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			ONE

			A Duel at the Langham Hotel, 29th October 1938

			

			Rachel White flung the cab door open, tossed the driver a banknote and dived into the rain. 

			She ran across the gloom of Portland Place towards the gilded mountain of light that was the Langham Hotel. The downpour tore at her hat. Her heels slipped and twisted on the wet pavement. The raindrops tasted like fear. 

			Fifteen minutes earlier, her ectophone had rattled out a message: KULAGIN IN A DUEL COME AT ONCE. She had imagined a .22 hole in Yakov Mikhailovich Kulagin’s forehead, all the dark secrets in his brain leaking out and washing away, dragging her twenty-year career in the Secret Intelligence Service with them.

			She took the stairs to the arched entranceway of the hotel two steps at a time. 

			Stairs, marble floors, thick carpets, Renaissance pillars, ladies in ermine and pearls, spirit-armoured mediums channelling New Dead visiting from Summerland. She collided with a waiter and toppled a tray of champagne glasses. Curses and laughter followed her. Then she was through a set of French doors at the top of a broad staircase and outside once again. She stopped and breathed in the heady smell of roses in the rain. 

			A small crowd in evening wear huddled beneath umbrellas in the garden, watching two men. Both were in their shirtsleeves and completely drenched, holding silver pistols. One of them, a fair-haired youth, inspected his weapon with the calm detachment of a marksman. 

			The other was Kulagin. His shirt was open at the collar and stained with deep, dark red along his ribs. His pistol hung limply from one hand as if forgotten. He saw Rachel and performed a mock salute, a mad broad grin on his face. 

			She hurried down. The duellists were getting ready again. Kulagin’s second, a thickset man in a trilby hat, was talking to him, gesturing, pleading: Major Allen, the Service officer on Watch detail tonight. The Russian defector brushed him away and walked back to the centre of the garden, swaying slightly. 

			Allen touched the brim of his hat when he saw Rachel. There was a look of desperation on his ruddy face. 

			‘What are you doing?’ she hissed. ‘Why didn’t you stop him?’ 

			‘I tried my best, Mrs White, but it was too late. He insulted Mr Shaw-Asquith’s poetry and then assaulted him. It is a matter of honour now.’ 

			‘It is much worse than that. If he gets himself killed and Hill’s boys in the Summer Court pick him up, Sir Stewart will have our heads!’ 

			‘We might still have a chance. Mr Kulagin’s injury is not severe, it is the third shot coming up already, and Mr Shaw-Asquith may declare satisfaction afterwards.’ 

			The young man had to be Julian, the eldest son of Sir Patrick Shaw-Asquith, the managing director of Baring Bank. He wore an expensive, fashionable waistcoat that imitated the coppery weave of spirit armour. A dark purple bruise marred one cherubic cheekbone. The way he stared at Kulagin suggested that no satisfaction would be granted before death. 

			‘Major, I take it you will explain to Sir Stewart how either the son of his club associate or our best NKVD source in years ended up with a bullet in the brain?’ 

			Allen raised his bushy eyebrows. ‘I did not wish to attract attention. You see, we don’t want the whole world to know that the Crown has something to do with this—’

			‘I understand the need for discretion, Major,’ Rachel interrupted. There were a lot of ex-colonials like Allen in the Service, infuriatingly dense regarding aspects of intelligence work that did not involve torpedo boats or sword canes. ‘You were right to call me. I will talk to him.’ 

			But it was too late. A red-faced maître d’ stepped up and lifted a handkerchief. Kulagin and Shaw-Asquith tightened their grips on their weapons, eyes fixed on the wet white cloth. Allen rocked back and forth on his heels as if he was watching a cricket match. 

			‘We will just have to see what happens this round. Fair play and all that, eh?’ 

			Rachel swore under her breath. Her mouth was dry and her stomach tingled. This must be how the field operatives whose reports she pored over felt when they had to make lightning decisions. She grabbed Allen’s arm. 

			‘Fair play can wait. Delay them. I need a few minutes.’ 

			‘But what shall I say?’ 

			‘Anything! Inspect his wound, make sure his weapon is loaded, whatever it takes. And make sure you tell me before they start again, no matter what. Move, man!’ 

			She used her sharpest tone. It triggered some military reflex in Allen, who nodded stiffly and waved at the maître d’, making a show about inspecting Kulagin’s wound. In his thick brown coat and hat, he looked like a sparrow amongst hawks. Groans and boos sounded from Shaw-Asquith’s side of the audience. 

