambulance drove out the gate, Falconstone was locked up. They had to know they were never going to be invited back.” 
 
    “But they also needed to collect their junk,” Adam went on. “They couldn’t exactly rock up to the ancestral front door with a van and demand to remove materials from the property, not without making a major scene. It’d amount to a property invasion ― Gurney or Edith would’ve called the police in a second. God knows, Art Gurley would’ve shown them the business end of a shotgun.” 
 
    “Simpler to just let themselves in and take what they wanted,” Scott agreed. “Remember, they know this place. Intimately.” His face set into grave lines. 
 
    “But the fact this Redman character showed up at Connie and Bernard’s shop,” Adam said slowly, “tells us the Covenant’s still looking for something.” 
 
    “It strikes me as odd,” Scott mused, “that they’d go to the Quincannons.” 
 
    “Maybe not.” Frowning, Adam visibly churned through the process of logic. “Shedim could easily reason that since Connie and Bernard deal in books, and knew Hector personally, they might actually know where a valuable item would be kept. It’s a sound assumption.” 
 
    “After which,” Scott added, “it’s just a question of bribery.” 
 
    “Certainly, Bernard could sweet-talk his way into the library on business. Shedim probably don’t know he, Connie and Edith are part of the same group. But the Quincannons certainly did enough business with Hector for Bernard to doubletalk his way past the housekeeper.” Adam lifted a brow at Scott. “How much would you take, Scottie, to trick an old woman and sneak out with something she knew nothing about, and which the new owner never knew existed? Admit it … a suitcase full of cash looks extremely attractive.” 
 
    It did, but Scott’s mind had already passed on. “I just had a nasty thought.” He leaned on the sink, arms folded on his chest. “Hector’s been gone four months. Shedim’s had a convenient way in. You realize, they could’ve been using the chapel any time they liked while the house was technically empty. If they kept quiet, Edith wouldn’t hear one damn’ thing from upstairs at the other end of the house. And if they let themselves in after dark, Gurney’d already be long gone. Christ knows what’s been going on in that chapel, maybe only a few weeks ago. They’d worked out the window, the door, so they could come and go as they liked. Your mate Dicky Spence said we’ve been ‘burgled’ twice that he knew of. I’m thinking, he actually spotted entry points that might have been used twenty times. Or fifty.” 
 
    It was an uncomfortable thought. Adam chewed mechanically. “They wouldn’t have hesitated to come and go while Edith was here alone, but they’ll think twice about it with four of us in the house. It wouldn’t take much doing for an agent like Redman to figure out that you and I are here, Scottie. A surreptitious word with Edith or Gurney, and he’d know Kolya’s working here too.” He stirred, too restless to be still. “Speaking of the chapel, you really ought to get a priest to deconsecrate it. Do whatever they do to turn holy ground back into ordinary, garden variety muck.” 
 
    Scott sighed and rubbed his eyes tiredly. “I wouldn’t know where to start. I never even went to church in Australia. My parents weren’t religious.” 
 
    “There’s the church down in Thornton,” Adam mused. “I suppose we might catch the vicar when business is slow. Just come right out and ask him how it works. He ought to know, being in the trade. He might be willing to come out here and do it himself, if you promise a nice donation to his steeple fund or whatever. Then get the word out, let the whole occult community know the place is deconsecrated. Connie would be the one to get the news out fast. Victoria might also know people, the more loose-lipped the better.” 
 
    Light levels were dropping steadily, and as the kettle started to shriek Scott ducked to look under the café curtains. Sure enough, white flakes had begun to drift against the backdrop of skeletal trees. Any day now the major falls would begin. When it started, this area could be buried by morning. Scott turned off the kettle and topped off the glass jug. The aroma of coffee wafted from it, rich and welcome. 
 
    They were finishing a second cup when Sanjay Kumar hurried back. “First thing you must fix,” he announced, “is your heating. I’ve never known a house so cold. It’s as if the heat’s sucked right out of the air! I did pop down for a quick look at the boiler. It’s on, working, the thermostat’s set on high.” He was still making notes, not looking up from the tablet. “The easiest fix is to extend the gas plumbing and run radiators, if you’ve the budget for it. You can look at solar, which is the cheapest solution, and would be perfectly adequate ― till it gets buried in snow. When it does, you fall back on your gas. Gives you a way to average your expenditure.” 
 
    “Put rough numbers to it, Mister Kumar,” Scott sighed. “Let Maggie Warburton have a copy of everything.” She would forward the recommendations to Chan-Wylie as a property investment. Scott had already grown accustomed to having lost any grip on the situation. “I think I’ll be in Scarborough before you’re ready to put anything firm on paper ―” He looked sidelong at Adam; Adam nodded. “Maggie’ll know where to find … us.” He’d been about to say me, and aborted at the last moment, making Adam smile. 
 
    With a flourish, Kumar produced a sheaf of laser printed forms. He insisted on double-talking his way through the fine print, though Scott understood little of it, and his mind wandered. But Kumar had also seen the snow, and was anxious to leave. Scott had never seen an agent hustle faster as he headed for his car. 
 
    Grumbling about the necessity, Adam took coffee and drifted back to work. As Kolya settled down to write, with a micro-thin laptop parked on one corner of the library’s partner desk, Scott opened the first of Bernard Quincannon’s books. 
 
    He didn’t know what he had expected. He had read tour guides and travel books, but serious history tomes, much less treatises on the paranormal, studies of haunted places, were far outside his experience. 
 
    Only a fraction of the material concerned Falconstone, and Bernard had marked the relevant passages with strips of colored paper. Scott settled in the chair by the window and buried his nose in the reading while the others worked. 
 
    In half an hour Kolya was ready to rest his back. He strolled the shelves, and the stacks Adam was building ― these for specific secondhand traders, these for client-direct sales, a few for the auctioneer ― and grunted eloquently as he pulled out a blue-bound volume, old but in excellent condition. He set it before Scott. 
 
    The title was embossed in silver: Walkers Between Three Worlds. From the top of the ladder, Adam said pointedly, “That one’s already confirmed sold. I’ve a client west of Dublin chomping at the bit to pay eight thousand quid for that little beauty. The payment will go to escrow, soon as I can arrange a courier. This damned weather is getting in the way.” He looked down at Scott and Kolya, over the tops of his glasses. “Lycanthropy, is it?” 
 
    The very sound of the term inspired a shiver in Scott, but to Kolya it was simply another word. “Lycanthropy.” He worked his back and shoulders, pulling taut muscles, freeing stiffened joints. “Skim it, at least, Scott, before it’s shipped. You think you know the skinwalkers from films? The truth is very different.” 
 
    Wondering how much he actually wanted to know, Scott frowned at the book but did not pick it up. “Like your grandfather. What is it, delusion? People actually believe they turn into animals? Or mass hypnosis? Crowds of people all see something, like the Indian rope trick.” 
 
    “There are numerous documented cases of clinical lycanthropy,” Kolya agreed. “Such hallucination is actually comparatively rare, but given a vast population and a great deal of time, records accumulate. I imagine there have been even more ingenuous confidence tricks. Marketplace fakirs who work the crowd for a profit. Morph into the wolfman? It’s a good trick, if you can do it.” 
 
    As a work of stage magic, Scott had seen it more than once. Even a century ago Houdini had performed a metamorphosis routine before theater audiences, where he turned himself into his assistant, or vice versa; but it was strictly a trick, and often performed live on stage now. Little of the magic with which Houdini had spellbound America and Europe was unusual in the twenty-first century. Even the paranormal subscripts to his life and death had been questioned ― some liked to say debunked, as if they must abolish every mystery the world ever knew. 
 
    He gazed out at the gray-white curtain of snow, which continued to fall very gently, listening while Kolya spoke in an odd, deeply introspective tone. “Vanya was neither psychiatric patient nor performer. He was a skinwalker.” He angled an odd look at Scott. “The old folk still tell the story, in Krazno … damnit, I almost said at home in Krazno. I’ve not been back there in almost twenty years.” 
 
    Always careful, Adam made his way down the ladder with a set of six matched volumes in green leather in the crook of his left elbow. “Why did you leave?” 
 
    The question was simple, yet so profound, Kolya visibly floundered for some moments. He searched his memory, or his heart, possibly both. “Divorce, I suppose, in the end,” he decided. Anita and I were poorly suited as a couple. Not in the least like the two of you … you’re luckier than you know.” 
 
    “I think we know it,” Scott murmured. Kolya seemed not to hear. 
 
    “Oh, we were content for long enough to produce two children,” he said softly, “but I wanted to pursue studies of what I am, what Vanya was. Anita wanted me to teach chemistry at the high school, plant cabbage and beetroot, tinker with her brother’s tractor at the weekend. Be happy forever with this.” He looked back at the snow, as if seeing it for the first time. “It would have suffocated me. I stayed till I was your age and the kids reached their teens. Suddenly they wanted their friends, not their parents, you know? It’s far more important to smoke stolen cigarettes, drink pilfered beer and tear pictures out of pornographic magazines than to have dinner at home and talk to your parents!” 
 
    It was the same story, the world over, and Adam said with deep fatalism, “Two million people in London alone would say the same thing. So you left to study?” 
 
    “To work.” Kolya returned to the present with a start. “I’d taught myself to speak passably good German and English. I began the research you see me doing now. One haunted place after another … Prague, Bucharest, Berlin, Rouen, Paris, then on into England, Scotland. Always chasing threads of meaning, abstruse clues. I’d manage to find seasonal work here and there to pay my way until my books began to sell.” 
 
    “The trail led you to Whitby.” Adam seemed amused. “It sounds so weird ― sorry. To me, Whitby is just so ordinary. Victoria used to take me there when I was a kid, with a tiny little bucket and spade.” 
 
    To Scott’s surprise, Kolya laughed. “Yet it’s not ordinary at all! Whitby is one of your country’s most haunted places. Its black dog, its Barguest Hound, is not merely very famous, but very real.” He looked from Adam to Scott and back. “The dog will come to me, at the right time, when I allow Vanya to speak with my voice and call it. Three times, it’s come when he called. The last time, I missed getting pictures by a matter of seconds. Next time, I’ll image it.” 
 
    Adam whistled. “The Barguest Hound actually photographs?” 
 
    “With a special camera, in the right conditions.” Kolya gestured vaguely. “I have an infrared camera. I’d have brought it to Falconstone, but it’s too big, too heavy, to easily carry … the train journey, you understand.” His eyes brightened, shrewd. “With your permission, I may return in the new year with more gear, an assistant, and do a thorough study.” 
 
    “Be my guest,” Scott invited. “We won’t be here, but that just gives you a better shot at the work. Nobody getting in your way.” He drew his fingers over the blue and silver cover of Walkers Between Three Worlds. “Skinwalker?” 
 
    The very word seemed to take Kolya to another place, perhaps another reality. “My grandfather was a seventh son of a seventh son. He traced his ancestry back ten generations, to Siberia. He could speak to some of them, even when I was a child. When he spoke with their voices, it thrilled me to know I was talking to blood of my blood, from a time many centuries ago, when Russia was a great, dark, unknown place, still barely half civilized.” He seemed burdened by the weight of his own history. “I inherited some small gift myself. I hear Vanya … or, he chooses to listen. I sometimes hear others, glimpse them, in places that’re unusually active. Like this. But Vanya ― there was real skill. Not merely the skinwalker, but also one who could heal with his bare hands; one who could climb the sky and return to tell what he had seen.” 
 
    It took some moments for Scott put the pieces together, and Adam said, “You’re talking about a shaman.” 
 
    The Russian’s gaunt face smiled. “I am indeed. I was five years old when my small gift awoke in me.  I’ve been talking to my grandfather all my life, before he passed over and long after. From him, I learned most of what I know about the world of spirits, the black dogs, skinwalkers, spirit walkers, possessing personalities, hauntings, the shamanic cosmos.” He sighed. “I wonder, often, if Vanya lingers because of me. Perhaps because I can hear him. Or if guilt keeps him here.” 
 
    Guilt, Scott remembered, because Vanya Berkov allowed the villagers to convince him to get out, run, ahead of the army, the coming atrocity. Protect his gift. They promised to safeguard his family, but in fact safety was an illusion. All perished, while Vanya made it to Poland and spent the war years in mountains, evading the Nazis, the bitter fighting. He married again and devoted himself to a second family while hellish guilt rode him like a goblin. 
 
    Little wonder that when he passed over, Vanya bound himself to the service of the living. He had heavy debts to repay. The same thought must have occurred to Adam. “I guess he has a truckload of karma to work off,” he said thoughtfully. “True, then, Kolya? The skinwalker part of it? Lycanthropy. Wolf?” 
 
    “Wolf,” Kolya affirmed. “Just once I saw the creature with my own eyes, when I was very young. Huge, silver-gray, long-legged … beautiful. As I said, they still tell the stories in Krazno, where Vanya ended his life. He wasn’t so old, but worn out. Pain does that. Few people in Russia found the last century kind.” He hugged his chest as if the surgical site ached, or as if the memory of pain haunted him. “Read the book, if you’ve an interest. The magicks are printed there.” 
 
    Scott had almost lifted the cover on it, and snatched back his hand at the last moment.  “The ― what?” 
 
    “Ancient words, the formula for the elixir to affect the change in one who has the gift.” Kolya gave him a look of reproach. “You don’t seriously think transformation occurs as it does in the movies, just because the moon is full?” 
 
    “I ― well, I wouldn’t know,” Scott muttered, and held up his hand to stop the Russian. “Not now, Kolya. I’ve got a lot on my mind.” He gestured with the heavy volume of Connie Quincannon’s meticulous translations from the Latin. “I am interested in the black dogs, the Barguest Hound … the skinwalkers. The truth is, I don’t disbelieve. After a few nights in this house, how stupid would I be to doubt anything’s at least possible? You tell me there’s an unseen world, just beyond the corner of your eye? Oh, I believe that much.” He rapped his knuckles on the book in his lap. “But I’ve been reading this. It’s ― interesting.” 
 
    Blue-green eyes angled at him with searing curiosity. Adam set aside his work, pulled up a chair, straddled it, and gave Scott his complete attention. “Illuminate me.” 
 
    Hand-torn strips of pink, yellow and pale blue paper marked the relevant passages, and Scott had read most of them. He was grateful Bernard had marked them, since no index had yet been created. To find Falconstone and the Earls of Greythorpe, he would have had to plow through six hundred pages. 
 
    He opened the book at the first marker. “Connie and Bernard assembled this stuff from local chronicles, parish records, plus eighteenth and nineteenth century journals that found their way into ― well, into medical records. Even newspaper features going back to the 1860s. A lot of this stuff is way out there. Bernard’s right. Their publisher is going to edit with a chainsaw to get a marketable, readable book. Think about the people who’ll be buying it. Average readers are laymen, not academics.” 
 
    “Where’s it start?” Adam asked shrewdly, guessing. 
 
    The first marker was yellow. Scott had opened the book to it. “There was a priory at Kirkham, not far from here ― ruined now, obviously. It was founded about 1125 by a local soldier and magistrate, Walter Espec, a Norman. But they built the Augustine priory on the site of an earlier ‘house of mendicant friars’ ― I’d be lying if I said I knew what that was! ― dating back to the time of Edward the Confessor.” He looked up over the book. “Before the Norman invasion.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Adam glanced sidelong at Kolya. “You know much English history?” 
 
    “Enough.” Kolya’s brow creased. He had settled in an armchair, fingers laced across his middle, long legs stretched out before him and crossed at the ankles. “Edward was the king who precipitated the Norman Conquest with his power-mongering, involving another noble family in the struggle for the crown, when he himself had been too saintly to do his royal duty and beget an heir.” 
 
    Scott snorted rudely. “You know a hell of a lot more about English history than I do, and my father was English! The thing about Australia is, it’s so cosmopolitan, in school they feed you two paragraphs about any fifty countries.” 
 
    “Which you forget five minutes after you read it,” Adam added. 
 
    “Why would you read or remember any more, these days,” Kolya reasoned, “when the Internet is at one’s fingertips, in the highly unlikely event you ever need to know?” 
 
    “Ouch. Point.” Adam gestured at the book. “Go on, Scottie.” 
 
    “So there was this earlier friars’ house at, or close to, Kirkham,” Scott continued, massively abbreviating from Bernard’s dense archeological treatise on the subject. “One of the friars, a Brother Egbert, kept a chronicle of the region from 1042 through to 1067. Then the friars seem to have got up and fled ahead of the Normans, who were marching north through England, burning, raping, killing, looting. The usual. The chronicle survived. It was kept in many places across the centuries, from Ely Cathedral to a couple of abbeys in Wales. Right now it’s in the British Museum, as you’d expect. But scholars can pay to get access to high-rez scans. Connie did.” 
 
    “Aha.” Adam rubbed his palms together, taking a professional interest. “No problem with provenance. That is, proving the authenticity of the source materials.” 
 
    “Nope. You’re over that hurdle on page one.” Scott drew his finger down the body of the text, looking for the highlights. “Thing is, this Brother Egbert actually documented the group known as the Thirteen Sisters ― you remember, the witches murdered by Aethelheard, the first Earl of Greythorpe. They were notorious in this region, working out of a small megalithic circle that stood – in fact, we’re sitting in the spot.” He looked up over the book. “The circle was known as the Nine Maidens. Nine great blocks of rock, balanced on end. The Thirteen Sisters used it as a kind of temple, or workshop. Tells you who and what those ‘sisters’ were.” 
 
    For a moment the library was silent before Kolya muttered in Russian, guttural words that to Scott’s ears sounded like curses. “More than likely, the last remote descendents of a druid order, preserving the scraps of the ancient oral tradition.” 
 
    “Druids wrote down nothing, but memorized everything,” Adam agreed, “in the form of epic poetry. Damn. The thousand years after the rise of Christianity were tough times for pagans, witches, mediums like yourself, Kolya. Anybody with a gift. Anything out of the ordinary was deemed ‘the devil’s work,’ and people paid a terrible price for it. Victoria wouldn’t have lasted five minutes.” 
 
    Nor would Beck Carson, Scott thought, with her candles and incense, Tarot cards and goddess rituals, though Beck and Bruce were married in church, and Beck’s sister was a mezzo-soprano with the choir at Saint Mary’s. As for Edith Bretton and Connie Quincannon, they would have been murdered on sight. 
 
    “Enter Aethelheard the bloody Witch Taker,” he went on quietly. “And I do mean bloody. According to young Egbert, he cornered the sisters in the circle, with a ‘band of knights,’ which probably means a gang of thugs. Roped them all together, buried them in brush, bracken, whatever, and set them alight. They all burned, not far from where we’re sitting.” 
 
    “Mother of God,” Kolya whispered. 
 
    “You believe in her?” Adam sounded skeptical. 
 
    But Kolya’s white-blond head shook slowly. “I’ve never been sure. Yet if I were to believe in any figure from the church tradition, it would be the mother of mercy. She’s a fundamental tradition in every part of the world. Call her Guanyin, if you prefer, or Parvati.” He frowned deeply at Scott. “There’s more, isn’t there?” 
 
    Scott sat back, balancing the book on one knee. “If we can believe Egbert, he was actually there when the Thirteen Sisters were murdered. He says he heard the women chanting, even after the bonfire blazed up. In fact, he claims the chanting only grew louder and angrier when the flames got going. 
 
    “Then he says, and I quote, ‘A great change, like the passing of a thundercloud, fell upon the dark countenance of Aethelheard, who threw himself upon the ground and writhed so depravedly, his own men caught him up in ropes and nets, and delivered him to the holy brothers, that his soul might be expunged of sin, his body healed, his mind restored, his heart returned to God.’” 
 
    “Well, now.” Adam passed both hands across his face. “What’s that sound like to you, Kolya? Because I know what I’m making of it.” 
 
    The Russian spoke without hesitation. “The sisters cursed him, from the pyre. Thirteen druids, one of whom would have been an arch priestess, used their own death rites, their own agony, and the power of their megaliths, to open the way between the worlds and fetch through … something. It took root in the vilest soil it could find, Aethelheard himself. I don’t believe it ever let go.” His brows arched as he took a long breath, breathed it out slowly. 
 
    “The Debray madness began right there,” Adam said quietly. 
 
    “Yeah.” Scott moved on down the page. “In recognition of these good works, Aethelheard was created the first Earl of Greythorpe. 
 
    “And every Greythorpe earl has been insane ever since.” Kolya’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Chain possession, generation to generation, when the firstborn son reaches puberty and the previous earl succumbs to madness and a short lifetime of utter debauchery.” 
 
    “That’s Connie Quincannon’s theory,” Adam told him. “Now I can see where she gets it from.” He gave Scott a grim look. “I’m buying it. You?” 
 
    “It gets better.” Scott turned over a couple of pages, to the next marker.  “Young Egbert’s colleague at the friar house was a lad called Brother Leofric, their healer. He was sent to treat the new earl, whose insanity never seemed to improve, no matter how hard they prayed ― or how hard they tried to beat it out of him. Oh, yeah. They whupped him till their whupping arms fell out at the sockets. No joy.” 
 
    “Ugly.” Adam made a face. “At this time, Aethelheard was putting in the foundations for this house?” 
 
    “It’s all in here.” Scott turned to another marker. “Anybody care to make a guess what stone was used to lay the foundations, the first courses of the original building? That’d be the structure down by the chapel and the crypt.” He watched a shade of color leech out of Adam’s face, and nodded. “Got it in one. Aethelheard fetched in the stonemasons, devoted churchmen all, who very devoutly took the menhirs to pieces, chiseled them into building blocks, and ―” 
 
    “We’re sitting in it.” Adam whistled. “No freakin’ wonder this place feels charged. You know, megaliths were always built on focus points in the lines of magnetic force in the planet’s crust. This site would have been a powerhouse. It still is.” 
 
    Scott hadn’t known any such thing, but he was not surprised. At this point, he felt that nothing would surprise him much. “One thing bothers me, though,” he admitted. “The Thirteen Sisters, druids or whatever ― you’d have thought they’d know better than to raise some thing that’s been evil enough to possess a whole family down about fifty generations. God only knows how many people have died as a result.” 
 
    He and Adam turned to Kolya for perspective, and the Russian chewed over the question at length, not dismissing it lightly. “The sisters probably assumed they could control it. From the second of the ‘three worlds’ referred to in the title of that volume on Lycanthropy, they might actually have been able to manipulate the evil they’d brought into this world to punish Aethelheard.” His shoulders lifted in a shallow shrug. “They discovered, they were wrong. Mistakes get made. This was a ― what do you people call it? A howler.” 
 
    The understatement made Scott groan, but it was Adam who said, “They summoned some thing that got away from them. Once it got loose, they couldn’t stop it. Victoria has a framed quotation: ‘There are many ways to open the gates between the worlds, but do not assume one can close those gates again, nor force back what has been allowed through’.” He rubbed his face slowly, thoughtfully. “You ever seen this phenomenon, Kolya?” 
 
    Tiring rapidly now, the Russian looked drawn, pinched about nose and mouth, blue about the eyes. “Only once,” he said in a husky monotone. “Fifteen years ago, in a village outside Bucharest. A gifted child was playing with matches, singing odd little songs that found their way into her head. She razed the house, but the flames refused to die down, even when there was no more fuel to burn. What we all saw was impossible ― 
 
    “A thing ten feet high, comprised of fire which burned nothing. The child stood wailing pitifully, with a few fiddling little scorches on one hand, while the salamander consumed the village church and its dear old priest, who was a friend of mine. It burned the houses nearby, and numerous people who’d tried to hide.” 
 
    “Salamander,” Scott echoed. 
 
    “A fire sprite,” Adam said softly. “They’re usually tiny, but they’re always spirits of mischief. They love to play games that hurt. This one, Kolya ―?” 
 
    “Wreaked havoc.” Kolya inspected the palms of his hands. “Until a rainstorm, out of season and unforecast, overwhelmed it with a deluge that raised the local creeks two feet above the bridges.” He smiled grimly. “Even now, Vanya knows a trick or two. He has his uses … another payment off his karmic debt, would you say?” He gestured at the book on Scott’s knee. “This explains much. I felt signatures down below the crypt and cellar, which I haven’t been able to identify. Powerful traces of powerful people, worn to rags by so much time, but still substantial enough.” 
 
    Unable to sit still, Scott pushed up to his feet and passed the book to Adam. He thrust his cold hands into his pockets in search of warmth and moved close to the room’s radiator, hoping to feel a little heat from it. “The sisters.” 
 
    “Or what remains of them.” Kolya closed his eyes. “I could never prove it, but I can assure you, if archeologists dug beneath the crypt, they’d find the charred remains of thirteen female skeletons. Of course, to find them, they’d have to exhume every Greythorpe earl who ever held the deed to Falconstone, so it won’t happen. Accept my word, if you choose to. Without a shred of hard evidence, this is one more tale that won’t be told, at least not by me. I’ve a reputation to protect, and I don’t want my life’s work discredited, destroyed, after I’m gone.” 
 
    For some moments Scott wondered how much else Kolya knew, truths that would never be recorded for lack of hard evidence that would hold up under scrutiny. So much would die with Kolya Berkov, whose physical life was coming to its end. 
 
    He lifted his cuff to glance at his watch, not surprised to see 5:45. Outside the window glass, snow fell in sporadic flurries, showing signs of stopping. Respite, Scott thought; but perhaps tomorrow would bring the major falls that had buried so much of the north. He held his hands to the radiator, watching Adam flipping pages through Connie’s meticulous translations from the Latin. 
 
    There was much more in this collection. Bernard had marked two more places, but Scott had not yet read so far. The material was so grim, even a little began to overpower him. As if reading his mind, Adam closed the book, set it on the desk with the six-volume, green-bound set he had carried down from a high shelf. 
 
    Scott patted the topmost book. “Anything valuable?” 
 
    “Colin Romney’s Doctrines of Immortality, 1902,” Adam told him. “The database says only three hundred were ever privately printed, and never in a second edition. It’s not about physical immortality, of course.” He stood and pushed the chair back under the desk. “Deliberate transmigration. This book, here? Oh, the Dummy’s Guide: Possession for Fun and Profit. And yes, there’s people who’ll pay between twenty and thirty grand for this information.” 
 
    “It works?” Scott asked with all due caution. 
 
    But Adam only shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think I want to know. Kolya?” 
 
    Eyes closed, the Russian seemed to be sleeping. “Romney’s method? I wouldn’t know, without reading the books. Suffice to say, there are certainly many who walk in the second world, entities with the power and desire to reach back into the first, which is our own. The second world is like … borderlands between here and there, neither one place nor the other.” His eyes cracked open to slits. “Not everyone wants to leave our world behind, yet without going through the rigmarole of rebirth, reincarnation, possession is the only way to return after one has passed over. Vanya inhabits the borderlands, of course, in the service of mankind. It’s a realm known intimately to working shamans, long before they pass over into it.” 
 
    “And the third world?” Scott wondered. 
 
    “The realm beyond,” Adam murmured. “Pagans like Victoria call it the Summerland. Muslims might call it Paradise. Not Nirvana, which is a state of being. This is an actual place ― Valhalla, Elysium. Pick a term; one’s just about as good as another. Mortals live here, the third world is there. Between the two is a realm of shadows in which shamans, spirit walkers, mediums, psychopomps, and a whole bunch of less pleasant entities, trade.” 
 
    A realm of shadows. Borderlands. Scott hugged himself as a vast shiver overtook him.  It seemed to him that Falconstone stood balanced precariously, half of it ― the visible half ― rooted in this world, the other half wreathed in misted shadow, insubstantial but very real. Little wonder if people like Edith’s cousin, and the German airman, and the girl who wept in the garden, probably even Hector Lennox himself, were lost here. The borderlands were formless, featureless, a void beyond space or even time, in which one might easily wander for a thousand years. 
 
    “Hey.” Adam slid an arm around his waist. “Don’t let it get to you.” 
 
    “Too late,” Scott said hoarsely. “It already did.” 
 
    Adam hugged him close. “Hot chocolate with a good dash of the Irish,” he suggested. “I’m on a break before I go cross-eyed. Gotta charge my phone, before I get online and authenticate the Romney. If it comes up as valid as I think it is, we’ve found another one for auction. Let’s jump the gun and celebrate. Kolya?” 
 
    But Kolya waved them off. “I’m tired. I’ll sleep awhile. Tell Edith I’ve no desire for dinner. No appetite; no reflection on her cooking. But I’d like to try another sitting this evening, and I want to rest before I do. I also work better if I fast for a while before the sitting.” 
 
    “Hot chocolate, outsized mug, large dash of the Irish,” Scott decided, and steered Adam out of the library. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    The snow stopped but the overcast remained so thick, the night was starless, moonless, profoundly dark. And night fell so early in these latitudes, not at all what Scott was accustomed to. From the kitchen window he couldn’t even see as far as the fruit trees, and local television carried ominous weather warnings. Heavier falls were forecast overnight, from Sunderland to the Scottish border, and such falls could be only hours behind, for the region from York to Sheffield. Scott still struggled with the geography, and surreptitiously borrowed the satellite phone to consult a map. 
 
    To an Australian, the distances seemed so small ― barely forty kilometers separated York from Sheffield, as a storm front would cover the distance. But England was not the same. From one range of hills to the next, the landscape, accent, tradition, cuisine and folklore could change. Back home, forty kays would not even take the commuter from the heart of downtown to Aldinga’s olive groves, and in that distance the only thing that changed was the gradual dissolution of the suburbs into the urban fringe, where residential zones dribbled away into the rural landscape. 
 
    Looking out into the vast darkness, Scott longed to pick up the phone. He actually glanced at his watch, working out what time it would be in Adelaide, before he set the idea aside. He had mailed postcards from York, but they wouldn’t have been delivered yet. Bruce and Beck knew exactly where he was. They were entirely capable of checking a British weather forecast. He had left them Maggie Warburton’s number for emergencies, and if they wanted to call, they would. 
 
    In fact, nothing about this scene constituted an emergency. Edith hummed contentedly as she sliced fruit pie, whipped cream, toasted cheese, laid out rock buns and a dish of butter for the meal called ‘tea’ which was served at dinnertime here. She looked out unconcernedly at the snow covering the yard and garden, knowing her hens and cats were safe. 
 
    Tabbs, Moggs and Tommy had claimed the entire hearth, sprawling across it until humans jostled for space. The big calico tomcat glared at Scott when he had the temerity to suggest the cat move over a little. Scott tried petting him and snatched his hand back before fangs and claws could draw blood. 
 
    The house was now an island in the night, and Scott did not like to think of how much of Falconstone lay beyond the small area of light and warmth. Ninety percent of the building remained dark as the Greythorpe crypt, cold as an icebox. The house might be light, warm, in summer, given twenty hours of daylight, but how anyone heated and lit it from mid-autumn to mid-spring was beyond him. 
 
    It would be a damned difficult sale. He knew this much before Sanjay Kumar even attempted to list it among the estates at market. The more Scott thought about it, the more he began to realize he would be lucky to get a sale at all. Hand it to some preservation society, then? Or perhaps lease it ― to a paranormal group, like the tour people who organized the guided walks through Britain’s ‘most haunted’ places. Not bad, he decided. It might be worth having Sanjay Kumar look into that possibility, since nothing in the Lennox will forbade Scott from putting Falconstone under lease. 
 
    He was tired, though the jetlag had worn off by now. The long hours of darkness did not suit an Australian brain. If he had been here to enjoy the endless daylight of the northern summer, when the sun barely seemed to kiss the horizon before it rose again, he thought he might have handled this long dark, but now he felt almost as if he were sinking into torpor, always trying to wake up. Or not to hibernate. 
 
    Or perhaps it was the whiskey Adam had slopped into the hot chocolate, he admitted. For the first time all day he was warm to the core, and his senses had the pleasant drifty quality that came after three or four drinks when there was no necessity to be sober, alert, or even sensible. 
 
    The table was set for three, and Adam appeared by some instinct as Edith set down the teacups. Every evening she and Gurney maintained a small ritual, and tonight it was his turn to call her with the usual question: ‘Are you all right, Edie, aught you need?’ Tomorrow she would call him and ask the same. 
 
    A week ago, Scott might have been scornful of the small concession to security, but by now he appreciated it. According to Gurney, Dougal was knee-deep in straw with his nose in a bucket of ‘hot bran mash,’ while he himself had stew on the stove and a film waiting in the DVD player. Satisfied, Edith wished him a good night, hung up and took her place at the far end of the table. 
 
    Before she could even pick up her tea, the phone rang again and she swore crossly. “What’s the daft old sod forgot this time?” She stomped to the wall where the archaic extension was mounted, as it had been for thirty years, and swiped up the phone. “Aye, what is it?” A pause, then, “Falconstone. Lennox residence. Who’s this?” 
 
    Some sixth sense made Scott abandon his plate a moment before Edith set the phone on the counter by the draining board and returned to the table. “Not Gurney?” 
 
    “Some gentleman, didn’t catch the name. Said he wants to talk to ‘the new owner.’ That’d be you.” Unconcerned, Edith helped herself to sliced ham and steaming potatoes. 
 
    “Scott,” Adam said sharply. 
 
    “I know.” Scott was on his feet. “Could be anybody. Dicky Spence, Sanjay Kumar, maybe the electrician, the one with the dog. We’ve got a lot of irons in the fire. You want to listen to this?” 
 
    “I think I’d better,” Adam agreed. 
 
    He was close as Scott picked up the bulky old phone, and pressed his ear to the handset. “This is Scott Lennox,” Scott said evenly, “what can I do for you?” 
 
    They knew the voice in an instant. “Mister Lennox, my name’s Redman, Gordon Redman. I represent a client who wishes to remain anonymous at this time. I understand you’ve taken over Falconstone, the Lennox estate.” 
 
    “Following my uncle’s death.” The line was soft, mushy, and Scott turned the phone to make it easier for Adam to hear. “If he owed you money, you’ll need to refer any inquiries to my solicitor. This whole thing’s way too complicated for me.” 
 
