

[image: ]



HE SAW—DID HE? YES—HE SAW A FIGURE OUT THERE—A HUMAN FIGURE DRAPED IN THE MIST …

 … silhouetted by the moonlight, raven black, so black it seemed less a being than an absence of existence. It was tall. Its head was bent as if in prayer. Its profile was obscured either by a cowl or by flowing hair. And it was moving with slow and awful majesty among the churchyard stones.

Storm gaped. He felt woozy suddenly, paralyzed. It was real, he thought. He was really seeing it. He was seeing something anyway, a spectral something gliding through the mist, gliding steadily towards the fragment of the chapel wall.

“What is it?” said Sophia behind him. She had risen from the bed, and was standing beside it, one hand thrown out to one of the posts. Her face expressionless, her features cold, but there was a frightened, almost pleading look in her eyes.

He didn’t answer her. An hallucination, he thought. It must be an hallucination. But still it went on. And there, beside that ruined wall—before the small crypt where Storm himself had stood—there, as he stood watching, frozen and amazed, the jet absence seemed to sink at the same stately pace, sink lower and lower into the hard earth, until only the head remained about the surface.

And then that too—all, all of it—had vanished.…
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“Stay, Illusion!”
      —HAMLET





I

PROLOGUE:
BLACK
ANNIE

His eyes! His eyes were full of fear. And, though I had seen him in London only six months before, he seemed since then to have aged as many decades. A man like myself in his early thirties, he peered at me through the half open door of Ravenswood Grange with all the tremulous hostility, the white-eyed apprehension, of some ancient anchorite disturbed at his grimmest meditations.

I had already dismissed my trap. I could hear the horse’s hoofbeats fading behind me on the Grange’s long drive. The autumn darkling was closing around me, the windswept clouds of a lowering sky pressed down on me from above. The house itself, the whole great stone edifice, loomed menacingly before me as with an adsum to my conjuro te. All this—and the horrid ravens peering blackly at me from the gutters and gables of the place—served to magnify the thrill of dread I felt as I stood on the threshold and stared into the ravaged features of my old schoolmate.

“My God, Quentin!” I managed to expostulate at last. “My God, man, where are the servants?” For he had come to the door himself and, save for the taper guttering in his trembling hand, the hall behind him, the house around him, were all in darkness.

At the sound of my voice, Quentin glanced about, distracted, as if he only now realized he had been forsaken. Slowly, his frightened gaze returned to me—and yet, I felt, it passed right through me. I might have been a spectre, invisible, and he seeing only the empty drive where it stretched into the twilight overhung by gloomy rows of copper beech.

“Gone,” he said then, in a high, cracked whisper, an old man’s whisper. “All gone. They would not stay. Not one of them would stay with me. No, not one.”

The wind rose. The dead leaves swirled and chattered at my feet. From a gable peak came the hoarse cry of a raven, weirdly triumphant, horrible. I shivered. Then, bestirring myself at last from the first shock of seeing my friend in his shattered state, I stepped forward, extending my hand. Quentin merely licked his lips furtively, and faded away from me into the tenebrous front hall.

I followed him, entered. The heavy wooden door swung shut behind me with a melancholy reverberation. I forced myself to ignore it as I ignored the ominous penumbra that quickly gathered round the edges of his solitary flame. Again, and with a soothing word, I came towards him. This time, I was allowed to approach. Taking the poor man by the elbow, I led him gently inside.

I lit a fire in the sitting room, but it could do little to dispel the aura of dejection that had descended over the place. It was a house abandoned. Dust gathered by the wainscoting, cobwebs hung from the rafters. Papers and notebooks were strewn carelessly over the furniture and the floor. Whatever heat and cheer the hearthglow afforded was soon lost, swallowed by the lofty ceilings or transformed into a threatening phantasmagoria by the sombre tapestries hanging on the wall and the thick drapes around the narrow, arched windows.

When I stood from the grate, I found Quentin had sunk into an armchair. Open-mouthed and silent, he sat as if transfixed by the shadows now darting and receding across the complex patterns of the oriental rug. The light from the grate, the light from the candle he still gripped loosely in his hand, dragged at his sallow cheeks like red fingers, like a premonition of hellfire. I removed the taper from his slack grasp and used it to light a lamp on the table beside his chair. Standing over him, I contemplated his macabre transformation with bafflement and with sorrow.

Sorrowful indeed it was and more sorrowful yet for my memories of what he ‘d been not half a year before. Then, in my rooms in town, we had sat, like the schoolfellows we lately were, casually flung over chair and settee, debating long into the night with all the gay ferocity of old. A churchman with a lucrative Sussex living, Quentin was, as he had ever been, a fervent defender of the faith, an apologist for Newman, a supporter of Pusey, an ardent advocate of the high ritual and the deep mysterium. I, a physician with a small but growing practice in Harley Street, was equally determined to ride out upon the lists for science, to preach Reason and Experiment as the keys to comprehending the internal mechanisms of this clockwork life. How well I remembered the passion with which Quentin opposed me, the brightness of his eyes, the vibrancy of his voice as he proclaimed the miraculous and supernatural as our surest guides to the truth.

Now—not a fortnight since he had returned to Ravenswood to settle the affairs appending to the sudden death of his elder brother and sister-in-law—his strong, open face was lined and sunken, his lean, manly frame as much a ruin as the fragments of the old abbey that stood without the Grange’s walls. For all my physic, I could think to offer him nothing better than a dash of brandy. This, my hand supporting his wrist, he raised unsteadily to his lips.

The medicine had its effect. Coughing slightly, he set the empty glass beside the lamp, blinked and looked up at me as if for the first time.

“Neville,” he said. “Thank Heaven, you’ve come.”

“Of course I’ve come, old fellow,” I responded, as bluffly as I could. “As soon as I got your letter. But what the devil’s the matter? You look as if you’ve been through Hell.”

At this, some memory seemed to rekindle the terror in his eyes. He turned from me and stared into the now-blazing fire. “You were wrong, you know, Neville.”

“Wrong? In what respect?”

“All of it. All of it,” said he, his tone mournful.

“There is a world beyond the world we know. There is a world beyond, and it’s … it’s …” But he did not—could not—finish. Rather, lifting his face once more, he showed to me an expression of such pitiable horror that no further utterance was necessary. “Neville,” he whispered then, galvanized suddenly, leaning towards me urgently. “Neville, I have seen it. I have seen her.”