			In the commotion, Rachel stepped behind a large rosebush and took her ectophone from her handbag. She shook out the headphone wire and screwed a black rubber bud tight into her left ear. Then she pressed one of the four preset buttons on the Bakelite device. It hummed in her hands as it heated up. She bent over to shield it from the rain and hoped the temperamental machine had stayed dry. A hissing noise was followed by the high-pitched, familiar wailing of the newly dead – sure to gather around any transmitter – and then she had a connection. 

			‘Registry clerk on duty,’ a thin male voice said in her ear.

			Beyond the rosebush, there was more booing and jeering. 

			‘Authorisation F three six one.’ 

			‘Go ahead, Mrs White,’ said the spirit clerk. 

			‘I need whatever we have on Julian Shaw-Asquith, right now.’ She spelled the name out carefully. ‘Any leverage? It’s urgent. And what kind of poetry does he write?’ 

			‘Searching now. Please wait.’ 

			It would take the spirit only instants to thought-travel to the Registry in Summerland and locate the information in the aetheric stacks – something that would have taken her hours when she joined the Secret Intelligence Service as a junior clerk at the end of the war, when everything was still on paper. Even so, the wait felt like an eternity. Her gut clenched every time a raindrop bounced off a rosebush leaf. 

			It was a relief when the ghostly voice returned. 

			‘We do not have much. Mr Shaw-Asquith belongs to what the magazines colourfully call the Cursed Coterie, a group of high-born and glamorous young men and ladies. He has engaged in some indiscretions, including an affair with Lady Julianna Manners—’

			‘That’s no use. What about the poetry?’ 

			Suddenly, she heard the voice of the maître d’ again. 

			‘Gentlemen, take your positions, please!’ 

			What was that idiot Allen doing? 

			‘Fashionable, Russian-influenced, depressing, traces of Pushkin, although I’m no expert. “Oh Hell of ships and cities/Hell of men like me/Fatal second Helen/Why must I follow thee?” ’ 

			Pushkin. Russian tragic romance. That would have to do. Rachel yanked the earbud out, stuffed the ectophone in her handbag and ran back towards the duelling field. Kulagin and Shaw-Asquith stood ready, eyes fixed once again on the white cloth in the maître d’s hand. 

			She elbowed her way through the crowd, tore off her coat, tossed her drenched hat away and shook out her dark hair. 

			The handkerchief fell. The two pistols rose in unison. Rachel screamed and lunged forwards, into the line of fire. 

			The gunshots echoed in quick succession, rapid and metallic, like two keystrokes of a giant typewriter. A bullet buzzed past her cheek. Another struck a flagstone near her feet, leaving a smell of crushed rock in the air. She slipped on the wet surface and nearly fell. 

			‘Madam! Please get out of the way!’ Shaw-Asquith’s voice was shrill. Rachel ignored him and ran towards Kulagin, who stared at her, eyes wide. 

			‘Yakov! Lyubov moya!’ she shouted, in the best Russian accent she could manage. ‘Do not do this, not for me, I am not worth it, I would just follow you to Land of Summer, please let it go!’ 

			She flung her arms around Kulagin’s neck. 

			‘Stop this nonsense right now or the deal is off,’ she hissed in his ear. ‘And let me do the talking.’ 

			Amusement dawned in the Russian’s dim eyes. Hesitantly, he lowered his weapon and wrapped his other arm around Rachel. She nestled close to his thick body. 

			Shaw-Asquith had also lowered his pistol and was staring at them, confused. 

			‘Sir, please let matter rest,’ Rachel said. ‘Please forgive my poor Yakov, he was not in his right mind. We quarrelled, and he was simply mad – your beautiful words must have reminded him of how I hurt him, do not hold it against him, I beg you. And now he is wounded, my poor Yakov, poor zvezda moya … it is my fault, my fault!’ 

			She poked Kulagin in the ribs on the uninjured side. 

			‘She … she is right,’ the Russian growled. ‘Sir, please accept my humble apologies. I did not know what I was doing.’ 

			‘Well, then.’ Shaw-Asquith flicked wet blond locks off his forehead. ‘You take back your words about my mother, sir?’ 

			‘I do.’ 

			‘Then, before these witnesses, I declare that I have received satisfaction.’ 