    Redman was at least being civil. His bluster and ill temper were on the leash since he was trying to woo rather than intimidate. Movies apart, intimidating anyone over the phone was actually impossible: hanging up was too easy. “Not at all, Mister Lennox, there’s no money involved ―” 
 
    A snort or derision escaped Adam. “No money!” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Redman broke stride. “I didn’t hear that.” 
 
    “Just coughing. I’m coming down with something.” Scott jabbed an elbow into Adam’s ribs. “So, if it’s not about an outstanding bill …?” 
 
    “Just an old book.” Redman made a creditable attempt at courtesy. “I doubt it’d be of any interest to you, but Mister Hector Lennox borrowed it from my client some time ago, and he requires its return.” 
 
    “That’s quite understandable,” Scott said pleasantly. “However, there’s a couple of thousand books in this house, and I’ve no clue what’s on the shelf. You’ll have to be specific, and you’ll need to confer with the specialist who’s sorting the library.” A devil got into him. “I’m selling everything ― I’ve no use for Hector’s taste in guff. In fact, quite a lot’s already been sold. What’s this book you’re after? It’s a shame you didn’t phone earlier, before we shipped a bunch of them.” 
 
    Adam stifled a guffaw. At the other end of the line Redman skipped several beats before he said coolly, “It would be very bad news for you, Mister Lennox, if you’ve sold my client’s property.” 
 
    “Oh, valuable, was it?” Scott affected an unworried tone. “Well, I wouldn’t worry too much. As far as I know, all the business is done through an escrow account, so we can pull the plug on any deal, as soon as your client shows his proof of ownership to the dealer. It’s just paperwork, should be simple. Actually, I don’t know much about it. Would you like to talk to the dealer?” 
 
    They heard Redman take a long, rasping breath. “I’m going to give you the title of a book. Write this down.” 
 
    “Hold on, I need to grab something to write with.” Scott put down the phone, turned his back on it and folded both arms over his chest. 
 
    With a muttered curse, Adam wiped the grin off his face. He spoke in a murmur “Sangfroid’s one thing, but don’t push him too far.” 
 
    “Who’s pushing?” Scott demanded. “I don’t know zip about any book, but I do have a dealer working with me, who knows the legalities of his trade. It’s up to Redman to make the running, not me.” He picked up the phone again. “Sorry about that, Mister ― what was it, Redland?” 
 
    “Redman,” he said, hard and sharp now, at the limit of his spurious patience. “Write this down. In Regione Igitur Spirituum.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s a mouthful,” Scott chuckled. “You’ll have to spell it for me. In Fiji something ― what was it?” 
 
    Fuming, spitting like a cat, Redman went through the motions. “Have you got it now? One book. Old book. Lennox did not own it. The owner wants it back.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Scott said readily. “In Regione Igitur Spirituum. Do you want to hold the line, and I’ll find out if we already shipped it?” 
 
    “I’ll hold,” Redman said tersely. 
 
    Again, Scott set down the phone. He lifted a brow at Adam. “I want to tell the bastard we already sent it to New Zealand by FedEx. If he wants it, he goes through legal channels, fronts up with the paperwork, and we get the sale turned around. I want Ormondroyd and Warburton LLC, Solicitors, of York, involved in this. The more law we have on our side, the safer we’ll be.” 
 
    But vertical lines had formed between Adam’s brows. “They won’t believe it, Scott. If they’ve turned this place inside out looking for this piece of junk, they won’t believe we just waltzed in and stumbled over it.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but it’ll slow ’em down, give ’em something to think about ― buy us time,” Scott mused. “Might buy us a few days.” 
 
    “All right.” Adam gestured for him to step aside. “Better let me do this bit.” And when Scott moved back, he scooped up the phone and put on his working voice, smooth and debonair. “Good evening, Mister Redman. My name is Harding, Adam Harding. I’m a book dealer from Scarborough. Mister Lennox contracted me to sort, authenticate and market the library belonging to his late uncle. Now, I believe you’ve indicated that we might have disposed of an item with questionable ownership?” 
 
    Scott couldn’t hear the reply, but Adam listened for some moments. Redman could only set out the same bald story that hadn’t impressed Connie and Bernard. At length Adam interrupted, 
 
    “Yes, Mister Redman, I understand all this, and of course I’ll contact both my client and the escrow service provider to put a halt on the sale at once. However, to recover your property, you will need to provide documentary proof of ownership.” He chuckled warmly. “You know the old saying: possession is nine tenth of the law! Alas, this is very true.” Another lengthy pause. Adam rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “Naturally, sir. It’s simply a matter of observing the legalities. All you need do is contact your client and provide some credible document of ownership, something to validate your claim. If you’ll forward notarized copies to me ― I’ll be working here at Falconstone for another week or so ― I’d be happy to handle the details on your behalf. Alternatively, you can deal with Mister Lennox’s solicitor in York. I’ll give you their contact details, if you like. We can have your client’s property returned by courier, fully insured. There’ll be a small fee to pay, and we’re done.” 
 
    He paused again, then read Ormondroyd and Warburton’s numbers, from the card tacked to the wall by the phone. Scott was ready to take back the phone, but Adam waved him off. He was wrapping up in a smooth professional presentation that could have been a stock broker, a lawyer, a real estate agent. At last he set the old corded handset back into the cradle and turned a doubtful face to Scott. 
 
    “I don’t know how much of our balloon juice he’s buying, but if the Covenant of Shedim is like any other secret society or fraternity I ever heard of, they’re run by committee. Right now, Redman will have to run home and report to HQ. His boss will call half a dozen others, they’ll argue for hours.” 
 
    “They might,” Scott said thoughtfully, “go through the motions. At least force our hand legally before they descend into thuggery, since there’s a wild outside chance we could be on the level.” 
 
    “Let’s say Edith found the books in the back of a wardrobe when she was packaging Hector’s old clothes for charity,” Adam hazarded, “then I knew what I was looking at, at a glance, and sold the book in a snap, to this hypothetical client in New Zealand.” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot, at least.” Scott draped both arms over his shoulders. “Thanks for that. You made a damned believable case.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Adam tugged him into a quick hug and released him. “But I wouldn’t count on Redman and Company playing nice. Faking documents, acting through solicitors ― it all takes time and costs money. These guys,” he said darkly, “are out of patience. Redman, whatever his name really is, was spitting down the phone at me.” He sighed. “Like you said, worth a shot. But our best chance of getting through this without real trouble is to just find the bloody thing.” 
 
    They had returned to the table when Edith demanded loudly, “You two think I’ve been struck stone deaf? What in blazes are you on about? What don’t I know about?” 
 
    In a few terse sentences Scott brought her up to date, and she made a face. “Oh, aye, I remember the big red journal, Crowley’s book. Don’t know what become of it, mind, but I remember it well from Humphrey Debray’s time. This other thing, with the Latin name, don’t ring no bells. If it’s in this house, I never seen it.” 
 
    And that was what worried Scott more than anything. He watched Adam electing a platter of toasted cheese, yellow mustard pickles, tiny boiled potatoes and butter. “Hector did one hell of a number on this item. Maybe too good.” 
 
    “We’ll find it,” Adam said grimly. “With any luck, we just bought ourselves the time to try. Or possibly the time to get safely out of here, if we come up empty handed.” He ate in silence for a few moments and then announced, “I want to get the heating on in the bedroom, and the electric blanket, soon as we’re done here. It’s like February in Finland upstairs. Any colder, and I’m going to say fuckit ― pardon the French, Edith ― and camp out in the parlor by the hearth. You ever done that?” he asked of the housekeeper. 
 
    She spoke with an insouciance that impressed Scott. “Even with me own room being right up against the chimney, there’s times it’s so bloody cold, I prefer to sleep in me chair. For all that, the old place settles down better when there’s a freeze on.” 
 
    Perhaps human intruders bothered Falconstone less in the deep cold, Scott thought. If it was left undisturbed, it drowsed, only half-waking when people blundered in, as if intruders poked it with sticks. Then the same people who disturbed it became alarmed when it responded with lights, murmuring, cold drafts, slamming doors, and their fear roused the house a little further, setting up a positive feedback loop that could lead nowhere good. 
 
    Adam had work to finish, and Scott volunteered to wash dishes while Edith went up to turn on the radiators and blankets in the two bedrooms. She had never even opened up a third room; Kolya was in the bed where Maggie Warburton had spent a single night. Nor did she raise an eyebrow at Scott and Adam’s arrangements, for which Adam was grateful. He’d suffered more than a few neighbors of Edith’s generation who had given him and Tyson a hard time with dirty looks and cold shoulders. 
 
    A whoop from the library told him Adam had successfully authenticated the Romney. A client in the fen country, in the long shadow of Ely itself, was waiting for Doctrines of Immortality. Scott closed his mind to the question of what this client intended to do with the information. He preferred to think about what he could do with the cash. Subtract courier costs, escrow fees, Adam’s commission, tax. It was still the kind of money he would have worked long and hard to earn, in his old job. 
 
    His old job? For the first time he let the idea percolate. The future held possibilities he had not allowed himself to consider in fourteen years. At seventeen he had passed up the chance of university in the interests of scoring a job, getting his life started, but Hector Lennox’s absurd ambition had opened doors. Scott had swiftly come to envy Adam’s education, though Adam was the first to admit, if his father hadn’t paid for them, his college days might never have happened. 
 
    Marine biology seemed a poor choice now, at Scott’s age. He would be close to forty before he qualified, and the work would likely take him across the world. A month ago, he would have seized the chance eagerly. Now? He turned to meet Adam, who stormed into the kitchen and swooped on him with extravagant celebrations as Doctrines of Immortality passed every examination through which he forced it. 
 
    “Told you, there’s bloody nice money in antiquarian books,” Adam crowed. “Like classical paintings, genuine antiques and collectors’ vintage wines.” 
 
    “I never doubted it,” Scott assured him. “You want to be there when Kolya sits tonight?” 
 
    The question sobered Adam fast. “Do you?” He seemed ambivalent. 
 
    “I … might,” Scott said carefully. “I’m kind of interested.” 
 
    “Especially now you know your uncle might be here,” Adam guessed. 
 
    Scott had no especial desire to talk to Hector, but fascination for what Kolya Berkov did had begun a slow burn. He caught Adam’s head, kissed him soundly. “Look, you don’t have to watch, if it bothers you. Go up to bed, if you like. I’ll join you when Kolya gets done with whatever he’s doing.” 
 
    “You mean, start without you?” Adam pouted. “Not that there isn’t fun in that, of course, but I can think of at least one of life’s many rewarding activities that actually works better with two.” He gave Scott a lewd wink. “No, it’s okay. I’ll be there. I’ve seen enough at Victoria’s tribal gatherings to handle it.” He regarded Scott with a curious frown. “I’d expected you to be freaked out, and you’re not.” 
 
    In fact, Scott had surprised himself. “Kolya’s the one who knows what the hell’s going on here. His grandfather sounded all right, and if you believe this stuff, Vanya Berkov’s already there. The borderlands, shadowland, whatever it is.” 
 
    Dead serious, Adam held him at arm’s length by both shoulders. “You believe?” 
 
    “You mean, you don’t? After Victoria’s clan gatherings and the Neopaganism you grew up with?” 
 
    “Oh, I believe,” Adam assured him. “I always did. But I also know there’s a lot of stuff out there that’s seriously weird. Stuff you do not want to blunder into.” 
 
    He made an unavoidable kind of sense, but curiosity had got the better of Scott. He leaned over to kiss again. “If it was too dangerous, Connie Quincannon would’ve warned us to get out. Edith wouldn’t be here either.” 
 
    Now Adam groaned, a measure of his exasperation. “Those two are a lot like Victoria. They don’t have her glamour and dramatics, of course. But they’re the same kind of … of meddling, do-good busy-bodies.” He let go Scott’s shoulders. “They can’t let anything just be. They always need to get themselves involved.” 
 
    “You mean, trying to help people?” Scott demanded. “What’s wrong with that? It’s no different from what Vanya Berkov’s still doing, only he’s dead. Too weighed down by karma to move on. Whatever.” 
 
    “What’s wrong,” Adam muttered, “is that you can land yourself in deep shit and find out you forgot to pack a shovel.” His eyes were wide, dark, and he spoke without a hint of humor. “I’m not kidding, Scottie. Don’t rush in where angels wouldn’t let themselves be shoved with a cattle prod.” 
 
    Scott’s brow creased as he acknowledged a twist of deep disquiet. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Adam’s head tipped back, he squeezed his eyes shut, ordering his thoughts with a visible effort. “About getting into trouble. About Edith and Connie working way too hard to keep this psychic shitpit asleep, while you and I both know it’s stirring. It’s only dozing, drowsing. If the bastard ever wakes …” He looked away. “I don’t know, Scott. I just ― don’t know. I’ve a feeling, if I called Victoria, she’d tell me to pack up and leave.” 
 
    “So call her.” Scott folded both arms, an unconsciously defensive posture. “Ask. Whatever she advises, we’ll do it. If you want to git, we’re gone, first thing in the morning.” 
 
    With a long sigh, Adam backed off and turned his attention to coffee. “Bloody hell, I honestly don’t know. Victoria’s such a damned drama queen. If I call her, she’ll charter the next broomstick and barge in here, taking control.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s what the place needs,” Scott hazarded. 
 
    But Adam was less certain. “She also has a knack for exaggeration, and she’s loud.” He made subtle negative gestures. “Falconstone doesn’t want loud, or drama, or big personalities marching through, giving out their orders. Falconstone needs quiet and velvet gloves, soft music and ―” 
 
    “And a little love?” Scott finished. He rubbed his arms. “You don’t feel it? There’s been no love in this house. Not ever. Sex, fucking, pain, suffering, death. Children born here, lives, bodies and minds torn apart. But I don’t believe there’s been any love under this roof in nearly a thousand years.” 
 
    A shiver took Adam unawares. “That’s it exactly.” He looked sidelong at Scott with a familiar, lopsided smile. “Until now. We’re the first, are we?” He held out his hand. “Somebody had to be the first.” 
 
    Scott took his hand, laced their fingers. “Love is it?” Then he caught his breath as Adam lifted his hand and kissed the palm. 
 
    “It could be,” he said huskily. “God knows, I’ll stand by you, you daft Aussie bastard, even when my hackles are standing up and part of me wants to pack my bags and git before the snow dumps on us, and we can’t.” 
 
    “Come here.” Scott caught him in both arms, an embrace tight enough to crush the air from his lungs. He smelled the last trace of Adam’s cologne, a hint of musk as day slithered toward evening, male, healthy, vibrantly alive. He pressed his face into Adam’s hair, and when Adam hunted for a ravenous kiss, surrendered his mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At seven, when Edith settled down with a magazine, a paperback and a pot of tea, the moor lay still and silent as a frozen image of itself. The snow had stopped. To Scott, it seemed the land held its breath, waiting. The cats had not stirred; the fourteen hens would be burrowing into a mountain of straw. On the far side of the woods, Gurney would have tucked in beside his own hearth while in the warmth of his barn, Dougal dreamed horse dreams. Where the wild creatures went, Scott did not know, but nothing would be moving tonight. 
 
    Childhood memories of The Wild Wood crept back from long-forgotten corners inside his skull: the Mole, lost in a frozen wilderness full of blazing eyes, real or imagined. The Rat braving the elements to rescue his friend, the two blundering to the Badger’s house, and refuge. 
 
    He mocked himself, standing at the parlor window, a curtain in either hand, while Adam tended the hearth and helped himself to brandy. Snow carpeted the world so thoroughly, he would not have recognized his own land. Bulletins on the radio reported fresh falls in Sunderland and Durham, steadily making their way south. 
 
    Soon enough, even if the sobbing girl in the Elizabethan gown walked, no one would see her, which to Scott seemed doubly tragic. With quick jerks he twitched the drapes together, wishing they fit the window properly. Hector had taken parsimony to ridiculous lengths. 
 
    Moving stiffly, as if he ached from head to foot but wouldn’t, or couldn’t take his pills before a sitting, Kolya lowered himself into the armchair to the left of the hearth. He wasn’t comfortable, but seemed to accept the soreness in the interests of a clear head. This body had seen much better days; it would not see many more, and he had accepted this too. 
 
    Yet Kolya was one of the lucky ones, Scott thought. When the time came, his grandfather would be waiting for him. Kolya’s way through the shadowed borderlands would be short and easy ― and Kolya knew this. Scott realized that this absolute knowledge, which eclipsed even the deepest faith, gave Kolya the imperturbable calm Scott had come to envy. 
 
    As before, he asked only for the lamps to be turned off and for Scott and Adam to remain very quiet at first. Firelight was more companionable anyway. Scott had gathered the quilts and cushions Adam had used to make a nest on their first night, and dumped them in a bundle at the hearthside, opposite Kolya. 
 
    He held out his hand, inviting Adam, and while the Russian breathed deeply, slowly, sinking into his tranced state, they curled up where the couch trapped the heat. The voice recorder sat on the table by Kolya’s chair, already running; he said it would record for almost two hours before it flashed a ‘memory full’ warning, and he would change the card. 
 
    For a long time Kolya seemed merely to doze while the gadget recorded only the crackle of the fire, the tick of the old wooden clock on the mantel, which Edith polished and wound once a week. Scott had begun to wonder if tonight he would get nothing. Adam was idly stroking, his fingers playing between breast and groin, and a groan rumbled in Scott’s chest. It could have been a cue, and a snicker escaped Kolya’s throat. 
 
    Pitched far too high to be a man’s voice, the snicker developed into a giggle. Kolya’s eyes remained closed, his head lolling on his shoulder while a girl’s voice giggled absurdly from the man’s vocal cords. Some instinct warned Scott, and very gently he pushed Adam’s hands away. 
 
    “Go on,” the girl snickered. “Don’t stop now. You had him panting for it, and you’re going to stop? What a waste. I wouldn’t stop.” 
 
    Swallowing repeatedly, Scott asked hoarsely, “Who are you?” 
 
    She sidestepped the question neatly. “You’re in my house, you know. It’s my house, not yours. I didn’t ask you to be here. Who invited you? I should tell you to get out.” 
 
    Again, Scott spoke quietly, levelly. “Who are you?” 
 
    And again, the giggle. A young voice, with a well-bred accent hinting at boarding schools and polite society. “Your charming hostess. Except who’d want to be here? There’s no fun, if you don’t make it yourself. I ran, got the hell away, stayed away … long time. Never wanted to come back. They made me. Kept me here, till I did it to them again. I got them! Running, always running.” 
 
    “Running from whom?” Adam asked quietly. 
 
    The giggle took on a shrill edge. “All of them, all the time. Except … except the last time. Then I stayed. Had to stay, didn’t I? Shitshitshit, it’s so boring here. Never get any friends to play. But you could play. You were playing. Why did you stop? Go on, then.” 
 
    Adam tried to slide out of Scott’s embrace, but Scott caught him, held him. “Tell me who you are.” 
 
    She sniggered. “That’s for you to guess. I’ll tell you if you do him.” 
 
    “Christ,” Adam muttered, pushing harder against Scott. “Let go of me.” 
 
    This time Scott released him. He licked his dry lips. “What do you want, girl?” 
 
    “You know what. I want you to fuck him,” the girl snorted. “Do him, hard as you can, ram him, make him yell. I like to hear them yell.” Kolya’s face turned toward Adam. “You had him panting for it and you stopped. How stupid’s that? You don’t deserve to fuck him. Or anybody. You’re not playing the game right. I should tell you to get out ― get out of my house.” 
 
    Very carefully, Scott said, “It’s not your house anymore. I don’t know who you are, but this house belonged to Hector Lennox, my uncle. He died. If he’s there, where you are, you should know him. Ask Hector Lennox whose house this is.” 
 
    Her voice soared with the shrillness of a girl and the power of a man’s lungs. “Mine! My house! They took it from me, but it’ll always be mine!” Kolya’s eyes snapped open, rolled over to white, blind, while the girl spoke imperiously. “You’re not welcome here. None of you. You’ll leave. Now. Tonight. If you don’t play the game, you can get out!” 
 
    For the first time Adam addressed the girl, in an odd, tight voice. “We won’t play that game. Find another. You want me to hurt him, and I refuse. We’re guests in your house? All right. Then be the ― the charming hostess.” 
 
    “Guests in my house do as they’re bloody-well told,” she hissed. “I’ve told you. Do him. I want to see blood, I want him fucked till I hear him scream, or you can get out, both of you. Plow his field, goddamn you! Shit, you’re ― you’re just pansy-arsed poofters. Fags. I know you, I know what you are.” 
 
    Hearing the language of hate, bigotry, cruelty in the voice of a young woman was more chilling than anything Scott had seen in any movie. Anger overrode disgust. His lip curled in a sneer he hoped she could see. “Charming hostess? You’re behaving like a petulant child, and this is not your house.” He dared raise his voice. “It’s mine. Go away, you nasty little girl. Go and find Hector Lennox. Ask him whose house this is.” 
 
    A shriek tore out of Kolya Berkov’s throat. “Lennox? Lennox? This is bullshit, bullshit! Nobody called Lennox ever owned my house!” 
 
    “Foul mouthed, cruel, petulant child,” Scott repeated. “When Hector Lennox catches up with you, he ought to put you over his knee.” 
 
    The scolding inspired a scream of rage before she subsided into sniggers. “It’s been done. Always get thrashed. Spare the rod and spoil the child. Tan the hide, tan the hide …” She giggled. “Don’t you know how to fuck him? I can tell you how. It’s been done, been done, been done.” She was crooning now, subsiding into a litany of something like malice, or misery, or scheming, while Kolya’s eyes closed. 
 
    “Who are you?” Adam murmured. 
 
    Kolya’s head moved on the chair, back and forth, almost in denial. “You won’t play the game, so I won’t tell. No law says I have to.” 
 
    “Shit,” Adam rasped, dragging a hand through his hair, “who is this spoiled bastard brat?” 
 
    “The lady of this house,” Scott reasoned, “who died here. Not old Betty Chisholm. She may be unraveling with dementia but she’s still alive. Not the last Lady Debray, she’s also still alive ― sold the house when the last earl died. This one? She could go back centuries.” 
 
    “Not with language like hers,” Adam argued. “For a start, even one hundred years ago well-bred ladies didn’t cuss like bass players. Second, the way she’s talking is recent. This isn’t even Dickens-speak, much less Shakespeare or Chaucer.” 
 
    She giggled shrilly. “Silly boys, missing all the fun. What, you don’t know where to put it? My house! You should do as I say, and I say fuck him. Do it now, while I can see. You hear me? Do you hear me?” 
 
    “I hear the foul-mouthed petulant child,” Scott said firmly. “Find Hector Lennox; ask whose house this is. You died, you silly girl. Don’t you know what happens to a house when you die and leave it?” 
 
    “I didn’t ― didn’t leave it.” She sucked in a deep, sharp breath. “Came back again, after … after … they fetched me back, and then I … I … never left again.” 
 
    Scott’s heart beat against his ribs. “What do I call you? I can’t keep calling you ‘silly child’ can I?” 
 
    “Fee,” she sighed. 
 
    “Short for Fiona?” Scott wondered. “Is it Fiona?” 
 
    Capricious, unpredictable, shrill again, she turned on him. “I don’t want to play with you anymore. You’re just stupid faggots, do you hear me? I won’t play with stupid poofters. Get out of my house now.” 
 
    “Sticks and stones, Fee,” Scott began, deliberately turning a deaf ear to the hate language and swallowing both the anger and the rising thread of absurd fear. What did he possibly have to fear from a young girl, and a dead young girl at that? She couldn’t hurt him in life, how could she touch him now? 
 
    Kolya’s head thrashed on the chair. “Get out! Get out! Get out of my house!” He opened his mouth to scream, but no sound issued from it. 
 
    From nowhere ― or perhaps out of the spaces between spaces ― a gale howled through the parlor, tearing at the curtains. A lamp overturned, wood smoke billowed from the hearth, smarting Scott’s eyes. Pictures rocked and slapped dangerously on three walls, and serviettes stacked on the bar whipped into the air, danced around the room like trapped birds frantic to get out. 
 
    Bass, shocking, a roar erupted from Kolya’s chest, and Scott was not even breathing as it seemed someone began to bang on the walls, the windows, save that the sound came from within the walls, within the glass itself. Adam scrambled away from the hearth as the smoke wreathed them, and made a grab for the Landseer print that hung between hearth and sideboard, one moment before the gale could wrench it from the wall. He wrestled it down flat behind the couch as Scott made it to his feet. 
 
    Then the wind dropped, as suddenly as it had sprung up, leaving the room in disarray and Kolya Berkov panting, groaning, in pain. He hugged his chest, head bowed, blind for long moments while Scott righted the lamp and Adam snatched up the worst of the litter. 
 
    The lights turned on, dispelling the shadows, and Scott drew both hands across his face, not surprised to find himself wearing a cold sweat. Kolya blinked stupidly at them, focusing with difficulty. “What? Who was it?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Adam told him. “A girl, cruel, with a nasty mouth. From the speech patterns, she doesn’t go back too far into the past. But she seems to think she owns this house and wanted us to get the hell out because we wouldn’t ― because I refused to fuck him when I was ordered to, for her ladyship’s entertainment.” Anger raised a hard edge in his voice. 
 
    “The only name we got,” Scott heard the rasp of his voice, “was Fee.” He paused, watching Kolya rub his chest. “Will you have a drink?” 
 
    “Water, to take my pill,” Kolya decided. “Booze isn’t good for me, and it doesn’t sit well with the medication.” He fumbled a small blue and gold enamel box from his pocket. “The sittings can be difficult. I thought you knew. You’ve read my books. One can’t guarantee who, or what, will speak. I apologize if I frightened or insulted you. I’ve no control over what they say.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything,” Adam said tartly. “It was a little bitch called Fee. Here, will this do?” He had fetched a bottle of Perrier water from the bar, and twisted off the cap. Kolya took it from him and swallowed a small white pill. He drank half the bottle before recapping it. “What’re those meds?” Adam wondered. 
 
    “Prescription painkillers. Strong ones. Oxycodone. I’ll be all right.” Kolya fingered his throat. “It can also be a little harsh on the larynx.” 
 
    “A little?” Scott echoed doubtfully. “This gift of yours, Kolya. You sure the price is worth it?” 
 
    But the Russian gestured with the voice recorder he had just turned off. “You just spoke with a vagrant personality from the borderlands. You think there’s any other way to bridge the gap, or that the connection will be made without cost? Oh, yes, sometimes it’s much easier. If I can find Vanya, my grandfather would pass messages, perhaps even safeguard me. But I’ve so little time, now, before I pass into that shadowland myself, and I still have a lifetime’s work to do here.” 
 
    “You’re sick,” Adam protested. “You should take it easier.” 
 
    Kolya shook his head sadly. “I might be able to do a fraction of what I wanted to, but I’ll leave books, recordings, photographs. Others will make sense of my work, long after I’m gone.” He closed his eyes, a curious smile on his lips. “Part of me looks forward to the end of pain but … not yet.” He took a deep breath. “Vanya was there for a moment, long enough to speak, tell me of an angry young man in this house. The boy says his name is Gunner, or Günter. I’m sure I felt him the other night, down by chapel and crypt. The foreigner ― that is, not English. German, is he?” 
 
    “The airman,” Scott said quietly. “Has to be. I found the Luftwaffe pilot’s story in Bernard’s book. There’s a section in the back, transcripts of a lot of one-on-one interviews with people who stayed in this house, or worked here.” And were lucky enough to get out, he thought, but he didn’t say it. “So, who the hell is this rotten little bitch, Fee?” 
 
    For a moment Kolya considered the question soberly. His eyes were very dark when he looked up at Scott and Adam. “Recent speech patterns, cruel, nasty mouth, thinks she owns the house? A young girl? Fee,” he said levelly, “is also short for Phoebe.” 
 
    Phoebe Plowright, formerly Debray? Scott gave a start. “But she’s still alive. Connie told us she shot through years ago, married an oil worker, lives in Scotland.” 
 
    “I know,” Kolya said slowly. “Yet I wonder. I do wonder.” He settled back, eyes closed. “I’ll be all right now. Go on, go to bed. I desperately need to talk to Vanya, if he’ll listen to me tonight.” 
 
    “And if the bitch comes back?” Scott hesitated to leave him. 
 
    “Fee has no one to play with, or to harangue,” Kolya said unconcernedly. “She’s done her worst with ugly language and the small storm she raised in here. There’s little real harm done, and I doubt she’ll be back.” He cocked his head as if listening. “I don’t hear Vanya clearly here. This house is so noisy in the psi levels. It can be like trying to pick one voice out of hundreds at a railway station. Forgive me, I need to trance now if I’m going to find him.” 
 
    “Then, goodnight,” Adam said, clearly perturbed. “And for chrissakes be careful.” 
 
    Darkness and cold had settled on the house, making Scott shiver as they stepped out of the parlor. The lights were off, and deliberately he turned them on, all of them, from the hall to the stairs, the long east-west passage above. The power bill would be higher. At that moment Scott did not care. Let Chan-Wylie worry about it, let them convert a tiny part of the stock portfolio to cash, if they must. 
 
    Grateful for the light, they stuck close together, listening to the house. They knew where both Edith and Kolya were, yet voices murmured from the distant passages where the chapel perched over the crypt and, deep below it, the forgotten grave of the Thirteen Sisters. Doors opened and closed upstairs; footsteps tromped heavily across the attic floor. 
 
    Halfway up the stairs, Adam froze. “She’s almost awake, Scottie.” 
 
    “I know,” Scott said softly. “Kolya knows. So will Edith. Let Kolya find Vanya … it’ll be all right.” He clasped Adam’s hand and took the stairs one at a time. 
 
    Footsteps skipped overhead, in the attic; someone banged hard on a wall, and he knew which room. The one where the door was swollen, jammed shut, the light bulb burned out. The room that issued a pale blue light when it was disturbed ― and where Phoebe Debray had been confined, in her teens. 
 
    The bedroom was warmer, but as Scott stepped in he smelled something very odd and stopped on the threshold. A tall, thick candle burned on the dresser; his flaring nostrils picked out sandalwood, cinnamon, something else he could not name. On an impulse, he looked down. 
 
    ‘Lay salt across the doors,’ burn angelica, sage, other herbs of protection. Edith had been here, and something inside Scott relaxed a little. He stepped aside to let Adam to go by, and as the door closed they saw that a thick salt line followed the skirting board around the room. 
 
    “This,” Adam breathed quietly, “is a bloody good idea. Victoria would tell me to stop waffling, get a grip and do the necessary. That’s what she always says ― get a goddamn’ grip and do the necessary.” 
 
    “Somebody already did,” Scott observed. “We owe Edith one. What, a jumbo-size box of liqueur chocolates?” 
 
    “I think, two,” Adam decided as he heeled off his shoes, dropped his slacks and dove into the bed before taking off another stitch of clothing. 
 
    The blanket was hot enough to toast Scott’s flanks. He absorbed the heat osmotically, pulled the quilt over his head and closed his ears to the footsteps in the attic, the angry slam of doors far away across the house. It’s nothing, he told himself. What had Kolya said? No more than a restless stirring within a dream. The way a person might flail around in the throes of a nightmare before lapsing back into peaceful sleep without even waking. Edith had spent forty years here, while Falconstone was used by the last Earl of Greythorpe and the intimates of the Covenant of Shedim, and she knew the house did sleep again. 
 
    In a tangle of Adam’s limbs, he tried to relax. Adam was tense, still listening, but Scott was sharply aware as the noises dwindled, gradually became quieter, less frequent, until the last tromp of feet in the attic, the last soft click as a door closed. Falconstone was quiet. 
 
    “She’s asleep,” Adam whispered. “Vanya?” 
 
    “Maybe. Probably. I hope so.” Scott buried his face in Adam’s hair. “Christ, I’m glad Kolya Berkov’s here.” 
 
    “Except that he’s also the one getting the house excited,” Adam said tersely. “He’s deliberately opening ways through to the borderlands, and that’s the thing about doors. They don’t just open in one direction.” He teased Scott’s shoulder with careful teeth. “Like this Fee character. Who the hell is she? If Kolya hadn’t opened a way through, she’d never have had the chance to take a bite out of us. I’m sorry for that.” 
 
    “Not your fault,” Scott told him. 
 
    “Still, I’ll bet it’s the first time you ever had to listen to hate language, on the receiving end.” Adam’s hands had begun to roam. “It’s not even legal anymore.” 
 
    “It was, when we were kids,” Scott retorted, “and kids are vicious. What, you never ran the gauntlet of schoolyard thugs? You’re just lucky, mate.” 
 
    “You?” Adam swept a long caress about him from buttocks to growing erection, root to crown, and back. 
 
    “Of course,” Scott groaned. “I thought everybody went through it … like the fat girl who’s called pregnant for years on end, because she has a belly. Nobody’s allowed to be chubby when you’re fourteen, the playground piranhas’ll rip you apart, but never when a teacher’s in earshot.” 
 
    Adam hunted for a kiss, plundered him deliberately. “Mind you, Fee did have an idea,” he admitted. “She wasn’t totally barmy; she just had it bass-ackwards. I’ve been wanting you to do me all day. Was going to seduce you tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Just then, Scott’s right hand had delved between Adam’s lean thighs, and stilled there. “It might be arranged.” 
 
    The truth was, he was still full of adrenaline ― they both were. Sleep would not happen much before dawn, when sheer exhaustion overrode the surge of hormones. Scott knew the feeling too well: a rush of excitement too late in the day, no outlet for it, his mind whirling as he courted sleep and instead counted hours passing. 
 
    He flexed his spine, feeling out the old injury, measuring the mileage he would get out of it tonight, while Adam rummaged for a packet, a tube, a handful of Kleenex, and tucked them under the pillow. 
 
    “I’ll make this easy,” Adam offered. “That spine of yours? I’m going to put you flat on your back.” 
 
    “You like it that way?” Scott rolled over. “You like riding?” 
 
    Candlelight gilded Adam’s pale English skin as he threw back the quilt and set both hands to work. “Horses, bikes, dick,” he said, more a growl than a purr. “Prefer it this way … I get to be top and bottom at once. How can you go wrong?” 
 
