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  Dedication


  For Carol Clerk, who supported and inspired me more than she could ever know.


  Chapter One


  The Tower


  Daniel awoke to a sharp screeching sound.


  His first waking thought was of the sound that talons make, scraping against glass. His second was the mental image of a moth trying to escape from a bell jar. Upon opening his eyes, the first thing he saw was a shadow at his hotel room window. It looked like a man, indistinct but moving beyond the backlit beige of the curtains. Impossible. His room was on the fourteenth floor.


  Daniel rose and blinked away the fog of sleep from his eyes. He grabbed his bathrobe from the back of the chair and pulled it on. The shape was still moving outside the window, floating up behind the curtains. Daniel yanked them open and caught a glimpse of the window cleaner’s platform as he disappeared from view. He watched the metal cables twitch as the pulley mechanism whirred, carrying the fearless worker to the floor above his. Daniel whistled through his teeth. It would take a braver man than he to ascend to such heights in the pursuit of commerce. Daniel’s business took him on an altogether opposite trajectory. He was a fixer by trade, and a finder in practice, sourcing rare artifacts for his rich clients with no questions asked. His recent assignments had led him down a dark path, and had caused him to lose his passport and travel privileges in the process. Not to mention his sanity. The first time he had been hired by his now regular client, Mr. Rothschild of import and export mavens Master/Roth Incorporated, the task had seemed simple enough—to retrieve a rare, antique mirror no matter what the cost. Daniel had tracked the item to rural Italy where he had plied the mirror’s owner, Baron Perdurabo, with enough liquor to floor a rhino. His sleight of hand with the card deck had sealed the deal.


  Fleeing the scene of the scam before the Baron could come to his senses, Daniel had underestimated how much alcohol he had consumed in order to make the ruse convincing enough. There had been an accident. He did not see the mother and her child at the roadside in time to avoid hitting them. It was their screams that haunted his nightmares, the horrific memories of that night that made him lock the hotel minibar for fear he might slip and fall from the wagon again. Stripped of his passport and belongings, Daniel had only escaped the authorities thanks to the diplomacy of Rothschild and company. Daniel despised owing favors to anyone, not least his paymasters, and he had been forced to undertake two more assignments for them in return for the restoration of his passport, and a clean criminal record that would allow him to move freely. Such freedom of movement was important in his trade, which relied on short notice travel and utter discretion.


  He thought of the strange things he had witnessed during his travels and shuddered. Both assignments had brought him into contact with Choronzon’s Grimoire—a strange, occult book that documented rituals, demons and ancient lore. The pages of the book had haunted him too, somehow, for all the time he had it in his possession. He was relieved to have returned it to Rothschild and in turn to have made good on their deal. And now that he had fulfilled the terms of his prior assignments, it was time to reclaim his right of passage and to take a much-deserved vacation.


  Daniel leaned against the window for a few moments, gazing through a rainbow of diluted soap suds as they dried on the surface of the glass. The soapy film made the view over the city beyond all the more breath taking. But it also made it seem fake—a sham of glamor to conceal the dirt and corruption of the city streets. Seeing a red traffic light holding back a line of vehicles in a thoroughfare below, he was reminded of a childhood nursery song.


  Red means stop.


  Daniel liked London (the city had been undeniably kind to him, and more specifically his wallet, over the years) but he could barely wait to be free of her cloying charms, if only for a while. The traffic light changed from red to amber, and then green.


  Green means go.


  He stretched out his limbs and caught sight of his faint reflection in the window. The sunlight had made a silhouette of him. The reflection of his body became a DaVincian diagram of a man superimposed over the map of the city. Daniel smiled at the ambiguous feeling this evoked inside of him. He craved the anonymity of shadows, and enough bright sunlight to cast them. And he knew exactly where he might find both.