“Her? Who?” I said sharply. I was moved to irritation by the chill that had begun to edge up my spine.

“What the devil are you talking about? Whom have you seen?”

With that, the energy seemed to drain out of him. The poor fellow subsided weakly in his chair, his chin sunk on his chest, his features limp. His voice, when it came again, was as solemn as the echo from an empty tomb.

“Black Annie!” was all he said.

I did not know whether to laugh at this or to recoil at the further evidence of his disturbed senses. In the end, averting my face to hide my reactions from him, I said merely, “I say, do you think there’s anything to eat in this mausoleum?”

Fortunately, there was. For it now transpired that not all the servants had entirely deserted the place. One girl, at least—in very pity for her young master, as I suspected—remained. She had agreed to attend to my friend’s needs by daylight on the stipulation that she might be well away from the house before the onset of dusk. Thus, on investigation, I found a cold repast had already been laid out in the dining room. No more than a modest portion of mutton, a half loaf of bread and a rather unfortunate claret, still it sufficed. I brought the provisions into the sitting room, where we made a rude feast of them before the hearth.

We ate in silence. To be honest, we drank a good deal more than we ate. Quentin, at my urging, did manage to pick desultorily at his chop. For my own part, however, I mostly sat brooding over my wine, reflecting on what I had so far heard.

Black Annie. The name—uttered in such awful tones by my companion—was not entirely unknown to me. There was, I remembered, a legend attached to the old Grange concerning such a figure. Quentin himself had related the tale to me on one of those evenings at school after lights-out when we attempted to disturb each other’s sleep by whispering scare stories across the space between our beds.

I rose from my chair and went to stand before one of the windows on the far wall. Looking out between the dented leaden cames, I saw that night had now drawn down around the place completely. A gibbous moon, sporadically visible in the gaps between the racing clouds, cast a pall of faltering and sickly light over the sere expanse of grassland to the east. In that field, now visible, now vanishing as the moon went once again behind its shifting cover, there stood an ominous and melancholy apparition: the ruins of Ravenswood Abbey—the broken wedge of a chapel wall, the slanting monuments of its ancient churchyard.

In the days before the old religion fell prey to the depredations of our eighth Henry, the ground where the Grange now stood had been within the abbey confines. It was with this ancient institution that the story of Black Annie was associated. It was hardly an original tale. I don’t think there is a ruin such as this in all of England that does not have some deceased monk or other gallivanting about it of a midnight. In this case, so the legend ran, the cowled spectre of a nun—Black Annie—had taken up residence among the decrepit stones. In life, she had been seduced by a canon of the Augustinians—one of the black canons, so called for the colour of their robes. There followed the necessary sequel: the poor woman was soon with child. But before her sin could become evident, she mysteriously vanished. In fact, with the conspiratorial aid of her sister nuns, she had contrived to hide herself within a secret chamber in the nunnery’s dorter. There, the sisters brought her food and drink—and kept watch during the frequent visits of her paramour. As her time approached, however, it became clear that the deception could not be continued indefinitely. What was more, the abbey was now under heavy pressure from the minions of the vicar-general, who were then touring the countryside on the king’s behalf in search of useful evidence of corruption among the clergy. Terrified of discovery, the canon persuaded his lover to give their child into his charge. He promised her he would remove the infant to some safe and secret place, where it would be well cared for by a local nurse of his acquaintance. But, having taken the babe away, the perfidious canon, hoping to set his crime permanently beyond the investigators’ ken, slit the helpless creature’s throat and hid its little body somewhere on the abbey grounds. Inevitably, word of this horrible deed found its way to the distracted mother in her hiding hole. When the royal ministers arrived to make their inspection, they were led at once to the secret chamber where—no doubt to their considerable satisfaction—they found the unfortunate woman hanging dead at the end of a stout rope she had secured to the rafters.

This was the gruesome story Quentin had whispered to me one night in our boyhood dormitory. And he added, with appropriately spooky inflections, that the black-cowled spectre of that much-injured sister was said to walk the ruins of the abbey to this very day.

I’m afraid I must have made a soft noise of derision at the recollection of this melodramatic yarn, for Quentin, as if reading my thoughts, said from behind me, “You remember, don’t you?”

I gestured from the window. “I remember some nonsense you told me back in school, but …”

“True, Neville, all true!” he exclaimed. In a fresh bout of agitation, he leapt from his chair, paced to the centre of the room. He stood there beneath the tapestry of Susanna, whose time-faded flesh the firelight made to seem roseate and alive under the leering gaze of the elders. Quentin’s pale, tormented features were also scored by flame and shadow, also given a tortuous life of their own as he lifted a shaking hand to point at the window. “I’ve seen her, I tell you. Out there. By the abbey. And what’s more …” But his arm dropped to his side and he shook his head.

“What’s more?” I prompted.

“Oh!” It was a sound of such hopelessness that all my impatient scepticism was swept away by a tide of compassion. “I knew you would not believe me, Neville. You with your Science and your Reason—your new religion so eager to replace the old. But I tell you, I have seen her and what’s more … what’s more, I have heard her.” He turned such a sidelong, knowing look then at the chamber’s oaken door that, for the first time, I began to suspect he was truly mad. “In the house,” he muttered. “She has been in this house.”

Shaken—by his expression, by his tone—I tried once more to strike a hearty note of unconcern. “Well, then! It hardly matters whether I believe you or not. If she will appear to you, I hope she will not scruple to appear to me as well. Then I shall have ‘the sensible and true avouch of my own eyes,’ and I have no doubt,” I added in an undertone, “that we can begin to get to the bottom of this whole affair.”

Quentin, nodding, only turned and walked heavily back to the blazing hearth. “Be careful what you say, Neville,” he remarked. Then he sagged once more into his chair.

“I am not afraid,” I told him.

But that was a lie. I was very much afraid, though not for the reasons he might have imagined. It was my friend’s sanity I feared for. Whatever vision had appeared to him, it was clear to my physician’s understanding that it was no “extravagant and erring spirit,” but rather the product of his disordered faculties. What I could not yet discern was whether those faculties were still within reach of treatment or whether Quentin was—and I have seen such cases—spiralling irretrievably into lunacy. I expected—not to say dreaded—that that very night would tell me all.