    How indeed, Scott wondered as he handled Adam as languorously as he knew how. Gentle, slow, careful … nothing to disturb the sleeper whose dreams were all too tenuous. Adam must have shared the intuition, and paced himself, moving almost with a torpor that made the act dreamlike, so languid, he did not even grimace in discomfort when he straddled Scott at last. 
 
    With deep, even breaths, he simply sat down until his buttocks rested on Scott’s thighs, and gave a vast, contented sigh. Every nerve Scott possessed thrilled to the sensation he had been imagining for days. Every guy was the same yet different. The first time was always an epiphany, and Adam was … Adam. Scott’s hands charted him from shoulders to groin, and grasped the thick root of him very, very gently. 
 
    The candlelight cast his shadow into the corner as he began to move. Scott might once have watched it, but not tonight. Lately, shadows raised a prickle of disquiet, and he closed his eyes as Adam bent over him, the better to rock freely, strongly, hunting for pleasure. Scott’s hands played between them, carefully urging the elegant cock. He worked it with deliberate gentleness that made Adam moan, needing more. 
 
    But Scott was not about to drive him, and Adam whispered a curse. Falconstone stirred with a hissing waft of icy air that set the candle guttering, and Adam stilled, head up, eyes wide, not even breathing. 
 
    “Hush, now,” Scott crooned. “Slow and easy. It’s all rose petals and dewdrops. If you can’t get off on gentle, leave this till later.” 
 
    “Rose petals and dewdrops,” Adam groaned. “I can live with it.” He set his mouth on Scott’s, and began again. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Dawn broke with the color of oyster shell, silent, deeply cold. The sun was merely a bright place in clouds so thick, twilight would endure almost until noon, but Scott woke before seven, while Adam slept on, snoring softly into the pillow. Then again, he had earned his sleep. Scott watched him for a long time but did not disturb him. 
 
    He dressed heavily, and wound a scarf around his neck before stepping out of the bedroom. Every light still burned, and he left them on. He stood in the passage between bedroom and bathroom, listening, but the house lay under a blanket of quiet as if it too rested. He might have believed himself the first up and around, but he heard Kolya’s voice in the kitchen even before he smelled the aroma of frying bacon. 
 
    Edith rose at six no matter the month or the weather, and the Russian might not have slept at all. He looked weary, Scott decided, yet today Kolya Berkov wore a self-satisfied expression. 
 
    In a thick gray cable sweater over a sweatshirt, blue denims, hiking boots, he looked like a refugee from a disaster zone. The boots were wet. He’d been out this morning? A turn around the house, for fresh air and exercise? Scott felt the sudden need to be out, no matter how cold the morning, or how closed the moor roads. 
 
    The big calico tomcat who would never let Scott close enough to stroke him had climbed onto Kolya’s lap to rub his face over his silver-stubbled jaw and purr so loudly, Scott heard him from the door. Moggs and Tabbs were curled together on the housekeeper’s chair while Edith shook a skillet of bacon rashers. 
 
    She glanced once at Scott as he appeared, but her mouth had already set into a hard line, as if she had taken a vow of silence. Scott looked from her to Kolya and back, and waited. Edith’s back was rigid, tense, but Kolya looked more relaxed than Scott had ever seen him, as if he knew things this morning. 
 
    He had found his grandfather, then. Scott pulled out a chair and sat, close enough to the hearth to feel its warmth. “So, Kolya.” 
 
    “So.” The Russian petted Tommy absently. “That was quite the show last night. You’d have heard it, surely?” 
 
    “You mean, someone running races in the attic? Someone banging on the wall in the room with the jammed door,” Scott said tersely, watching Edith. “The room where Phoebe Debray was locked up, while they held her prisoner here.” He flicked a glance at Kolya. “We heard. Then it all settled down, the doors stopped slamming, people stopped whispering. We assumed Vanya settled them down.” 
 
    “Vanya was there,” Kolya affirmed. “But not the only one.” He sat back, watching Edith make up a bacon roll for his breakfast. “Long after you went to bed, I heard humming, not quite singing, and followed it ― to the chapel, of course. The oldest part of the house, where it stinks of damp and dust, and it’s so cold, it makes my bones recall the Russian winter.” 
 
    “You followed the voice?” Scott shivered. “You’ve got more guts than we have, mate, poking around in the chapel, past midnight.” 
 
    Kolya only shrugged. “The door to the wine cellar was wide open.” 
 
    “We closed it,” Scott if stiffly. “I know we closed it.” 
 
    “In this house, that matters?” Kolya sounded amused. “At the door, I heard a melody in the humming, something very old. She ― yes, a woman ― was in the cellar, and I followed. I had a flashlight, for what it’s worth. I knew my way back, and my Dedushka was with me.” He closed his eyes, the better to remember. “Dank, cold, still. Such sweet, sad singing, of course I followed. How could I not?” 
 
    “You found her?” Scott swallowed on the lump in his throat. 
 
    “I found,” Kolya said quietly, “a bare wall, on the other side of which lie the remains of the Earls of Greythorpe. And there, the voice ceased singing and began to sob.” He shrugged expressively. “This is a cheerless place. It grieves. I’m surprised you don’t feel it. The name of Lennox is Scots, and your people were always exceptionally sensitive, like the Irish.” 
 
    “I do feel it,” Scott whispered. “Did you get a name, Kolya? The woman singing. Not Fee, I suppose?” 
 
    He had not been watching for a reaction from Edith, but the name made her take a quick breath, her right hand tightened reflexively on the carving knife as she began to slice the roll. She recovered fast, but both Scott and Kolya had seen, and it was Kolya who tilted his head thoughtfully at her and asked, 
 
    “You know the name?” He paused to let her speak, but Edith wouldn’t even look at him. “We met Fee last night,” he informed her. “What an objectionable slut of a girl. Where I come from, such language and behavior would earn a thrashing.” 
 
    “Aye, well, maybe it did.” Edith loaded a plate and slapped it on the table before him. “Eat. You look half starved.” 
 
    “I am half starved,” Kolya admitted. “Edith, I already know. You’ve nothing to hide and nothing to protect. And Scott has a right to know the truth. He owns this house now … Fee does not, no matter what she thinks.” 
 
    For another moment Edith hesitated, wringing a green checkered kitchen towel between her hands, before she surprised Scott with fluent curse words and sat down heavily at the end of the table. She glared at them, as if challenging, and Scott met the dare head on. 
 
    “Fee,” he prompted. “Who the hell is this sleazeball?” 
 
    Ignoring the food, Kolya leaned forward over Tommy. “It’s short for Phoebe, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Aye, course it is,” Edith muttered furiously. 
 
    “But she’s alive!” Scott exploded. “Phoebe bloody Plowright, widow, living up near Aberdeen or somewhere!” 
 
    “Is she?” Edith’s face darkened. “Last I knew of her, Fee were alive, but that were years and years ago.” One fingertip worked on an old stain in the table surface. “I never seen her after she left here as a lass, but you always heard stories. Lady Debray got to know when she married, and when she were widowed. No matter what happened, she were the girl’s mother. After Lady Debray sold the house ― it were no business of mine. You know why I’m here.” 
 
    “For your dead cousin.” Kolya searched his pocket, produced a few small items and dropped them on the table by his plate. A length of blue ribbon tied into a neat bow; the remnant of a blue candle; a blue feather, now partially crushed. “I found these in the cellar, on a wine barrel. They’re so recent, I could smell the wick, and mold hasn’t yet got into the feather or the ribbon. You’ve done a working, since we arrived here, yes?” 
 
    Her face took on a rebellious look. “What of it? If I were a good, old-fashioned Catholic and told the rosary, if I were a Buddhist and chanted, you wouldn’t see nothing queer about it.” 
 
    “Nor do I see anything ‘queer’ about working a spell for protection, peace, succor,” Kolya said mildly. “I don’t follow any of the so-called daylight religions myself. No one’s judging you, Edith. I know enough of Britain’s old faiths to know they’re as old as Zen Buddhism, and just as deep.” 
 
    “Witchcraft?” Scott asked, thinking of Beck Carson, Connie and Bernard, the elusive Victoria Harding, whom he fully expected to meet. 
 
    “No, no, witchcraft is a very new arrival on the scene.” Kolya toyed with his food, not interested in eating. “The Craft of the Wise gathered the remnants of the ancient British faiths and melded them into something new, but long before this, the Romans almost destroyed the religion of these islands.” 
 
    “Just enough survived,” Scott added, “albeit garbled, for us to recognize the roots of modern paganism for what they are.” He studied the ribbon, candle and feather, turning them over gently. “Kolya?” 
 
    “Blue is the color of the west,” the Russian said thoughtfully. “I imagine Edith invoked Raphael, Guardian of the Watchtowers of Avalon.” He lifted a brow at her, waiting. 
 
    She heaved a long sigh. “The Angel of the West Wind. Closest as we’ll ever come to a spirit of love and life everlasting … Avalon, the land of autumn.” 
 
    “Avalon, which exists partially here in our world, and partially in those borderlands,” Kolya said to Scott. “Far beyond it lies the Summerland itself. The virtues of the west are love, courage, fidelity, and the depth of feeling to grieve.” He turned the bowed ribbon to the light, to see its fine embroidery. “The elemental realms are Earth, Air, Fire, Water. Their angels are Gabriel, Michael, Ariel and Raphael. Their cardinal points are north, east, south … west. Edith?” 
 
    “Aye.” She sighed, eyes closed. “We look west to Avalon, where stands Raphael, the Guardian of the Watchtowers of the land of the dead.” She shook herself back to the present with an effort. “What do you want me to tell you? Falconstone’s a restless place, and so long as Kate’s here, I’ll make bloody sure it sleeps in peace.” 
 
    “As long as you’re here,” Scott corrected. “You’ll have to get out of here one day, Edith, and if you don’t mind me saying so, it won’t be very long. You don’t ―” He caught himself, wondering if he could say what they all must be thinking. You don’t want to die here. 
 
    Without hesitation, Kolya said it for him. “Don’t choose this place to pass over.” His voice was bass, a little hoarse as if his throat were sore after ‘Fee’ had finished playing with his larynx. “Those who die here remain here, Edith. You know this. Kate, Günter, Fee. The girl who sings and weeps; more than likely Hector Lennox himself ― though I’ve not found him yet ― and so many more. Don’t become one of them.” 
 
    Shades of color bled from her face, and she pushed away from the table as if she must move. “Aye, well, I don’t plan on being here when me own time comes, but I’ve spent the last forty year looking for an answer to this place. The Greythorpe dead aren’t the problem. It’s naught to do with old bones.” 
 
    “More to do with dark rites and magic that’s been hidden in the shadows for so many thousands of years,” Kolya said tiredly, “contemporary folk refuse to believe it ever existed at all.” 
 
    “The Covenant of Shedim,” Scott murmured. “A serial possession dating back to Aethelheard and the thirteen druids who cursed him from the pyre, and did such a number on him, his family’s paid the price for a thousand years. Till Phoebe. Fee.” He looked at his watch. “I think I’ll give Maggie Warburton a call. You want to make yourself useful, Kolya?” 
 
    The Russian stood, abandoning the food untouched. “Always.” 
 
    “Get into the library,” Scott told him. “You’re looking for something called In Regione Igitur Spirituum. If you can’t find that, look for a handwritten manuscript in a big leather-bound journal. It’ll be signed Aleister Crowley. He’d want the credit. From what I’ve read about him lately, he was never the kind who’d publish under the name of ‘Anon.’” 
 
    “Adam told me about this man Redman, possibly ― probably ― a Shedim enforcer who made himself unpleasant to the Quincannons,” Kolya mused. “I suspect we’re looking for both books. And I suggest all of us search. If these books are what the Covenant is after, they won’t rest till they find them, and they won’t let anyone stand in their way. It’s only a matter of time before they’re here.” 
 
    “Before they’re back,” Scott corrected grimly. “I think they were here all along, Kolya, until Maggie and I arrived, then Adam, then yourself.” He frowned deeply at Edith. “You wouldn’t know, love. Not your fault. The house is too big, too wide open and way too noisy, with its own ruckus. You couldn’t be expected to know one load of commotion from another. Nobody’s asking you do go tramping about in the wee small hours, looking for trouble.” 
 
    “Hell of a good thing they’re not,” Edith snorted, “cuz I bloody wouldn’t. You want bacon rolls for breakfast, or porridge oats?” 
 
    He took the bacon rolls, and while the rashers sizzled, checked the time. The clock had just ticked past nine. He picked up the phone extension in the kitchen, consulted Ormondroyd and Warburton’s business card, on the wall there, and moments later listened to a phone burring in Maggie’s office. 
 
    At five after the hour, the personal assistant ought to be at work even if Maggie herself, and her father, came in late. Scott was calling on her private line. He waited until he was sure he would be bumped to an answering service, before Maggie’s own voice said, “Ormondroyd and Warburton.” 
 
    “It’s me ― gidday, love,” Scott said in the broadest Australian strine accent he could contrive, making her chuckle. “Sorry to be a bother, Maggie, but I need a bit of information, and I’ve no idea how to get it myself. I wouldn’t even know where to find it back at home. Shouldn’t be illegal to ask for it, though you’d know if it is.” 
 
    “Whoa, back up there, start again.” Maggie took an audible chug from a mug. “What info?” 
 
    “I just heard,” Scott said carefully, “that Phoebe Debray’s dead. Or might be.” He listened to several seconds’ silence as Maggie searched her memory, put the pieces together and only then registered astonishment. “Yeah, she’s the one. The only child of the last Earl of Greythorpe. Falconstone should rightly have belonged to her, but she was batshit crazy, listed as ‘incorrigible,’ disinherited ―” 
 
    “So the last Lady Debray put Falconstone on the market. I do remember,” Maggie said quickly. “The Right Honorable Peter Chisholm, MP paid a song for it ― I looked up the pedigree of the house after your uncle passed away, when we were assigned to manage the Lennox estate and track you down. You say Phoebe Debray is dead, or might be? Damn, I thought she was widowed and living up north.” 
 
    “Yeah, so did I,” Scott agreed. “Till last night.” 
 
    “Who told you?” Maggie wondered. 
 
    She did. Scott cleared his throat. No way could he say it and not sound insane. “Something we got on the grapevine,” he said evasively. 
 
    “What, the Internet?” 
 
    “It was just a passing remark ― gossip, really,” Scott said evasively, “but it’ll make a big difference to the work Kolya Berkov is doing here. He’s writing a book.” 
 
    “About Falconstone? My God, what a subject.” Maggie paused. “If you’re worried, Mrs. Plowright has absolutely no legal claim to the property. I can tell you this much without adding a bean to the account.” 
 
    The thought had not even crossed Scott’s mind. He was gazing through the kitchen window, watching crows hopping from branch to branch in the gnarled old pear tree. “I need to know if she actually is dead.” He hesitated. “And where she died. Asking the question shouldn’t break any law, surely? Not when obits are published in the newspaper.” 
 
    “It’s not illegal at all. I just need to check with the General Register Office. They’re online, you know. You could to it yourself ― if you had a reliable Internet connection, which you don’t. Of course I’ll do it for you.” 
 
    He made a quiet sound of humor. “Add it to the bill, Maggie.” He hesitated. “If you can find out anything about how she died, and where, I’d be grateful.” 
 
    “That might take longer,” she mused, “but I have a few contacts. Unless there was any kind of hush-hush investigation, it’s not privileged or restricted information. Anything else might’ve been published in the local paper, if it was noteworthy.” Her voice took on a shrewd edge. “You picked up a hint of unusual circumstances?” 
 
    Scott chose his words with great care. “Possibly. Look, it really is only gossip, but we need to know for sure. For the, uh, book.” 
 
    “You mean, Mister Berkov won’t be able to contact the deceased for releases! There’s still Alexis, Lady Debray, to consider before he publishes something scandalous. It could come back to bite him with a serious lawsuit, even if Mrs. Plowright is deceased. Lady Debray’s not a young woman, and I daresay she might still protect her daughter’s memory.” 
 
    “That’s probably what Kolya’s concerned about,” Scott said smoothly. “One thing at a time. Finding out if Phoebe Plowright actually is dead is the first step. Any idea how long it’ll take?” 
 
    The phone clicked as she shifted it from hand to hand, probably to consult a planner. “Will you be there at lunchtime? I should be able to call you then.” 
 
    He gave the snow a glare. “Have you taken a look outside? Of course you have, you drove to the office. Where am I likely to go? Thanks, Maggie. I owe you.” 
 
    “Oh, it’ll be on the bill,” she assured him cheerfully. “Then again, you can afford it. I just took a peek at Chan-Wylie’s Q3 report. Some of us are doing very nicely indeed, Mister Lennox.” 
 
    “Really? I haven’t seen it.” Scott still found himself struggling with the concept of having money. The habits of a lifetime dogged him, making him want to ask how much, and keep track of the pennies. “I’ll talk to you later, then. Ciao.” 
 
    He had hung up before he realized Adam stood framed in the kitchen doorway, a vision in cream angora and pale blue denim, and had heard most of the conversation. “Neat improvisation,” he observed. “And a smart move. Maggie can turn up the info in a fraction the time either of us could get to it. How in any hell is Fee ― Phoebe ― here? She’d have died in Scotland, surely. No way would she come back here after she died. You’d have to be barking mad to come back to Falconstone, once you’d got out. Especially,” he added quietly, “after you were dead.” 
 
    Scott gave him a dark look. “Phoebe was barking mad, remember? Still, you’ll recall what she said: ‘Came back again, after … they fetched me back, then I never left again’. What’s this sound like to you?” 
 
    “Buggered if I know,” Adam sighed. “I thought she was talking about the time she was chased down to a Liverpool whorehouse when she was a kid, dragged home kicking and screaming, locked away upstairs till she escaped.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Scott said doubtfully. “But she said, ‘They fetched me back, then I never left again’. She wouldn’t say that if she was talking about the time she was locked up here as a kid, because she did get out when she was seventeen or so, way out. Eventually to Scotland, husband, the whole scene. What’s this business about ‘they fetched me back’, and ‘never left again’? Who’s ‘they’?” 
 
    “You expect me to know?” Adam demanded, exasperated. “Shit, if you want to know, ask Vanya Berkov. After last night, Kolya’s Dedushka ought to know the crazy little bitch. I’ll be damned if I’ll have one more thing to do with her. Yeah, I’m going to get on my high horse ― you’ll forgive me if I’m insulted. But I guess there’d be no harm in asking Vanya. Fact one: she’s dead, no matter where she kicked the bucket. Fact two: she’s here. But no way in hell would the discarnate personality rush back to the place she hated most in the world, every day she was alive. You’ll have fun reconciling the two.” 
 
    He was right, and Scott groaned as he took a plate of bacon rolls from Edith, and returned to the table. “I’m going out,” he announced before he took a bite. 
 
    “Out where?” Adam fetched coffee and slid in opposite him. 
 
    “Just out. A walk. I need to get away from these walls, right out the gate. Out.” Scott chewed mechanically. “Come with?” 
 
    “Sure.” Adam saluted him in coffee. “I could use the exercise. And if we don’t get some fresh air this morning, we won’t get any for days. We’re about to be cooped up. The heavy snows are just on the other side of the hills. There’s no wind, or they’d be here already. Soon as a breeze gets up, they come in and we get dumped on.” He surveyed Scott with an indulgent smile and dropped his voice. “How’s your back?” 
 
    The question, and the smile, inspired a thrill of pleasure. “It’s fine,” Scott told him, and it was true. “It’s coming good at last. Which is damned lucky, because we’ve got a job ahead of us.” He gestured at the library. “We’d better find those books before the Covenant of Shedim sends somebody here to take the place apart.” He gave Adam a hard look. “Now’s the time to git, if we were going to. Like you said last night ― don’t get between Shedim and those books.” 
 
    But Adam winced. “Do you have any idea what they’re worth? You’re sitting on a bloody fortune, Scottie, for both of us.” 
 
    Money was the least of Scott’s concerns. Never having had much of it, he seemed to place less importance on it ― or the loss of it ― than Adam did. He finished the bacon roll and licked his fingers. “I don’t care much about the cash.” 
 
    “Sacrilege!” Adam accused. “Or it is heresy? What’s the difference? I forget.” 
 
    With a pained look, Scott ignored him. “I’ll tell you what does scare the crap out of me. The kind of information in those books, landing in the hands of the Covenant of Shedim. The whole reason they sent this agent, Redman, to put pressure on Bernard and Connie can only be because those books contain something they don’t have, don’t know, and do need.” 
 
    “Damn.” Adam had sobered and looked away, mulling over what Scott had said. “We have something like four options. You play poker? We could get lost right now and let them do what the hell they like. Take Edith and Kolya out with us, while the roads are open. You can expect to come back to one hell of a mess. At the very least, they’ll either wreck or loot the library while they’re here.” 
 
    “Two,” Scott went on, “We search for the books, all of us. Recruit Edith, nobody knows this house better than she does. Hector himself wouldn’t have learned half of it, and we know next to nothing. If we don’t find the books, we’ll be in deep shit if Covenant people bust in here.” 
 
    “They’ll assume we did find them and just won’t hand them over, because I’m the pro dealer, I know what they’re worth.” Adam took a long breath. 
 
    “Shit, Adam, the Covenant has an ugly history,” Scott said bitterly. “Women and boys brought here, drunk or drugged, blood on the floor in the chapel. Was it Shedim that killed the Luftwaffe pilot on Walpurgis Night, 1943? You know it was. We don’t want to be here if they come looking. And you know they will.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. Three,” Adam said grimly, “we do find the books. To keep them out of Covenant hands ― I know what you’re thinking. We destroy them.” He winced. “Be careful here, Scott. We’d be blowing off a gazillion quid, and according to Bernard, there’s three other copies of In Regione Igitur Spirituum surviving out there. If they don’t get ours, they’ll go after another.” 
 
    “Ours might be the easiest to get at,” Scott guessed, “because they know approximately where it is, and it’s not locked in some vault.” 
 
    “But it’s not worth dying to keep the Spirituum away from them,” Adam said sharply. “The Crowley,” he sighed, “is another question. That’s the only copy, in Crowley’s own hand. Beyond priceless because of who wrote it, and what’s in it. Aleister Crowley gets his hands on the Spirituum and develops a synthesis between that and the secrets he dredged out of the traditions of a hundred other sources? Shedim would never believe we’d destroyed it, because I do know what it’s worth.” 
 
    “So you’re back to the scene where we get pulped, to make us hand it over,” Scott said with an icy shrewdness. 
 
    Adam’s head shook slowly. “We wouldn’t want to die here, Scottie. You know what happens, when a person dies here.” 
 
    Scott caught his hands, held them. “One last possibility: we do find the books … just hand ’em over when the Covenant shows up. They take the goods and bugger off, cause us no trouble. Maybe we can’t afford to care what they do with the information. The best scenario I can think of is the one where we find the Crowley, if nothing else, before the snow gets here and closes the roads.” 
 
    “Then we grab books, Edith and Kolya,” Adam said softly, “and get out. Sure, Covenant bastards will do a number on the house, wreck the library, but ―” 
 
    “You’ve got to know by now, I’m not in this for money.” Scott searched Adam’s face. “I’ve never had a lot of money in my life, so I don’t need gazillions. You know what I’m saying? I’m in this to survive, and get out. With you. That’s what matters to me.” 
 
    With a curious blend of affection and exasperation, Adam kissed him soundly. “I love you, too. So let me get some food in the belly. Next, you want to take a hike in the snow, clear the head, freeze your balls off ―? Fine. Then, all four of us tear Hector’s ridiculous library apart.” 
 
    Perhaps Scott was already beginning to acclimatize. The moorland air was crisp, sharp with wood smoke from Falconstone’s chimneys in kitchen and parlor. The snow had a pristine, pure quality he found beautiful. Nothing marred it, save for the light footprints of tiny animals. His boots sank calf-deep as he followed the tracks of something like a weasel, which skipped weightlessly across the surface, and closer to the gate he saw the unmistakable prints of a fox. 
 
    Snow had a way of blanketing sound, lending the whole world a cathedral quality, silent, rapt. Scott had walked in the snow only twice before, once as a child with his parents, in the Victorian highlands in August; again, when he and Tyson tried skiing, and Tyson flirted with every guy in the hotel. Scott carried the bags, twisted his ankle and spent the evening with a bottle of Jack Daniels and streaming movies. Tyson went out dancing, eager for new friends, new experiences. 
 
    This was not the same. Adam indulged him fondly as Scott waded into the middle of the moor road, well beyond Falconstone’s gates, and listened to the winter silence of the world. Its brumal sleep had just begun, and it would drowse for months. From the road he looked down on the house, its cluster of outbuildings, the shape of gardens so old, Mary Tudor could have played croquet on those lawns. 
 
    From seventy meters away, the property looked tranquil, ancient, timeless. Few people driving by would guess the truth. Scott shook himself as Adam called his name, and a snowball shaved his cheek. He was in no mood to play, but he forced a smile. Adam picked up on his reluctance quickly enough. 
 
    Arms wound around him, drawing him into an embrace. Adam’s breath was warm on his cheek, his voice husky against Scott’s ear, promising comfort, luxury, the pleasures of Scarborough, an expedition to London, as soon as the inevitable thaw opened the roads. 
 
    This snow, he said, was abnormal so early in the year. England hadn’t seen a white Christmas in almost a decade, and probably wouldn’t this year. As soon as this blizzard from the Arctic had gone by, the wind direction would shift and the country would thaw to mud. 
 
    Their breath plumed in the frosty air, and nothing moved for miles, save the crow flying across Falconstone’s woodland with some small dead thing in its talons. Scott wound an arm around Adam’s waist for warmth and glared at the house. Adam took the small gold hoop of his left earring between his teeth, gave it a tug. 
 
    “You cold enough now? Ready to work?” 
 
    “Work,” Scott observed with profound fatalism. “The other four-letter crudity ending in k.” He blew white dragon’s breath into the air. “Let’s get it done. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    One third of the library shelves were already accounted for. Adam had cleared them, cataloged the books, authenticated anything promising, returned the flotsam to the shelf and set aside the valuables. But many of the higher shelves couldn’t have been touched in years, and the only swift way to search them was to unload them, stack the books on the floor in orderly ranks, and leave them there. Time to put them back later ― much later, Scott thought grimly as he set down another armful. 
 
    Hunting for a needle in a haystack would have been only slightly easier. Kolya had already opened the glass-fronted bookcase, checked under and behind everything, even knocked on the back of the structure, looking for hidden compartments. Periodically, Adam crowed as he made another discovery: a slim volume bound in black fabric, The Night Side of Nature, dated 1848. An autographed collection of Crowley’s poetry. A set of diaries written in meticulous nineteenth century copperplate and headed The Journals of Edgar C. Debray. 
 
    Dust filled the air, making Scott sneeze. Surrounded by stacks of books, some of them moldering, many apparently falling out of their bindings, he gave the whole scene a glare. “This is a waste of time. Nothing says the books we’re after have to be hidden in this room. What law says you can only hide books inside a library?” 
 
    “It’s the safest place,” Kolya said thoughtfully, unloading a low shelf where oversize volumes were stacked sideways into the available space. “Anyone who collects books, especially old ones, would want to keep them dry. These old houses are notorious for their cold and damp. The library’s the safe bet.” 
 
    “What he said,” Adam agreed. “Still, we’re just about out of luck here.” He was going through the cupboards under the shelves to the left of the window, where unlikely magazines were kept. A thick stack of issues of Horse and Hound from the 1960s; Life Magazine from the ’70s; photocopied and stapled volumes from pagan societies from Ireland to France, the US to Australia, spanning decades. 
 
    Adam dumped the last contents onto the carpet, knelt and knocked on the sides, back, bottom of the cupboard. “Nothing. And none of these boards is loose or hollow behind.” He straightened his back with a curse. “That’s about it, Scottie. Good idea, and all, but there’s only so many places you could hide a couple of books in here.” 
 
    Before they began, Scott had pulled up the threadbare rug and stamped on every square meter of the floor, looking for a trapdoor. He had knocked on the hearth surrounds, listening for any hollow sound, looked up at the high, dusty ceiling in search of the outline of a false panel. 
 
    Now he dropped tiredly into the chair by the window and surveyed the mess. “We’re doing this wrong,” he said disgustedly. Adam and Kolya turned toward him, waiting. “We’re pretty sure the Covenant of Shedim would’ve already turned this place upside down and shaken it, right? They came up empty. They sent a thug to the Quincannons’ shop to see if they could bribe them to get it ― guessing they know where it is.” 
 
    “Which they don’t,” Adam said sharply. “If I hadn’t disturbed the library as soon as I got here, we’d be able to tell if books had been moved in some search ― which books, and where. But I didn’t know there was an issue, so I pulled down anything that looked promising. There’s no dust left to give us a clue. And as for Bernard and Connie, they know less about it than we do.” 
 
    “Right. But if Shedim people couldn’t find this In Regione Igitur Spirituum, it’s a safe bet it’s not in this room. This is the first place they’d have searched, and thoroughly, because it is the safest place to keep valuable old paper.” Scott looked from Adam to Kolya and back. “This is a bloody big house. It could be anywhere from the wine cellar to the attic. Okay, yes, you need to keep priceless old books dry. This is the twenty-first bloody century! Double-seal ’em in a couple of plastic bags, tape ’em down with duct tape. They’ll be dry in another hundred years.” 
 
    “Shit,” Adam swore softly. He rubbed his eyes, which were irritated in the dust. “Face it, kiddies. The only person who knew where this book is, and probably the Crowley manuscript, is Hector Lennox himself. Wherever he put them is where they are, and it looks like that’s where they’ll stay. This kind of thing happens ― 
 
    “A genuine copy of the Magna Carta was lost for eons. It’d been set to press inside a Victorian-era scrapbook, in the Maidstone archives, and forgotten. The person who put it there probably dropped off the twig, nobody else knew. Fast forward a lifetime or so, somebody opens the old book … voila! Ten million quid’s worth of priceless British heritage just popped out of nowhere.” He shrugged resignedly. “What can you do? If you’re looking at me to make the call, I say we go, while we can. All those in favor ―?” 
 
    But an electric jolt had rushed through Scott as he spoke, and when Adam fell silent Scott looked sidelong at Kolya. The Russian’s throat bobbed in a dry swallow. He knew what Scott was thinking, and Adam caught on a moment later. Scott lifted a brow at Kolya, prompting without a word. 
 
    “I’ve spoken to several of those who endure in this house,” Kolya said slowly. “Phoebe was merely the strongest, she stole my voice to harangue you. I played back the recording, and I apologize for her nonsense. There’s a lovely girl who sings; I believe her name is Bess. There’s an angry young man, Günter, who would lash out if he could, but he doesn’t know how. Others, too ― some who’ll tell their names, many more who won’t, as if they’re ashamed. But Hector Lennox denies me any contact.” 
 
    “You’ve tried?” Scott asked astutely. 
 
    “I’ve asked Vanya to reach him,” Kolya sighed, “but your uncle seems to avoid my Dedushka, and I suspect I know why.” Every line in his face seemed to deepen. “Edith told me about Falconstone’s aversion for dogs. Since Hector Lennox was here, dogs have perished or gone mad on this property. And Vanya Berkov is what he is. Skinwalker. There’s as much of the wolf about him now as there was in life. Little wonder he treads lightly in this place. He is one, they are many, and so angry, some of this house’s dead would vent their anger carelessly.” 
 
    “Damn,” Scott breathed. “You know what I was hoping for. A straight answer to a straight question: ‘Hector, what the hell did you do with your stupid books?’” He frowned deeply at Kolya. “Would there be any chance he’d talk to me? Blood of his blood, for what it’s worth.” 
 
    The question was sharp enough to interest Kolya on a professional level. “I don’t know. Vanya is very close, even now. He’d wanted to remain in Whitby. His real interest is in this country’s black dogs, and we were expecting to call the Barguest Hound again when this weather came up, imprisoning me in my rooms.” 
 
    “Worth a try?” Adam wondered. “What have we got to lose? We already went through the circus with Fee, and we know what the Covenant of Shedim’s all about. Hector’s not going to shock us.” 
 
    Clearly reluctant, Kolya vacillated until Scott said levelly, “We’re worried that we might not have too much time. We fed the Covenant’s man a fine line of bullshit, but if they don’t buy it, they could be here anytime.” 
 
    “Oh, I am aware,” the Russian said gravely. 
 
    “We either try this,” Scott added, “or I agree with Adam: we get moving right now, while we can. Get a grip on this: if we’re still here when Shedim hoons show up, and we don’t hand over what they want, they’ll take us apart. This is getting dangerous. And Falconstone’s dead, even the angry ghosts, aren’t the ones I’m worried about right now.” His brows arched. “So?” 
 
    For some moments Kolya rubbed his palms together, chewing through the risks, the effort, the possible gains, and at last nodded. “All right. I need my brains examined, but ― all right. Give me a few minutes to prepare, and make up the fire in the parlor. It’s so cold.” He chafed his arms. “The cold in this house has nothing to do with winter.” 
 
    “We’d better bring in some more wood.” Adam moved a stack of books aside to make a way through to the door. He’d gathered the valuable items onto the desk, with his computers and phone, and Scott watched him sizing up the task of packing them, moving them, as if he were halfway gone from Falconstone already. Adam looked up from the fortune in ancient paper, and gave Scott a speculative look 
 
    “Give me a hand with the wood. Then … if you want to pack your bags,” Scott said very quietly, “you can pack for us both. I’ll tell Edith to shove enough in a duffel to see her through a few days. She can hit the shops in York. Yes?” 
 
    “God knows,” Adam muttered, “she might not be coming back here. If Shedim’s been and gone before we …” The words died on his tongue, and when he turned back to Scott and Kolya his face had lost color. “Shit. There’s something we didn’t think of.” 
 