			Scattered murmurs rose from his side of the crowd, but Shaw-Asquith raised a hand and silenced them. 

			‘My lady. Your intervention was most timely. Would you care to join us for a drink as a peace offering?’ 

			‘I thank you, but I must see to my Yakov’s wound, and … other injuries.’ 

			A camera flashed and Rachel pulled Kulagin in for a deep kiss to obscure his face. His lips were cold. The liquor taste was nauseating, but she held on until the crowd cheered. 

			The best way to keep the real story away from the press was to give them a better one. 

			She took Kulagin’s hand. Major Allen ploughed a path for them through the crowd, holding an umbrella above their heads, and then they were back in the glorious glow of the hotel’s ballroom, warm like summer after the garden’s rain.

			Half-dragging, half-carrying Kulagin between them, Rachel and the major took the lift to the fourth floor and escorted the Russian to his room, number 433. 

			It was a business suite, small but luxurious, with dark wood-panelled walls, thick patterned carpet and a mahogany desk. Kulagin sat down heavily on the couch next to the window, leaned back and looked at Rachel. 

			‘So, Mrs Moore, are you planning to continue where we left off ?’ he asked in Russian. Moore was the alias Rachel had been using during their interviews.

			‘In a manner of speaking,’ Rachel said in the same language, then switched back to English. ‘Major Allen, would you be so kind as to fetch a first-aid kit?’ 

			‘Shouldn’t he see a doctor?’ the major asked. 

			‘Let me find out how bad it is first. Yakov Mikhailovich, please remove your shirt.’

			Smirking, Kulagin unbuttoned his shirt and grunted when he pulled it off. His skin was dough-white and the fleshy folds of his paunch rolled as he moved, but his hairy arms and chest were strong, bear-like. 

			One of the shots had grazed Kulagin’s ribs. The wound was not deep but it started bleeding again when he lifted his arm for Rachel to inspect it. Beneath the liquor, he smelled strangely fresh, of fine hotel soap and light cologne. 

			She fetched a small towel from the bathroom and told him to apply pressure to the wound until Allen came back. Then she poured him a glass of water. He drank it slowly, setting the glass down between sips, one crooked arm holding the bloody towel like a broken wing. 

			The view of Regent Street through the window was dissected into an orderly golden grid by the Faraday cage wires that kept unwanted spirits out. The heat from the radiator beneath the window made her damp clothes hot and uncomfortable. 

			Then it hit her. 

			I was nearly shot, she thought. I could have died. A quick flash of red pain, and then falling, that’s what it was supposed to be like. 

			Her hands started shaking. Her heart pounded. There was no reason to be afraid, she chided herself. She wanted to go to Summerland one day, after all. But not like this, not in a messy, random, foolish way, a victim in a boys’ shooting game. 

			Kulagin lifted his glass. ‘It appears we could both use something stronger, Mrs Moore. I hope you are not unwell. A drink will warm you up. That fop Shaw-Asquith was right about that, at least! And you should get out of those wet clothes.’ 

			Rachel folded her arms to hide her trembling hands and forced herself to smile. 

			‘You are absolutely right, Yakov Mikhailovich. I will join you in just one moment, wearing something more comfortable.’

			Rachel closed the bathroom door behind her and took off her soaked skirt and blouse. They made a dark pile on the floor. The Service was a boys’ world and it helped to dress like a nun. Shivering, she wrapped herself in a heavy bathrobe that was far too big for her. Her hair was a mess. She fumbled in her handbag for a brush, focused on the mirror and straightened the thick black tresses with rapid strokes, squeezing the handle in a white-knuckled grip. After a while, the repetitive motion and the gentle pull in her scalp calmed her down.

			She wiped off the rain-ruined make-up and studied her reflection with a critical eye. Shorter than she would have liked, with a desk clerk’s posture. Tired grey eyes. Smooth, pale complexion that even a childhood in Bengal had not touched – her best feature. Her husband Joe said it made her look like a photograph. At least that was something. Given the way the case was going, she was unlikely to remain wrinkle-free for long. 

			The whole thing had been a disaster from the start. When Kulagin showed up at the gates of Wormwood Scrubs and stated that he was a Soviet illegal who wanted to defect, no one actually knew what to do with him. The only thing her superiors at the Winter Court were able to agree on was that the opportunity should be seized before the Summer Court got a whiff of it. 