So we kept vigil, he and I. The fire waned and the oil in the lamp burned away. The shadows wafted slowly down from the rafters and came to enshroud us. The figures on the tapestries blended with the darkness until only a glancing eye, an enigmatic smile, a grasping hand flared into view from time to time with the cracking of an ember.

I had opportunity, in those hours, to think more or less deeply on my friend’s situation. My own beliefs notwithstanding, I am, I hope, no enemy to honest faith. Yet I could not help but wonder if it was perhaps Quentin’s spiritual studies that had so unnerved him. The civilized religion which we practice in this modern day has still its links to antique creeds and half-forgotten superstitions. Was it these, I asked myself, that haunted the abbey ruins, moulded by my friend’s fevered brain into the likeness of Black Annie?

As I meditated thus, the lamp went out. The embers in the grate continued to settle and hiss and a deeper blackness yet enclosed us. I studied my friend surreptitiously, growing even more concerned as the enervated condition in which he had begun our watch slowly gave way to a nervous attitude of growing tension and suspense. Somewhere beyond the room, a clock chimed. It was midnight.

Suddenly, Quentin was on his feet. “This is the hour!” he exclaimed. “She is here! ”

Before I could respond, he had rushed across the room to the window, had pressed himself close to the glass. I was fairly at his heels, was peering over his shoulder an instant later.

His breath misted the pane as he cried hoarsely, “Out there!”

“I can’t see a thing!” I answered. Beyond a yard away, I could make out nothing but thick, sable night.

And then the wind rose. I heard it in the chimney. I saw it a moment later in the movement of an elm as its naked branches bent and shivered. For as the wind rose, the clouds raced—and the moon appeared behind their wisps and traces. Its eldritch silver glow drew the landscape out of the darkness. Out there, beyond the sinuous silhouette of the elm, stood the abbey ruin, sullen, black and grim. The faltering illumination, laced as it was with the running cloud shadows, gave to the entire scene a floating quality, weird and dreamlike. We seemed to stare through the glass as through a torn curtain at another world revealed.

And as we stared, I saw her. A cloaked and hooded figure—raven-black, so black she seemed less a being than an absence of existence—was moving with slow and awful majesty among the churchyard headstones.

I cannot describe the suffocating horror that swept over me at that uncanny sight. I was unmanned, paralysed, my marrow ice, my sinew water. For long seconds, as the thing glided steadily towards the fragment of the chapel wall, I could not move or speak—I could not breathe—but only gaped unblinking as if I had been petrified on the spot. Death itself would not have seemed as forbidding to me as that ebon wraith who appeared the herald of a realm beyond death, a realm beyond reason, a realm, most terrible of all, beyond the reach of mercy or forgetfulness.

The silent, mournful phantasm proceeded with its lifeless grace to the end of the churchyard, to all that remained of the chapel. There, beside that ruined wall; there—though I write it who can hardly credit his own eyes; there, as I stood watching, frozen and amazed, the jet absence of her seemed to sink at the same stately pace, sink lower and lower into the hard earth, until only the cowled head remained above the surface. And then that too—all, all of her—had vanished.

At almost the same instant, a mass of clouds, propelled before the wailing wind, surged towards us above the ruin. In seconds, it had swept over the moon. The torn curtain closed. Utter darkness pressed once more against the window.

Still, as second after second passed, I could not move, but gazed upon the viewless night as if the extraordinary scene were still before me. It was Quentin’s stifled cry that broke the trance. When I turned, I saw that he had fallen into a paroxysm of trembling. Dry, strangled sobs were forcing their way out between his clenched teeth. I feared the onset of an apoplexy. Willing myself to action, I clutched his arm roughly.

“It’s all right,” I said—shouted, more loudly than I had intended. “It’s all right, man, pull yourself together. It’s over. She’s gone.”

“Gone?” The voice that broke from him did nothing to ease my qualms. It sounded choked and high, hollowed by an undertone of barely suppressed hysterical laughter. “Not gone,” he said, eyeing me brightly. “You fool. She is not gone. There are tunnels, you see. Out there. Under the abbey. Drains, passages for supplies. Covered over now, yes. They’re all covered over. But there’s a whole network of drains and tunnels. And one of them … one of them leads …”

Before he could finish, there came a noise—a noise from within the house! Soft, but definite, insistent, it seemed to rise up from below us, to spread through the walls until it filled the darkened sitting room.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

I have heard people say that their hairs stood on end, but I had never before experienced it myself The sound was like that of a clock’s pendulum and yet more resonant; softer, thinner than a knock at the door, and yet as chillingly deliberate. There was a pause as my gaze travelled slowly over the umbral forms and faces on the hanging tapestries. And then again:

Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

I returned my attention to Quentin. He smiled at me, but a smile of such wild misery that I despaired of his reclamation. He leaned forward, whispered almost gleefully:

“One of them leads to the priest’s hole.”

Tick-tick. Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

There were often, I knew, in abbeys and the neighbouring houses, secret chambers and hideaways built to protect imperilled priests during the Tudor persecutions. It would not have been surprising if these “priest’s holes” were connected to the rest of the abbey by the underground passages which King Henry always claimed were employed in the canons’ secret amours.

“A priest’s hole,” I said, as the soft ticking sound repeated yet again, as the febrile gleam in my poor friend’s eyes grew brighter. “Where is it? Can we get inside? Come on, out with it, man.”

For the second time that night, Quentin cast a queerly knowing look at the door.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick. That infernal noise again. What was it?

“In the study,” Quentin said.

I did not hesitate; the slightest hesitation would have done for my resolve. I marched, with more boldness than I felt, across the room to the fireplace. I seized a candle from the mantlepiece, bent to touch the wick to an ember. When the taper ignited, I carried the flame back to where Quentin stood. His face in the wavering glow was stretched and taut with apprehension as he began to understand my intent.

“Neville,” he gasped, “we can’t, we mustn’t …”

“We will,” I said sternly. “Follow me.”

I pulled him from the window, fairly dragged him after me to the door. It was harsh therapy, but effective. As Quentin was torn from his passive terror and offered the prospect of an enterprise, a measure of his former vigour seemed to return to him. His trembling ceased, and by the time we broke from the chamber into the corridor, he was following after me of his own volition.

With every step we took, the sound grew louder, nearer. Yet always, always, it surrounded us, vibrating behind the portraits, beneath the flooring, above the beams.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

At my shoulder, Quentin began to protest again, his expression urgent in the trailing candlelight, his words tumbling over one another.