    Scott waited, knowing he was missing something crucial, struggling to find it, feeling it slither through his fingers like warm oil until Adam said hoarsely, 
 
    “If we do a runner, it’s a dead cert the Covenant will assume we did find the goods, and I know fucking well what they’re worth, and we’ve taken them.” His eyes darkened as his pupils dilated. “We could run to Timbuktu, they’d be one jump behind us. The farther they chase us, the madder they’ll be.” 
 
    He was right. A steel band seemed to tighten around Scott’s chest, making it difficult to breathe. “Then we’d better find the goods.” He gave Kolya a bleak look. “Make your Dedushka understand, this could be the death of all of us.” His tongue tip flicked out over dry lips. “I’m not ready to call it a life. Not yet. Adam and I only just met. I was supposed to build this great future. I inherited money for chrissakes!” 
 
    “You inherited trouble,” Adam snorted, heading for the scullery, the woodpile, with Scott and Kolya a pace behind him. “At least if we get out to York, we can make them fight for it. We can go to the police, tell them there’s this priceless thing the bastards will kill to get, and they think we’ve got it, but we haven’t, and they’ll never believe us. The Quincannons can give them a description of ‘Gordon Redman,’ whatever his real name is. Bernard and Connie can tell how they were pressured, offered money to steal.” 
 
    “Incitement to commit a crime,” Kolya added, “is a crime in itself. Of course, you’re right. The surest way out of this muddle is to find the books. And I’m as certain as you are, Hector Lennox knows exactly where they are.” 
 
    They were in the scullery, sorting battered leather work gloves, when the phone rang. The shrill jangle made Scott jump. Sweat sprang from his pores as he handed the gloves to Adam. “It ought to be Maggie. You get the wood, let me take this.” 
 
    He picked up on the fifth ring, and Maggie Warburton sounded as amused as astonished. “I don’t know what your source is, Scott, but it’s very likely to be right.” Scott held his breath, waiting. “Phoebe Alexandra Plowright, nee Debray, vanished in June 2015. She dropped off the face of the Earth only a matter of weeks after your Uncle Hector moved into Falconstone. Between one day and the next she was just gone. Her neighbors say they saw her come reeling home from the pub, three sheets in the wind, and she might have been beamed up by aliens. Gone. Obviously, she’s presumed dead by everyone who knew her.” 
 
    “Where?” Scott asked hoarsely. 
 
    “At the time of her disappearance, she was living on the fourth floor of a block of flats in a rather seedy part of Glasgow. The police report says she was found drunk on the stairs ― the lift was out of order, as you’d expect. Kids found her, after closing time, helped her on up. She was never seen again. No one knows what happened to her. What a tragedy. An awful end to a bloody awful life.” 
 
    “She died in Glasgow?” Scott’s mind reeled, trying to put sense to what he knew. “Was there anything suspicious in the police report?” 
 
    “Nothing. They checked the flat, but there was no sign of forced entry or violence. If she saw anyone after she made it home that night, she knew them well enough to let them in. Perhaps she left with them. The truth is, no one knows. The Glasgow police never actually closed the file on her. It’s still open as one of the weirder missing persons cases. The sad fact is, they’re very seldom solved.” Maggie paused. “What is it, Scott? Sounds like you were expecting something bizarre. This is just tragic.” 
 
    “No, it’s ― unexpected,” Scott said quickly. “Thanks, Maggie. This solves one mystery, at least. It looks like we’ll be coming back to York. I might give you a call later, or tomorrow. Some … business to take care of. Legal stuff.” 
 
    “You know where we are,” Maggie sighed. “Personally, I’d rather be in Queensland! It’s snowing heavens hard here. They’ll be plowing roads soon. Anyway, call me when you get in, tell me what you need.” 
 
    A weight of ice settled in Scott’s belly as he hung up and looked through the kitchen window. The first big, wet snowflakes had begun to fall here, too. In an hour the falls could be heavy ― the sky was low, yellow-silver, dim though the sun stood at its November zenith. 
 
    He turned toward Adam, who stood in the scullery with an armful of firewood, his whole face a question. “Phoebe Debray went missing in June, 2015. Disappeared from her flat in Glasgow,” Scott told him. “People who knew her presume she’s dead, but the police examined the flat, she wasn’t murdered there … this doesn’t make any sense. Fee said ― what was it, Kolya? You played the recording, you must remember the exact words, or close.” 
 
    His eyes closed, brow furrowing as he recited, “I didn’t leave. Came back again, after … after … they fetched me back, and then I never left again.” 
 
    “They?” Adam echoed. “Who fetched her back? Back here, to Falconstone? After? After what?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kolya admitted. “The discarnate may speak with my voice, but I don’t share their thoughts or feelings, I don’t get memories.” 
 
    “Ask Vanya,” Scott rasped. “Ask Hector. If they’re all there, in the borderlands, the shadowlands, they know the answers to this shit. Hector has to know where the books are.” His eyes were wide on Adam as he said, “I think it means our lives, Kolya. Christ, I’m so sorry for dragging you into this.” 
 
    But Kolya made dismissive gestures. “You didn’t drag me anywhere. I couldn’t wait to get into this house. What an opportunity to study! I’ve worked in many haunted places, but this one ―” He gave the old house a bitter look. “Never have I known a place where I am actually afraid to die.” 
 
    A shiver coursed through Scott, head to foot. “Then we won’t. None of us. Adam, I thought you were packing. Give the wood to me, go up and pack for us both.” 
 
    But Adam was looking out, his face like a mask. His voice was dry as sticks. “I think we left it too late, Scottie. I don’t think we’re going anywhere.” 
 
    Beyond the kitchen window, the world had turned completely white. The snow that had fallen in light flurries was now heavy and thick as a curtain, so dense, visibility didn’t reach to the far side of the yard. The freak weather front that had drifted on the lightest airs from Scandinavia had arrived, and would lay a meter of snow on the moor road. 
 
    “Dangerous to leave now,” Kolya whispered. “I’m not as strong as I used to be, and Edith’s not a young woman. You could easily drive off the road, in this, and we would soon perish. The only thing to be said for dying on the moor is, we wouldn’t pass over here.” He straightened his spine with an effort of willpower. “All right. Vanya may need to tread lightly, and Falconstone may abhor his kind, but have you ever seen the Siberian wolf?” 
 
    “Only in videos,” Scott said quietly. 
 
    “Canis lupus lupus is superbly designed by evolution for such winters as make this little snowfall look like a spring morning.” Kolya nodded slowly. “As for the borderlands … Vanya Berkov has trodden those paths since he came into his gift as a young boy.” He tilted his head at Scott. “Like my own people, you Australians have the reputation of fighters. Many wars, many wild places. Will you fight now?” 
 
    Part of Scott wanted to insist that he was Australian by a fluke, with no ancestors in the country before 1960. But the British shared the martial history, and the Scots had fought on every continent on the planet. He swallowed the protest and forced in a breath. “We don’t wrestle crocodiles,” he warned, a moment’s self-mockery. 
 
    The old joke brought the ghost of a smile to Adam’s face. He gestured with the wood. “Let me take care of that fire.” 
 
    Then the next move was up to Kolya, and the Russian knew it. Edith appeared from her own rooms as Adam tended to the hearth. Scott had thrown the deadbolts on the front door and bolted the scullery door, the only doors that were commonly used. But when a house was as full of windows, as vast and empty as Falconstone, locks and bolts meant little to intruders. 
 
    And the house was exquisitely sensitive to mood, he realized. As adrenaline began to surge and nerves strummed, Falconstone stirred in its uneasy sleep. Edith cocked an ear to it and muttered in some language Scott did not quite understand. “Not now,” she crooned, “not now, house. Sleep, for the love of the goddess, go back to sleep a while longer.” 
 
    Did it hear her? Rumbles and bangs from far off, toward the chapel, might have been a great beast snoring in its slumber. Scott swallowed, trying to slow the race of his heart. The more he and Adam responded with floods of testosterone and adrenaline, the more restless Falconstone was likely to become. Calm, peace, serenity, were what it needed. 
 
    Grudging warmth rose from the hearth, as if the flames gave off little heat. The lights burned, and still the room was dim. Outside, snow fell so thickly now, twilight fell at noon. One by one, Edith deliberately turned off the lamps, leaving the parlor painted in firelight and shadows. 
 
    Careful, as if every step he took counted, Kolya took his usual chair and began the ritual of deep breathing which preceded his trance. It came quickly now, as he sought it, plunged into it. Scott and Adam took the couch. Edith preferred a hard-backed chair, well away from the others. 
 
    “Vanya,” Kolya growled, a bass monotone. “Gde ty? Vanya. Vremya prishlo.” 
 
    He settled then, eyes closed, waiting, and Scott knew it would happen when it happened. Contact took place in its own time, and those who spoke to the medium, and through him, obeyed their own rules. He felt the slight tremor and realized Adam was shaking, though he would never admit it. 
 
    They waited what seemed an interminable time, watching the Russian until Kolya’s chin lifted, his brow creased, his eyes opened blindly. “What you want?” A thick voice, in heavily accented English. “You send for me. What you want?” 
 
    “Vanya?” Scott struggled to find his voice. “Vanya Berkov?” 
 
    “Da. Boy say vremya prishlo. Time has come. So, what you want?” 
 
    “Help,” Scott said honestly. “We’re in trouble, Vanya. You know our trouble?” 
 
    “Boy say,” Vanya growled. “Always trouble, this house. Girl say, ‘They take me.’ Vy ponimayete? She say, ‘They take me out of home. Bring here, to this place.’” 
 
    “They?” Scott echoed. “The girl, is her name Fee?” 
 
    “Da,” Vanya said with a trace of impatience. “Who else? Fee.” 
 
    “Someone took her from her home,” Scott repeated, and played a hunch. “Her home in Glasgow?” 
 
    “Da, da, Glasgow,” Vanya said shortly. “What mean this?” 
 
    “They took her from her home in Glasgow and brought her to Falconstone?” Scott insisted. “Who? Vanya, who brought her here?” 
 
    Kolya’s brow creased deeply; his head rolled on the chair. “Girl say … sound like … cove-shed,” he said slowly, thickly. “Bring to Falconstone. For ritual.” 
 
    Close against Scott’s side, Adam groaned. “Oh, Christ, no.” His fingers bruised Scott’s arm. “You didn’t wonder what happened after the possessing personality had to settle for Fee because there was no male Debray heir? I did. If the thing that possessed Aethelheard eventually trapped itself in a female who could never bear another child, it was still in her, Scott, it’d go with her to the grave, unless ―” 
 
    “Transmigration,” Scott murmured. “The personality needed a new host. I’m guessed it had to be a willing, eager one, since this time the thing couldn’t commandeer a child of its own bloodline, its own begetting. Who in hell would be batshit mad enough to strike that kind of deal?” 
 
    Who was here, at Falconstone, not so very far from the end of his life, desperate to strike any kind of bargain that gave him power, a foothold in a realm which he dreaded and desired in equal measure? Who was still virile enough to sire a child and begin the cycle of possession anew? Hector was far from a young man, but he was clearly still potent. Connie Quincannon had said he would try it on with any woman, who would find his hands in all the wrong places. 
 
    So the deal was Hector’s to make. But he overestimated his own abilities, perhaps his own strength, Scott thought bleakly. The strain on him must have been immense. In fact, Scott guessed, it was probably a miracle he had survived so long. If the Covenant brought Phoebe back to Falconstone in 2015, Hector had lived years, sharing his mind, his body, with something the Thirteen Sisters released almost a millennium ago, and could not control. 
 
    Did he sire a child? Was Hector’s son alive somewhere in the world, as yet an infant? The thought brought a rush of gooseflesh to Scott’s skin. “Vanya,” he rasped, “we were told Fee died far away from Falconstone.” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably in the chair and Kolya’s face twisted. “Nyet. No, no,” Vanya barked. “Bring here. Die here. Stay here. What mean this?” 
 
    It meant, Scott thought feverishly, the possession shifted from Phoebe Debray to the eager, desperate volunteer, Hector Lennox. And since Hector had also died here too soon, when his heart gave out, the smart money said the possessing entity ― from Aethelheard the Witch Taker down through a thousand years of the mad Greythorpe earls ― was still in this house. 
 
    This was why Falconstone despised dogs, or feared them and killed them. Hector had been phobic about dogs all his life. The condition had a proper name; Scott had heard it just once, in a documentary examining irrational fear. Cynophobia 
 
    His hackles rose, prickling right down his arms. Edith moaned, and far away across Falconstone a drumming began, down deep, under the house. Adam’s whole body stiffened. “Scottie.” 
 
    “I hear it,” Scott whispered. “Vanya, do you know where Hector Lennox is?” 
 
    ”In house.” Kolya’s lips drew back from his teeth in a peculiar snarl. The planes and gaunt angles of his faces rippled slightly. 
 
    “Vanya, can you speak to him?” Scott held his breath. 
 
    “No. No speak to that one,” Kolya’s voice growled, low in his chest. 
 
    “It’s important,” Scott insisted. “We’re in trouble.” 
 
    If Kolya had been a hound, the creature would have cocked its head at them, trying to fathom the strangeness of humans. “Lennox no speak, for fear.” 
 
    “I understand.” Scott leveled his voice. “He’s afraid of dogs, so he’s terrified of you, Vanya. Skinwalker. Will he speak to Kolya?” 
 
    For a moment more Kolya’s lips rolled back from his teeth, before he subsided in the chair. Sweat broke out across his face; his breath came in gasps, but his voice was his own. He whispered in Russian for some time, crooning what seemed to be semi-gibberish, and then said clearly in English, 
 
    “Hector Lennox, your kinsman needs a service of you. Are you such a coward? Hector Lennox, safeguard the blood of your blood. Where is your honor?” 
 
    The change rushing over Kolya’s face now was like a switching of masks. His jaw seemed to thicken, growing jowly as a bulldog, his lips thinned. The bass voice rasped, gravel-coarse, with an accent Scott found uncannily familiar. He heard traces of his own father in Kolya Berkov’s voice now, not the timbre or intonation, but the accent as Hector Lennox spat, 
 
    “Blood of my blood? I see you, boy. I don’t know you.” 
 
    Scott swallowed several times before he could speak. “Your cousin Daniel had a son. Daniel went to Australia. The son … Scott. I’m Scott Lennox. The last of you.” 
 
    “Call yourself a Lennox?” Eyes closed, brow furrowed, Kolya studied him blindly. “I was younger, Danny sent postcards from the ship, and from … Adelaide.” 
 
    “My father,” Scott said windedly, feeling as if he’d been punched. “The lawyer found me after ― after you died. The house came to me.” 
 
    “This house?” Hector barked a merciless laugh. “You inherit a monstrosity. And you’re welcome to it, boy.” He leaned forward, reaching toward Scott. “What do you ask of me?” 
 
    “Your friends will be here soon,” Scott choose each syllable with ultimate care. “They’ll come looking for a book, perhaps two. You hid them. If we don’t find them, the Covenant of Shedim will kill us to get them. Tell me where you put the books, Hector. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    “Covenant,” Hector crooned. “Covenant. And all the Shedim shall curse the spawn of mankind, until the end of days. The children of Azazel and Naamah ride forth for the sacrificial blood, and here shall it be: the daughters and the sons of the sinful, laid at the feet of the Shedim, for the pleasures of flesh and the blood-price of sweet death. Let the Shedim follow the dead, take wing above their graves. Throw down the ashes of the fire, and lo, their footprints do become visible.” 
 
    “Hector,” Scott whispered. “Hector! Listen to me. The Covenant is sending people here. They want a book. In Regione Igitur Spirituum. The might know about Crowley’s book, the manuscript. Where are they, Hector? For chrissakes, tell me.” 
 
    “For Christ’s sake?” Hector peered blindly at him from Kolya’s closed eyes. “Are you, then, a true son of the Church of Christ?” 
 
    What did he want to hear? He wore a sneer as he asked, and Scott answered cautiously, “I’m not religious. I don’t have an opinion about religion, not yours, not anybody’s. I just need to find the books. In Regione Igitur Spirituum, Hector, and the Crowley manuscript. Tell me where they are.” 
 
    Kolya’s face had become the color of old parchment, his chest heaved, his hands clawed at the chair arms in the enormous effort to hold onto the contact. Hector’s voice broke, cracking on the words as he said, “Not for you, those books.” 
 
    “Not for me,” Scott said quickly. “The Covenant wants them. If you don’t care to tell me for my sake, tell me for theirs. Hector!” 
 
    It seemed Kolya subsided, slithering down and back in the chair as if he would fall. He was on the brink of unconsciousness as two words whispered over his bloodless lips. Scott strained to hear them over the pounding of his own heart. 
 
    “Priest hole,” Hector slurred. 
 
    Then he was gone, leaving Kolya Berkov insensible, limp, his chest still heaving though he was far from awareness. If Scott hadn’t caught him, he might have slithered out of the chair. “Adam, help me.” 
 
    They lifted him onto the couch, and Adam held his head while Scott slid a cushion under it. The pulse in his throat was rapid, weak, erratic, and he was cold as ice. Without being asked, Edith fetched a blanket and the quilt they’d left bundled on the floor, and tucked both about the Russian’s thin frame. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know what to do for him,” Adam said tersely. 
 
    “I would.” Scott had picked up Kolya’s wrist, to monitor his pulse. “If it even looks like he’s going to check out, I’m putting him in the car. Even if I only drive him half a kay up the road, that’ll be far enough. He’d die away from here.” 
 
    Adam’s eyes widened. “Try explaining that one to the police.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” Scott pressed the heels of both hands to his eyes until he saw scarlet. “I was trying to get to a hospital, what else could I do? No phone coverage, no way to get help. Even if the landline’s still working, nobody could get out here. And the lines won’t last long in this. Have you looked outside?” 
 
    The blizzard had thickened even in the time since Kolya sat down to seek the tranced state in which he worked. Scott had never seen snow like it, and Adam groaned as he peered out toward the gardens, unable even to see the carriageway. Edith snatched up a black iron poker and dug vengefully at the logs, sending spirals of smoke into the room. 
 
    “One good thing about the snow,” Adam said pragmatically. “So long as it’s falling, nothing’s moving across that moor. The local airports will be closed; there’ll be weather alerts out, to warn people off the motorways. Doesn’t matter how much the Covenant wants those books, they won’t be here till this clears.” 
 
    “They could be as close as Thornton,” Scott added, “but they’re stuck there for the duration. Gives us half a chance.” He frowned worriedly at Kolya. “Edith, stay with him. If you even think he’s going to die, you yell, loud, with enough time for me to dig the car out of the coach house and get him out of here.” 
 
    Her face was a study in dread and confusion. “Aye, I will. But, don’t you hear it?” 
 
    She meant the deep drumming under the house, the footsteps hurrying through the halls overhead. Scott heard it all, but he had no time for Falconstone’s games, its malicious tricks. “She’s half awake,” he said bitterly. “She’ll settle down again. She always does.” 
 
    Or had summoning Hector Lennox pushed them across some line Scott could only dimly perceive? Hector, who had been the last living host of the personality that had possessed Aethelheard, and to whom that personality might still be connected. Deliberately closing his ears to Falconstone’s tumult, Scott forced his mind back to necessities. 
 
    A whimper breathed from Kolya’s open mouth, but he was nowhere near consciousness. Adam leaned over him, two fingers pressed to the pulse in his throat. “He’s still out, but I think the heart’s slowing down a bit, and he’s warmer.” 
 
    “I’ve got hot water bottles,” Edith offered. “I’ll get the kettle on for tea.” 
 
    “As soon as you point us at those priest holes.” Scott tugged the quilt higher about Kolya’s face. “You said there’s two. Hector said the books are in one of them. Which would be more likely?” 
 
    She licked her lips nervously. “You won’t like it.” 
 
    Scott choked off a groan. “I don’t think we have a choice. If we wait, and Kolya doesn’t make it, we’re in so much trouble, there’s not a lot Falconstone could do to us that the Covenant of Shedim won’t.” Don’t die here, don’t die in this house. The thought chittered in the back of his mind. 
 
    “Try the priest hole behind the old dining room first,” Edith said breathlessly. “They turned it into a music room, put a piano in it, daft thing to do. The door’s hidden, it’s a wall panel behind the piano. You push it at the left side ― not the right side. Push hard as you like on the left side, the panel moves, you can lift it out. There’s space inside for an altar, four people and a priest. It’s full of boxes.” 
 
    “Torches,” Adam said in an odd voice. “I wouldn’t trust the mains. The lines could go down anytime in this snow, even if Falconstone doesn’t play tricks.” 
 
    “Dress for outside.” Scott chafed his palms for warmth. “It’s getting colder in here, no matter how many fires you light.” 
 
    “The house is getting more active.” Adam’s teeth worried at his lip. “Edith, I know this is a big ask, but ―” 
 
    “Aye, I were thinking the same.” She blew on her fingers. “I don’t know if I can quiet it down this time, but I’ll try.” 
 
    Raphael, the Angel of the West Wind. We look west to Avalon, where stands Raphael, the Guardian of the Watchtowers of the land of the dead. 
 
    The words haunted Scott. He wished he knew the litany, or how to pray, or believed in something to pray to. Mother of God ― if I were to believe in anything, it would be the mother of mercy, a fundamental tradition in every part of the world. Call her Guanyin, or Parvati. 
 
    Adam’s hand falling on his shoulder made him jump. “If we’re going to do this, Scott, now’s the time. If she gets any more active, we’ll lose the chance.” His eyes were wide, dark, filled with the kind of healthy dread that kept a man alive. 
 
    “Go,” Scott said hoarsely. 
 
    Jackets, scarves, gloves, hung on the coat rack under the stairs, where they had left them not long before. The two big flashlights stood on the kitchen table, each with spare batteries, heavy six volt bricks. Adam fetched both. Muffled up to his jawline, Scott tried the lights, turning everything on as they made their way into the east wing. Upstairs, a door slammed hard, footsteps raced across old floorboards, a voice called out wordlessly. 
 
    The power stuttered but stayed on, yellow and dim, while random flares of blue-white shafted from open doors where furniture moldered under dustsheets. Scott remembered the way to the music room ― east, to the end of the passage forming the crossbar of the ‘H’ pattern of the house, then back, away from the frontage ― away from the chapel and its attendant crypt. 
 
    The smell of must and dust, and the sharpness of fresh cement from the new damp course filled his head, making it throb, while the drumming from down below got into his bones, set his teeth on edge. Ignore it! 
 
    Shut up, you bloody stupid house, we haven’t got time for your stupid fucking games! Scott roared the words in the silence of his mind, and to his astonishment the drumming broke rhythm, as if the drummer hesitated. The clamor began again, but softer, with a shade less fury. 
 
    Blue light spilled from a room to the left, but he turned his face away from it, disregarding the race of his heart as he stopped at the music room’s open door. A breeze blew from within, ice cold, sucking the heat from any flesh it touched.  Scott flicked the lights, grateful when they came on, since the afternoon had sunk into premature twilight. 
 
    A half pace behind, Adam swore and worked his scarf higher. “There, those panels. It ought to be the middle one, the broadest one.” He shone his torch on the central pane of three, dark wood from which the years had stripped any vestige of polish. 
 
    They could have stepped into a meat locker. Cold enveloped them like garments they wore; as if cold were a tangible thing. Scott tuned it out, put his shoulder to the left side of the panel and shoved with all his weight. It gave a little, but not enough, and a moment later Adam threw his own weight against it too. 
 
    Now it moved with a shriek of timber that had been jammed too long. The sound plucked Scott’s raw nerves like harp strings, and as his heart skipped a wind rushed around the room, tearing at the dustcovers. A music stand tipped over, a litter of old sheet music fluttered away from it. “Be quiet, house,” he muttered. “Shut up, go back to sleep. You want help, or not? If you want help ― shut the fuck up and sleep.” 
 
    The wind dwindled to a breeze, restless around their legs. Litter and dustsheets settled, and Adam blinked disbelievingly at him. “It heard you.” 
 
    “Or Vanya.” Scott licked his lips. “What makes you think Vanya Berkov isn’t standing right behind you?” 
 
    “Christ, I hope he is.” Adam angled the torch into the priest hole, illuminating a jumble of boxes. “This is a waste of time, Scott. There’s three inches of dust on everything in here, it hasn’t been opened in a decade.” 
 
    “So look for anything that isn’t dusty,” Scott reasoned. “If Hector hid something in here recently, that would be it.” 
 
    But the cartons were uniformly filthy, moldering, many disintegrating. Some were filled with age-old newspapers; one held a green china dining service, another, a crank-handle gramophone and a dozen 78rpm bakelite disks. Scott clambered into the priest hole, head filled with the reek of mildew and dust, pulling apart the detritus of decades. It had to be a plastic-wrapped parcel. Not even Hector would be insane enough to toss very old, very valuable books into this stinking closet, where paper would begin to decay in a matter of weeks. 
 
    Nothing. He ransacked every box, even looked under the dark wood shelf of the altar and found only a set of brass candlesticks, a box of mousetraps, a brown paper sack that fell apart as he touched it, spilling hundreds of sepia photographs and the tarnished medals of an unknown officer’s military service. 
 
    He backed out carefully. “No joy, Adam. One down, one to go.” 
 
    “Edith said,” Adam muttered, “we wouldn’t like it. You want to guess?” 
 
    “Oh, I can guess,” Scott said bleakly. He listened to the house for a moment, and gave Adam a shrewd look. “Is it settling down?” 
 
    “You told it to shut the fuck up, unquote.” Adam’s brows arched. “Either it heard you, or Vanya did. Maybe it knows who you are now. You own it.” 
 
    “That ought to make it detest me,” Scott said doubtfully. “More likely it’s Vanya who knows me now.” He dropped a hand on Adam’s arm. “I want to get back, take a look at Kolya. I meant what I said. If he’s going to check out, I’ll get him out of here if I have to carry him.” 
 
    They left every light burning as they headed back. “How far?” Adam wondered. “Would the gate do? Get right off the property, through that gate ―?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Scott took a breath of the cold, dank air. “I wish I did.” 
 
    He smelled the taint of sour old wine, even from here, which told him the wine cellar’s door stood wide open, no matter how many times it was closed. He wondered wildly if nailing the ancient wood into place might keep it sealed, or if handing six-inch steel spikes to the forces under Falconstone was a move so stupid, they might not even live to regret it. 
 
    The cellar yawned like a pit under the house, down among the original foundations, where the Nine Maidens had been uprooted, smashed into building bricks, and the charred bones of thirteen women lay forgotten under a crypt where so many of the Greythorpes lay, no one even remembered their names. 
 
    The hair on his nape rose. The air stirred, rushing not away from the chapel but toward it. Sucking, as if it breathed. Scott felt it pluck at his clothes, like fingers catching his jacket, tugging his hair. He turned toward Adam, watched the harsh shadows pick out every line and angle of his face. Adam nodded. 
 
    They turned west, back toward the grudging warmth and light. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    He was sitting up, both thin hands wrapped around a mug of hot chocolate. A hint of color had retuned to his face, but Kolya’s eyes remained barely half focused. Scott would have fretted, but the Russian was aware enough to blink at him, recognize him. He gave Scott a rueful half smile, though he didn’t attempt to speak. 
 
    Before he could ask, Edith said tersely, “He’ll be fine.” She wore her outdoor coat and had wrapped a tartan scarf around her head, even here in the parlor. One gnarled hand jabbed the poker among the logs, turning them over to expose the glowing-hot surfaces before adding another. “He were shook up, I’ve seen it afore. The sittings can be hard as getting beat up from the inside. The lad’s all right, stronger than he looks. But don’t expect no sense out of him. He’s still connected. Working.” She said gave Scott and Adam a hard look. “You find aught in the priest hole?” 
 
    Even here, the drumming from the far end of the east wing reverberated through the floor and walls. A voice cried out, upstairs, shrill and desperate. Kolya’s eyes closed and he began to murmur in his native language. Scott closed his ears to the clamor of the house, held his hands to the fire and looked up at Adam. 
 
    A jug of the hot chocolate stood in the corner of the hearth, keeping warm. Adam had retrieved two brown mugs, both chipped on the rims. His hands trembled a little as he brimmed them and passed one to Scott. “We found plenty,” he said, “if you’ve any use for 75rpm Artie Shaw records, or mousetraps, or World War I snapshots. No books.” 
 
    She poked the fire harder, swore at it as the new log refused to catch alight. “I bloody knew it. The old git knew where to put what he wanted kept secret. No bugger ever goes down there, unless they have to.” 
 
    Scott wished he could have said he didn’t know what she meant. “The wine cellar door’s open again, Edith.” 
 
    “Always is,” she said bleakly. “If I’ve shut it once, I’ve shut it a thousand times. They don’t like being shut in.” She gave Scott a level look. “Would you?” 
 
    In this house? Scott had the urge to throw open every door and window, and only the Arctic cold outside stopped him. He remembered the fleeting sense of freedom when he and Adam stood up on the road, well outside the gate, and gave a thought to the souls who wandered here, trapped in a maze of mist and shadow. 
 
    The hot chocolate was cooling rapidly. He finished it and set the mug on the mantel by the heavy antique clock. “We’re losing daylight. I don’t know about you, Adam, but I wouldn’t want to do this after dark.” 
 
    “I think I’d rather take my chances out there.” Adam nodded at the window, the blizzard. “We wouldn’t get far, but at least we’d go out free.” 
 
    He had cut directly to the bottom line. Scott listened to the drumbeat from below. Like a heartbeat, he thought. Slow, strong, relentless. He dropped onto the couch beside Kolya and spoke slowly, clearly. “Can you hear me? Can you understand me?” 
 
    The gray eyes cleared a fraction, but Kolya seemed to struggle with English now. He answered in Russian first, then backtracked and translated. “Of course.” Even the accent had thickened until English words blurred. 
 
    “Is it safe?” Scott gestured over his shoulder, into the east wing. “You know what we have to do. Is it doable? Should we wait? Will the house settle down? We’re going to run out of daylight before long.” Then all bets were off, he thought, though he didn’t say it. 
 
    The gray eyes narrowed on him. “Safe? You want safe? Is not safe. Is opasnyy dom … what else you think?” His mouth quirked in something not quite a smile. “But you not go alone, da? Go with dukh Sibiri.” 
 
    “English, Kolya,” Scott groaned. “We don’t understand.” 
 
    But the language defeated him in this semi-tranced state, and Scott courted patience. “We don’t go alone?” He turned back to Edith. “Will the house settle down, fall back asleep, if we wait? Has it ever been this active?” 
 
    Her face was a study in doubt. “Not since I’ve been here. I’ve done all I can. There’s naught more I know.” She pressed her palms together, almost as if in prayer. “If you wait, it could get worse.” 
 
    He had guessed as much, and shared a bitter glance with Adam. “I think it’s now or never. Any words of wisdom from Victoria?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Adam said acidly. “Know when to pick up your skirts and run, and if we had the chance, we’d be doing just that. We don’t.” He gestured at Kolya. “What did he mean, we don’t go alone?  Dukh Sibiri.” 
 
    “Volchiy dukh,” Kolya said gruffly. “Moy dedushka, da?” 
 
    The one word came through to Scott. “Vanya,” he said quietly. Kolya smiled. He stood, tugged down his jacket. “All right. Where is it, Edith?” But he could guess, and choked off a groan as she told him, 
 
    “Go down to the end of the passage, it’s dead opposite the chapel. There’s a panel in the wall, with a big heavy picture hanging on it. Shift the picture. Shove the left side of the panel, same as the one in the music room. It twists round to let you step through. Mind, it hasn’t been opened in years.” 
 
    “It has,” Scott said with grim certainty. “I’ll bet you anything you like, Hector hid the books there just a few months ago. Which tells us, loud and clear, the Covenant doesn’t know about his hidey hole. Hector kept it as his own secret. Maybe something he could hold over Shedim, a way to make them need him. You told him about the priest hole, did you, Edith?” 
 
    “Aye, not long after he got here.” She held her collar close about her throat for warmth, or possibly out of anxiety. “He told me he had valuables to keep. I thought he meant money, or jewelry. He were always leaving, and he were too tight-fisted to pay for proper security, or a safe. Scared spitless of dogs, so don’t even think about guard dogs. I told him, if he had such precious stuff, it should be in a bank.” 
 
    In fact, the priest hole was far more secure than any safe, which would only attract thieves’ attention; possibly more secure than a bank vault, which might be accessed by anyone who had filched the ID and access code. An individual’s even being in possession of a safety deposit box would attract attention, and if the Covenant of Shedim knew about the existence of these books, who else knew? Scott could imagine the power struggle to get control of a safety deposit box, the brawl for control of the key and code. Did Hector not quite trust his own Covenant brethren? 
 
    Feeling more insecure by the moment, Scott fetched the torches, passed one to Adam, and looked down at Kolya. “Tell Vanya.” 
 
    The Russian frowned curiously at him. “Vanya knows all.” 
 
    “Vanya knows all,” Scott echoed, dry mouthed as he led Adam back to the door. They paused there, and Adam caught his hand, held it tightly for a moment before pulling on his gloves. “We’ll make this fast.” 
 
    “Make it quiet,” Adam corrected. “I think quiet might get us through Falconstone better than fast. Like tiptoeing through a dragon’s den … you just don’t wake the dragon.” His face was grim, his eyes bleak. “If you’re waiting for me to be ready ― don’t.” 
 
    The lights were still on, but they fluttered erratically. Scott wondered if the mains supply was failing due to the weight of snow on the lines spanning the moor, or if the same electromagnetic fields that made the hair lift on his scalp and nape might affect the house’s power. In the hall, he and Adam paused to check both torches, both batteries, and Scott listened to the drumbeat of his own heart. 
 
    He was intent on the flashlight when Adam touched his arm. “Scott. Scott!” 
 
    And, looking up, he also saw the silver-gray glimmer detach from the shadows at the base of the wall, beyond the library door. For some moments it was a cloud without any real shape, then the faint pearlescent light drew together into form and cohesion. Neither blue nor gray nor silver, it gathered almost into solidarity, surrounded by a pale nimbus. Slanted golden eyes gazed unblinkingly at Scott; lips curled back from massive fangs. 
 