			Her own Section F – Counter-subversion – was assigned to formulate a debriefing strategy, led by her immediate superior, Brigadier Harker. Unsurprisingly, Vee-Vee, the head of Terrestrial Counter-intelligence Section V, and Liddell, the deputy chief, both decided to butt in and claim their share of the glory. Crowded by three senior officers, Kulagin clammed up and claimed that a sugar cube they offered for his tea was a poisoning attempt. A furious Harker left the subsequent interviews to Rachel, making it abundantly clear that he was expecting results. 

			The only thing she had to show for the two weeks of sullen interviews in the Langham’s gilded birdcage was a short list of Russian assets in Britain, mostly code names the Winter Court already knew. All her experience told her that there had to be more. For years, she had argued that they needed direct human intelligence on the Soviets, not just the signals intelligence the Summer Court gathered, and this was her chance to prove her point. 

			But time was running out. Tomorrow, Rachel and the major would file their reports. Harker, Liddell and Vee-Vee would take one look at them, decide that the Russian was too volatile to be useful, trade him to the Americans for chickenfeed and send Rachel back to her desk to pore over endless files on angry Irishmen. 

			Unless there was a way to make Kulagin talk before dawn. 

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			TWO

			Wild Children, 29th October 1938

			

			When Rachel returned to the room, Major Allen blushed, looked firmly away and set a small first-aid kit and a bottle of alcohol on the table, next to Kulagin’s discarded duelling pistol. 

			‘Major, could you leave us for a while and make sure we are not disturbed?’ Rachel said. 

			The Watcher gave her a shocked look, then quickly averted his eyes again. 

			‘This is not quite proper!’ he said. ‘Especially after that show you put on out there. I should call you a car, Mrs Moore. It is already late.’

			Rachel sighed. Even if she could hypothetically bring herself to attempt seducing Kulagin, she was hardly Mata Hari with her wet witch-hair, sensible undergarments and thick ankle-length bathrobe that exposed no skin whatsoever. 

			‘Major, any impropriety here is in your filthy imagination. I am sure you have done things in Her Majesty’s service that are less proper than leaving a perfectly honourable man and a married woman alone in a room for an hour.’ 

			‘Please,’ Kulagin said in Russian, with a pained smile. ‘I am trying to keep from laughing at this oaf, but it hurts.’

			Rachel returned the smile. They should have tried to get the Russian drunk sooner. She had hoped to impress Kulagin with professionalism when the opposite might have been more successful. 

			‘What did he say?’ the major asked. 

			‘Yakov Mikhailovich is simply expressing his gratitude for your assistance and discretion,’ Rachel said. ‘Come now, Major, we are all professionals here. I am simply going to see to his wounds and then we will continue our interview. Nothing improper whatsoever.’ She lowered her voice. ‘If it makes you feel better, you can leave your sapgun with me.’ 

			‘Very well.’ The major puffed out his chest. ‘But any monkey business will go into my report.’ 

			He took out his sapgun, a small shotgun-bore revolver with four rubber bullets. It was the Service’s non-lethal weapon of choice. Rachel had fired one a few times but only in training. It had a terrific kick. 

			Rachel pocketed the weapon and narrowed her eyes. ‘Thank you. Naturally, it is your duty to include every detail. But so is mine. My report may mention your failure to stop Mr Kulagin from insulting and assaulting a young man of high station. I would much rather focus on how you arrived too late to stop the incident, and then immediately contacted me. I wonder which set of details Vee-Vee would discover the devil in?’ 

			Allen rubbed his moustache. 

			‘I bid you both goodnight,’ he said finally. 

			His back was ramrod-straight as he left the room. The moment the door closed, Kulagin started laughing.

			

			She cleaned Kulagin’s wound with alcohol, half-kneeling in front of him. 

			‘I may have misjudged you, Mrs Moore,’ Kulagin said in English. ‘You are a spirited woman, ambitious. I see it now. It must be difficult in this country, especially in your Service, being surrounded by all these Etonian boy-children who – how do you say – like each other’s bums?’ 

			She pressed an alcohol-dampened cotton pad into the wound. Kulagin flinched.

			‘There is no need to be crude, Yakov Mikhailovich.’ 

			‘Ours is a crude profession, all shit and flies and sex, don’t let the bum-boys tell you otherwise! It would have been easier for you in the Soviet Union, Mrs Moore. There we are all comrades together, men and women, in the same shit. But here? Very difficult.’