“Neville. Neville, listen … For God’s sake … You don’t know what you’re dealing with … You don’t understand … Listen to me … Listen, before it’s too late …”

I raced on, ignoring his admonitions, closing my mind to them lest they dissuade me from my purpose. The persistent, rhythmic tapping all around us grew yet louder, nearer. I felt as if it had entered my brain, was rapping at me from within.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

“Neville!” Quentin cried again.

“Is this the door?” I said, as we reached the study. Raising my candle high, I grasped the iron handle. At a nod from Quentin, I pushed it down. The door swung slowly inward.

We entered the small room, the candlelight breathing over the veiled windows, the shelves of books, a desk littered, like the sitting room, with documents heaped and strewn about. The flame’s unsteady respiration seemed to plunge the place into an element like water. The objects seemed to undulate and swim in and out of view before us.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

I stepped forward cautiously, Quentin at my back. It was here, whatever it was—here, or just nearby. The sound seemed to vibrate up out of the very heart of the chamber. I could not help but tense, the flame flickering as my grip on the candle tightened, as the sound came again.

Tick-tick.

“Where is it?” I whispered hoarsely.

“Neville …”

“Where is it?”

He inclined his head towards the books on the wall to my left. “That case there,” he said reluctantly.

In two strides, I was at the bookcase he indicated, a tall case of some dark wood, its shelves lined with musty leather volumes. Uncertainly, my hand went out to touch the bindings. Quentin continued to protest behind me.

“Neville, let us turn back, let us consider, there is more to say, much more you do not know …”

A book—-a heavy black book with no lettering on its ribbed spine—shifted inward beneath my fingers. There was the sound of a latch giving way. The entire case seemed to snap free of the wall. With a whining screak, it swung towards me on a hidden hinge.

I pulled the case open as if it were a door to reveal the narrow staircase winding into the blackness below.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

Now, at last, as if drawn from the house’s timbers, drawn from the air around us, from my own brain, the sound resolved itself upon a single centre, a single source. It ascended in its unceasing, funereal tempo from the dark at the base of the stairs.

Tick-tick.

I started down to meet it.

“No, Neville!”

As I descended, step by slow step, the damp wooden boards groaning thickly beneath my soles, Quentin’s gibbered warnings spiralled into a frantic skirl.

“You do not blow, you have not understood, you must believe me, I have thought on these things for weeks, I have tried to comprehend …”

My own shadow dodged and capered in bizarre shapes on the dripping stone walls around me. My heart was thudding in my chest and there was a thickness in my throat that nearly made me gag.

As my foot touched the bottom step, I felt a clammy draught twine round my legs. The candle flame swelled and, in the broadening glow, I saw before me a door of rotted wood hung in hammered iron bands.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

The sound was coming from behind the door. Nervously gnawing my lips, I willed my hand to reach out for the ring that secured it.

“Neville. For the love of God!” Quentin cried. “There were weeks before she died. Weeks when she left her hiding hole, when she wandered the abbey grounds by night. Nights when she used a spade, don’t you see! In her distraction, a garden spade, trying to dig through the stone! She was searching …”

The door opened heavily, grinding against the floor.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick. Tick …

And there was silence. The tapping stopped short. The candlelight faltered, recovered, bathed the priest’s hole in its bleak, liquid candescence.

But the place was empty.

Together on the threshold, Quentin and I found ourselves peering into a cramped dungeon with low beams above walls of uneven stone blocks. Nothing moved within and the quiet was so complete it seemed almost unnatural. Not even a rat scrabbled for cover as we two stood baffled, gawking.

Then Quentin blurted, “There! Look!”

I lifted the taper. The light spread over the entire chamber. My gaze, following Quentin’s gesture, fell on a small white mound of flakes and powder that had collected on the floor at the base of the wall. It was immediately apparent that the debris had fallen from one of the stones above. I could see where the stone had been chiseled, its edges frayed and chalky as if—just as if someone had been digging at it with the point of a spade.

Before I had time to think, I was moving forward, one hand holding the candle high, the other stretching towards the stone. Quentin shouted my name again, but my fingers were already digging at the jagged edge where the blade had bit into the rock. I gripped it, pulled. The stone shifted easily, wobbled, rolled from its position. It slipped from my grasp and there was a loud crash as it dropped to the floor at my feet. In the same instant, the air seemed to shake. Quentin shouted wildly. I gasped. But these noises were washed away by an indescribably hideous shriek. It flew up around us from everywhere and nowhere at once: a ragged howl full of hellish rage and a grief beyond the soothings of eternity. The entire house seemed to quake and shiver to its foundations as the anguished wail went on and on and on.

For there, in the niche revealed by the displacement of the stone, preserved in that airless cell so that its skin had grown leathery and tight, had yanked its mouth wide and given its eyeless sockets a stare of endless agony—there, its neck slashed open, lay the body of an infant, which decayed and crumbled to dust even as we gazed upon it.
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STORM,
LIFTING
HIS
TRAGICAL
EYES
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A glass shattered across the room and Storm, lifting his tragical eyes, saw, though too late, a woman worth dying for.

The book of ghost stories was still open in his hands. His lips were still parted on the final phrase—crumbled to dust even as we gazed upon it. But the phrase, the whole story, had been blown right out of his mind. By the woman, by her beauty. Just the sight of her had brought him from his chair to his feet.

Which was pretty ridiculous when he came to think of it. What was he going to do next? Leap into the air like a cartoon character—his tongue out—his eyes hanging from their sockets on springs—the Valentine shape of his heart boinging through his shirtfront? He was a modern guy, after all, an American guy, a Hollywood guy. A real person with nose hairs and psychiatric problems and an anus. This was life, not the movies. It wasn’t possible—was it?—that he had just fallen in love at first sight?

Maybe not, but he went on gawping at her. She was standing in the drawing-room archway, one of the guests who had drifted in when Storm had begun to read aloud. In the sitting room behind her, the great Scotch pine with its colored Christmas lights seemed to him to frame her, to set her in relief. A girl of, say, twenty and some. Not the sort of anorexic starlet he was used to, not one of his usual airheads inflated with silicon and ambition. Hers was a real figure in low-cut black velvet. A waist and hips of substance, womanly in the extreme. A bosom from the days when bosoms were bosoms. A swanlike neck, damask cheeks, skin of ivory, hair of jet. Brown eyes, the palest brown eyes imaginable, bright and snappy and quick. Woof, he thought; Jesus.