  After a hot shower and a cold breakfast, Daniel checked out and arranged for his luggage to be forwarded to the airport. He was keen to be on the plane as quickly as possible after collecting his passport. Daniel looked at his watch—nine thirty. He was ahead of schedule. His appointment with Mr. Rothschild was scheduled for eleven. Daniel went ahead and booked his cab anyhow. The foyer at Master/Roth Incorporated headquarters had comfy sofas and good air-conditioning. There were far worse places to wait.


  Or so he thought.


  Daniel stirred creamer into his complimentary coffee, took a sip and settled back into the black leather couch. He glanced around the foyer—an echo chamber of glass, steel and polished marble. The Master/Roth Incorporated logo hovered over the gigantic space—a serpent strangling a crown-topped globe. It was crass and powerful, rather like the company itself, and spoke to Daniel of some corporate designer’s attempt to ape Michelangelo’s dominance over the Sistine Chapel—using chrome instead of paint and brushes. The floor lighting increased the distance between the black mirror of the walkway and the ceiling. Daniel wondered how such a vast architectural space could still leave him feeling crushed. He shivered and warmed his hands on his coffee cup. The building’s air-con system would benefit from being set a couple of degrees warmer. Daniel rose, circling the coffee table in an attempt to shrug off the chill that had enveloped his flesh.


  Then the alarms sounded.


  The sound was cacophonous in the foyer. Emergency lights flashed their red warning above the exit doors. Elevators slid open automatically, their confused passengers unceremoniously delivered to the ground floor. Daniel saw the receptionist pick up the phone receiver, frantically making calls. He waded through the gathering confusion of business people and made for the desk.


  “I’m due to meet Mr. Rothschild. It is rather urgent.”


  “I’m afraid we have to evacuate, Sir.”


  He leaned over the reception desk, asserting himself.


  “Could you contact Mr. Rothschild? Tell him I’m down here?”


  “I’m afraid not. The building is being locked down while we await the emergency services.”


  “But it’s just an alarm test, surely?”


  “If it was a test, I assure you I would know about it. Those are scheduled. Please leave the building Sir. We can only resume business when we have been given the all clear for us to cancel and re-set the alarms.”


  Daniel nodded and turned to face the chaos of the lobby.


  Employees were marching toward the main entrance doors in their droves. He glanced at his watch. If he was going to make his flight, he needed his passport now. Losing himself in the press of bodies, he saw a streak of red in his peripheral vision.


  Red means stop.


  A woman, with a shock of red hair, stepped through the doors beneath one of the emergency exit signs adjacent to the elevators. She glanced over her shoulder as though to make sure no one was following her. Her eyes were vividly green, and Daniel felt as though he had seen her before. He wondered why she was the only person entering the building, while everyone else was evacuating. Those green eyes had flashed with something more than just their color. They had also betrayed a fierce purpose.


  Green means go.


  On impulse, Daniel headed in the direction of the emergency exit door through which she had disappeared. Inside, a concrete stairwell crisscrossed up as far as he could discern. He listened for the woman’s footfalls but heard nothing. There was no way out other than the door he had just stepped through. She must have gone up the stairs. He climbed one flight, then the next, peering all the while over the handrail to see if the mystery woman was ahead of him.


  He kept going, glancing now and then over the rail, seeking out his quarry. She must have been in phenomenal physical shape—she was nowhere in sight. By the time he reached the tenth floor his legs were numb and his lungs were bursting from his exertions. He decided he had no option but to rest for a few moments on the landing next to a sign bolted to the wall pointing the way up to the eleventh floor. Daniel loosened his tie, took a breather and knew then that something was terribly wrong. Coughing hard, he had become enshrouded in thick black smoke. Intense heat filled the stairwell, sucking all the oxygen out of it. He took his handkerchief from the breast pocket of his suit and pressed it over his mouth and nose.


  Looking over the handrail again, he could not make out if the smoke was coming from above or below him. Maybe both. It seemed the alarms had sounded with good reason. The whole building must be on fire. He had just made up his mind to make a descent back the way he had climbed when he felt intense heat at his feet. It was sudden and fierce, as though flames were lapping at his heels. He changed tack and headed up the stairs instead, into ever-thicker smoke that made him choke and gag through the flimsy fabric of the handkerchief. He felt as though his lungs might burst. The infernal heat, now so blistering that it seemed the soles of his shoes might melt, made him push on despite the smoke.