    Canis lupus lupus is superbly designed by evolution ... as for the borderlands, Vanya Berkov has trodden those paths since he came into his gift as a young boy. 
 
    The wolf stood over a meter tall at the shoulder, two meters from nose to tail. His pelt was thick, ruffling in a breeze Scott could not yet feel, as if the creature stood not quite in this world, nor quite in those borderlands which collided with the plane of existence known by the living. He was not physical. Scott clearly saw the passage through him, yet he was physical enough to hold this visible shape, with the great golden eyes fixed expectantly on the living humans. 
 
    He was waiting, and a rumbling growl, bared fangs, flattened ears, told Scott that Vanya Berkov was impatient.  “Adam?” Scott whispered. 
 
    “Go,” Adam whispered. “He won’t wait much longer.” 
 
    They trod carefully, conscious of every step as they made their way past the library and on, around the dogleg where Georgian and Victorian architects had added to, changed, adapted the structure. The farther east they crept, the older it became, until Scott knew they were picking their way between smashed menhirs, megalithic stones that had been broken for building bricks. 
 
    Power thrummed through the ground. He felt it in the bones of feet and shins. The drumming in the earth echoed his own heart as he and Adam stole to the corner where the ‘H’ pattern of the house turned the east wing north and south. Here, the cold air moved restlessly and random flutters of blue-white light shafted from a doorway here, a crevice there. 
 
    A low, droning sigh issued from the stone, or the ground, or the air itself. Scott didn’t know where it began, but it was a sound of deep pain, old suffering. He shifted his grip on he flashlight, wondering how it could be possible for his palms to sweat while his body trembled with cold. 
 
    The reek of sour wine wafted from the cellar. He ignored it, hugging the wall opposite the gaping door inside which darkness had coagulated, so dense, he thought he might have sliced it with a knife. Flickers of blue-white prickled from within like reflections from the torches, yet he knew there was nothing down there to mirror their lights. 
 
    A half pace behind, Adam made some quiet sound, whispered an oath, and Scott looked back at him. He was pale as parchment, eyes vast and dark, mouth open to pant. The wolf stood right behind him, intent on the cellar, ears and tail erect as if he were hunting, nostrils flared. As Scott watched, his lips curled back from the great ivory sickles of his fangs. Adam caught his breath and nodded, and Scott moved on. 
 
    Not ten meters ahead, the chapel doors also yawned wide open to a cavern in which shadows, cast by nothing, shifted against nothing. Scott tried to keep his eyes away, but they were drawn irresistibly to the dark space. He watched a dull red glow flare behind the dark, ancient timber of the cross, outlining it in stark silhouette until one saw the icon for what it was. Scott saw an instrument of torture. 
 
    He wondered feverishly what symbology the church might have embraced if Rome had used the gallows or guillotine to execute seditionists. A wind howled out through the chapel doors, bringing a stink of decay and mold, as if broken windows had let in the rain, and leaf litter were composting behind the altar. But he knew the windows and roof were sound, the chapel was as dry as most of the old structure, even if it was deeply cold. 
 
    A rumbling growl thrummed from the throat of Vanya’s wolf, and if physical human ears heard it at such volume, Scott guessed it must be thunderous in the shadowland beyond. For several moments the drumming in the earth paused. The ruddy glow behind the cross flared brighter and then dimmed a little, like embers burning down in a hearth. Scott took this as his cue and moved. 
 
    Opposite the chapel door loomed a massive oil painting of the beheading of Saint John the Baptist, not quite a copy of the Caravaggio, gilt-framed, dark-toned and sullen. Scott knew the original well. His mother had loved art. Her books lay open around the house throughout Scott’s childhood. In those pages, he saw the male form for the first time, unadorned and unashamed. Caravaggio stuck in his memory for the painter’s disturbing realism, his penchant for violent images. This copyist was less gifted. The coarser image had taken on a brutality that set Scott’s nerves on edge. 
 
    Doggedly, he and Adam took a grip on the painting. Exquisitely sensitive to human emotion, Falconstone groaned and trembled as Scott’s own nerves quivered. Cold sweat started out across his face, fanned by the stinking draft from the chapel. The painting would not budge. They wrenched it, and again, and heard old wood splinter with a tearing shriek. 
 
    The ground heaved under Scott’s feet ― he might have assumed he’d imagined the sensation, but Adam caught his breath. The ruddy glow behind the cross brightened to scarlet, casting a dense black shadow out through the open doors, a finger of darkness that fell across the painting as they lifted it down. 
 
    The wolf stepped into the shadow, ears laid flat, eyes half closed. Vanya lifted his head and howled with the piercing, desolate sound of the wilderness. 
 
    Behind the painting, the panel had broken away where they had physically pulled out its hook. Someone had done a shoddy job of patching it up after earlier damage ― Scott imagined Hector wrestling with this, single handed, not trusting anyone to help. The frame itself was damaged on both bottom corners, as if he had dropped it. 
 
    Breathing raggedly, they leaned the painting on the wall, and Scott returned to the wall panel. He felt with his fingertips for the slight give in the wood, where it should pivot. But it was tight, jammed, and he shoved hard, harder again. 
 
    Fingers riffled through his hair, searing his scalp with cold. Useless to duck, but he ducked anyway, gasping as the blood rushed from his head, leaving him dizzy. Reality spun. He flung his weight against the panel with a burst of desperate strength, and at last it gave with a scream of jammed wood. 
 
    The pounding in the earth slammed through his legs and spine. Adam swore in an odd, tight voice, and the wolf howled, a wail that might have shattered glass. The panel pivoted through ninety degrees, as Edith had promised it would, and Scott’s hands shook on the torch as he angled the light into the priest hole. 
 
    The chamber was as much a mess as the other, but in the back stood an old tallboy, drawers pulled halfway out, tatters of rotten clothing strewn from them. On top of it sat a modern plastic storage tub, transparent-sided, its lid taped down with several layers of black vinyl electrician’s tape. Dust dredged everything in the hole, save that one box, and Scott had already seen a stack of books, papers and slender boxes within. 
 
    Aiming his torch directly at it, he turned to Adam. He swallowed several times before he could speak and his voice was little more than a croak. “For godsakes, Adam, wedge this door. If it slams behind me ―” 
 
    “I’ll hold it,” Adam swore, clearly sharing the dread of being shut into the priest hole while the house began to reverberate like a gong under the hammer. “Make it quick, Scott.” 
 
    Quick? Slow and calm might get him through the dragon’s lair without waking the beast, yet now he’d seen the prize, he wanted to grab it and run out of here. His pulse sped as he lifted himself in over the knee-high footer below the panel. The hole stank of decay, mildew, and something unspeakably ancient he had never smelled before. Behind him, Adam wedged the open space with his own body, put his foot on the panel ― and grunted with effort as Falconstone tried to slam it. 
 
    Not this time. Frustrated, the house roared. Scott pushed through the rubbish of ages, got both gloved hands on the plastic tub and pulled it against his chest. It was heavier than he’d imaged, and he stumbled under its weight as he turned back to Adam. Face contorted with effort, Adam held open the door by sheer brute strength, and Scott was not even breathing as he fed his limbs through the other, open side of the pivoted panel. 
 
    Then he was out, and the moment Adam let it go, the priest hole slammed shut with terrible ferocity. A wind capered through the chapel, and all at once it drew back on itself, collapsing to source and sucking the air from the passage. It snatched greedily at Scott and Adam as if it would drag them with it, if it could. 
 
    The wolf snarled, fangs naked, slaver drooling from his jaws. He crouched, spread his massive front paws, haunches bunched as if he would spring at some assailant Scott could not see, and did not care to see. 
 
    He hugged the storage tub in both arms and barked at Adam, “Out!” 
 
    They ran, clumsy, not caring about grace or style. The wine cellar gushed a fetid belch at them; footsteps tramped across the ceiling right overhead and the chapel seemed to suck every particle of air into itself, so that they ran into a hailstorm of grit. 
 
    A ceramic vase of silk flowers toppled and smashed; the wind picked up the flowers and dashed them at Scott and Adam. Pictures clattered against the walls, slewing dangerously. A huge print of The Monarch of the Glen swung like a pendulum, tore off its hook and crashed down. 
 
    But the lights remained on when they hurried through the dogleg into the newer part of the house. The wolf hung back, far behind, and Scott did not care to look for him. As he and Adam manhandled the tub into the light and warmth, he saw that a thick crust of fresh salt lay over the parlor’s threshold. Edith had set down a rough circle of the stuff, inside which candles stuttered and smoke curled from several burners, the herbs of protection. 
 
    Panting, breath rasping in his throat, Adam slammed the door while Scott carried the tub into the lamplight and dumped it on the coffee table serving the couch. Kolya’s eyes looked blind. He was too intent on Vanya, and the wolf, to be more than peripherally aware they had returned, but Edith hovered by the hearth. 
 
    She peered at the box, trying to pick out individual books within. “The dark red one, in leather. Right on the bottom of the stack. I recognize it.” 
 
    “The Crowley.” Adam was getting his breath back in great gulps of air. “Be sure, Edith. If this isn’t it, we’re done for.” 
 
    There was, Scott thought bleakly, nowhere else to look. Falconstone was too vast to make random searching sensible. He scrambled out of his gloves, awkward with fatigue, and his fingernails scrabbled to find a loose corner of tape. Once he had it, he ripped it layer by layer. Bare handed, Adam pried off the top of the tub. 
 
    It was filled to capacity with ledgers and journals, but he set these aside. Two slender blue velvet boxes, he set into Scott’s hands, and Scott murmured as he opened them. He discovered sapphires and emeralds, rubies and amber, all set into white gold. Collars, necklaces, amulets and bracelets, ceremonial jewelry fit for a pharaoh ― none of it marketplace tat. 
 
    Edith crowed as she recognized it. “I haven’t seen this stuff since Humphrey Debray’s time. He told me to clean it, once, then he shoved it right back in its hole. He never let nobody see, but I guessed where he kept it. There were loose tiles in the fireplace in the dining room, what’s a music room now. ‘Safer than a safe,’ he used to say, ‘because even a clever thief don’t know where to look’.” 
 
    Falconstone would be a thief’s worst nightmare, Scott guessed, since the house had a thousand nooks and crannies. Too big to be properly searched in a night, or a year’s worth of stealthy nights. He set aside the jewelry without even wondering what it might be worth, and watched as Adam carefully, delicately lifted out the red leather journal and a slim volume bound in black fabric, printed on heavy ivory hemp stock. 
 
    So this was it. Adam laid the journal on the coffee table and dropped to his knees beside it. He handled it with exaggerated caution, aware of its age, its uniqueness, even its incredible value to a collector of the bizarre. Or to the likes of the Covenant of Shedim, Scott thought bitterly, who wanted it for its secrets. Adam lifted the cover and turned a few pages. Crowley’s handwriting was meticulous; he had illustrated the manuscript with many diagrams, symbols, sketches depicting devices Scott did not recognize. 
 
    “I’ll have to authenticate it,” Adam said, breathless with the antiquarian’s excitement, “but the paper, the ink, the binding … the age is right. Crowley’s handwriting is easy enough to match. Reams of his personal correspondence has survived, so ―” 
 
    “Adam, we’re not selling it,” Scott said quietly. “If the crud in this book’s been forgotten, let it stay that way.” Adam glanced up at him sharply, almost a look of admonition. He knew the cash value of what lay in his hands, and for the moment the promise of a fortune eclipsed the danger. “If you’re worried about your commission,” Scott said more brusquely than he’d intended, “here.” He slapped a jewelry box into Adam’s hand. “That should more than cover it.” 
 
    Taken aback, Adam seemed to shake himself. “You’re probably right.” 
 
    “You know I am.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything,” Adam said darkly, “except that the Covenant of bloody Shedim would happily kill to possess this. And I,” he added, “refuse to die for it. If they want to play silly buggers at midnight with a skulled-out virgin chained to an altar in a graveyard, it’s their gig, not mine.” 
 
    “It doesn’t bother you?” Scott reached over and closed the book. “That the information in here could be used to carry on the kind of possession that destroyed the Debrays, every generation through a thousand years ― and they dragged in so many innocent victims, nobody even knows how many?” 
 
    Adam sat back on his heels and scrubbed his eyes. “It bothers me. Of course it does. But dying for this won’t achieve anything, Scott. And if we die here, in this house, we might never get out. Let them have it. Tell the police.” 
 
    “Tell the police what?” Scott demanded. “We’ll be the next ones locked up in some bloody lunatic asylum! Normal people don’t believe this shit, Adam. We’re so close to it now, buried inside it, we can’t see it the way ordinary people do.” 
 
    A stubborn expression settled over Adam’s features. “But the police take a professional interest in abductions, murders, possession of hard drugs … they’d have the Covenant under surveillance. If Redman or his employers take one step out of line, they’ll be answer to the law.” 
 
    He made a good argument, and Scott subsided. “All right. I’d prefer not to hand over the Crowley if we don’t have to. Maybe they’d take the other one and leave.  According to that catalog of yours, there’s four known copies of the In Regione Igitur Spirituum, including this one, so there’s nothing much to be lost by handing over exactly what Redman demanded. He told us, find the book. We found it. He didn’t say one syllable about any Crowley.” 
 
    “Bet your bottom dollar, the hunt for the In Regione Igitur Spirituum was supposed to be their ticket into the house, to find the Crowley.” Adam lowered himself onto the rug and held both hands to the fire. “Smart move, Scottie, feeding him that line of bull about how we found it and sold it already.” 
 
    “You think they believed it?” Scott was surprised. 
 
    But Adam’s head shook emphatically. “Not one word. But it neatly defused any chance they had to use a hunt for the book to con their way in here, didn’t it?” He held out his left hand till Scott took it and sank down to sit beside him. They leaned together, sharing body heat, and Adam murmured, “Listen.” 
 
    Eyes closed, tired to the bone, Scott cocked an ear to the house. Was it settling? The pounding was sporadic now, softer, the footsteps overhead less frequent, slower, the wordless cries diminished to whimpers. He looked up at Edith, and she nodded. On the couch, Kolya heaved an enormous breath and spoke in English. 
 
    “She’ll sleep now. For a while. But you know she’s waking more easily with every disturbance, and we can’t afford many more. Or any. Next time, she may not return to sleep at all. Vanya spoke to me … he’s seen, heard, learned much, since he let the wolf off the leash.” 
 
    “Learned what?” Scott was painfully aware of the creeping paralysis of fatigue. He wanted to sink down, put his head in Adam’s lap and rest. 
 
    “Its name,” Kolya said quietly, “is Latarak, and it’s so old, I know nothing of it. The name has the sound of Mesopotamia. It would bear research … if we get out of here.” 
 
    “Mesopotamian?” Adam’s brow creased. “How would a ― an entity from Mesopotamia find its way to England?” 
 
    Kolya gave him an odd look. “The universe is innumerable dimensions deep, and you imagine a distance of a few thousand miles, from here to the Persian Gulf, means anything at all, in all that space? Distance is a piffling human concept. Perhaps the Thirteen Sisters had some regional chauvinism regarding this place and their own time, when they were alive. But the instant they began to die … suffice to say, time and space take on vastly different values.” 
 
    “They’d reach out,” Scott mused, “beyond their own small world. If they hadn’t already done it, in the course of making magic. Who knows what they’d already done and seen, in life, even if they were chauvinistic about their own space, time, culture.” 
 
    “One culture’s gods are another’s demons,” Kolya said thoughtfully. “Theogony is an infuriating subject. In fact, it hardly matters where Latarak originated. It’s here, right now. Drowsing, along with its last host, though it stirs in its dreams.” He frowned at Scott. 
 
    For some moments Scott wrestled with the information. His grip tightened on Adam’s hands as he asked, “This is the possessing personality?” 
 
    “Which the Thirteen Sisters called forth, when Aethelheard burned them,” Kolya affirmed. “I would guess it is far older than the human species. It has probably wandered the entire globe, from host to host. It might have lain sleeping for a millennium, but the sisters knew how to wake it, how to fling it into the world of men ― without a doubt, believing they could control it. Foolishness, that. A hubris for which forty generations of Debrays, not to mention their victims, paid a terrible price.” 
 
    “But the thing is here,” Adam rasped. “It can’t get out of this place any more than the others can.” 
 
    Kolya took a breath, held it, exhaled it as a sigh. “The word is containment. The Thirteen Sisters couldn’t lay the monstrosity they’d brought forth, but perhaps they could anchor it here, waiting for someone, eventually, who had the ability.” 
 
    “Us?” Scott physically recoiled. “Don’t look at me for answers! I’m clueless, and scared bloody rigid.” 
 
    “Ditto,” Adam said acidly. “But you’re right, Scott. The Crowley shouldn’t get into Covenant hands. Falconstone’s been a charnel house, but the Debrays are gone now. This ends. Even if the house stands here till the elements take it apart, it ends. If Latarak is still dreaming here when the power of this site dissolves back into wind and rain and earth, the thing might be easier to control.” 
 
    “Meaning, the sisters might get a grip on it, if it’s become so drained, it’s weak?” Scott grasped at the concept. “Possible, Kolya?” 
 
    “Latarak is quite feeble right now,” Kolya said gravely. “Vanya believes it’s been discarnate in the borderlands since Hector passed over, and such a creature can’t persist there for very long. Being close to our world, it either feeds on the fear and pain of mortals, or it must return to its own space, where it finds other nourishment. You’ll have noticed, when you become agitated, when you sweat with fear or other strong emotion, even lust, the house stirs.” He nodded. “It’s not your imagination ― 
 
    “One like Latarak is always drawn by intense feelings, the more violent, the better. Even in its sleep, it’s sensitive to pain, dread, anxiety … incubus, succubus, call it what you will. Almost every culture in the world has this tradition, and calls it a myth. You think this came about accidentally?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “If Latarak were subdued, the sisters could release their hold on Falconstone. Imagine a clenched fist relaxing. Those held captive here might begin to slip away through its fingers.” 
 
    The information was almost too much for Scott to process. Fatigue overwhelmed him, and he rested his head on Adam’s. “Oh, great. But I wouldn’t know where to even start.” 
 
    “First thing you don’t do,” Edith said quietly, “is let the Covenant of Shedim get hold of that Crowley book. They’ll be after Latarak, sure as eggs are eggs.” 
 
    “Shedim hauled Phoebe Debray back here,” Adam murmured, “when Hector volunteered to be the host. He had his reasons, and doubtlessly they’d have looked like good ones. Then he dropped dead so unexpectedly, it caught everybody wrong footed, left one hell of a mess.” 
 
    “And here we are.” With an enormous effort Scott lifted his head and blinked at Kolya. “Does it matter if the Covenant gets the In Regione Igitur Spirituum? There’s three other known copies. If they strike out here, they’ll only murder somebody else to get one of the others.” 
 
    The observation made Kolya wince. “I’d rather they didn’t get it at all, but as you say, the cost of keeping it from them here, now, will only be paid by someone else. There’s no reason to pass this particular buck.” 
 
    “So, if they’ll take the Spirituum and get the fuck out of here,” Adam groaned, “we’re clear to leave?” 
 
    “We … should be,” Kolya said guardedly. “Falconstone is still restless, but it’s lapsed back into slumber. The Covenant will need to find another host ― a willing and eager one, since the Debray blood is spent ― before they can even try to reach Latarak. This does give us the chance to get away. The entity is quite feeble, as I said. Vanya preyed on Hector’s appalling fear of dogs, and when Hector fled, he dragged Latarak with him ― which tells us, a connection endures between them. Eventually, if Latarak is denied long enough, it may be frail enough for the sisters to control it, though I doubt it could be destroyed.” 
 
    “Sent back where it came from,” Adam guessed. 
 
    “Yes.” Kolya’s eyes widened, darkened. “Remember, however: after a thousand years here, the sisters’ own strength is diminished also.” 
 
    If Scott stayed where he was for much longer, propped on Adam’s shoulder in the grudging warmth of the hearth, he would sink into torpor. He slung an arm around Adam, dealt him a swift hug, and forced himself to his feet. By the clock it was 3:15, and already almost dark outside. At the window he watched the dense, unrelenting snow, and tried to gauge how thickly on the ground it was lying ― how soon it would bury the moor road, isolating them. 
 
    For the moment the house was almost quiet once more, and as he turned his back on the snow he gave Adam a rueful look. “We bought ourselves a little time. We’d better not waste it.” 
 
    Adam clambered up, tugging at his jacket. “We’d best be ready to leave, first chance we get, which might be when the thaw opens the place up in a few days. Think positive: we can still get out of here. In which case, we ought to put the library back on the shelf. Even at minimal prices on most of what’s in there, you’ve got a tidy sum … unless the Covenant wrecks the place for jollies, since they’ll come up empty and we’ve shot through ahead of them.” 
 
    “They’re likely to,” Scott said tiredly. 
 
    “Which is why I’m about to pack the really valuable stuff,” Adam said grimly, “ready to move fast. Just in case.” He joined Scott at the window, peering out into the curtain of white. “You, uh, know anything about four wheel driving?” 
 
    “A bit.” Scott’s teeth worried at his lower lip. “You’re wondering if a couple of full-on 4x4 rigs could make it over the moor road when this stops?” Adam nodded mutely. “They might,” Scott admitted. “And in any case the local service will plow the road out soon enough. We don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    They regarded each other soberly, hunting for a solution they both knew was out of reach. At last it was Edith who forcibly got moving. “I’ll get us fed,” she said gruffly. “Won’t do nobody no good if we’re sick with starvation when the buggers hammer on the door.” She shrugged the collar up around her neck. “Who’s going to volunteer to carry wood in, for the kitchen hearth?” 
 
    “Yo,” Scott said softly, still intent on Adam. She had stepped out, and Kolya had slipped back into a semi-doze, when he took Adam in a punishing embrace. “Forgive me for all this?” 
 
    Adam was not much less strong than Scott. His arms dealt Scott bruises as he said against his ear, “Nothing to forgive, dear heart. I invited myself into this fine mess. Couldn’t see further than the nice, fat paycheck. You can get a little obsessed with money in this game. Speaking of which, if we’re not going to hand over the Crowley, we need to do something clever with it. If push comes to shove and we’ve just left it lying around, we’ll kick ourselves black and blue.” He leaned back to look at Scott out of dark, troubled eyes. “Ideas?” 
 
    “One,” Scott said musingly. “You want the last hiding place in the house anybody’d search?” He took a kiss from Adam that left him gasping, then pointed him at the kitchen. “Remember the sack of flour we put in the pantry? Drag it out, while I fetch in the wood.” 
 
    “Sneaky,” Adam approved, catching on at once. “That would work.” 
 
    “It might,” Scott allowed, pulling his gloves from his pockets. 
 
    Oddly, the temperature seemed to have risen slightly with the heavy snowfall. It was far less than warm, but Scott tolerated the chill much better as he ferried in twice as much wood as he thought they might need. He stacked it in the scullery, and had the backdoor closed, latched and bolted before opening the door into the kitchen. Adam had lifted the twelve-kilo sack of plain baker’s flour onto a chair and cut it open. 
 
    Using a plastic jug, he was scooping it out into a series of deep mixing bowls, until the bag was half empty. At the other end of the table, Edith had taped a bin liner tightly around the red leather journal, and Adam gave Scott an almost apologetic look. “Safety first. We don’t want to damage it. Worst comes to worst, Scottie, we end up handing over the book as the price of our bloody silly lives. We can figure out what to do about it later, if there is a later … and there won’t be, if the Covenant bastards bury us for damaging the goods.” 
 
    He was right. Scott swore softly as he carried a load of wood to the hearth, stacked it there, and watched Edith settle the tight-wrapped package in the bottom of the sack. Adam scooped enough flour back in to cover it completely. 
 
    A bowl of loose flour was left over, and Edith set a towel over it. “That’s soda bread for tomorrow, that is,” she decided. 
 
    Deliberately, Adam turned over the top of the bag, fastened it with the three big bulldog clips, and returned the sack to its place on the pantry floor. “Good enough?” 
 
    “It’d be the last place you’d look for a book,” Scott said shrewdly, “but it’s safe.” He gave Adam his hand. “I’m going to see if Kolya could eat something.” 
 
    “I’ll use Hector’s storage tub,” Adam said thoughtfully. “It’ll hold both the really valuable items, and most of the others. Let me get them packed, then I’ll just shove books anywhere, get them back on the shelf. The library needed organizing anyway. Most of it was in any order. The librarian in me shudders.” 
 
    “There’s a librarian in you?” Scott picked up another armful of wood and followed him out. 
 
    The blue-green eyes glittered with unholy mischief. “There was, last New Year. A cute little thing with big brown eyes. Nothing serious. He was extremely married, and I was absolutely plastered. Don’t give it a thought, Scottie … I was so shit-faced, I didn’t know what I was doing till I’d done it, and I don’t think he even remembered, when he woke up with the champagne hangover from hell.” 
 
    “Confessions of an antiquarian,” Scott grumbled, following Adam into the parlor, where Kolya had begun to stir. 
 
    Adam emptied out the tub, propped the jewelry boxes behind the clock, and simply set the In Regione Igitur Spirituum on the bar between an ice bucket and a tray of upturned glasses. He dumped the ledgers onto the nearest chair without opening them, and paused to watch critically as Kolya got to his feet, staggering just a little. 
 
    “You should eat,” Scott told the Russian. 
 
    “I think I must,” Kolya agreed, “whether I want to or not.” He regarded the Spirituum with a bitter frown. “Part of me is itching to read this. Think of it, Scott: the alchemy of transmigration. The seeds of it, the building bricks, filched from antiquity and preserved in that book. Crowley put them together into a coherent form. Something worth dying for? Or killing for.” 
 
    He said no more, but stumbled out toward the kitchen, leaving Scott and Adam with a deep sense of disquiet. The house murmured in response, and Scott took a deep breath to calm himself, and calm it. Did it listen to him? Or did Vanya Berkov hear him, and take his cues from the living? 
 
    Adam gestured with the tub. “I’ll go get the valuables packed. Give me a hoi when the food’s ready.” 
 
    “Take these, for a start.” Scott tossed the blue velvet boxes into the bottom of the tub. “You know any good jewelry dealers in Scarborough?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Adam said with grim determination. “As it happens, I do. One more reason to get ourselves out of here, right?” 
 
    A big reason, Scott thought, watching him retreat across the hall, to the library beyond which the wolf had appeared. But not the only reason. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    The lower library shelves were soon refilled, but Adam deferred the upper shelves and piled the smaller books in orderly stacks around the perimeter. The collection had obviously been ransacked, but no one would see it unless a Covenant of Shedim agent walked in here ― and he would find only what he expected. Gordon Redman’s demands could be expected to generate chaos. 
 
    Simple food filled the kitchen table; a pile of scrambled eggs, ham, cheese, thick wedges of yesterday’s bread, apple pie, brandy custard, coffee. Scott had not expected to be hungry, but he ate a lot. 
 
    They were almost done when the power fluttered, blinked, and went out. With a blistering oath, Edith groped for the tin of emergency candles she kept in the corner of the kitchen window. In minutes she had dug twenty fat pillar candles out of a box in the back of the pantry, and the passage between kitchen and parlor was half-lit, full of macabre, shifting shadows. 
 
    The hearths in kitchen and parlor burned brightly, and a dozen candles made the rooms habitable. Scott hunted under the bar for something potent, and found a half bottle of Glenlivet. Adam had dumped quilt, blankets and cushions before the hearth; Kolya settled for the sofa, where he stretched out with a groan. Edith sank into the armchair opposite, with a tumbler brimmed with port wine. 
 
    A double scotch warmed the belly. Adam helped himself to another and asked of Edith, “Does the power usually stay off long?” 
 
    She peered owlishly at him. “Depends. On a night like this, I wouldn’t expect it back on.” 
 
    “The emergency services have plenty to do.” Kolya’s voice slurred with exhaustion. “We’re warm, we’re safe enough. Get some sleep while you can.” 
 
    But Scott’s brain had reenergized itself. He had fetched Bernard Quincannon’s books from the library, and as Adam cocooned himself in the quilt, pressed to his side for warmth, he positioned two candles for enough light to read while Adam dozed. 
 
    Two markers remained in Bernard’s book, and Scott had merely glanced at them before. The macabre history of Falconstone was complete with the 1978 police investigation into the disappearance of Katherine Gwendolyn Ellis ― Edith’s cousin Kate. The earl at the time was Humphrey Debray’s father, Edgar, who died of a massive overdose of prescription sedatives when Humphrey was twelve years old. The pattern was as terrible as predictable. 
 
    Research led Bernard in bizarre directions. Parish and medical records told their own tale of anguish. Twelve earls had died in various institutions; four more passed away at home with ‘fits,’ or from a surfeit of booze and drugs. One shot himself; another cut his wrists; two were reported dead in ‘hunting accidents.’ This, Scott found hard to believe since each of those earls, Robert and Alfred, was killed on an ordinary ride on the moor … leaving a pubescent son and heir. More than likely, the current Lady Debray had found herself a protector who would dispatch the monster during the hunt, drag home the body and spin a plausible story of calamity. 
 
    Before 1600 records were sketchy, but even so Bernard had been able to find accounts of the Earls of Greythorpe well back through the fourteen century. If Scott had needed convincing evidence, it lay in his hands. He turned to the last of Bernard’s markers and swore quietly. 
 
    Color laser prints of a double-spread from a personal journal preceded the transcript of passages from the diary of Edward, Earl of Greythorpe, dated 1877-78. It was the journal of a young man spiraling swiftly into madness, sane enough to be terrified one day, mad enough to revel in his monstrosity the next. Scott skimmed the text, finding it more terrifying than fiction. 
 
    There is a devil in me, Edward wrote, perhaps the very Devil himself, and I cannot cast him out. He speaks to me in dream and when my mind is idle. Terrible urges assault me. I can scarcely bring myself to write, yet if I fail to record some measure of today, I fear tomorrow I shall lose any grasp on the past, and who I was. 
 
    He was losing his mind, but still rational enough to know it. A week later he wrote, I took Sarah tonight. Made her rather drunk and she accompanied me to the potting shed while the others smoked after dinner. She has such a piercing scream, I stuffed her mouth with my tie! The bitch was quiet while I played my part. She told me she was a virgin, and it was a lie, but I saw her blood in the end. Ha! In the end! She’ll not soon return to Falconstone, for she knows I’ll be waiting. 
 
    What insanity, Scott thought, or what arrogance, would commit violence then write it down as if it were something to be proud of. A week passed and Edward slipped back into his right mind. His handwriting shook, barely legible in the sample Bernard had imaged, as he wrote, God in Heaven, what ails me? I must see if Doctor Moffat can help. My dreams are killing me, there is such wanting ― to hurt and be hurt. I am welts all over today, and Jonathan, the groom, laughs when he sees me. What did I do last night? I’ve no memory! When I walked to the stable the cursed boy flicked my bruised behind with the driving whip, then laughed in my face and kissed my mouth. God, am I insane already? Christ Jesus, help me, for no one else can. 
 
    If Edward had been diagnosed in the twentieth century, Scott thought, he might have been institutionalized as a schizophrenic. But the Greythorpe heir suffered and died decades too early for his condition to be recognized; and in any case, the diagnosis would have been wrong. 
 
    Demonic possession was very different. How sweet, Edward wrote, are the shrieks of one who has earned discipline. Jonathan screams very well, not so piercing as Maud, but deeper and more satisfying. He is not smiling now, but knows it is his turn in the game. The game! He’d like to run away, but he cannot. I’ll not have it. A yard of chain keeps him where he belongs, and reminds him of whom he belongs to. Ha! Not so eager, Jonathan, are you? Learn to welcome your master and be glad. 
 
    Nothing went on between Edward and Jonathan that didn’t happen between so many consenting partners, but the young groom was a prisoner now, forced to it, which Edward found hilarious. He wrote often of tormenting the stable boy, and then one Monday: Doctor Moffat examined me this morning. He swore not to tell Mother a word. He wants to send me to London, but how can I get away without her knowing? Since Father died, she clings to me constantly. I am frightened, for they tell me Father died this way, bound to the wall in Lincoln’s asylum, as dangerous to himself as to others. They’re bringing Barbara from York next week. She’ll be my wife, it was arranged when we were children. I’ll savage her, I know. How can a man live with such madness? 
 
    How indeed, Scott thought bleakly. He skimmed on, not wanting to, but unable to stop. Edward’s handwriting changed from one entry to the next as he shuttled back and forth between the frightened young man who appalled himself, and the other: They think they can keep Barbara from me, never alone in my company nor unguarded at night. Foolish! Will they share the marriage bed with us? If the bitch is to be mine ― ah, Devil take her, and do with her what he will. I had Flora instead, back and front, in the potting shed. She is a peasant and a trollop, who knows her rightful place. 
 
    The dates caught Scott’s eye as he skimmed. The violent episodes were coming more often as 1887 wore away. The episodes of sanity and fear were spaced much farther apart, and briefer. 
 
    It was almost October when Edward wrote, I told Doctor Moffat that I saw the Devil in my dream. He rode in on a great black horse, then rode me, tore me asunder. What agony, what joy … Christ! I shall be wed soon, and Barbara is such a gentle girl. Will I end myself? I have told Mother my studies take me to London and she believes me. In fact, Doctor Moffat says he can help, he has a clinic, there is some magic of medicine. If only I believed it could work. 
 
    Whatever the treatment was, Scott could not imagine, but it did not seem to be effective. By early December Edward was back home and writing, Richard and Harold, the stable louts, brought Perdita, as I commanded. I set her into the black gown myself and wed her at midnight. I do love the gleam of black candles on the altar. Perdita was fetching in black lace, and red garters the very same color as her blood, and we consummated the marriage among the candles … she fainted ― of rapture, no doubt! I wonder, what will she remember when she rediscovers some skerrick of sobriety? 
 
    According to Bernard’s many footnotes, Edward’s marriage to Barbara Bradley had taken place in September, but the lady was mysteriously fallen ill almost at once and sent to the south of France to convalesce, which left Edward to rampage where and as he chose. 
 