The others around her—all of Bolt’s London sophisticates—had begun to laugh now and applaud her. She was still frozen with the hand that had held the glass extended, with her startled gaze on the fragments where they lay. Fragments and glistening slivers on the tan carpet. A spreading, colorless stain. The glass had just slipped from her fingers apparently, must’ve hit the edge of the butler’s tray on the way down.

“Oh,” she said finally, “how stupid of me.”

Storm reeled inwardly, mentally clutched his chest. What an accent, too, he thought. That real English stuff. Like Julie Andrews in Mary Poppins. He could still remember some of his boyhood fantasies about Mary Poppins. The things she would croon to him with that accent. Oh, Richard. Oh, young master!

I’m sorry, he was about to say aloud, sorry if I frightened you. It was just a stupid old ghost story. But he was already coming to his senses. And Bolt, anyway, was out of his armchair, was going to her, and Bolt was the host.

“Oh, Frederick, let me clean it up, I’m an idiot,” she said to him.

“No, no.” He took her arm. “I’ve already dispatched my minions.” The two women who had knelt to retrieve the shards glared up at him: a man plummeting into middle age like a bomb, shaped like a bomb, squat-bottomed, potbellied in his green suit and waistcoat. A serpentine, cynical face deeply scored by Bell’s and Rothmans. Shaggy gray hair dropping dandruff. Cigarette dropping ash. “And anyway, I rent the place,” he said. And he led her gently from the room.

Storm watched—bleakly—as the two of them turned out of sight down the front hall. He could hear their voices receding.

“I am sorry, Frederick, I shouldn’t have come, I’m just knackered. I was in Ohio yesterday, and Berlin last week …”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I live for your visits. I’ll save the pieces as a relic. I’ll build a shrine on the spot …”

Someone clapped Storm on the shoulder. Someone else said, “Well read. Spooky stuff. You put the wind up her anyway.”

“Who is she?” Storm murmured, staring at the place where she had stood.

And someone answered: “Oh, that—that’s Sophia Endering. Her father owns the Endering Gallery in New Bond Street. Not half bad, eh?”

Storm nodded. Remained on his feet a few moments more, his gaze now wandering aimlessly over the room. A cozy alcove, chairs clustered together, run-of-the-mill pseudo-Victorian prints hung above low shelves of frazzled paperbacks. A wide archway into the long sitting room where the Christmas tree sparkled and the gas fire burbled and recessed lights beamed on bottles of white wine. And where the group that had gathered to hear him read was now dispersing. And the party conversation was resuming.

Above the rising chatter, he heard the front door shut. He could feel it: she was gone. He sank slowly back into his chair.

Sophia Endering, he thought. He sat there with the book held slack on his thigh, his thumb holding the place for no good reason. Sophia Endering.

But what difference did it make? It didn’t matter now. He was not in love with her. He could not be in love with her. He could not be in love with anyone.

He sat there, silent, slumped, withdrawn again into his unhappy depths.
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But why? thought Harper Albright. Why should he be so sad?

From her perch among the embroidered cushions of the window seat to Storm’s far left, she had seen everything. She had seen Storm rise to his feet with his first look at Sophia. She had seen the ache of passion animate his features, had watched as it drained away again, as his eyes became hollow again, and his expression once more grew distant with despair. It made her think of certain mud crabs who can “throw” their claws, actually detach their claws to break the grip of an enemy. It seemed to her that Storm—she supposed she had to call him by that ridiculous name if only out of respect for the American miracle of self-invention—it seemed to her that Storm had similarly “thrown” his heart, detached his heart to break the grip of life.

And she pondered on this, sitting there, her withered hands clasped over the carved wooden dragon’s head that topped her walking stick. She was a grim, peculiar-looking person, this Harper. Not an old woman particularly, sixty perhaps, but dilapidated nonetheless. With lifeless gray hair bobbed on a furrowed brow. Slack, sagging cheeks under deep, gray pouches. And spectacles thick as goggles, through which she blinked intently. A pipe with a meerschaum skull for a bowl was clamped between her yellowing teeth, yellowish smoke trailing out of it. She rested her round chin on the back of her hands. And she wondered:

Why shouldn’t Richard Storm love Sophia Endering? He was older than she was, certainly—forty at least. But he was youthful and handsome. Rangy, muscular. With a full head of short, sandy hair, and features as rugged as the great western land from which he came. More rugged, probably, seeing as he came from Los Angeles. And Harper knew him to be unmarried; that is, divorced. Humorous and easygoing, and gentle in a lady’s presence. She herself was aware of having developed some sentimental feelings for him since he had come to her. Possibly. Some. So why should he disengage himself? From Sophia. From everyone, really. Harper Albright turned the question over and over.

He was, she thought, for all his American amiability, a man of mystery to some extent, of hidden depths at least. A producer, a highly successful producer of Hollywood films, some good ones, some she’d seen, many that were in her line, having to do with horror and the supernatural, ghosts, werewolves, the occasional latex demon or two. And yet, a month ago, he had apparently left this lucrative career behind. He had turned up all unknown in London. He had arrived at her door without introduction and volunteered to serve as an unpaid intern on her little magazine, Bizarre! He was tired of making movies about the paranormal, he told her. He wanted to work with her, to get at “the real thing.” And that was pretty much all he told her. But uncomplaining—and, again, unpaid—he took to bounding after her like some great red setter, joining her journalistic investigations into claims of haunting, witchcraft, vampirism, alien abductions, and the like. And the question of what he was really after—and why it was he remained, in some way, set apart—had begun to worry at her.

Her reverie was interrupted, however, as Bolt reentered through the archway.

“Well,” he growled nastily at Storm. “It was well read anyway, I’ll give you that.”

This was what had started the incident. The ghost story. About half an hour before. Bolt had been holding forth, pronouncing upon ghost stories in general: Christmas and December gatherings and ghost stories and so on. Storm had said that he had always loved the English variety. Loved them, he’d said—that’s what had done it—all that Yankee enthusiasm. It wasn’t that Bolt disliked Storm in particular, or Americans in general. But there was some vivacious something about both of them that was an insult to his cherished pessimism. Suddenly, anyway, after that, Bolt had felt that he had to play the expert. He’d shifted up a notch from pronouncing to pontificating. And when Storm had said that he thought the Oxford collection was sensational—Absolutely sensational! he’d said—it had just been too much for poor Bolt.