			‘I like difficult things. Otherwise why would I be patching up a foul-mouthed Russian who tried to get himself killed?’ 

			‘Ha!’ Kulagin raised a hand. ‘I did not try to get killed.’ He ran his fingers along the wound. They came away covered with a thin film of blood. ‘I was trying to feel alive!’ 

			‘You will not be alive much longer unless you let me clean it properly,’ Rachel said dourly. 

			This time, she poured the alcohol directly onto the wound and Kulagin shuddered from head to toe. 

			‘What a waste,’ he said. ‘We must drink together, you and I. To men and women, and being alive.’ 

			‘No, Yakov Mikhailovich, we will not drink together.’ 

			‘What?’ 

			Kulagin’s face turned dark red with fury. He struggled to get up. 

			Rachel grabbed his shoulders and pushed. He fell back onto the couch heavily, overcome by surprise and gravity. She doubted she could have moved the Russian’s wrestler-like bulk otherwise. 

			‘We had an agreement,’ Rachel said. ‘In exchange for information deemed to be of value by the Service, we will arrange new papers for you, comfortable accommodation and subsistence, or, if you prefer, a Ticket and a painless transition to Summerland. Was there anything unclear about that?’ 

			‘I was bored,’ he growled. ‘The young fool offended me. I acted. Nothing to do with our deal.’ 

			‘It had everything to do with our deal. The deal was with us, not with our colleagues on the Other Side. There is a reason why you have not been given a Ticket yet. If you had been shot, you would have been lost like any Ticketless ghost, Faded in a day. Is that what you wanted? Or did you have such confidence in your aim?’

			She got up, poured Kulagin a brandy from the room’s drinks cabinet and handed him the glass. His hand shook so badly he spilled some of the amber liquid in his lap. Then he downed the remainder in one gulp. 

			‘See?’ Rachel said. ‘I cannot imagine how you expected to hit anything.’ 

			Kulagin let out a bark-like laugh. ‘Hit, miss – no difference! You just need to be the last man standing.’

			Rachel returned to the drinks cabinet and refilled his glass, then took out a needle and a length of catgut thread from the first-aid kit. ‘Well, right now I need you to sit still. This will hurt.’ 

			She pinched the white folds of his skin together and started stitching the wound. Before joining the Winter Court, she had worked as a volunteer nurse and her fingers remembered the movements. Kulagin twitched and drank more, grimacing. 

			‘You are a cruel woman, Mrs Moore,’ he said between sips. 

			‘If you say so, Yakov Mikhailovich.’ Rachel knotted the last stitch, yanked the thread tight and cut it with the kit’s tiny scissors. Then she put the first-aid supplies to one side and pulled out one of the desk drawers. 

			The recording equipment was in a false compartment installed by the Service before Kulagin moved in: an old-fashioned magnetophone in a heavy metal case. They had more modern equipment with Zöllner crystals that broadcast directly to the spirit Watchers, but the quartermaster was paranoid about using them on operations the brass did not want the Summer Court to know about. 

			Rachel clicked the case open and yanked out the tape. Then she sat in the leather armchair opposite Kulagin, folded her hands on top of one knee and looked at him calmly. 

			‘Now it is just the two of us, Yakov Mikhailovich,’ she said. ‘No notes, no recordings, no ghosts. Just a living man and a woman, bleeding and drinking.’

			Kulagin did not look drunk any more. His dark eyes burned with a cold fire. 

			‘You have been testing us,’ Rachel said, ‘measuring how badly we want what you have to offer. But you have gone too far. My superiors are going to put you on a boat to America. Is that what you want? We can protect you from your former colleagues better than the Yanks can, you know that. It is why you came to us in the first place. I can help you, Yakov Mikhailovich, but only if you help me.’ 

			Kulagin leaned forwards, hands on his knees. 

			‘You think I am here because I am afraid, Mrs Moore? Scared that the big, bad NKVD will spank me if they catch me? I think we need to get to know each other better before we can talk. Much better.’

			There it was. Rachel rolled her eyes. 

			‘I am a married woman, Yakov Mikhailovich.’

			‘Aha! You are thinking of sex! Again, you misunderstand. Sex is a tool. Our Lenin School has a section, in the countryside, where women and men learn to use it. But it does not bring understanding. And I want to understand you, Mrs Moore. This thing we do, telling secrets we trained a lifetime to keep, it takes trust – on both sides.’ 