    He was in his right mind again for a few days just short of Christmas and wrote, I am drowsy with the drug. There is a kind of peace in laudanum; I am an addict, and know it, and Doctor Moffat says I cannot remain so for many years, or must eventually perish. So be it: at least there is peace. Barbara is safe while I am like this. Mother knows nothing, or so I hope, while Barbara is a lovely girl, growing round with our firstborn. She says it will be a boy. For her sake I hope it is, a lad to cherish and protect her when I am gone, for I doubt I shall live to see him grown. The laudanum will ease me away, and I ask no more. Barbara has seen my scars, and railed at my long-dead father for flogging me, little knowing the truth, that sometimes there is a call within me, and I must beg for the very agonies I have inflicted upon others with such joy. 
 
    Now the journal entries became sporadic, often incomprehensible, jumbled words hinting at rape, torment, at least one murder which Edward seemed to find highly comical, when a young man called Barnaby ‘fell dead’ and had to be disposed of before morning. Sometimes Edward merely babbled fragments of sentences, ideas, a confusion of words and ideas conveying a manic state of mind, vast lusts that continued to grow, an insatiable hunger for violence, a thirst for blood and pain. Then ― 
 
    So the child is a boy. Rightly, since the Demon spawned him, and I was there to see him claw his way from the cavern of the womb. This, the future master of Greythorpe, and in him, the very spirit of darkness, yet unmanifest! They are sending Barbara to Scotland to recuperate. Damn all women! God and Nature made them to bear children, then they claim this ghastly weakness and weep. Still, I have my sluts to bed in her absence, I shall not miss her. The marriage of male and male, upon the altar, sealed in blood, shall be my satisfaction. 
 
    There was much more, but Scott stopped reading. Quoted in the copious footnotes, Bernard had tracked down the marriage records of Edward Debray to Barbara Jane Bradley; the birth certificate of Stephen Edward Debray; the death certificate for Edward Robert, dated June 19, 1900. At that point, Scott knew, the cycle would repeat, as it had repeated through forgotten generations, from Aethelheard to Phoebe. 
 
    He closed the book, set is aside, and when Adam offered an embrace he slid down into his arms, grateful for human warmth, gentleness. “What you been reading?” Adam asked, a fraction slurred with tiredness and perhaps Glenlivet. 
 
    “The diary of a madman,” Scott said baldly. “Edward Robert Debray, just one of the earls of Greythorpe. Died at the tender age of 33, which seems to be pretty average across the years. One after another lived long enough to sire a son, and by the time the kid’s hormones started to pump, Latarak was there waiting, ready for fresh blood because the father was burned right out. Wham, reset the board, play again.” 
 
    “You make it sound like a game,” Adam said disapprovingly. 
 
    Scott tapped the cover of Bernard’s book. “Edward Debray thought it was. Or maybe we’re reading the words of Latarak itself. The game it can’t stop playing, lifetime after lifetime, leaving carnage behind it.” 
 
    “Pleasant reading,” Adam muttered. He set his head on Scott’s chest. 
 
    “Like Kolya said, try and get some sleep,” Scott told him. “It’s still snowing, but the house …” 
 
    Falconstone was quiet. Like Edward, adrift in a blissful haze of laudanum, the house seemed to drowse. If it were left alone, Scott thought ― abandoned to the wind and snow, he was sure it would sleep deeply. Somewhere in some book he had read in the last week, a specialist swore that hauntings were far from chance occurrences. A person, an observer or participant was always needed, perhaps even to make the manifestation occur. 
 
    If that was right, then abandoning Falconstone to the elements might be the kindest fate for the multitude who had perished here. Without human intrusion, interference, they would sleep on. Scott turned his face to the soft mass of Adam’s hair and closed his eyes. 
 
    The clock in the hall chimed ten, half-waking him, but he hadn’t realized how exhausted he was. Adam’s arms around him brought a sense of peace and security ― an illusion, he knew, but it was enough to lull him to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The landline’s gone.” Adam slapped the handset back into its cradle with a disgusted look. “Not surprising, but annoying.” He brandished the satellite phone like a weapon. “We’re down to this baby, and three fully-charged power banks. We’ll need to be careful with the juice ― no way to recharge, without going out to one of the cars and running the engine.” 
 
    Which would be doable, Scott thought, peering out into the pre-dawn starlight. The snow had stopped. A wind in the small hours of the morning swept clear a great chasm in the sky, and for the moment the world was a monochrome panorama, white Earth, black sky, blazing stars. 
 
    “I’ll get a forecast,” Edith muttered, fiddling with the boombox’s radio. “Me batteries’ll give up afore long, but we can find out what the weather’s doing.” She looked up over the player at Scott, who stood at the kitchen window, and Adam, who was filling the kettle. “A couple of days, it’s sure to thaw ― aye, then freeze up, hard as the hobs of hell.” 
 
    Scott shivered. He could scarcely imagine driving in such conditions, and realized how spoiled Australians were. Winter at home was a time of cloudy skies, rain ― if you were lucky, occasional frosty nights, storm-tossed seas, daytime temperatures that would seem clement to folk in the north. 
 
    “Council lorries’ll soon be along to salt the road,” Adam told him, perhaps seeing the dread in his face. “It’s ugly news for cars. Like I told you, they rot. But driving isn’t quite the nightmare you’re imagining. Well, not usually,” he amended. “A few days, and we can be out of here. The trick is to be gone before they show up.” 
 
    Because the Covenant thugs would definitely show up. By now their own specialists should have checked an extremely short list of clients around the world, and they must know the Spirituum had not gone to market. Very few individuals or societies would even know the book existed, or have any interest in it, much less be able to afford the outrageous price. 
 
    The ruse was probably already up, but it had bought them time, and the meter or more of snow burying the moor road was the best fortress Scott could imagine. Nothing was moving in the night. He had watched the road for half an hour, but no headlights appeared. 
 
    A mug of coffee landed in his hand while his thoughts wandered, and he gave Adam a smile. “Thanks. I swear, I’ll make this up to you when we’re out and gone. Scarborough, Christmas, you and me. Take a break, get on a plane, let me show you what yellow beaches and green gulf waters are like in January. I’ll slather you in thirty block myself, before I let you show your pale English bum to the sun.” 
 
    “February, possibly,” Adam said thoughtfully. “I’ve got a big job in January, couldn’t get away. But I can spirit you to London for three weeks. A mate of mine spends most of the winter in Spain, he’s offered me his flat. Saves a fortune on hotel bills. He’s an actor, semi-retired, so it’s quite the residence. What d’you say, Scottie? Sample the London scene, see some shows, let me show you the bars and clubs.” He slid an arm around Scott’s waist. “Not that I’ll be letting you out of my sight.” He chuckled. “They’d eat you alive.” 
 
    “I’m not on the menu.” Scott turned into his embrace and looked for a kiss. “Yeah, why not? Anyplace away from here, and the further the better. I’m sorry about all this shit. None of it was supposed to happen. Only Kolya Berkov had half an idea of what he was getting himself into.” 
 
    “And even he’s regretting it.” Adam drew away far enough to drink a little tea. “Still, we’re holding all the cards now. If we move with a plan, we can still come out of this well. Nil desperandum, dear heart.” He toyed with the phone. “Victoria’s expecting me to call. If I don’t, she’ll worry. If I do, she’ll know something’s wrong. The bloody woman’s psychic.” 
 
    “She’s your mother,” Scott corrected. “When something fucks itself up, she can hear it in your voice.” 
 
    “So, do I call?” Adam’s brows rose. 
 
    “After this snowstorm? Of course you call! She’ll be worried sick, if she’s anything like a normal mother.” 
 
    “Trust me, she’s not,” Adam said aridly. “There’s only one like Victoria Harding in this world. Thank gods ― there’s not room for two! Okay.” He leaned over to peck Scott’s stubbled cheek with a kiss and slipped out of the circle of his arm. “She’s up and around by now. Usually.” 
 
    The time was 7:05 and sheets of dawn brightened the east as Adam called up his contacts and thumbed one. He might have stepped out of the room while he waited for Victoria to pick up, but instead leaned against the kitchen table and watched Scott ladling hot cereal into four bowls. 
 
    He got the answering service. “It’s just me, darling. Wanted to let you know I’m fine, safe, but we’re stranded. The house is snowed in up to the windowsills. Can’t get out before they clear the road, and we might need somebody to plow the drive, unless it thaws with a vengeance. The carriageway’s so long, it’d be Christmas before we got halfway there with shovels. Anyway, there’s nothing to worry about,” he lied. “I won’t be able to make the Bowmans’ party ― be a sweetheart and let them know. Give ’em my best, tell ’em I didn’t forget: Mother Nature threw a hissy fit. Oh, I remembered to have their food processor gift wrapped; it’s in the linen cupboard behind ―” 
 
    The domestic trivia continued, but Scott stopped listening as he heard the routine news and weather begin on the radio, which Edith had tuned to a whisper. Snow had immobilized much of the north, from the border to the Pennines and south as far as Sheffield, but the good news was, the heavy falls were over. Flurries were expected, ahead of a slow southerly change. A shift in the wind direction, and the thaw would begin. 
 
    The sun peeked over the horizon as the forecaster on BBC Radio York promised two days before the wind shifted. Golden ‘god rays’ reached horizontally across the snow like stretching fingers, gilding the laden trees and casting purple shadows. Crows were already abroad, hunting for anything edible to stave off the cold. 
 
    The weather bulletin droned on, but Scott listened instead to the house. Falconstone seemed to breathe, a light, regular susurrus, just below, or beyond, the level of normal human hearing. He felt it, rather than hearing it, but he had stopped insisting to himself that such perceptions were all in the imagination. He had learned better. For the moment, the house seemed to have made a reluctant peace with itself, but it was only lightly asleep. 
 
    As Adam hung up, Kolya appeared. He was hollow-cheeked this morning, his jaw white-stubbled, though he had dragged a comb through his hair and changed his clothes. He tried to wave away food, but Scott insisted. His strength was depleting so rapidly, Scott wondered how much Vanya took from him. Did Kolya derive anything at all from the shadowlands, or was that realm a pit into which he threw his own vitality in exchange for fleeting contact? 
 
    He picked around the cereal, refused fruit juice, took a sweet, milky coffee. “I took a stroll down to the chapel.” 
 
    “You’ve got more guts than I have,” Scott confessed. 
 
    Kolya’s wide, bony shoulder lifted in a shrug. “The dead know they don’t frighten me, so those few that stir awake don’t bother to try.” 
 
    “And Latarak?” Scott demanded. “Now, there’s one you should be bloody terrified of.” 
 
    “It rests. It’s feeble, desperately needing a new host.” Kolya ate a little. “Hector Lennox’s death took them all by surprise ― for which, blame Latarak, I should think. One imagines it drained the older man rapidly. Remember, it’s always been used to very young men, between puberty and prime. Even Phoebe was no more than a child when it possessed her. Hector?” He shook his head slowly. “I could wish I knew what it did with the old man’s body, to precipitate his death.” 
 
    “I don’t think I care to know,” Adam said tartly. “The landline’s gone down, Kolya, but I have several power banks, if you need to call out.” 
 
    The Russian regarded him with a faint smile. “Who would I call? There’s no one to worry for me.” 
 
    “Damn,” Scott said softly. “That’s rough.” 
 
    “Bloody rough,” Adam agreed. “So, how are you, Kolya? After last night.” 
 
    He hesitated. “Tired. A week in the sun would be nice, but I probably wouldn’t take it even if it was offered. Too much work to do, too little time.” 
 
    “Find yourself a haunted chateau in Provence,” Scott advised. 
 
    Kolya chuckled. “They exist, but I don’t …” He stopped, head cocked, listening. 
 
    For a moment Scott assumed he was listening to the house, and groaned. Surely Falconstone wasn’t stirring already. Nothing he, Adam or Kolya had done or said this morning would rouse it, no matter how sensitive it was. 
 
    And then he heard what Kolya’s sharp ears had picked up. A moment later Adam had it too. A machine? Scott had no idea what a snowplow might sound like, but he would have imagined, more like a heavy tractor, a road construction machine ― possibly the grader so common on country back-roads. Not this too-recognizable beating sound. 
 
    He gave Adam a curious look. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    In fact, Adam’s face had set into a mask that might have been carved from granite. He set down his mug, pocketed the phone and grabbed his jacket on his way to the front door. Snow had drifted against it, and tumbled inside as he opened up. The machine din was close, getting closer, and now Scott did groan. He was right. 
 
    “That,” Adam said bleakly, “is a Robinson R44. I’d know the sound of the engine anywhere. Victoria’s friends hired one ― it’s not even expensive to rent them these days. The Carmichaels staged a grand exit from their wedding reception, straight to Newcastle Airport. Next stop, Alicante, a five-star honeymoon. Well, fuck. I should’ve known. Getting slow, Scottie. Kick me for this one.” 
 
    “Kick us both,” Scott said tersely. “I’m usually not so thick-headed.” 
 
    The light helicopter was approaching from the southeast, just a short hop over from some landing field near York. Its engine noise destroyed the morning’s flat calm. Another routine charter flight, Scott thought, all too common in the lull after a major storm, when stranded people needed medical care, supplies, perhaps a way out. 
 
    He watched the bright red craft angle in over the white expanse of the moor, and swore bitterly. “I think push just came to shove. And I don’t know about you,” he said quietly to Adam, “but I don’t have any ghost of a plan.” 
 
    Adam’s voice was a whip-crack. “We’d better bloody find one. We’re out of time, Scottie.” His eyes were wide, too bright. “We have to move fast.” 
 
    He was right, and Scott shook himself hard. “There’s no reason all of us need to get caught in this. They might not even know Kolya’s here.” He looked back to find the Russian in the hall behind them with a look of resignation on his gaunt face, and Edith hovering beyond, looking more anxious than afraid. “You got somewhere safe you can put him, love?” he asked sharply. 
 
    The same thought must have scurried through her mind. Edith Bretton was old, but she was far from slow. “Aye, me own room, where it’s warm.” She caught Kolya by the elbow. “Come on, you bag of bones, shift your scrawny arse!” 
 
    “Let me grab my gear,” Kolya protested. 
 
    “Make it quick.” Scott glanced back at the incoming helicopter. “And Kolya, stay out of sight till it’s over, one way or another. If they don’t know you’re here, you’re home free. Anything happens to us, you can tell PC Deane the whole story, sic the police on the bastards. If they do know you’re here ― I’ll tell them you died in the cold, we stashed the body in the shed, better than a bloody morgue!” 
 
    Kolya had hurried into the parlor for his voice recorder, a stack of notebooks, his laptop. “They may even believe you. If they know of me, they’ll know my condition. I’ve made no secret of it.” He hesitated at the foot of the stairs while Edith went up ahead. “I’ll call Vanya. He’ll already know what’s happening.” 
 
    Adam’s hand tightened on Scott’s shoulder. “And Kolya, let Vanya off the leash, won’t you?” 
 
    A trace of amusement lifted one corner of Kolya’s wide mouth. “What makes you think Vanya has ever been back on any leash? I’ve no more ability to influence him, in this place, than the Thirteen Sisters have, or ever had, to command Latarak. The power of this site is incalculable.” 
 
    He was gone then, taking the stairs carefully as the sleek red R44 beat in over the trees on the opposite rise and the pilot began to hunt for the best landing site. The front lawn was large enough to accommodate four such aircraft, and if the chopper’s skids sank into the snow and had to be dug out before it took off, the Covenant of Shedim would count the chore trivial. 
 
    The Robinson R44 carried pilot and three passengers, and she came in loaded. Scott watched it set down heavily, burying the skids halfway to the belly, before the rotors began to spin down and the hatches cracked. Three figures clambered out at once, bulky in black anoraks, hoods up, faces obscured. The fourth remained in the pilot position, busy with shutdown procedures. Scott saw him clearly. 
 
    As the rotors slowed to a leisurely windmill, the pilot also stepped out, and all four made their way together to Falconstone’s open front door. Snow had tumbled into the hall, where it melted into a spreading puddle. 
 
    Scott and Adam stepped back, and back again, and Scott was keenly aware when the house began to thrum with pent-up energy. He heard a bang from the east wing, several resonant thuds from deep in the earth. Upstairs, a dozen doors slammed open only to slam shut again, a furious sound. 
 
    No use blocking the door, and even less use hiding. Scott saw two handguns before the intruders reached the threshold, and one of them nestled in the large fist of a man he knew. Gordon Redman’s face wore a thunderous expression as he shouldered inside. 
 
    The neat black-bodied automatic leveled on Scott as he spat, “You! I bloody know you, smart-arse. You were there at the bookshop.” 
 
    “I was.” Scott didn’t deny it. “Somebody should’ve told you, Redman, you’ll catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. You got the Quincannons really bloody angry. The police were on the lookout for you half an hour after you walked out of the shop.” 
 
    Redman’s face clenched. “And you gave me the fucking runaround on the phone. Had a good laugh, did you? I’ll square with you later, son. You can count on it.” But for the moment he stepped aside to let a second man take his place. 
 
    “This would be the client who wished to remain anonymous?” Scott mocked. 
 
    An older man, he observed, in his middle-sixties, possibly a well-preserved seventy, with silver hair, his face lined but not creased, dark brown eyes nested in deep sockets. He had pushed back his hood, drawn off both gloves, and studied Scott with interest, head to foot. 
 
    Even in age, the man retained his looks: handsome, distinguished, rather than raddled by the years.  “So you’re the new Lennox,” he said slowly in a cultured voice, a public school accent. He spoke appreciatively, appraising Scott as though he were looking over a horse at market. “A healthy specimen. Still young.” 
 
    Unease crawled through Scott’s belly. He felt Adam move up closed behind him, one hand flat on his back. In a quiet, hoarse voice Adam said, “I know you.” 
 
    The man smiled, eyes sparkling with wry amusement, an unexpectedly charming expression. “And I know of you, Mister Harding, of course. You’re rather celebrated in the trade.” 
 
    “You want to introduce us?” Scott deliberately ignored the intruders and turned toward Adam instead. 
 
    “This one’s name is Vitus Gillespie,” Adam said quietly. “I know him as a Latin scholar, Saxon historian, rabid collector and occasional exhibitor of Romano-Celtic antiquities which ought to be in museums, not in his vault.” He paused. “I’d never have connected him with the Covenant of Shedim.” 
 
    “Would you not?” Gillespie graced him with a disdainful look. “Goes to show how wrong you can be, my boy, doesn’t it?” He dropped a mocking bow before them. “In fact, I have the great honor to serve as the Covenant’s Grand Master.” Then his tone and expression hardened. “You both know what we’re here for, so I’ll thank you not to waste my time.” He gestured over his shoulder at the two thugs flanking him, one of whom was armed. “The Covenant has its soldiers as well as its scholars. We know this house much better than you do, Mister Scott Lennox, lately of Adelaide, South Australia. Oh, yes, we did our research. And you should know by now, your kinsman made us very welcome here.” 
 
    “It’s my home now.” Scott tilted his head, listening to the increasing clamor from the east wing. “It doesn’t seem to like you.” 
 
    Gillespie could hardly be deaf to the noise; nor did it surprise him. “Falconstone likes us well enough. It knows us better than to think we have any fear of it.” Silver brows knitted in a frown. “You don’t seem to fear it either, which is … curious. Most non membra would be sweating by now. You’re full of surprises, young man. And now, I’ll take the book from you.” 
 
    Argument was ridiculously pointless. Scott turned aside to Adam. “Grab it for him, would you? Once they’ve got it, they’ll bugger off.” He gave Gillespie a glare. “It’s worth a small fortune? Fine, my treat. Take it, and goodbye.” Good riddance. 
 
    “Indeed.” Gillespie angled a sidelong glance at Redman, and without a word Redman swung shut the heavy front door, kicking it until it pushed out or compacted enough of the tumbled snow to thump back into place. “Mister Harding, my property, if you’d be so kind.” 
 
    “Just give the bloody thing to him, Adam,” Scott muttered. 
 
    Silent, resentful, deeply wary, Adam headed for the parlor, where the In Regione Igitur Spirituum lay on the bar. Two guns leveled on Scott to guarantee his good behavior, but Adam returned moments later and thrust the volume unceremoniously at Gillespie. 
 
    “Obviously, we had it,” he rasped. “When your ape was finished throwing his weight about, we found it soon enough.” 
 
    Adrenaline and testosterone surged as both guns leveled on Scott, and Falconstone responded with a high whining, like the shriek of a gale in the rigging of a ship. Scott had never heard such a sound, and his skin crawled with gooseflesh. 
 
    Murmuring in delight, Gillespie handled the book lovingly, as if greeting an old friend, old lover. He petted it, turned its pages, scanned a passage here, a paragraph there, before unzipping his jacket and sliding it inside. 
 
    “You’ve got the damn’ thing,” Scott said tersely. “Now, do us all a favor and get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    But Gillespie surveyed him with a look of indulgent reproach, like a father rebuking a favorite child. “Come, now, Mister Lennox, you’re far more intelligent than this. Your family has always been exceptionally bright. Hector himself was astonishingly intelligent, and I see at once, the trait has continued in you. But even if you were as stupid as you pretend, Adam Harding is well enough versed in occult matters to know the reason the Covenant’s Grand Master has come here in person, and in such inclement weather.” 
 
    Adam had come to rest at Scott’s shoulder. “The Crowley,” he said levelly. 
 
    “We’ll begin with the Crowley.” Gillespie’s smile thinned, snakelike. 
 
    Perhaps at the mention of the name, the house seemed to heave around Scott like ocean rollers lifting and dropping a boat. Hammer blows struck through the walls; the floor drummed, making the window glass tremble. He swallowed on a dry throat and made the only play he had been able to think of. 
 
    “We tore the whole place apart, looking. We never found the Crowley ― the housekeeper remembers it well. Big, red leather volume, like a ledger, a journal.” He shook his head slowly. “Wherever Hector put it ―” 
 
    “Oh, spare me.” Gillespie gestured for silence. “And where is the steadfast Mrs. Bretton?” 
 
    Upstairs with Kolya Berkov, probably within earshot of every syllable, Scott thought, but he lied fluently, “She made it out, hiked the bridle path over to Art Gurney’s cottage, about an hour before the snow hit. Gurney had a mate with a 4x4 picking him up, him and his dogs. The whole mob of them ought to be in Whitby ― and so would I be, if I had any bloody sense.” 
 
    The man seemed far from convinced, but Falconstone itself distracted him before he could pursue the question. A great booming issued from the east; tearing gusts of frigid air carried the sour wine and mildew reek of the cellar, where the smashed menhirs of an ancient stone circle embraced the crypt, supported the chapel … buried the remains of thirteen women who burned to death there. 
 
    “Well, hello again, my old friend,” Vitus Gillespie crooned to the house. “Did you miss me, my sweet? Will you welcome me home?” 
 
    Home? The word made Scott start, with a prickle of cold sweat about his ribs. Falconstone responded with a shiver through its stone bones. He shared a bleak glance with Adam. “Why don’t you stop pussyfooting, Gillespie, and just say what you want.” 
 
    “Aside from the Crowley?” Gillespie looked Scott up and down again. “Oh, don’t even try to play the innocent with me. Edith Bretton, the Quincannons, Harding here, not to mention the Spirituum itself ― they’ve all told you more than you need to know. You’re not a fool. And you’re entirely aware of what we need, which brings me here in person. Business far too important to delegate to any subordinate.” 
 
    Confusion blanked Scott’s mind for critical moments. He floundered, felt his grip on the situation slithering through his fingers, and turned toward Adam, hoping to cover the dangerous bewilderment. 
 
    The expression on Adam’s face made him recoil. He was gazing at the Covenant’s Grand Master with a look of disgust, loathing and no little dread, which twisted his features. “What in the name of any god you want to mention is this bastard talking about?” Scott demanded quietly. “You know? Tell me!” 
 
    “I know.” Adam gave him an apologetic look. “Of course I know. I prayed it wouldn’t come to this.” His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “It’s you they want, Scott. It has to be. Fuck, think about it!” 
 
    Gillespie chuckled richly, the approving father. “Think, indeed, young Mister Lennox! All the pieces of the puzzle are at your disposal, you just never put them together.” He sighed, shook his head, tutted. “He has taken root in your bloodline now. The very name tells the truth: Lennox. Your genes are Hector’s, you share common ancestry. Not as close as the commonality between father and son, true, but quite close enough.” The thin smile and hard eyes gave him the look of a king cobra. “The transmigration is far simpler than childbirth, when the genes in the blood-bond are similar enough. And he is here.” 
 
    The house echoed his words with a shrill whine, a deep, resonant booming that reminded Scott of an express train on the levels. His breath had stopped in his lungs while his heart began to race. 
 
    Memories of the journal of Edward Robert Debray, one of the young Earls of Greythorpe, were fresh and bleeding in his mind, and Gillespie was hungry to begin the cycle again. Scott’s voice sounded odd to his own ears. “He? You mean it, don’t you? Its name is Latarak. Oh, yeah, we know.” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Gillespie said candidly. “Even better. Then you’re ready for my lord. You’ll be the next host … young, strong, virile. Under his persuasion, you’ll sire your own heirs, the new heirs to Falconstone. A new dynasty is begun, the future of Latarak upon Earth.” 
 
    The invocation of the name, as Gillespie spoke it, raised a wild roaring of air from cellar, crypt, chapel. Scott felt the hair lift on scalp and nape as his pulse hammered in his ears. Falconstone was awake now. Energy surged, as it had not done before. 
 
    Great swirls of power, almost strong enough to be visible, coursed around him, lifted him onto his tiptoes. Adam swore in an odd, high tone, but Gillespie exulted in the tumult he had aroused, arms widespread, eyes closed to glory in it. 
 
    “I’m not an eager, willing host,” Scott said over the din. “I’ll fight it ― and I’m not some helpless little pubescent kid. It won’t just take me, Gillespie.” 
 
    “But you’re a Lennox,” Gillespie said richly, “blood of Hector’s blood. You are my lord’s possession upon his whim, unlike the child of Hector’s making.” He made a face, mock tragic. “A boy sired too late in life, no matter the youthful dam. Three years old now. Defective. Unsuitable.” He tipped back his head, drinking in the surges of Falconstone’s reaction, as if it were spring water in the desert ― 
 
    Until the wolven howl cut piercingly across Falconstone’s din. Gillespie’s eyes snapped open, a gorgon stare, dark and accusing on Scott. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    It was Adam who had the presence of mind to ask, “Not one of yours?” 
 
    One elegant hand extended back to the Covenant ‘soldier’ at his shoulder, and Gillespie took the gun from him. He held it easily, left-handed, leveled on Adam’s head. “We’ve no need of you, Harding. The truth, or you can spend the next thousand years wandering these halls, searching for a way out that doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Adam might have spun some deception, but Scott barked sharply, “Let it be, Adam.” He returned Gillespie’s glare with interest. He had nothing to lose now, and the knowledge lent him a courage he had not anticipated. “You know a man called Berkov?” 
 
    “Nikolai Igor Berkov.” Gillespie’s expression was thunderous. “Doesn’t everyone know the Russian bastard? Damnit, you brought him in here? Well, now. This makes the work a little more difficult, but when Latarak rediscovers his full strength, rest assured, a dead shaman of a bygone era will be trodden like dirt beneath his boots.” With a sharp metallic rasp, the gun cocked; the snub barrel thrust among Adam’s hair, hard against his scalp. “Now, the Crowley, if you please.” 
 
    “I told you! We never found the bloody thing,” Scott snarled. “Why do you want it anyway? You had it for years. You mean you never copied it? How stupid is that?” 
 
    The remark hit its target squarely. He had the small satisfaction of seeing Gillespie flinch minutely, though he recovered fast with a philosophic shrug. “One of those little human errors that we so often rue. With the tenure of Hector Lennox, we thought we had all the time in the world. Who could have known he suffered a fatal heart defect? Hector himself never suspected. Naturally, my lord used the host at his whim and pleasure. Poor Hector.” He sighed. “What’s done is done. Of course, we always intended to have the Crowley scripture copied ―” 
 
    “Scripture?” Scott echoed, appalled. 
 
    Gillespie studied him mockingly. “Look it up in a dictionary, boy. The word means simply ‘sacred writing.’ Of any religion.” 
 
    “And you’re trying to convince me,” Scott demanded, “this thing whistled into being by a bunch of poor women who were butchered here, is a god, and you’re practicing a religion?” 
 
    Now Gillespie regarded him with the indulgent smile that had begun to get under Scott’s skin like glass powder. “Until the latter days of great Sumer, my lord Latarak was worshipped as one of many gods, but his glorious history stretches back beyond the dawn of time, as humans understand it.” He cocked his head at Scott, flicked a hard glance at Adam. “Not all gods are sweet, kind and just.” 
 
    Careful, quiet, very still with the muzzle of the gun against his head, Adam said, “We’d call the dark and cruel ones demons, not gods.” 
 
    “Semantics,” Gillespie said dismissively. “You’d call Lugalugga a demon. Ask a denizen of Babylon! His other name was Marduk, god of war. The same entity which the Romans later knew and worshiped as Mars. Do you divide the Greek and Roman pantheons into ‘good’ and ‘bad,’ and term the powers you fancy gods, and those that scare you demons? What, Aries, demon of war, is it? Stupid, boy. ‘Good’ and ‘bad’ are matters of opinion. Kick this debate into high gear, and no one’s deity would be safe for half an hour. They’d all be toppled and trampled by any college debating team worth its salt ― 
 
    “And as for the Crowley,” he snapped at Scott, “of course we intended to copy it. We thought we had time aplenty, since it was unearthed in a cupboard behind a stack of ancient magazines. But there is infinitely greater magic inherent in a single leaf of the original, touched by the Master’s own hands, than in fifty mere copies. So we put off the day, knowing it was quite safe here.” 
 
    “Then Hector dropped dead on you,” Adam whispered. “You didn’t plan on that.” 
 
    The Covenant’s Grand Master studied him as if he were an annoying insect. “No matter. You have it now. I’ll trouble you to hand it over before blood is spilled.” 
 
    And something in his tone told Scott, he would much prefer to spill blood. The thirst for it showed naked in Gillespie’s face as he held the weapon on Adam, and Falconstone writhed at the threat, groaned expectantly at the promise of pain, death. 
 
    “I told you,” Scott croaked, “we never found it.” 
 
    Even the snake smile was gone now. Gillespie was done with any hint of pleasantry. “You lie.” A flat statement, inarguable. “The Crowley scripture was kept with the Spirituum.” He laid his right hand over the book inside his jacket. “You had this, therefore you found them both.” He nudged Adam’s head with the gun, hard enough to make him catch his breath. 
 
    Scott’s mind raced now. “Hector never told you where he’d hidden them. If he did,” he reasoned, “you’d have gone right to them. You were in and out of here ― how many times? ― before I moved in, and then Adam. Hector, or maybe even Latarak itself, didn’t trust some of you, maybe the thugs you call your soldiers, to keep the secret of something so valuable. So the book was hidden even from you.” 
 
    Annoyance sharpened Gillespie’s tone dangerously. “You’re both becoming exceedingly tiresome. Killing Harding is beginning to take on the luster of pleasure. You’re a whisker away from joining Hector and the rest of them,” he informed Adam. “So?” His eyes smoldered in Scott. 
 
    “All right,” Scott growled. “Of course we found it. We also knew you’d want it.” Inspiration blazed. “What did you think we’d do with that shit, you fuckwit? We put it right back where we found it, because we bloody knew you didn’t know where to look for it.” He gave Gillespie back glare for glare. “I’ll promise you this much. Kill either of us, and you’ll have to do us both, and find the book yourself. Which means no more easy blood-tied host for your pet thing. Nobody else to threaten.” 
 
    “All of Falconstone to search, brick by brick,” Adam whispered hoarsely. “Good luck with that. And if we’re loose in the borderlands, Scott and me ―” 
 
    “We’ll bloody have you,” Scott swore. “I’ve seen what this house can do, and if you had any sense, you’d be out and running right now.” 
 
    The threat was so unexpected, Gillespie actually recoiled. Scott saw a sliver of real fear stitch through him, and knew he was right. But Gillespie recovered much too quickly, leaving Scott unbalanced and Adam grateful just for the fact the gun ceased to nudge his head. 
 
    The weapon slapped back into the gloved palm of Gillespie’s ‘soldier,’ and the Grand Master returned to Redman’s side. “Gordon, you may take Harding and bind him,” Gillespie said in a quiet, level voice. “Bind him tightly. And as for you, young Lennox, you still have a lot to learn. Fortunately, I’m an extremely good teacher. A great deal can happen to a man before he’s even close to death. He can long for release, pray for it, but Irra, god of death and guardian of the gates of the underworld, won’t visit him. Do we understand each other?” His brows rose, deeply creasing his forehead. “Give me my property, and your friend may walk away from here. Defy me, and it will be my pleasure to show you delights, carnal and brutal, you have never even imagined.” 
 
    Falconstone shrieked, and it might have been a scream of savage joy. Scott felt it whirl about his head, dizzying, as if the floor under his feet were a boat’s deck, pitching in a storm. Scott reeled for a second, hunting for his balance, unsure if the floor really did heave or if it was his own middle ear in protest. 
 
    Cutting clean across the house’s fury, the wolf howled once more ― and this time Vanya’s voice was echoed by others. Scott heard at least three, four, the baying of hounds. When he squeezed his eyes shut he saw a millrace of shadows. 
 
    Great black dogs, black on black, chased across his closed eyelids. His pulse sped as icy fingers skittered over his skin. The ground drummed, vibrating in his shin bones. From the vault beneath the chapel came a bass pounding, like something in the earth trying to batter its way free. 
 
    And above it all, even above the wolf’s high-pitched howl, he caught the voices of women, a wailing, screaming, mindless fury, while a gale from nowhere hurtled through the house ― not away from the wrecked stone circle, but toward it. 
 
    Intuition, instinct, inspiration, raveled together as Scott watched Redman dig a reel of fishing line and a blue-handled knife from one cargo pocket. Before Adam could object, he was bound hand and foot, and the line was tight enough to draw bright blood. 
 