“Well, I suppose,” the journalist had said. “If you don’t mind the fact that they left out ‘Thurnley Abbey.’ I mean, I don’t expect it to be complete, but, after all, it is The Oxford Book of English Ghost Stories, which I think entails certain responsibilities. I mean, they left out ‘Thurnley Abbey’!”

“Yeah, ‘Thurnley Abbey,’ that was a good one,” said Storm. “I think they put that in the Victorian collection.”

“Pff!” said Frederick Bolt.

And Storm, mildly, changed the subject. “Hey, have you ever read ‘Black Annie,’ by Robert Hughes?”

It was a soft answer, Harper Albright thought, meant to turn away wrath. But it had only made, things worse. Because it rapidly became clear that Bolt hadn’t read “Black Annie,” that he’d never even heard of it. Which meant it couldn’t possibly be worth considering. And he said so.

“Oh no, no, you’re wrong!” cried Storm. Rising from his chair, he went to the shelves. Strolled over, too familiarly, as if it were his flat instead of Bolt’s. He plucked out The Fourteenth Fontana Book of Great Ghost Stories. “It’s in here. You oughta read it, it really is good.”

He held the book out to Bolt. Bolt scowled at it. “Fourteenth! They must’ve been pretty thin on the ground by then.” But Storm continued to proffer it. And Bolt’s lips curled wickedly. “Why don’t you read it?” he sneered. “Go on—Christmas by the fireside—a gathering—a ghost story—give us a reading, Storm.”

“Oh, for pity’s sake,” Harper Albright had muttered. Bolt could be intolerable.

Later, though, she wondered whether he hadn’t perhaps fallen into the American’s trap. Storm took the book back to his chair and began to read “Black Annie” aloud—and Harper was immediately reminded that his father had been an actor; he had told her that. He proceeded to deliver a witty and yet genuinely spooky rendition of the piece. And by the time Quentin and Neville were making their candlelit way down the ominous, sombre and melancholy corridors of Ravenswood Grange, most of Bolt’s party guests were here in the drawing room and most of them were spellbound. At the last sentence, there were one or two people who actually gasped.

And the lovely Sophia Endering had dropped her glass.

“It was well read, certainly,” Bolt conceded now again. “And not without interest. Without originality, or irony or invention—or literate prose. But no one could say it was without interest.”

Storm only spread his hands and spoke with such sincerity that Harper Albright thought it would kill Bolt on the spot. “Ah, well, you know. I first read it when I was maybe ten years old. And it just hit me, like: Pow! The English Ghost Story. It got me started in a way. The first film I ever made, twenty years ago, I was, I don’t know, twenty-two. Spectre, it was called. I’d never even been to England. I wrote it, directed it, shot the whole thing in California. But I set it here, you know, in this total ‘Black Annie’ world I made up from the story. It just—I don’t know—it always stuck with me in this …”

His voice trailed off. He shook his head. Well, he was American, Harper reminded herself, and had evolved beyond the need for complete sentences. But what he said—what he was trying to say—did set her thinking again. Chomping on her skull pipe, leaning on her dragon-headed cane, blinking through her goggly spectacles. He certainly did love the English Ghost Story, did young Storm, she thought.

And perhaps, she thought, that would ultimately explain everything.
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Outside, meanwhile, in the bleak city of midwinter, Sophia Endering hurried up the slope of the narrow mews, her heels rapping the cobblestones. The bosom that Storm had so admired was thrumming with agitation. That story, Sophia thought. That idiotic American and that idiotic story.

She held her handbag pinned to her overcoat with one elbow. Her other arm was swinging freely, march-style. Her face was set resolutely forward. She felt the wind brush her cheeks; flecks of a faint, cool rain.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

It was an absurd coincidence, of course. That story, that repeated noise, that race down the corridor of the haunted house. Tick-tick. The way it echoed her memories almost perfectly. Her earliest memories. Her worst memories …

At the top of the mews, at the brink of the junction, she pulled up, had to breathe in the night chill to calm herself. Above her, a burly sea of clouds, backlit by the full moon, billowed swiftly overhead. It rolled over the impending tree wall, into the cryptic reaches of Holland Park.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

Irritated—more upset than she admitted—Sophia scanned the road for a cab. It was unusually quiet here. No cars at all. No people, no sound of footsteps, no sound but her own breathing. It must be late, she thought, after midnight. She checked her watch: in fact, it was after one. She could feel the deserted mews behind her. To her right, there was the unbroken hush, unnerving. She glanced to her left, down the street, down the hill, to the corner. A dreadlocked Jamaican kissed a poxy blonde in the glare of a streetlamp. Some cars rushed by. A group of boys swaggered past, jostling each other. Their laughter reached her and then they were gone and it faded away. She would go down there, to the avenue, she thought. Hail a taxi. She would be sure to find one. She was a woman cabs stopped for.

Tick-tick.

Sophia went rigid. It had almost sounded real that time. Had it been real? A ticking noise on the cobbles behind her? She braced herself. Looked over her shoulder. Brought her body half around and faced the mews.

The passage sloped away from her between old brick walls hung with dead ivy. No. It was empty. Most of the small houses were dark. Even the lighted windows here and there were heavily curtained. Sophia swallowed. This was becoming absurd. The story, her agitation. Dropping that stupid glass in front of everyone. The American with his dramatics …

She gave the mews one last look, then turned again. And cried out: “Oh!”

A man was standing directly before her. Close, standing too close, standing over her, his face pressing down on her out of the dark.

Her first instinct was to try to charge past him. Don’t talk. Don’t engage him. She lowered her head, stepped forward. The man put out his hand. Which made her heart catch. Which made her seriously consider screaming for help.

“Wait,” he said. “Miss Endering. Sophia. Don’t be afraid.”

That stopped her. The fact that he knew her name. His tone of voice. The perfect English, a German accent faint, refined. She pulled up. Examined him. An earnest young man, bundled in a pea jacket, the collar turned up around his cheeks. Very handsome, very young. Incredibly earnest. With wavy blond hair and a warm gaze she could see even in the dark. But a stranger, she was sure of it.

He smiled. “No, no, you don’t know me. I am the Resurrection.”