			Kulagin got up slowly and poured more brandy, two glasses this time, and held one out to Rachel. 

			‘I said I would not drink with you.’

			‘It is a small price to pay for my secrets, no? Here is what I propose. We drink. I ask questions. Not about your country, about you. You answer. If I deem your answers to be of value, as you said, I will tell you things in return. What do you say?’ 

			It was another test. Did Kulagin really think she was a beginner who would open up, give him leverage? 

			Cautiously, she accepted the glass.

			‘Ha! So it is decided,’ Kulagin said.

			They clinked glasses and drank. The brandy was strong and made Rachel cough. It burned in her belly. 

			Kulagin sat back down. ‘Tell me, Mrs Moore – what makes you feel alive? What gives your life meaning?’ 

			She frowned, cupping her glass with both hands. 

			‘Service, I suppose. Serving something greater than myself. Protecting others. Being useful.’ 

			‘Being accepted?’ 

			‘Possibly.’ 

			‘And your husband, does he understand your needs in this regard?’

			Rachel hesitated. ‘He understands duty.’ 

			‘And what is a wife’s duty, in this country?’ 

			Rachel bit the inside of her mouth.

			‘Play the game, please,’ Kulagin said. ‘A wife’s duty is … ?’ 

			‘To love her husband. To support him faithfully. To bear children.’ 

			‘Do you have children, Mrs Moore?’ 

			‘No. I do not.’ 

			The words slipped out too quickly. As a matter of course, she had sketched a backstory for her interview alias – a former schoolteacher turned Service officer through her husband’s connections. Why hadn’t she given Mrs Moore children, a whole litter of them? 

			The Russian regarded her curiously. 

			‘A pity. For many people, it is children who give their lives meaning. The little fallen stars. What did your great thinkers Hinton and Tait call it? The ana dimension, all light, where the souls come from, fall into our crude matter and take root. Some say children retain that light for a while, before it fades and they become us. And then we seek our light elsewhere. Where is your light?’ 

			‘I told you. I have no children. My work keeps other people’s children safe.’ 

			‘I am not sure I believe you, Mrs Moore.’ 

			Rachel hesitated. Kulagin was a professional. He could smell a half-baked cover story. A modicum of truth was her only option. 

			‘I had a child, Yakov Mikhailovich,’ she said slowly. ‘It died.’ 

			‘I am very sorry to hear that. Do you still talk to the little one, through the ectophone?’

			‘No. It was never born.’ 

			‘Ah. Better that way than going to the afterlife motherless.’

			Rachel said nothing. Kulagin sat quietly for a while. Then he nodded to himself, got up, poured them more brandy from the cabinet and sat down again. 

			‘I saw many motherless children in Russia, after the Revolution. Bezprizornii, we called them, wild children. They hunted rats and other small animals for food. Remarkable creatures. So innocent, so cruel. In a way, we were all like them, little boys and girls whose dream of a world without parents had come true. There were no rules except tearing down what was and building something new. Nothing existed except our own wills. It was glorious. Even death was an instrument to make a new Soviet Man.

			‘One day, I sat in a cafe in Petrograd, signing death warrants by the dozen, finding different ways to choose the names. Letters in an alphabet. All the first names I could remember from school. Eventually, I just picked sheets at random. Then, a poet – a real poet, not like the young man tonight – came to interrupt me, accused me of tyranny. I took my revolver and shot him.’ 

			Kulagin flexed his thick fingers. There was a look of dark pleasure on his face. Suddenly, Rachel was grateful for the sapgun in her pocket. 

			‘Later, I regretted it. His poems were actually good. I think that was why I did not shoot young Shaw-Asquith today. Even bad poets touch something we cannot, with our games and lies. But no one dared to stop me in that cafe. Do you understand? There was no one to judge. No mother. No morality. No God. Until we built Him, in nineteen twenty-five.’ 

			Rachel felt a chill. In spite of all their efforts, the SIS knew relatively little about the genesis of the Soviet Union’s mighty guiding intellect that ran its economy with machine precision and uncovered every agent they tried to get inside OGPU with ruthless efficiency. 

			‘The God-Builders,’ Rachel said. 

			‘Krasin, Termin, Malevich and Bogdanov, those fools,’ Kulagin continued. ‘Ha! They thought that the Soviet people needed a God, and so they made an electric one. And now we have little Tombs everywhere, his eyes, watching everything. He is a sterner father than the Tsar ever was. And when we die, we become Him.