    It seemed Falconstone could taste it. With a curse, Adam stumbled to his knees and the house roared to a new level of frenzy. Scott raised his voice desperately over the din. “All right! All right, I’ll tell you where your fucking book is ― but you let him go!” 
 
    Gillespie was listening to the rage which whirled all around them. Did he hear the hounds? He must! But the man said only, “It appears we have a bargain.” 
 
    “Scott,” Adam barked, “no!” 
 
    “Shut up, Adam.” Scott could not afford to make explanations. 
 
    Nor did he have the time. Falconstone was wide awake, its rampage gathering momentum every second. The air crackled, charged, as if lightning flickered close at hand. He wondered if Gillespie and Redman had ever seen it so far out of control, and from the wild-eyed look on Gordon Redman’s face, they had not. 
 
    Always, Scott thought, the Covenant must have had a leash on the power of this place. They had known how to rein it in, muzzle it, keep it sweet.  Not now. Falconstone was beyond their control, or anyone’s. It would tear itself apart before long, and Scott would not even care, so long as he, Adam, Edith and Kolya were out before the worst happened. 
 
    When the devastation began, it would surely start where the megalithic circle had stood ― the pit in the earth into which the icy wind seemed to rush, now, without pause. He swung on Gillespie, and stabbed a hand into the east, toward the chapel. 
 
    “We put the book right back where we found it,” he lied. “You think you know this house well? Not well enough! You know its priest holes?” 
 
    “It’s in the music room,” Gillespie said dangerously. “We searched it, there’s nothing in it, Lennox.” 
 
    “There’s two, shithead,” Scott snarled. “You never knew about the other one?” Gillespie’s eyes narrowed on him. “Dead opposite the chapel doors. There was a nasty-arse picture of a bloke getting his head cut off, remember? Take down the picture, shove the wall panel. It pivots ― hey, whaddaya know? Priest hole. That’s where Hector hid the books. That’s where we found the Spirituum, and we put the Crowley right back there.” 
 
    “How did you know this?” Gillespie demanded. “Obviously, the Bretton woman knew about the second priest hole. That, I understand. But who in my lord’s name told you where Hector had hidden the books?” 
 
    Scott smiled without a skerrick of humor. “Hector Lennox did.” His brows quirked. “Oh, yeah, imagine that. We spoke to Phoebe, too. We know you grabbed her out of Glasgow, brought her back here ― for the transfer.” 
 
    “The word is transmigration,” Gillespie informed him. “We always knew where Phoebe Debray was, every second, every day, after she left Falconstone for the last time. She was never out of our sight. She was my lord’s host, sacred to us. You think Malcolm Andrew Plowright was any common or garden oil worker?” 
 
    How long had this been planned? Scott gaped at Gillespie. “You had the Crowley manuscript decades ago. Why didn’t you manage the transmigration way back?” 
 
    The old man’s face twisted, telling Scott he had struck another raw nerve. “My lord was not done with the woman. The blood-bond was as strong as it had ever been, since the first, Aethelheard himself, and yet ― female. My lord wished to savor the experience, since it might never come again. He had the best years of Phoebe Debray, before Hector Lennox joined us at the right time, slavering with his eagerness to be the next host and sire the next heir.” 
 
    “You mean mad enough to actually do it,” Scott spat. “Hector was too bloody old. You wanted somebody young, but you couldn’t find anybody insane enough, and the host has to be keen. That’s it, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Hector wasn’t young, but he was devout enough to be eager.” Gillespie’s voice was hard enough to cut glass. “Such devotion carries its own merit, and should be rewarded. So you spoke to Hector, did you? Nikolai Berkov is a competent medium, if nothing else. He has his uses.” 
 
    He was a lot more than competent ― or at least, Scott allowed, the strong connection to his grandfather made Kolya so much more. He bit off the words, listening to the bullish roar of the house, the bay of hounds on the edge of his hearing. He wondered if Gillespie was aware of it, of if he might be listening for something else. 
 
    Perhaps the voice of his lord and master, newly woken, impatient to reenter the world, the flesh, of mortals. 
 
    The Covenant ‘soldiers’ seemed less stanch than Gillespie. They had begun to show the whites of their eyes as Falconstone’s caterwauling hit a crescendo that punished the ears. Curtains flailed at the windows, the scullery door burst open and a gust of damp, frozen air rushed in. 
 
    But the soldiers had received their orders, and when Vitus Gillespie spoke, Covenant underlings were unlikely to disobey. Scott could imagine the penalties imposed for disobedience. He stepped aside, closer to Adam, knelt beside him as the thugs shuffled off. The last he saw of them, they turned east, past the library, a pair of flashlights probing weakly into the house’s gloom. 
 
    Only a blind dread of unspeakable punishment in this life would have induced Scott to walk that way. Gillespie and Redman did not follow, but held the guns on Scott while Adam sprawled flat on the flagstones and curled up around his bound hands, trying not to pull on the nylon line that continued to bite. Scott peered at it, but Redman had tied it off too securely. He would have to cut it loose, and he knew better than to ask for the knife. 
 
    “You okay?” he rasped under Falconstone’s uproar. 
 
    “Yeah. No … I’ll manage,” Adam panted, blinking up at him. “Scott, what the hell are you playing it?” 
 
    “This place.” Scott hunched down, closer, covering Adam’s body with his own as pictures crashed from the walls and antiques, valuable in their own right, hurled themselves across the hall and smashed into fragments like daggers. “It’ll destroy itself if it doesn’t calm down soon, and the epicenter ― it’s coming from the cellar, the chapel, the crypt. You don’t hear that?” 
 
    “I hear it.” Adam hunched into a ball as a brass jug smashed into the wall like a missile, too close for comfort. “You hear the hounds?” 
 
    “Black dogs?” Scott hazarded. “You think Kolya ―?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Adam groaned. “I think ―” 
 
    New voices joined the cacophony, and suddenly Scott could barely breathe. Male voices, very much alive, screaming as if some fiend had them on the rack. Scott had never heard shrieks like it, and prayed he never would again. He covered Adam as best he could, and chanced a glance up at Gillespie and Redman. 
 
    Shock sharpened Gillespie’s face to vulpine contours, and his eyes bulged. He bellowed a litany that to Scott sounded like nonsense, a chant, perhaps an incantation, even a lullaby to which Falconstone had responded in the past. 
 
    Not this time. Gillespie bawled across the din, spittle flying from his lips. He dragged the back of his hand across his mouth, searched his memory for sorcery, and tried again. Nothing. His own failure seemed to shock him far more than anything Falconstone had yet done. 
 
    Scott watched the brown eyes glaze over as Gillespie reached down inside himself, hunting for the source of his own power, but Redman had no such knowledge, or gift. He was a pretentious lout, riding on the coattails of others’ abilities, so complacent of his own physical strength, he never hesitated to be nasty. 
 
    But physical strength was worthless here, and Redman knew it. He edged away to the door as Vitus Gillespie glazed over. The Grand Master might be trying to woo Falconstone, lull it or even reason with it ― perhaps to reach Latarak itself, who must be there somewhere at the nexus of the brawling energies. But Redman had thrust away the gun, and with both hands tried desperately to wrestle open the door. 
 
    It wouldn’t budge. Scott knew it wasn’t locked. The weight of snow outside should have pushed it open as soon as Redman threw his weight on the handle, but the door might have been cemented into place. Redman struggled as Gillespie’s voice rose in an impassioned roar, just barely reaching over the din. 
 
    Cupboards slammed open, spilled their contents, and a whirlwind of loose magazines scythed through the hall, plucked right out of the library. Scott threw himself over Adam again as debris pelted them, listening to the feral shrieks of the Covenant soldiers. 
 
    Terror had a way of short-circuiting a man’s brain. He knew from the wild sound of them, neither thug was thinking ― but the screams were getting closer. They were on their way back, gibbering nonsense between wordless bellows of agony and fear. Scott dared lift his head, and with slitted eyes watched the two come staggering, stumbling, back into the hall. 
 
    Red. They were blood from head to foot, great gashes torn open across breast, belly, back, legs, faces. Both men were lacerated, as if by great claws, or fangs, as if a pack of ravening wolves had set on them. Scott’s ears ached with the baying of hounds, he would have sworn the house teemed with them, hunting, rending, tearing. Gillespie’s men threw themselves into the hall and pitched flat on the stone floor, begging, arms over their heads. 
 
    Still, Redman tore at the door, and still it refused to open. To his credit, the Grand Master neither flinched nor ran. His chest issued a sonorous cry, but now Scott heard the edge of desperation. Gillespie was at the limit of what he knew, and Falconstone was deaf to him. 
 
    He sang the next enchantment. Scott was reminded of plainsong, the plaintive chant of monks in a time when music was prayer, or magic, or both. The chant had a strange, eerie beauty, and Gillespie sang in a powerful operatic bass, but the howls of the wolf, the baying of so many hounds, almost drowned him into oblivion. 
 
    Every molecule of air flew out of the hall, leaving Scott struggling to breathe. As the hail of debris eased he rolled away from Adam to let him gasp as he could. He watched, appalled, as something picked up Gillespie and Redman ― a force, or a hand, Scott himself could not feel. They seemed to hurl themselves at the ceiling and, pinned there, spread-eagled at the mercy of something Scott could neither see nor imagine, they raved, screamed, threshed, while wounds opened spontaneously across them and their clothes saturated with blood. 
 
    Unable to watch any more, he turned his face away. He wished he could clamp his hands over his ears to shut out the screams, but Adam was pale, almost blue for want of air, and Scott tore at his jacket, his shirt, loosening them about his throat. 
 
    Gasping, he slumped onto his elbow, eyes drawn to the gloom beyond the hall where shadows coagulated into great shapes, huge bodies, every one black as night. He would never forget the jaws, fangs, the baying of the pack as it swept through Falconstone like an almighty wind, driving everything before it, and in its wake ― them. 
 
    They were ash and starlight, not quite wraith, not quite real, thirteen women whose white robes floated as if they strode through water. Their faces were masks of incandescent fury and transcendent, savage joy, as their power was set free at last. Scott saw the very instant when the shackles that had been locked on this place for a thousand years were smashed. 
 
    To him, it seemed the mist and darkness flew apart as if a bomb had detonated in the heart of Falconstone. White light burst behind his closed eyelids, burning in his brain. Gillespie and Redman had stopped screaming. Scott clearly heard the thud as they fell, the groans as Redman landed hard, nursing terrible wounds. Gillespie made no sound at all, though the Covenant soldiers continued to whimper. 
 
    Air rushed back into the hall with explosive force, paining Scott’s ears, but he was grateful to drag a breath to the bottom of lungs that ached. His hands closed on Adam’s shoulders, holding him still while the storm raged through, over them, and on. 
 
    Thunder seemed to erupt around them, as if they were caught in the very heart of a tempest. Every door and window burst open at once. Glass shattered, daylight glared in, and in seconds the air filled with whirling snow, which danced in miniature twisters, the way the desert rose up in dust devils. Scott perceived shapes there: white women who cavorted, frolicked, rejoicing in their freedom. 
 
    From the east wing, a great booming sound, like a gong or bass bell, issued from the earth beneath the house, so loud, it thrummed in his chest. He thought his ears might bleed. Shards of glass scattered across the floor. He kicked most away, but groped for one that looked fine enough to serve as a knife. 
 
    Adam held out his hands. The twine was bloody, difficult to see. Scott knew he nicked him at the base of one thumb, and Adam swore as the twine parted, and his hands came loose. Scott scrambled to release his feet, where at least the layers of denim and wool protected the skin. 
 
    He was intent on the task of cutting through when Adam’s sticky hands clutched at his shoulder, making him lift his head. “Scottie. Scott!” 
 
    It spun itself out of the very air, as if slithering through a space between any spaces a mortal brain could perceive. 
 
    It poured itself into reality like black quicksilver, lightless, colorless, made of congealed shadow, of night become solid, formless, writhing. 
 
    It grew swiftly, man-sized, then horse-sized, squirming, as if it were intent on itself, striving, struggling to take form. 
 
    For a single elastic moment Scott glimpsed the shape of a giant of a man, hunch-shouldered, head down, arms hugged tight about his bull-like torso, then blue-white light licked out of the same unknowable space, and a great silver wolf leaped out of the light. 
 
    The wolf ran at the head of a wild, hunting pack, but the others were midnight black. Slavering jaws sank into the mass, caught it, tore it. Scott’s ears ached as it shrieked, bellowed like a dying buffalo. It thrashed, twisted, lashed out, but the hounds had it. 
 
    They ripped it into a hundred fragments of wriggling darkness, and every fragment screamed, squirming in a desperate struggle for cohesion, before Scott watched them begin to lose form. Like so much spilled water, the fragments spread ever wider, thinner, until the lightless membranes evaporated into mist. 
 
    A windstorm raged through Falconstone’s halls, but not in the direction of the chapel and crypt. This gale raged outward, through every open door, every broken window. Scott and Adam flung themselves down, covered their heads and waited, not even listening, though Scott thought he knew to the moment when Falconstone fell silent and still. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Every cell in is his body felt bruised, but he was alive. His senses were battered, but Scott was thinking, lucid, as he clambered to his knees, and then to his feet. Daylight streamed through the open front door; the cold was striking but the winter air smelled sharp, clean. He dragged a breath to the bottom of his lungs and blinked his sore eyes. Grit and debris had stung them until they ran with smarting tears, but as he cuffed them he began to see clearly. 
 
    A band of blue sky arched over the moor, not the fierce blue he knew from winter days at home, but a pale, watercolor blue, no less welcome for its gentler color. The scarlet Robinson helicopter sat safely on the lawn; a pair of crows squabbled and cawed on the carriageway. 
 
    Scott extended a hand to pull Adam to his feet, and Adam swore lividly as his wrists flexed. “Let me wrap those for you,” Scott said, astonished to even find his voice, and not surprised to hear his own hoarseness. His throat was raw. 
 
    At their feet, Gillespie, Redman and their ‘soldiers’ lay groaning, barely half conscious. Scott stooped for both the guns and peered at them in the blue daylight. He had seen enough television to know how an automatic cocked, though he had never held a gun before this moment. Their weight was astonishing. He guessed each weapon must mass around a kilo. It took several moments for him to work out the mechanism, then he pocketed both and pointed Adam at the shambles of the kitchen. 
 
    A large first aid kit sat on the top shelf in the pantry: capsules of saline solution, a bottle of dark brown antiseptic, a dozen rolls of sterile gauze, assorted rolls of surgical tape, broad and narrow, scissors, tweezers. Adam peeled back his cuffs, watching and hissing as Scott washed off the wounds, doused them in the antiseptic, wrapped and taped them. 
 
    Only then did Scott care to give a thought to the four in the hall. “No use calling an ambulance,” he observed. “The road’s closed. You’d need an air ambulance, and I’m going to guess they’ll be at flat-chat after the storm, rescuing real patients. No way in hell do these bastards jump the queue ahead of kids who need help fast.” 
 
    “Still, they’re badly cut up,” Adam said doubtfully. “You want to take a look at them?” 
 
    “No,” Scott admitted. “But I will. You reckon you can handle one of these guns? Just make sure the buggers don’t try to jump me.” 
 
    “They’re in no condition to even stand,” Adam judged, but he took one of the automatics and frowned over it. “Now, how does this work? Fuckitall, I must’ve seen this ten thousand times on telly. Why do you never notice the details?” And then, “Ah, got it. Right. Go.” 
 
    Silent. The house was as quiet as ― as a church, Scott thought. Not a crypt or a tomb. He paused in the hall, closed his eyes and listened. He heard the wind in the larches; the crows on the drive; footsteps on the stairs behind him, as Kolya and Edith came down; groans and whimpers from the floor, where Redman and his thugs were beginning to stir. 
 
    He felt for the place now, and sucked in a breath. Nothing. He felt absolutely nothing he wouldn’t have felt in any house, anywhere. Wood, stone. Not even dust, since the final gale that ripped through Falconstone seemed to have carried out every particle of dirt, leaving the old house scoured clean. Scott took a breath, opened his eyes as Kolya joined him. 
 
    The Russian nodded. “She’s clear,” he said softly. “I can tell you now, Scott, the house is absolutely clear. Still, I’ll walk it from end to end, every floor. Make sure.” 
 
    “Thanks. Make a list,” Scott added, “and be quick ― we got a whole lot of busted windows to fix, and if the weather gets in, this place’ll be rotten in a week.” He looked back at the stairs, where Edith hovered close to the bottom. “You know what’s in the sheds, love?” 
 
    “You mean, to fix them windows and such?” Edith tucked the wisps of her hair back into the tartan scarf. “Aye, there’s tarpaulins, some old linoleum, the carpets that were ripped up a few years back. Nails, hammers … all the usual.” Her eyes were wide and she seemed distracted. “I don’t feel nothing.” 
 
    “Because there’s nothing to feel,” Kolya assured her. “The house is clear. Will I walk it now, Scott, or do you need a hand with these idiots?” 
 
    “You’d better help here,” Scott sighed. “You know anything about first aid?” 
 
    “Rather more than I ever cared to,” Kolya said grimly. “I’ve seen accidents on the farm that would have you phoning for an ambulance. Folk in Krazno just cleaned them up, patched them over, and everybody went back to work.” 
 
    The four were as bloody as if they had been savaged by a pack of feral dogs, and that, Scott thought, might be the best explanation they could make when they delivered themselves to the nearest A&E. Peering through the rips in jackets and pants, he was appalled at the wet, red mess. These men would need a great many stitches; Gordon Redman was the least injured, perhaps because he had been in full flight, or because he had put space between himself and the others. 
 
    He was sitting up, nursing his chest and shoulders, while Vitus Gillespie still sprawled flat on his back in a bed of shattered glass, broken porcelain and torn paper, his wide eyes staring glazedly at the ceiling. Redman glowered and swore as Edith hurried for the chicken shears and a carving knife. 
 
    Quick, deft, she and Kolya began to cut the ruined clothes away from the wounds. “I ain’t got enough in me first aid kit to treat all this lot,” she warned. 
 
    “You’ve got salt and vinegar?” Scott wondered. 
 
    “Aye, plenty.” Edith produced a grim kind of smile. “They’ll do just as good … damn’ sight more painful, but beggars can’t be choosers. Hoi, Kolya, run down to the old drawing room and pull them big dust covers off the settees.” 
 
    “To bind up these wounds. Yes.” Kolya straightened from the second of the two Covenant soldiers, and frowned down at Gillespie, though he spoke to Redman. “Has he said anything sensible, since …?” 
 
    Redman’s mouth had compressed to a tight line with pain. “Not a word. I took a look at his stupid fucking head, but he didn’t take a knock there.” 
 
    “He should be moved on a stretcher, in case of spinal injury,” Kolya said doubtfully as he stooped over Gillespie and peered into his eyes. “Well, his pupils look normal.” He pressed a finger to the man’s throat. “His pulse is fast.” He slid a finger between Gillespie’s lips, lifted them back. “His gums are pink. If he had internal injuries, I’d expect to see gray.” He sat back on his heels and leveled his voice. “I wonder, now. Mister Gillespie. Vitus Gillespie, do you hear me?” 
 
    The silver head rolled on the floor; the unfocused eyes fixed on him unblinkingly. 
 
    “Can you speak?” Kolya asked. Gillespie made no response. “Can you raise your hands?” Kolya asked. “Gillespie, lift your left hand. Lift it!” 
 
    The left arm came up to make a right angle at the shoulder. Scott had been cutting the jacket away from Redman’s wounds and paused to watch as Gillespie, on command, raised both arms, rotated the wrists, flexed the fingers, demonstrating that he had no major spinal injury above mid-chest, and he had already moved his neck. Kolya had him flex both legs, rotate the ankles. 
 
    Finally, Gillespie sat up unaided, the body perfectly capable of following simple orders though the mind had disconnected. The part of him that clung to sanity had locked itself away in some place Scott did not even want to imagine. 
 
    “Superficial wounds, I believe,” Kolya said slowly. “He ought to be in hospital, but physically he’s not as badly hurt as his soldiers.” 
 
    “You heard all that guff,” Scott observed. 
 
    “From the landing at the top of the stairs.” With a grunt of effort, Kolya stood. “I’ll go and get those dustsheets, as Edith suggested. The best you can do for these fools is douse them in vinegar, pack the worst wounds with salt, and bind them tight. They should be in hospital, but …” 
 
    “But the roads are closed, and this morning the air ambulance will be busy with real people,” Adam said in a nasty tone that won him a murderous glare from Redman. “You imbeciles can get in bloody line, Gordo,” Adam told him, and Redman did not even try to argue. 
 
    In fact, though Redman’s gashes were numerous, they were the least serious Scott had seen among this foursome. In any triage, he would have come bottom of the treatment list, and he knew it. Both thighs were scratched, his back, left shoulder and chest, his cheek, the side of his neck, but the bleeding had slowed by itself. Soon enough it would stop, and unless he infected, he might heal without treatment. 
 
    Scott dumped the ruined clothes, looking down at the half-naked Redman. “You’re not so bad. Reckon you can fly that machine out of here?” 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed. “I might. You’re just going to let us go?” 
 
    “As opposed to what?” Scott demanded. “If we drag the bold Constable Deane in here, what are we supposed to tell him? The truth? We’d all be in the nearest asylum in time for tea! I don’t even want to think about trying to explain how you dickheads got hurt. It’s bloody obvious you were mauled by a pack of dogs ― but the only big dogs I know of around here are Gurney’s three Alsatians. I’ll be damned if I’ll have the police take ’em out and shoot ’em, on the off chance they did this. I’ve seen that done, and it stinks.” 
 
    “I can fly,” Redman growled. “Patch me up. Patch the rest of them together, I’ll get them out of here.” 
 
    “Hospital in York,” Adam said sourly. “Don’t you dare say one word to the authorities about where you were. Tell them any story you like … say you stopped to help somebody stranded in the snow, and a pack of feral dogs jumped you! You leave Falconstone out of your story. Understand?” 
 
    “Course I bloody understand.” Redman glared up at him. He nodded at Gillespie. “Then there’s his lordship. He won’t be so easy to sweet-talk, when he comes around.” 
 
    “If he comes around,” Scott retorted. “I don’t know where his mind is, but it’s way out there. Could be a year or ten before he remembers who he is, and he’s not young. What is he, seventy?” 
 
    “Seventy-four,” Redman muttered. “You have to know, the Covenant’s waiting for us. They want the Crowley.” 
 
    “Fuck the Crowley,” Adam snarled, “it’s Scott Lennox, and the Lennox blood, the bastards want! One’s not much use to them without the other, and they can’t have either.” He gestured with the gun. “Get up on your feet, Redman. Scottie, get the book.” 
 
    “You thinking what I’m thinking?” Scott guessed. 
 
    “Probably.” Adam watched as the half-naked Redman laboriously hoisted himself to his feet. He kept a healthy distance between them and the gun never wavered. 
 
    Pale with cold, trembling with shock, the man stumbled into the wreckage of the parlor and knelt on the rug, watching with a masklike face as Scott returned with a flour-dusty parcel. He swore as the plastic tore away ― swore again as Scott went to one knee before the hearth, and set a fire. 
 
    It burned reluctantly and with a lot of smoke this morning, but eventually he had it hot enough, bright enough, to burn paper, page by page. Systematically, Scott tore each leaf from the red leather journal, fed them to the fire one by one, until the binding hung empty and the hearth was choked with paper soot. Redman never made a sound until the last sheet burned, then he turned a bleak expression on Scott. 
 
    “When I tell the masters I let you destroy it, they’ll kill me, and it won’t be a quick or easy death.” 
 
    “Then you’d better deliver these three to A&E, vanish, and phone it in, hadn’t you?” Adam said with patently mock pleasantness. “Tell them you watched it burn. All of it. Tell them this house is clear ― you heard Nikolai Berkov. You should’ve seen the wolf with your own eyes, the black dogs, the whole pack of them. You saw them tear the stuff of Latarak to rags that boiled away like mist.” 
 
    “I saw.” Redman looked away. “Hector Lennox was always petrified of dogs.” 
 
    “And Latarak remained connected to Hector, even in death, until the transmigration ritual would have separated them.” Kolya’s voice surprised them as he stepped into the parlor. “Scott, you’ll have to help with the others. Gillespie’s out of his wits, but the others are losing a lot of blood. If they’re going to be transported, it should be soon. If not, you must call it in quickly now … angry or not, be mindful of the legal issues.” 
 
    “No,” Redman said quickly. “Don’t call nothing in. No police. Patch the bastards up, let me get ’em back to town, then … I’m gone, like you said. Well, fuck.” 
 
    “End of all your big plans, is it?” Adam stood back to let the man clamber to his feet. “I’ve got a tracksuit that’ll fit you well enough to get you there. Then, if we never see you again, it’ll be too soon.” 
 
    Still, the house remained utterly quiet, absolutely calm. The wreckage strewn across every part of the floor seemed at odds with the peace and silence. Kolya and Edith had at least closed the doors, but the drafts from so many broken windows fetched the winter cold inside with a vengeance. Scott glanced out at the watercolor blue sky, gauging how long they might have before the next weather front. Flurries were forecast for the next two days, before any hint of thaw came with the shift in wind direction. 
 
    Edith had swept clear an area of the hall wide enough to accommodate the bagged salt she used to lay down circles of protection, jugs of the white vinegar she used for cleaning, long strips ripped from the dustcovers. She, Kolya and Scott worked fast, either ignoring the shrieks when the soldiers’ wounds were washed, packed and bound, or actually relishing them. 
 
    The men were almost mummified before they were done. The makeshift bandages were soon bloody, but they were up on their feet, shuffling determinedly, with Vitus Gillespie balanced between them. He was quite capable of standing; pushed, he would walk on until someone actually stopped him. 
 
    The first aid kid yielded just enough to patch up the worst wounds across Redman’s chest, shoulder, back. His thighs, Kolya bound with vinegar and strips of dustsheet, before Adam threw a pale blue tracksuit at him. They watched him struggle into it, swearing with impressive fluency, before Scott handed the gun he had nursed to Kolya. 
 
    “Don’t let the bastard out of your sight,” he told the Russian. “Don’t trust him as far as you could throw him … but we’re going to have to dig the chopper out before she can take off. You up to this, Adam?” 
 
    “No. But we’ll do it anyway,” Adam said grimly, peering at his wrists. “Spades in the coach house, remember ― for digging out the door.” 
 
    Boots sank into the snow up to mid-calf, and Scott had never felt cold like it. He lost all feeling in his feet in the first five minutes, and the chore of moving enough snow to let the helicopter lift cleanly left him panting, cursing, aching. A wind, high up, had brought clouds onto the shoulder of the long rise above Falconstone, and the smart money was on flurries by sundown, remembering that the November sunset fell so early in these latitudes. 
 
    Furious ― with the Covenant, the weather, himself ― he stomped back into the house, Adam on his heels, to find Redman, Gillespie and their thugs sitting on kitchen chairs set against the wall of the hall. Only Gillespie was vacant, slack-jawed, ignorant of his situation. The soldiers were in pain, pale with shock, while Gordon Redman looked simply furious. 
 
    Edith had put away the first aid kit and was sweeping, driving mountains of debris into corners, against walls, clearing safe paths through. “Got busted windows in the parlor and kitchen,” she said bluntly. “Get ’em fixed first, or we’ll be bloody cold tonight. Doors are shut, fires are lit, but we’re a hell of a mess. Don’t look at me to clean this lot up! Not even if I were thirty years younger. Place is too big. Oh, aye, and the power’s back on.” 
 
    The monolog brought Scott and Adam up to date fast, while Kolya handed the gun back into Scott’s care, as if he abhorred weapons. “I’d better make that list, find out which windows broke. It might not be as bad as we thought at first.” He nodded at the prisoners. “As soon as they’re out of here, we’ve a lot of work.” 
 
    “I’ll have to look at the library,” Adam sighed. “Put your hands together and pray, Scott, that the windows held in there. The really valuable stuff is packed, and I wedged all the low, accessible shelves tight. I doubt much would have moved when the windstorm ripped through. But the stuff I just piled on the floor ― and there was a lot of it, all the books from the high shelves ― could be destroyed. Sorry.” 
 
    “Like it’s your fault?” Scott demanded. “Christ, Adam, we’re alive! I’ve got a few bruises, you’ve got some skin off your wrists, but we’re alive, and … listen.” He gestured at the house. “It’s quiet. I don’t feel anything.” 
 
    “Nor do I.” Adam sagged back against the wall where a painting had hung. The Turner seascape appeared undamaged, though its heavy molded plaster frame was badly broken. Edith and Kolya had propped it in the rear corner of the parlor. “It’s so quiet, I’d swear there’s nothing left.” 
 
    “You heard that, Redman?” Scott set his shoulders against the wall beside Adam, close enough to touch him. “I saw your thing destroyed.” 
 
    But Redman’s head shook slowly. “Don’t con yourself, kid. You can’t destroy such a power. But it’s … gone.” 
 
    “Gone back where it came from? Good enough. Tell them,” Adam said sharply. “Tell your Covenant masters what you saw for yourself. There’s nothing for them here now ― the house is clear, their pet thing is gone, and you watched us burn the Crowley page by page.” He leaned against Scott. “What about the Spirituum, Scott? It’s worth a fortune. They’ll murder to get a copy, so they can try to duplicate Crowley’s handiwork. Three others in captivity, remember.” 
 
    “Let them have it, save a life,” Scott said disgustedly. “It’s somebody else’s problem ― has to be. It’s still in what’s left of Gillespie’s jacket.” 
 
    Adam handled the book as if it reeked, and tossed it into Redman’s waiting hands. “There’s something you might use to bargain for your life, if you’re smart enough. Take it, and good luck to you. Just don’t show your nasty face here again.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, message received and understood, sir,” Redman snarled. “The chopper?” 
 
    “We dug it out,” Scott told him, frowning at the two injured men. “You’d best get moving. I don’t like the look of these two. They’ll be falling on their faces soon.” 
 
    Redman shuffled to his feet and thrust the Spirituum into the blue sweatshirt. His face twisted as the wounds pulled, but he was mobile. “I’ll steer Gillespie out there. The others, I’m not so sure they can walk.” 
 
    “They can,” Scott growled. “They bloody will. Adam?” 
 
    The shortest way out to the helicopter had been well trodden down. The two bandaged men staggered, slithering, cursing, leaning heavily on Scott and Adam. Scott had more than half expected them to make a grab for the guns, but both were giddy with blood loss, so stiff with bandaging, so bludgeoned by what they had endured, they only slumped into the Robinson’s seats and let Redman run the straps up around them. 
 
    Even now, Vitus Gillespie might have been a marionette. His eyes seemed blind; he didn’t blink, nor look left or right. He walked right into the Robinson, hit his face on the curved canopy before Redman could stop him. He manhandled Gillespie in roughly, ran the straps up punishingly tight. 
 
    He had come to hate the man, Scott realized as he and Adam stepped well back from the machine. Gordon Redman was ruined. If the Covenant of Shedim ever caught up with him, his death would be gruesome, and the kind of work he did ― the bodyguard, bouncer, brute for hire ― would make him too visible. He must drop out of sight, travel far, wreak some magic of invisibility for years. His good times were over, and he clearly blamed Gillespie’s ambition. 
 
    Done with the others, he slammed the hatches and cinched his own straps. Scott and Adam withdrew to the drive and watched as he worked methodically through the preflight routine. The engine started readily; the long rotors spun slowly, reluctantly at first, gathering speed in a crescendo of noise that drove them back to the house. 
 
    It lifted cleanly and angled away southwest. The last they saw of it was a flash of scarlet over the pristine white shoulder of the hill. For the first time in hours, Scott permitted himself to relax, and felt his entire body sag. He found Adam in his arms, in a desperate hug that might have lasted a year, a decade, before Kolya’s voice intruded. 
 
    With a mutter of apology, he let Adam go. He dropped a swift kiss off-center of his mouth and handed him the gun, so Adam had both. “Put those somewhere safe. We’ll need to lose them. Even trying to explain them to the police will bring a heap of trouble we don’t want. The fastest way to get Gordon Redman on our case is to turn them in and implicate him. You think of that? The bastard’s dangerous.” 
 
    “The thought occurred,” Adam said darkly. ‘“Don’t call nothing in’, he said, ‘no police’. Means he probably has a record, and he’d be delighted to beat the price of trouble out of us … I’m not saying you’re probably not very useful in a scrap, Scottie, but I’d rather not give Redman the excuse! So ―” He paused, frowning. “What about the holy well up on the hill? It was filled in over a century ago, so anything buried there should stay buried, and good riddance to it. When the thaw comes, it we scoot up there before it freezes again, it’ll be pure mud, easy to dig.” 
 
    “Two less shooters for the world to worry about,” Scott said acidly. “There’s too many guns on this planet. What is it, Kolya? And sit down, for chrissakes, you look like a ghost yourself.” As he spoke, he jammed the front door back into place, shouldered it shut, forcing out the snow. The floor had become a lake, lapping around a pile of wreckage. 
 
    Gratefully, the Russian sank into the kitchen chair where Redman had sat. “I walked the whole house.” He smiled exhaustedly. “Not even in the chapel and cellar can I find a hint of anything. The average suburban bungalow has more energy about it than Falconstone. The storm purged it utterly. As soon as the black dogs had Hector, and Latarak, on the run, and the sisters knew they had Latarak’s measure … 
 
    “Well, you saw for yourself.” He gave Edith a weary glance. She stood at the bottom of the stairs with a yard broom, wearing a ridiculously hopeful look. “Kate is gone, Edith, along with the rest of them. Günter, Hector, Phoebe, Bess, Edward, Edgar, Humphrey, Jonathan, Maud, Perdita … so many more, right back to Aethelheard himself, who is the only one of the legion who actually deserved what happened to him. All free.” 
 
    Edith breathed an enormous sigh and sagged into one of the chairs. “Thank goddess for that.” She gave Kolya a curious look. “Kate loved dogs, always had one, usually a spaniel. Thank your granddad, from us both, will you?” 
 