The first jolt of surprise was gone. Sophia was in command of herself again. Still nervous—with him so close, and the shadows so close around them, with him a head taller than she, towering over her, and so close that she felt the heat of him in the cool air. Two minutes ago she had been in the warmth and the light and the crowd of Bolt’s party. Surrounded by chattering, laughing people, the taste of wine on her lips. She missed all that pretty badly just now, alone with this man in the cold. The Resurrection.

But she knew she could trust her voice to sound collected, firm. “You’re standing too near. It’s threatening,” she said. “Step back if you want to speak to me.”

He did at once, but he didn’t seem glad of it. Seemed uncomfortable in the brighter light of the street. He looked in both directions quickly. When a taxi raced down past them towards the avenue, Sophia saw him tuck his chin into his collar to keep his face out of the beams of the headlamps.

“All right,” she said then. “Go on. What is it?”

The taxi was gone. The street behind him was quiet again. The moon was hidden in the clouds. The young man lifted his earnest gaze to her. Licked his lips nervously. A lock of his yellow hair stirred on his brow, a brow boyishly smooth. There was something just then so naked in his expression that Sophia felt herself soften, touched.

“I’m going to be murdered tonight,” the young man said to her all at once. He gave the breath of a laugh, as if embarrassed by the melodrama. “It is the man who buys The Magi who will kill me.”

Sophia’s mouth opened, but she only nodded, nodded cautiously. She pressed her hands awkwardly into her overcoat pockets, pressed her arms to her sides against the cold. Looked away from the young man, looked at nothing, trying to think.

“Miss Endering, you must—” the young man began.

“Let’s walk down to the avenue,” Sophia said. “We’ll find a coffee shop where we can have a civilized conversation.”

The German made a gesture of apology. “I’m sorry. I mustn’t be seen. You mustn’t be seen with me. It would be very dangerous. I am sorry—but I want to be out of the light.” He had edged over her again, out of the gray glow of the street. “I do not threaten you, so help me. I only want for you to understand quickly what I say so I can go.”

Sophia sighed, looked up at him, her heart beating rapidly, her expression composed. “All right,” she said. “Go on. What is it?”

“My name is Jon Bremer. You will remember that?”

“Jon Bremer. Yes?”

“And he will buy The Magi.”

“You really are serious, aren’t you?”

The young man put his hand on her arm. She could feel the urgency of his touch even through the woolen sleeve of her coat. “He is the Devil from Hell,” he blurted, lips trembling, like a child’s. “All the Resurrection Men are dead. The man who verified the panel: tortured—mutilated—murdered. The couple who found the shop in the east, the same. Tortured, killed. Even the shop owner—his body was pulled out of the Elbe three days after the panel was recovered. His eyes … horrible … That’s five people now—five people have had The Magi in their hands, Miss Endering. Four are dead. I am the last.”

Sophia murmured, “Good God.” She knew that it was true—and yet it made the conversation seem unreal to her, nightmarish. The two of them huddled together like this at the edge of the mews. The words smuggled between them, hurried, secretive, menaced. It was all too ridiculous. The Devil from Hell …

“Well, then, you must go to the police,” she said decisively.

“No!” The young man’s head went back, his eyes went wide, frightened. “His people are there as well. They are everywhere. You are the only one we can trust.” His grip on her tightened. She felt his thumb digging into her upper arm. It was painful, but it made her aware of his fear. It made her pity him. She pitied all of them. “It has to be you, Sophia,” he said. “It’s The Magi. You know all the players. You can be there, ask questions, without anyone suspecting. When you see who buys it, when you know—then—carefully—you can approach … the authorities … your friends in the press … someone …”

After a moment, she nodded again and he released her. His voice grew softer, the words came faster. “I have arranged for the piece to be auctioned on behalf of a charitable organization—an anonymous donation with good title, all arranged. It will be in Sotheby’s mid-January. I’ve arranged for it to remain in transit until then, so I think it will be safe. That is what I will tell them when …” She saw his Adam’s apple work between the collars of the jacket. “When they find me,” he finished. He went on more slowly. “He will buy it, he will pay anything for it. Do you see? At the auction, he will finally show himself. Do you see?”

The wind whirled. The clouds barreled by. An arc of the full moon shone above their ruffled fringes. The fingery branches of winter trees waved sable against the sky.

“No,” Sophia said, staring blankly up at them, frowning. “No, I don’t see. Why should he pay anything? Why should he kill for it? The thing isn’t worth more than twenty-five thousand pounds, fifty thousand possibly, if you find the other two panels. How can you be so sure this is what he’ll do? Your people—”

“Are all dead,” said the young man. The naked, urgent earnestness had come into his expression again. “They are all dead. And I am sure. I have come to know him, in a way. He is afraid of nothing; he will let no one else do it for him. He will be there.”

Now, at last, he stepped back from her. Sophia felt as if she had been released from a smothering embrace. The young man glanced up and down the street again. Peered at her from what already seemed a great distance. “I don’t know why he kills for it, or why he will pay,” he said. “But he has killed, and he will pay. He will pay anything, more than anyone. So the one who buys the painting, he is the man. The Devil from Hell. That is what you must remember. Whoever buys the painting …”

He seemed to be slipping from her, slipping away into the current of the night. She wanted to stop him, to stop the whole thing. “Look,” she said. “You really must go to the police. I can’t—”

“Remember,” he said—it came out hoarsely, but the word carried to her even as he moved across the street. “Whoever buys the painting has murdered me, has murdered all of us. Whoever buys The Magi …”

Sophia stood and watched him: stepping up onto the opposite pavement; moving into the shadows of the park wall; grasped by the shadows of branches and drawn into them.

“Whoever buys The Magi …”

But she could not have heard him whisper it again. He was already gone.