			‘That was to be my reward, you see. I have served our radiant Father too well. I was chosen by the Immortalisation Commission to return home and to undergo the Termin Procedure, to merge my meagre soul with that of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. An honour beyond measure.’

			Kulagin sighed. ‘What was I to do, Mrs Moore? I preferred to remain a wild child, fatherless, motherless. And so here I am.’ 

			Rachel stared at Kulagin. She imagined losing her identity, joining the Soviet overmind like a raindrop falling into a dark sea, and shuddered. 

			‘Why the tantrums and the games, then?’ she asked. ‘Why not tell my superiors what you just told me? Why risk dying in a duel without a Ticket?’

			‘I wanted to see if your Service could protect me. It became clear that they could not. They are a bunch of schoolboys. I decided to let Shaw-Asquith kill me and take my leave. I thought it would be … how do you say? Poetic justice. Oh, do not look so shocked. I know what you people are told about the Ticketless dead. Only a few ever return to speak to family or lovers, and Fade quickly even then. I think you are too quick to believe your Dimensionists. What if your Tickets lead the souls astray? I prefer to see where my death takes me. If there is a land without mothers and fathers, I will find it.’ 

			‘Then what are you still doing here?’ Rachel asked. It was best to humour him. The man was obviously mad. She regretted sending Allen away. Slowly, she pushed her hand into the bathrobe’s pocket, feeling for the sapgun. 

			‘You, Mrs Moore, you stepped in front of a bullet for me. It may be that I can trust you with a gift before I leave. But I have to be sure.’

			Kulagin got up, set down his glass and walked over to Rachel, looming in front of her. The black stitches on his side and his pale nipples made his chest and stomach look like an obscene face with a lopsided grin. Rachel fumbled for the sapgun, but the barrel caught in the pocket’s edge. 

			Kulagin slapped her. Black dots danced in her eyes. He caught her right wrist and bent her arm back painfully. Her elbow screamed and she had to drop the weapon. 

			Kulagin’s hands closed around her neck, crushing her windpipe. 

			‘In Tashkent, I strangled a woman once,’ Kulagin said. ‘She clawed at my arms, fought to the very end. She had a child, you see.’ 

			Rachel grabbed his wrists, tried to prise his fingers open, but the Russian’s grip was like iron. Her throat was on fire. 

			‘I want to know what you are really fighting for, Mrs Moore.’ 

			Rachel struggled to get the words out, mouthed them. Her fingers brushed Kulagin’s side. The thread and the stitches were rough. 

			‘What is it? Tell me.’

			He loosened his grip, just enough to let her pull in one ragged breath. 

			‘For freedom, you bastard,’ Rachel said.

			He squeezed harder again. Black dots filled her vision. 

			‘Whose freedom?’ 

			Her fingers found the knotted end of the stitches.

			‘Mine.’ 

			As the word escaped her lips, she pulled as hard as she could. The catgut bit into her fingers and tore a flap of skin from Kulagin’s side. Droplets of blood stung her face like fat from a burst sausage. 

			Kulagin roared with pain. She pushed herself up, ramming her shoulder into Kulagin’s belly. He stumbled against the coffee table and crashed to the floor. Rachel reached for the duelling pistol on the table but a black tunnel swallowed her vision. When it cleared, the weapon was in Kulagin’s hand, pointed at her. 

			‘Very well done,’ Kulagin said. He was laughing, half-sitting, half-lying on the floor. He pressed his left hand against the torn wound in his side. Blood flowed freely between his fingers. ‘Oh, but that hurts. Very well done indeed!’ 

			His laugh was interrupted by a coughing fit. His aim wavered, but before Rachel could move, he regained his composure. 

			‘I apologise for any discomfort I caused you, but I had to be sure. I recognise truth when I hear it. And so I am going to give you a gift, Mrs Moore, a double-edged gift. For the last two years, I have been running an agent called FELIX – a Section head in your Summer Court. He is a good lad, a little naive, a believer in the cause – more so than I, bless his soul.’ 

			Rachel struggled to speak but her throat seized up. 

			‘I see you don’t believe me. Well, more detail may convince you. FELIX is called Peter Bloom.’ 