    “Vanya knows,” Kolya said with quiet amusement. “Since Cro-Magnon times this has been the shaman’s work, and he does it as eagerly now as he did in life. His debt is a little lighter this morning.” 
 
    “Aye, well, thank him anyway,” Edith said bluffly. “And them windows won’t fix themselves!” 
 
    Kolya stirred deliberately, producing a notepad from the inside pocket of his jacket. “I made a list as I walked the house. It’s mostly broken panes rather than whole windows smashed out. Tape and bin bags will mend a lot, but eight windows will need tarps nailed over the whole frame. Forty-four windows in all are damaged, many down closer to the chapel, as you’d expect. The stained glass in the chapel itself is in a million pieces, but the chapel smells better for the fresh air.” 
 
    Forty-four windows. Scott hauled his shoulders square, working the muscles of his back, gratified when his spine did not protest. He held out a hand, and Adam took it. “We’d better see what we can dig out of the shed. Bin bags and tape, Edith?” 
 
    “Aye, plenty ― kitchen.” She got to her feet again, slow but resolute. “I’ll keep us fed. I’ll get a big pan o’ porridge on to cook … you’ll not get fancy food, but there’ll be plenty of it. Fix me kitchen windows first. And mind your feet. I’m sweeping up, fast as I can, but it’s busted glass and dishes everywhere you step. First sign of trouble, the cats disappeared in the back o’ the pantry, as usual, but they’ll be out soon and I want the glass up before they get among it. Hell’s bloody bells, what a mess! Some-bugger-else’s mess,” she warned Scott. “I’m finished here now. You’ll be needing a new housekeeper. Me? I’m retired. I suppose you’ll also be wanting a month’s notice. Aye, well, consider it served.” 
 
    So much of the house was a chaos of scattered wreckage, and Scott couldn’t begin to imagine the cost in antiques, paintings, books. It would take an army to repair this ruin, but he and Adam could clear enough to make the house livable while they waited for the thaw. 
 
    Then ― bring a crew of licensed cleaners in here, he supposed as they assessed the damage to kitchen and parlor, picked their way out to the shed and hunted down tarps, tools, any kind of tape. A cool, wintry sun still shone as they left the shed, laden with enough to seal the house, and Scott was satisfied. 
 
    He might fret about the loss of antiques, art and old books when he began to think properly, but Adam had packed the real fortune before it began. The same storage tub that had protected the Spirituum and the Crowley was undamaged; the jewels of Hector’s collection were safe. 
 
    What Scott knew about antiques and art was little, and he had never set eyes on most of what Falconstone had contained. It was too difficult to mourn for what he had never known existed, and one thought possessed him as he and Adam began to fix windows. 
 
    They were alive. 
 
    If he closed his eyes the house felt so normal, so ordinary, it could have been Bruce and Beck’s place, or the home he had shared so briefly with Tyson a hundred years ago. He looked out over the snow-shrouded gardens while Adam taped another sheet of blue plastic over six missing diamond-shaped panes, and the landscape gardener in him imagined how this property would look in spring, in summer. 
 
    Falconstone could be beautiful, an ocean of roses, flowering creepers, loud with bees, alive with butterflies. Adam finished with this window ― already the sixth they had tackled ― and set down tape and craft knife. Scott caught him, bundled him unceremoniously against the wall of this study, where the heavy furniture was undamaged and just a few brass ornaments had tumbled. 
 
    He held Adam there, seized his mouth, stole the air from his lungs until Adam growled, a bass tiger purr. “You know what I’d like to do with you,” Scott said against the slow, heavy pulse in his throat. 
 
    “I could probably give you a few ideas,” Adam assured him. “Something along the lines of you and me, and a tube of this, and a packet of those, a bottle of something white and bubbly, French and expensive … a great deal of sweating and panting.” 
 
    “I’ll take a Coopers Pale Ale,” Scott decided, “but the rest ― you’re on.” He drew a kiss the length of Adam’s strong neck while his hands charted territory that had only just begun to grow familiar. “Soon.” 
 
    “Windows,” Adam said laconically. “You notice something?” 
 
    They had just lost the sun. In the last hour the sky had steadily grown overcast, and the outside temperature was already falling. Scott let him go and swiped up the bundle of plastic they were cutting as they moved from room to room. Here and there, they rescued pictures that had simply fallen, picked up original brasses dating from the Indian Mutiny, bronzes that had toppled but survived. In some rooms, closed cabinets protected the most valuable porcelain and silver, and Scott began to hope much might be salvaged. 
 
    “Move. Fast,” he said philosophically. “Let’s get this done.” 
 
    Down the hallway, the swish of a broom marked Kolya’s contribution. The smell of stewing vegetables and baking bread issued from the kitchen. Falconstone was still cold, but even now Scott would have sworn it was not as cold, as if the heat from the hot water pipes actually carried now, through air that smelled fresh since the gale tore through these halls. 
 
    After noon, when Edith’s three cats ventured out of the kitchen to investigate, snow began to fall in gentle Christmas card flurries. Half-familiar Sixties pop tunes jingled from the kitchen as Edith worked, before she paused the music and turned up the volume on the TV. Working in a small sitting room beyond the parlor, Scott stopped hammering to listen, and caught Adam’s arm as he heard the weather forecast. 
 
    The wind should shift earlier than expected, turning westerly tomorrow evening. During the next forty-eight hours, temperatures were expected to rise right across most of the British Isles, and only the uplands would remain frozen into an early, hard winter. 
 
    “It’ll be safe to contact those clients of mine tomorrow,” Adam judged. “Two days, three, the road’ll be open. We can ship … means a small fortune dumped into the escrow account, Scottie. Then I’ll call my auctioneer in Manchester, set something up. Mind you, it’ll be into the new year before the really valuable items go under the hammer.” He rubbed his hands together, eyes glittering in considerable glee. “We’re going to get a real result here.” 
 
    “You’re way too fond of money,” Scott chided. 
 
    Adam only shrugged. “Maybe because I’ve earned almost every penny I ever owned? I never inherited one damned thing. All my dad gave me was a good education ― which is priceless, I admit. The rest, I did myself. With a little help from eBay, and a bit of luck,” he admitted. “What, a natural lust for money bothers you?” 
 
    “Will you stop thinking about money?” Scott finished hammering a sheet of handyman board into place across the badly smashed window, plunging the small room into darkness. For the first time since he had arrived here, the darkness did not feel oppressive. 
 
    “Stop thinking ― about money?” Adam echoed. “My gods, what an idea. You know, I don’t believe I can.” He paused, hands hunting under Scott’s sweater. “I’ve an idea, though. Suppose I marry a fortune. See what happens next.” 
 
    Scott turned into his embrace. “Are you proposing?” 
 
    “You think it’s too soon?” Adam was entirely serious. “Damnit ― wait till you meet the rest of the Harding clan. You might run for your life, right back to Australia. Come to think of it, I might follow you.” 
 
    “Victoria,” Scott said with dry humor. 
 
    “Victoria,” Adam sighed. “How many windows do we have left to fix? You’ve been keeping a tally. I hear you counting under your breath.” 
 
    “Eleven,” Scott told him, “and they’re all tape-up jobs except for the chapel, and the best we can do in there is nail up the old carpet. That’ll hold the place till we can get a cleanup crew in here. A couple of skips to cart out the wreckage. Glaziers. There’s some serious work in this.” 
 
    “And two years before you can sell,” Adam observed as they stepped out of the darkness into a lamplit hall where Kolya, grown exhausted, had abandoned the chore of sweeping. “You’d better get Maggie Warburton to sort out your visa.” He lifted a brow at Scott. “I mean, you are staying, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Is it me, or is it getting warmer in here?” Scott held out a hand to gauge the temperature in the passage. 
 
    “Yes, it’s getting warmer. And don’t change the subject.” Adam caught the hand he had extended, laced their fingers. His expression settled into sober lines, all attempt at nervous banter dropped. “Seriously, Scottie. Don’t string me along if you’re not interested. Tell me what you want. A wild affair for a few months, then farewell, sweet prince? That’s fine, if it’s what you want. Just be honest, right now, before I make a bloody fool of myself.” 
 
    “Too late for that,” Scott informed him. He caught Adam’s shoulders, held him at arm’s length to look at him. “Something about Scarborough for Christmas, wasn’t it? Then you promised me three weeks in London, in January, before I get you on a plane in February, show you what a proper beach is all about.” 
 
    “Surf lifesavers, some world-famous bicycle race, a lot of very good wine, and ― Speedo competitions,” Adam remarked with mock innocence. The blue-green eyes glittered. 
 
    Scott indulged himself in a moment’s humor. “You’ll miss the bike race, the Tour’s in January. The rest of it … why not?” He slapped the hammer into Adam’s hand. “Eleven windows, including the chapel, which is one bitch of a job. Go.” He paused. “And yes, I’ll get Maggie to look into the visa thing. It should be easy, since I’ve got major property and business interests here.” 
 
    “And money,” Adam sang over his shoulder. “Lots of lovely money.” 
 
    “Will you forget about bloody money!” Scott demanded. 
 
    Adam shot him a challenging look. “Make me. We’ll be tied down here for a week at least, and we can’t work all the time. I’ll have the library finished in a few days ― the damage isn’t as bad as it looked at first. So …?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll make you,” Scott promised. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Adam told him. “But you’ll have fun trying.” 
 
    He was right, Scott thought, picking up the tarp and tools, and following him to the next broken window on Kolya’s list. 
 
    Around them, Falconstone did not stir in its sleep, did not even sigh. The old house merely was. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One: Epilog 
 
      
 
    The North Sea rolled against the jagged east coast, the color of a battleship, and the horizon was murky, even at noon. December’s weak sun never climbed very high, and the hours of daylight, a few days before Christmas, were so short, Scott always felt he was rushing, in a race with the oncoming evening. He had never seen sunset colors at mid-afternoon, but he imagined the novelty would spend itself in a year or three. Living in the north was a challenge. New. So much Adam took for granted still retained the tang of adventure for Scott ― while Adam was already eager for the south. Bright-eyed with anticipation, he made and broke plans, wrote and rewrote lists of what to pack. Scott groaned, patiently answering absurd questions. 
 
    Adam had spent the whole morning on the phone, disappeared for a business lunch, and returned with a self-satisfied smile, which meant he had made another wedge of cash. If there was one aspect of Adam Harding that could make Scott sigh, it wasn’t the new ‘librarian’ glasses that gave him the look of the geekiest of bookworms, nor the thin spot that bugged Adam until he researched modern hair transplant techniques when he thought Scott wasn’t looking, nor even the ‘wine snob’ who was due for a rude awakening when he stepped into the green oasis of McLaren Vale. 
 
    It was the man’s preoccupation with money. His delight in making it, the naked lust with which he reveled in wealth … the careless ease with which he spent it. Scott, who had never had enough cash to acquire the taste for it ― much less a talent for the casual disposal of it ― scorned money. 
 
    He let Chan-Wylie Financial Management set his budget, made the decisions for what would be done at Falconstone, and when, and left the work to Kumar and Brooke Estate Management, the property administration partner to the estate sales bureau in York. 
 
    Maggie Warburton reported the residential visa process well under control; his bank account was comfortably padded, and after five weeks the top-floor flat on the high ground above Scarborough felt very much like home. 
 
    The snow had gone completely, leaving late November and early December bleak, gray, a succession of rainy days and frosty nights. Tradesmen described Falconstone as ‘an ocean of mud,’ and Scott was content to view pictures, numerous email attachments that kept him up to date with the work of glaziers, carpenters, plumbers, gas fitters, electricians. 
 
    Three weeks before, Edith Bretton packed up her cats and moved to live with her younger sister in Whitby, but Kolya Berkov had stayed on at the house. He needed peace and quiet to work on his books, and Falconstone provided both in abundance. ‘She’ was quiet now, utterly peaceful. Kolya had felt nothing even in the master bedroom where Hector Lennox had died alone and in pain. He had installed his equipment in the library, slid his car into the coach house, and chatted with the tradesmen who trooped through the old house at odd hours. 
 
    ‘The heating works,’ he had told Scott in an email just that morning. ‘The house is warm enough ― though this new dragon-lady housekeeper seems to want to turn everything off to save money. Did you instruct her to do that? Did you decide to go solar in spring? Power to spare would make a big difference. This place often feels like a warehouse.’ 
 
    The new housekeeper was a formidable woman from Cardiff who cooked well, knew how to adhere to a budget and came on recommendation. Her appointment was the last item of business arranged by Ormondroyd and Warburton LLC, Solicitors, before they officially passed Falconstone to Kumar and Brooke, and Chan-Wylie. Maggie kept in touch, but Scott had swiftly come to regard her as a friend. The only matter she was handling for him now was he visa process, and she promised this would be resolved soon enough. 
 
    Its perch high above Scarborough afforded the flat an uninterrupted view of the harbor. Scott liked to watch the sky, which seemed vast to him, and always changing. Adam liked to sleep late, but years of work made Scott an early riser. The habits of fifteen years were hard to break. He made coffee, watched the winter sun rise while Adam dozed and yawned through breakfast television, checked messages, crowed over personal victories, cussed over setbacks. 
 
    Decorated in shades of chromatic gray, from pearl to pale green to pale blue, with royal blue carpets and ice green drapes, the flat could have been cold, austere, unwelcoming. But Adam had filled it with ‘collectibles’ from the Shetlands to the Channel Islands, and many parts of Europe. Scott would have called most of the stuff junk, but Adam had an insatiable appetite for keepsakes. The comfortable clutter turned the flat into a home. 
 
    His work took him far, and kept him ‘in the field’ for weeks at a stretch. For the first time Scott had felt a thread of doubt, a hint of anxiety for the future of a relationship where one partner was continually absent. But Adam scoffed at the idea. ‘I can use an assistant,’ he informed Scott. ‘You Lennoxes are too bright for your own good. You like books. So, come with me. What, a week in Paris while I authenticate a first edition Charles Baudelaire doesn’t interest you?’ 
 
    Of course it did. Scott left the future to take care of itself and applied himself to the serious business of Falconstone. Sanjay Kumar had delivered a sixteen-page list of work needed to bring the house up to industry spec for a lucrative sale, but Scott was now far from sure he actually wanted to sell. 
 
    The last time he and Adam visited, Falconstone smelled of beeswax and stewing apples. Chopin and Bizet issued from the newly-repaired sound system in the parlor, where Kolya had made himself so comfortable, he might have owned the place. 
 
    Daily, Mrs. Megan Price, housekeeper, negotiated with the army of tradesmen and reported on their movements with venom: ‘I don’t like that electrician, Charlie Parker. He brought his dog in here yesterday and I’ve got muddy paw prints, one end of this house to the other. I told him the same as I told Arthur Gurney. Dogs outside, I said, not inside. What am I running here, boarding kennels?’ 
 
    So dogs romped safely through Falconstone now. Mrs. Price might grumble about cleaning floors, but Scott heard the news with satisfaction. He had authorized payment on the accounts served by the glaziers and carpenters who repaired the windows; Parker, who upgraded the wiring in the east wing and laid the conduit for the solar panels due to go up in April; Dicky Spence, who had already installed a video security system monitored by a firm in York; the plumbers who checked and silenced the piping; Northeast Gas, who would extend the gas lines when the new year opened up … Boothby and Young, the piano tuners. 
 
    The wreckage had been removed before Mrs. Price moved in, and Art Gurney would stay overnight now. He did not become any friendlier, but Kolya never criticized his work on the estate, and the housekeeper’s grumbles were confined to his dogs and ‘his bloody monster of horse’. Dougal was shaggy as a bear now, and seemed to thrive in the cold. 
 
    The library had rapidly shrunk in size as Adam shipped out by the crate to shrewd secondhand dealers as far away as Edinburgh and Brighton. Scott still smiled at the too-familiar place names. 
 
    He stood at the flat’s picture window, watching the afternoon sky over Scarborough shift between shades of mauve and blue through to crimson and purple as the winter sun sank into the premature twilight of a dense overcast. The harbor heaved; the few boats at anchor offshore tossed fitfully, and a container ship loomed on the haze-smudged horizon. Scott cradled a glass of red wine ― waiting, as he had been waiting for over an hour already. 
 
    Keys still pattered in the third bedroom, which Adam used as an office. He was ‘in conference,’ and since Skype continued to drop out due to ebbing, unreliable bandwidth, he and the client had fallen back on text. They were thrashing their way toward an agreement for Adam to work, hands-on, with a very fine, very rare set of books ranging from Charles Darwin to Victor Hugo. 
 
    The art and library of the late Sarah, Lady Simmonds, was on the market, sold privately by her surviving daughters, along with her two matching white Rolls Royces, to pay colossal inheritance taxes. It was this, or the family mansion would be listed after Christmas. 
 
    To Adam, the job was simply his bread and butter. To the Simmonds women it was a matter of financial survival, and they were fussing. Several times, Scott heard him sigh or mutter a curse before keys pattered again, when he should have been getting dressed half an hour ago. 
 
    It was Scott’s turn to curse: they were going to be late. Lost in thought, he almost failed to hear the soft burr of the phone. The landline sat in the living room, with extensions in bedroom, kitchen, office. As usual Adam ignored it, and Scott stepped into the bedroom to take the call. He surveyed himself in the long dressing mirror, gave himself an obscene gesture as he stooped for the phone. 
 
    He was still in the emerald green silk robe Adam had given him, largely because he enjoyed peeling Scott out of it, Scott was sure. Clothes lay across two chairs ― slacks, shirts, dinner jackets. He glanced at the time and swore silently as he scooped up the phone. “Hello.” 
 
    “Uh, is that Scott? Gidday ― or is it night? I can never tell.” 
 
    Bruce Carson’s voice was a welcome surprise. “It’s mid-afternoon here, which is right on sundown. How weird is that?” Scott told him. “Gidday, Bruce, how’s things?” He’d almost said, ‘how’s things at home?’ and bit short the question at the last moment. ‘Home’ was a variable now, into which Scott had yet to place an absolute value. 
 
    “Hot,” Bruce told him. “Dry. Coupla big fires burning already … it’s a drought year, what can you expect?” 
 
    “Damn. I need to keep up with the news,” Scott admitted. “How are you, Bruce?” 
 
    “Keeping well. Busy. Holidays,” Bruce said with rich satisfaction. “I don’t go back to work till after New Year. Two weeks of domestic bliss, complete with tinsel and beer. Beck’s good. We’ve got her family coming for Boxing Day. I’ll survive, so long as they don’t bring her fucking uncle, the one who can’t find the tune and won’t stop singing.” 
 
    “Never met him,” Scott said blithely. “Don’t imagine I will, now.” 
 
    Bruce skipped a beat. “You really are staying over there. Damnit, I didn’t think you would.” 
 
    “I told you, I met someone.” Scott sat on the edge of the mattress, drawing one hand over the pale saffron duvet and remembering the wrangling that had taken place in this bed. “You saw the pictures.” 
 
    “I saw. He looks all right,” Bruce admitted. 
 
    “He is all right,” Scott said loudly. “Besides, I’ve got stuff to do here.” 
 
    “The house.” Bruce whistled. “Still, you’ll clean up when you sell.” 
 
    If I sell. Scott said nothing of his indecision. “We’re going to London after Christmas, but you’ll meet the man in February. Treat him gently, Bruce. He’s a pale shade of pale, so we won’t burn him to a crisp, right?” 
 
    “Fifty block, dude, sunnies and a big hat,” Bruce intoned. “I just wanted to tell you, Merry Christmas. Beck says she misses you.” 
 
    “I’ll just bet she does,” Scott said acerbically. “She got her couch back.” 
 
    “No, she really misses you,” Bruce protested. “You were good company, while you were here. So, how’s the back?” 
 
    Scott flexed it experimentally. In fact, he rarely thought about it anymore. “Better. I need to get into a gym, though. Too much of the good life’s making me soft.” He peered at his left palm. “My calluses have almost gone.” 
 
    Bruce laughed in his ear. “Find a heap of muck and start digging. Okay, Scottie, I’ll let you go … you have a good Christmas, mate.” 
 
    “You too, mate. Talk to you soon.” Scott let the phone fall back into its cradle and looked up to find Adam in the bedroom doorway. 
 
    He was in the blue robe, a match for Scott’s in all but color. It clung to his body, accentuating the muscles he worked hard on, concealing little as he leaned on the door and nodded at the phone. “Anyone I know?” 
 
    “Just Bruce, from … Aus,” Scott told him. Not from home. He must be careful with that word. He gave Adam a self-mocking smile. “We’re going to be so late.” 
 
    “So what?” Adam stretched extravagantly. “I just secured the job. They want it done fast, so I’ll be in Wroxham for three or four days, first week of January … if I can tempt you. Small hotel, out of season, very private. Just you and me, after three in the afternoon when the four Simmonds ladies chuck me out to clear the floor for their busy social schedule.” 
 
    As he spoke, he joined Scott on the bedside and deliberately pulled the emerald green sash. The robe fell open, and Scott was naked beneath, still smelling of cologne and aftershave. He should be dressed by now ― they were ridiculously late; but refusing to get ready alone was a silent protest at the amount of time Adam had spent at work today, though only the lunch meeting had taken him out of the flat. 
 
    “You mad with me?” Adam gave him a push, and Scott sprawled across the bed. 
 
    “Nah. You’ve got work, I understand that.” He pulled a pillow under his head and watched the talented hands begin to drift about his torso and belly. Adam knew what he liked. Scott let him play for some time before he twisted, scissored the lithe body between both legs and dumped him onto the mattress. It was still bouncing when Adam capitulated with a throaty chuckle. 
 
    They were so far behind schedule now, another twenty minutes didn’t matter. Scott knelt over him, both hands busy, and Adam purred like a big cat. “Hedonist,” Scott accused fondly. 
 
    “Pleasure’s a language I speak like a native,” Adam rumbled. “You’re quite fluent yourself.” 
 
    “Quite?” Scott looked up, taking his lips from the task he had set himself. 
 
    “Of course, there’s times to chat and times to … not.” Adam was a little breathless. “Don’t let me distract you.” 
 
    So Scott put his head down, took up where he had left off, and flew Adam so high, he was dizzy. Minutes later he was buried to the hilt in Adam, the strong white thighs over both shoulders, when Adam’s mobile rang. 
 
    This time, they ignored it. A minute later it beeped, reporting an incoming text, and they continued to ignore it. Adam heaved under Scott, inviting more, offering everything, and Scott was glad to put the world on hold, forget it, for as long as he could manage. 
 
    Ten minutes more, and the phone rang a second time. Adam groped at the bedside for it. His eyes were still closed, his voice thick. “Yeah?” 
 
    The line was clear enough, loud enough, for Scott to catch every word. “Are you two still alive? Are you even coming?” 
 
    “Already did,” Adam said blissfully. 
 
    She groaned. “I knew it. I bloody knew it! You’re still in bed, aren’t you?” 
 
    “None of your business, Victoria,” he said loudly. 
 
    “It will be in ninety seconds,” Victoria Harding scoffed. “I’m in the street outside your door, and I’ll be there in ― how fast is your lift?” 
 
    “Jesus!” Scott rolled away and grabbed for his clothes. 
 
    “Victoria, don’t ― you ― dare,” Adam warned. “You’re embarrassing me!” 
 
    “What are mothers for, darling?” she cooed. “Just once a year, I ask you to be on your best behavior and not mortify me at the solstice party, and what do you do every single year? Not turn up at all, or if you do, you’re two hours late!” 
 
    “With a good explanation,” he protested. 
 
    Scott was halfway into his clothes by now, and threw Adam’s slacks at him. He raised his voice to a bellow. “We’ll be there, Victoria. It’s my fault ―” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” she said loudly. “Chivalrous of you, darling, but you forget. I know the boy far too well. Thirty seconds.” 
 
    With his shirt on, half buttoned, jacket in one hand, socks in the other, Scott stepped out and closed the bedroom door. He hung the jacket over a chair by the dining table and had sat to pull on the socks when Victoria leaned on the bell. 
 
    She was large in every sense of the word. A big personality in a solid body, with a Wagnerian voice, an enormous, theatrical presence. Adam was right: there had been no place in the delicate, dangerous Falconstone for Victoria Harding. She was in black slacks, scarlet cashmere sweater, grey wool coat and voluminous scarf, which she cast off in the sudden warmth of the flat. 
 
    At sixty, she could have been forty-five, and being large in no way hampered her glamour. Her hair was jet black, her lips the color of blood, matching the designer talons, and the jewelry was white gold. “Scott, my darling.” She embraced him in a cloud of musky perfume. “Where is the rascal?” 
 
    “Getting dressed,” Scott promised. “Honestly, I could have had him out the door twenty minutes ago, but …” 
 
    “But this led to that, and that led to the other thing,” Victoria sighed. “I know him. I decided to come over here and make sure, this time.” She looked Scott over appreciatively. “This is the year I get to show off my only son’s intended, and I’m bloody well going to enjoy it! You look delicious. It’s him I’m worried about.” 
 
    In fact, Adam looked edible as he stepped out of the bedroom, elegant down to the Coober Pedy white opal cufflinks. He looked good, and he knew it. He struck a pose for Victoria. “Will I do?” 
 
    She humored him with a sigh. “I suppose you’ll have to.” 
 
    He peered down at himself. “What’s the matter with it?” 
 
    “You look,” Victoria informed him, “like you just stepped out of a shop window.” 
 
    Adam pointed at Scott. “So does he!” 
 
    “But on him it looks good.” She snatched his keys from the bureau by the door and tossed them to him. “Are you done primping? Out!” 
 
    The sun was gone, the sky some shade between blue and silver. The last faint hues of sunset lingered while Scarborough came alive with streetlights. Rain would fall later; Scott thought he could smell it on the air already. He slid into the left-side seat, watched Adam start the Mazda while Victoria returned to her own car, twenty meters up the road. 
 
    “Sorry about my mother,” Adam intoned. “She’s a force of nature. Just let her blast on through like a storm. She always does.” 
 
    “I like her,” Scott said honestly. The remark earned him a skeptical glance as Adam warmed the motor. “I suppose,” he added, “having a mother is a novelty. My parents were gone like that when I was still a kid.” He snapped his fingers. “So, what’s this annual solstice party?” 
 
    “Just what it sounds like.” Adam leaned over to kiss before he ran up his seatbelt and pulled out, chasing Victoria’s taillights. “You’ll find out. Same every year. Only the venue changes from time to time ― basically, when the old place chucks them out for getting too rowdy and they move on somewhere new. For the last four years, it’s been the Duke of York.” 
 
    Rain spattered the windscreen, smearing the city lights as Adam followed Victoria west from the harbor, into narrow streets where the night life had not yet begun and the day’s trade was winding down. Christmas decorations fluttered and winked, forlorn in the bleak, wet night. 
 
    Scott’s mind was on the other side of the world, where the December sky would be blue enough to hurt the eyes, the hills scorched golden brown, the gulf waters green and placid while family groups began to pick their spot on the beach for Christmas brunch. It might have been another planet, and he forced his mind back to the north as Adam took the last car park in the tiny lot tucked behind the pub. 
 
    The solstice party was already in high gear. Victoria’s group had hired the Duke’s private dining room, to the right of the bar area. Colored party lights winked around the walls; a vast Christmas tree stood to the left of a low, empty stage. Canned music competed vainly with the noise of at least thirty revelers, and a boozy cheer went up as Adam appeared at last. Most people had given up on him. Scott felt the weight of the scrutiny and pasted on a smile as Adam leaned to his ear. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered. “Not my idea. Victoria’s been dying to do this for years, but I was never serious enough about anybody. You’re copping the lot ― twenty years’ worth of pent-up maternal frustration.” 
 
    “I’ll survive,” Scott muttered as a complete stranger thrust a champagne flute into his hand and offered a platter of vol au vents. “Uh, thanks.” 
 
    “Uncle Stephen,” Adam said dutifully, beginning to rattle off the guest list, though none of the names stuck in Scott’s memory. “And of course,” he finished, “Bernard and Connie, you already know. I took the liberty of inviting a few familiar faces this year.” 
 
    Moments before, Scott had seen the Quincannons, Edith Bretton, Art Gurney and Maggie Warburton, sitting together at a table in the corner. Ignoring the rest, he cut a line through the middle of the crowd and pulled out a chair. These were the veterans of Falconstone, and he felt a kinship with them. Only Gurney maintained any formal connection with the house now, but these people shared a knowledge no one else did, save Kolya Berkov, who was too unwell to brave the weather for the sake of a party where he would be a stranger and couldn’t even enjoy a drink. 
 
    While Adam placated his mother, her family and the group that would gather to celebrate the dates sacred to an almost forgotten calendar, venerate gods whose names had somehow survived from antiquity, Scott shook hands around the table. He stooped closer to hear Bernard saying, 
 
    “We were over at the house this morning. We did try to get Kolya to come along, but parties are not his thing. Alcohol doesn’t go well with his pills, so he’d be a fish out of water when the rest of them get plastered … which they’re doing right now. My lord, these people can put away some booze!” 
 
    “Kolya’s doing well,” Connie added. “I think he’s gaining a little weight, which is a mercy. The house suits him fine ― all the peace and quiet in the world to work on his books. Not sure about that new housekeeper, mind you, but I suppose she’ll either work out or walk out.” She gave Edith a wink. “Meg Price is a battle-axe, but she doesn’t have Falconstone to deal with. The whole place is … silent.” Connie tapped her temple. “I’m a little psychic myself, you know, Scott. I listened to it, while I was there.” 
 
    “Nothing. I know,” Scott agreed. “It’s just a house now.” 
 
    “Tabula rasa,” Bernard said gravely. “She’s swept clean, the original blank slate. Kolya told us the whole thing. Damn! I’d love to have seen that.” 
 
    “Be grateful you didn’t,” Scott said soberly. 
 
    “I suppose.” Bernard drank a little champagne. “A hundred years of new residents, perhaps even families, and she’ll start to pick up some character again. Hopefully, this second time around the stone and timbers will infuse with good memories. That poor house deserves better.” He lifted a brow at Scott. “Have you come to any decision yet?” 
 
    “If I want to sell?” Scott shook his head. “I don’t know. Anyway, it’s so far in the future, there’s no point making firm decisions yet.” 
 
    Maggie leaned closer, over the table. “Were you planning to live there? Surely, it’s too big! It’s an absolute barn, far too large for just the two of you.” 
 
    Especially as they would be gone so much of the time, Scott thought. He could only shrug. “Ask me closer to the time when Hector’s will lets me make the call. Right now? We’ll be in London in January, Aus in February. After that, I can’t say.” 
 
    “Oh ― speaking of which, your five year visa is a rubber stamp,” Maggie told him. “They’re wondering if you want to apply for citizenship, but it’s early days. And I had word from the art dealer in Manchester ― you remember the one? Helen Ritter, with the terrier and the electrocuted hair? Your Wright of Derby has been authenticated. It’ll be at auction in February. I also had a surprise query via Helen: someone looking for a Steinway baby grand piano, if you were interested in selling. It’s not as if you play at all, and you wouldn’t believe what they’re worth.” 
 
    In fact, Scott had looked them up on the Internet. “I’ll tell you later,” he said easily, trying the champagne. He let the conversation flow over him like warm oil. None of it made much impression on him until Bernard said quietly, 
 
    “You wouldn’t be willing to put Falconstone under lease next year, would you? That is, Con and I are talking with a group of backers, negotiating for the stake to open a proper museum. We need space to expand, and an elegant venue. Connie and I were thinking, we could do a lot worse than Falconstone … if you wanted to retain the property rather than selling out to some rich celebrity.” 
 
    “Of course, there’d be a lot more money in the sale,” Connie admitted. 
 
    “Money!” Scott pretended to clap both palms over his ears. “I don’t even want to hear the word.” 
 
    Adam’s voice took him by surprise, close behind him, a moment before his hands fell on Scott’s shoulders. “He’s blaspheming again, is he?” 
 
    “When I were a lad,” Art Gurney said cynically, “I’d get me mouth washed out with soap and water for that kind of language.” 
 
    A museum? The idea held a vast charm. Scott had a sudden vision of Falconstone in summer, its grounds landscaped into a park. Tourists. He gave Bernard an interested look. “Let’s talk about this. You have backers, you say?” 
 
    “A community consortium,” Bernard said expansively. “They want a place big enough to accommodate the usual twaddle. The teahouse, the gift shop, video theater, bouncy castle to keep the kiddies happy, proper parking for coach trips. There’s no such thing as an old fashioned museum anymore. It has to be the Yorkshire Folkloric Experience, or bust.” 
 
    “We’ll definitely talk,” Scott promised. 
 
    “But not now,” Adam groaned. “This is the solstice party, for godsakes. They’re dancing, Scottie. That’s Billie Holiday. You don’t want to dance?” He squeezed Scott’s shoulders. “Victoria would love us to take to the floor, so she can have her moment of glory. ‘See there, that’s my son’s fiancé, an Australian, not titled but landed you know … oh yes, my Adam’s done very well for himself there.’” 
 
    He had Victoria’s timbre and delivery down pat. Scott had to laugh as he pushed back his chair and gave Adam his hands. Always, the mute five-second dispute about who was going to lead, before they found their rhythm. “Let’s not disappoint the lady.” 
 
    “Lady?” Adam echoed. “That’s no lady, that’s Victoria.” 
 
    “I heard that!” the Wagnerian voice bellowed over the music. 
 
    “Best behavior?” Adam said wickedly, and pulled Scott in close. 
 
    Indulgent, amused, Scott let himself be maneuvered onto the floor between the tables, and watched the Christmas lights as Adam swung into the bluesy, easy rhythm of The Very Thought of You. He caught Victoria’s eye and winked. She laughed delightedly and saluted him in champagne. 
 
    “So,” Adam said, moist against his ear. “You’ve met the clan. You’re not going to run for cover?” 
 
    “I can live with it. There are … compensations.” Rain lashed hard against the Duke of York’s tall windows, but Scott was too intent on Adam to notice. 
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