That night—it was a rotten night, if ever there was one. Some of the worst dreams she’d ever had, and she was given to bad dreams. Everything became all jumbled together in her sleeping mind. The cowled figure of Black Annie became the three cowled kings of the Rhinehart Magi. The haunted corridor of Ravenswood Grange became an endless labyrinth through Belham. She was wandering, feeling her way. Tick-tick. Tick-tick. Remember, Sophia. Whoever buys The Magi … She kept waking up, afraid—really terrified—and then sinking back helplessly. Tick-tick, tick-tick. The dreams like quicksand, seizing her. The dread seizing her. Corridor after corridor, searching in the dark, and every picture on the walls was the Magi panel. Remember, Sophia …

Finally, with a noise as much of anger as of fear, she wrenched herself out of it. Lay dumbly sullen in her bed, rubbing her arms to keep warm. A blank moment. No memories, a vague hazardous ambience. The familiar shapes of her bedroom congealing: tall frames of exhibition posters, oversized art books on a low case, the curve of her rolltop desk, the friendly bulk of the computer beside it, the towers of books on the floor …

The alarm went off. The radio. “This is BBC Radio Four. It’s seven o’clock …” And the time tones: bing, bing, bing …

The Resurrection, Sophia remembered suddenly. Her heart dropped like a hanged man. I am going to be murdered tonight …

And then the newsreader started speaking: “The body of German antiques dealer Jon Bremer was found floating in the Thames this morning. Police say his murder may have been the work of Satanists. A rising and respected figure in the European antiques world, Bremer was the victim, before he died, of what a police spokesman called ‘diabolical torture.’ The spokesman said Bremer’s eyes were punctured …”

Sophia sat up in bed.

“… and strange symbols carved into his chest.”

“Oh,” she whispered.

The newsreader moved on to other stories. And Sophia covered her mouth with her hand. She stared into the rising light. Stared at where her desk had been, her books, her computer. At where now she saw only the image of Jon Bremer’s youthful, warm and handsome face—his living face. Staring back at her with the gory, running sockets that had been his earnest eyes.
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“Who is this Sophia Endering?” said Richard Storm suddenly.

“Shh!” said Harper Albright.

Storm forced a stage whisper: “I was just wondering. Do you know her at all?”

Harper didn’t answer, didn’t even look at him. So he was still thinking about her, she reflected—and it was almost two weeks since Bolt’s party; it was practically the end of December now.

The two of them were standing alone together in a Devon churchyard. At midnight, of course, because that was when the beast was said to prowl. A stabbing, slushy snow had already covered the bracken to the base of the headstones. Worse, it had made a shapeless white mass of the venison sirloin they had placed on top of the churchyard wall: their bait.

Harper herself, this odd little woman, had collected a fair half-inch of ice on both the brim of her Borsalino and the shoulders of her cloak. Leaning staunchly on her stick, she could feel the cloak’s gray wool growing heavy as the melt soaked through. She could feel her old flesh growing clammy as the chill began to reach it. And there was no lull in the bitterly thick wind either. It rode to her continuous over hedge and hill. It reached her with a straining, dying note that made her recollect the pixies of the Dart. They were said to have lured a farmboy to his death in the river by crying his name: Jan Coo! Jan Coo! She could almost hear them now in the crying of the wind.

Comes the hour, she thought irritably, but not the thing.

And yet, cold as she was, cranky as she was, she was still able to stand through the long surveillance stock-still, so still she might have been one of the graveyard’s more eccentric monuments—had it not been for her eyes, ferociously quick behind her spectacles’ thick lenses.

Storm, on the other hand, was bouncing around like a bottle on the ocean waves. Like a neon-orange bottle: he was dressed in some fantastic downy concoction, some bloated anorak from Ski-Meisters Of Hollywood or someplace, with triangles of bright green and purple scattered chaotically across the front of it. What he really looked like, Harper thought, was a deflated weather balloon. But he had the cameras ready, one hanging in each armpit, both wrapped in blue plastic bags, and their black straps crisscrossing his chest like gun belts. With any luck, the next issue of Bizarre! would feature the monster on its cover.

Storm whapped his shoulders with his hands, puffed his scarlet cheeks under his woolly watch cap, kept hopping up and down, up and down to stay warm in the driving snow.

“For pity’s sake,” Harper muttered. Even her lips were motionless when she spoke.

“Wh-wh-what?” said Storm.

Harper gave another grumpy huff or two. But then she relented. “All right. All right. I know her. I know about her, at any rate,” she said softly.

“Sophia? This Endering girl, I mean?”

“I know quite a lot about her, in fact. Does she interest you, young Richard?”

“Me? Nah. She just popped into my mind.” He managed to chop the words out between his chattering teeth. “While we were standing here. I was thinking. That’s all. Really.”

Harper let the lie pass. Her eyes made a slow half-circuit of the scene before her. The toppled steles, the ice-fringed tombs, the castellated tower of the church itself, lopped and moldering at the fringes of the visible. Beyond the graveyard’s low stone wall, the snow obliterated her view of the surrounding moor.

“Her grandfather was in trade, as I understand,” she said in her gravelly rasp.

“Her grandfather?”

“You wanted to know about her.”

“Right, right. Her grandfather. So he was in trade, huh?”

“An antiques dealer. In Surrey, I believe. In a way, it’s quite a romantic story. When his son, Michael Endering, fell in love with an archdeacon’s daughter, her parents thought him not quite the thing. They forbade the match, and the girl—Ann—was sent off to school in Switzerland. Five years later, however, Michael applied for her hand again. And by then he had become a millionaire many times over.”

“What, in five years?” said Storm, chattering, bouncing.

“Yes, and the money did the trick, apparently. He got the girl, her ancestral manse—Belham Grange—a knighthood eventually, plus the blessing and acceptance of an all-forgiving aristocracy. So far as I know, the rumors concerning the Nazis were never even mentioned.”

That stopped Storm bopping about, at any rate. He stood flat-footed, panting. Dragged a neon-orange cuff across his dripping nose. “The Nazis? You mean, like, the Nazi Nazis? The evil German guys from World War II?”

“The very ones.” She turned her head, faced him—and she’d stood so rigid till then under her gray mantle that it really did give the impression of a statue coming to life. “They had plundered much of the art of Europe, you’ll remember, slaughtering many of its rightful owners along the way. Sometime after the war, the stolen masterpieces flooded the black market. England’s strict laws concerning ownership made the trade dangerous and difficult here …”

“So you’re saying Sophia’s father was a fence for Nazi loot.”

“I’m saying there were rumors to that effect—largely discounted then, and long forgotten now. He married Ann, set up his art gallery in New Bond Street, moved into Belham Grange, and had three children, Sophia being the youngest. His life after that was without any tinge of public scandal. That is, until nineteen years ago, when Ann hanged herself.”

Storm’s mouth opened. White balls of mist spilled from his lips, whipped away on the howling wind. “She hanged herself?”

“Fortunately, all the children were in London with their grandparents when it happened. Sophia was five at the time.”

“Jeez. Nazis and suicide,” Storm said.

“Precisely,” said Harper.
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