  He was almost crawling by the time he reached the next landing. Gripping the handkerchief to his face with one hand and the handrail with the other he took one excruciating step after the other. The smoke was so thick now that he was climbing blind, unable to make out anything beyond the next step. The heat at his heels was unbearable. Daniel felt pools of sweat forming in the small of his back, drenching his shirt and the waistband of his pants. Beads of perspiration trickled down his face, soaking the handkerchief. All was black around him. The stairwell had become a hellish chimney from which he could not escape. His breathing was ragged, his inhalations so tortured that Daniel felt as though each breath was being carbonized by the heat and the flames. He lifted his foot expecting to find the next step, and stumbled. The floor had leveled out, which meant he must have reached the next landing. He staggered on blindly into the white-hot tumult of black smoke.


  He hit a hard, wooden surface. His searched the surface with desperate fingers and felt the solid rectangle of a metal bar. An emergency exit door, it must be. He hoped he was right. Daniel shoved against the bar and felt it give way. A wave of heat washed over him as he tumbled through the exit and to his knees. He gasped, filling his lungs with cool, air-conditioned oxygen before kicking out his foot and slamming the door behind him.


  He knew where he was in an instant.


  The penthouse was quiet, its slick, cruise ship interior a shocking contrast to the concrete inferno of the emergency stairwell. He knelt there on the polished floor for a few moments, his labored breathing easing with each exhalation. His mind swam as the adrenalin subsided. He was in an executive penthouse at the top of a burning building. What now? He had to find a safe exit, but to do so would mean opening another door and potentially letting the fire in.


  A sudden moan from the shadows jolted him from his thoughts. Another moan came, louder this time, from the sunken seating area at the center of the room. Daniel got to his feet and crept toward the source of the sound. As he approached the leather couches, he saw a portly figure sprawled on his back on the floor next to a smashed glass coffee table. Daniel recognized the man as Rothschild, his client. The fat man looked to be in a bad way. His white shirt was soaked through with blood around his bulging midriff. If Rothschild hadn’t moaned again at that moment, Daniel would have assumed him dead. The man coughed up blood and the thick fluid strangulated his voice as he tried to speak. Daniel knelt down next to Rothschild and saw something that shocked him to the core. The man’s heart had been ripped from his chest. But it was still beating. Veins and sinew still connected the throbbing organ to the dark, ragged hole from which it had been torn. The heart made ripples in the pool of dark blood that surrounded it. Daniel gagged at the sight and the smell. He bit down onto the knuckles of his left hand to stop himself from vomiting.


  “You have to stop her–”


  Rothschild’s voice was a moist rasp of pain.


  “Who? Who did this?”


  “You know. You’ve seen her before. Green eyes.”


  Daniel recalled the flash of green. Then her red hair.


  “She wants the mirror. She means to take it. You must stop her. There’s no time—”


  The man’s remaining words became a sick gurgle. Daniel felt bile rising in his stomach again. He needed to be away from this dying man and whoever had assaulted him. If he didn’t get what he had come for he would remain stuck, in limbo—rather like the poor wretch at his feet.


  “First, my passport. You have it?”


  Rothschild’s eyes widened. Blood seeped from the corners of his mouth, cherry red. Daniel gripped the man’s tie, lifting his head and neck from the floor.


  “Give me what I came here for.”


  Perversely, Rothschild smiled. His eyes twinkled with something resembling respect for Daniel. Even this close to death, business was still business for a man like Rothschild. Daniel felt Rothschild’s sharp fingernails closing around his wrist. The fat man pulled Daniel closer to him, the two of them connected by his blood-drenched tie, which resembled the horrid sinew holding onto his heart.


  “Take it,” Rothschild whispered, before his head fell back onto the floor.


  As he did so, Daniel felt a
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