			‘Bloom,’ Rachel said, her voice hoarse. She had served with him for a time, before he passed over. One of the Young Turks, although less dashing than the others: short, pudgy, with intense eyes and a sensual mouth. Quiet, polite, a little aloof. Promoted past her, of course, in spite of the fact that she had a decade of experience on him. 

			Kulagin coughed again. He lay in a spreading pool of dark crimson now. 

			‘My darling Peter was the golden goose I was going to be rewarded for. He belongs to you now.’ 

			Rachel’s head spun. It was if all the reason in the world was leaking out together with Kulagin’s blood.

			‘Even if I believed you,’ she whispered, ‘what do you expect me to do?’ 

			‘You weren’t listening,’ Kulagin said. ‘There is no one telling you what to do. Goodbye, Mrs Moore.’ 

			In one smooth movement, as if downing a drink, he pushed the barrel of the pistol into his mouth and pulled the trigger. 

			The shot felt like a slap, blinding and deafening. When her vision cleared, Rachel could not bear to look at Kulagin’s ruined face. 

			She fled the room and slammed the door shut behind her. 

			‘We need a – we need a doctor here!’ she shouted at the top of her lungs, tearing the words from her battered throat. ‘Someone get a doctor!’ 

			Then she sank to the floor. The name pulsed in her mind, crimson and vile and impossible like Kulagin’s blood on the carpet. 

			Peter Bloom. 

			

			

		

	
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			THREE

			Small Wars, 8th November 1938

			
			Peter Bloom found himself haunting an ammunition truck while Madrid burned. 

			He could not see the flames. To a ghost, the material world was invisible, except for electricity and the soul-sparks of the living. Buildings and streets were skeletons of luminescent wiring. Human brains glowed like paper lanterns. Everything else was a pale grey mist. He would have been hopelessly lost if not for the beacon in his agent Inez Giral’s ectophone that had guided him here from Summerland for their meeting. 

			Now he hung on to the bright coils of the phone’s circuitry like a small boy gripping the hem of his mother’s dress, and listened to Inez describe the world of the living. 

			‘The Gran Vía rooftops are on fire,’ she said. ‘And the bombs, they fall like black pears. Big ones first, to knock buildings down. Incendiaries to light them. Shrapnel to keep the firemen away. Same thing every night. Soon there will be nothing left to burn.’

			For a woman driving a truck loaded with high explosives through a city being firebombed at night, her voice was remarkably calm. 

			‘During the day, when we try to sleep, the planes drop leaflets on us, like seagulls shitting. Propaganda and Tickets to Franco’s fake paradise. The Fascists are losing, so they try to kill us all and lure our souls into their false Heaven.’ 

			Peter heard distant thunderclaps. 

			‘What is that noise?’ he asked. 

			‘They are firing at the Telefónica again.’ 

			‘A reporter told me the Fascists are using it for target practice.’ 

			The Telefónica was a solidly built skyscraper standing on the highest spot in Madrid. To Peter’s hypersight, it was a stick figure, all wire and gossamer. He could imagine an artillery officer’s delight in knocking it down, like he used to demolish the card fortifications he built for his war games as a child. 

			‘Let them,’ Inez said. ‘It shrugs off shells.’ 

			She might have been talking about the Spanish Republic itself. Two years ago, a mining rebellion and anger against a Church no longer able to offer answers about death had created a strange, Utopian state on the Iberian Peninsula. A coalition of generals led by Francisco Franco had decided to restore the natural order of things. Reluctantly, Britain had supported Franco. In turn, the Soviet Union had thrown its weight behind the Republic’s Communist factions. And so Spain had become a Petri dish of war, a miniature of greater conflicts to come.

			That was why Peter was here. Franco was losing. The SIS needed to understand why. They needed more Republic intelligence assets like Inez. 

			The problem was that he had no idea what she needed.

			They drove through the ghost city in silence. He tried to picture what she looked like. BRIAR, the local SIS recruiter she knew as Comrade Eric, had wired him a photograph. A fierce young woman in neat blue coveralls, with pencil-line eyebrows and a striking wide mouth. She did not look like she suffered fools gladly.

			He cleared his immaterial throat – the habits of the living were hard to break. 

			‘Señorita—’ 

			‘Just comrade, like everybody else. Although we are not really comrades, are we?’ 

			‘I hope we can be,’ Peter said. ‘It’s a very brave thing you are doing.’ 

			Inez laughed a short, bitter laugh. ‘You flatter me, Comrade Ghost. Bravery is for mortals. I have a Ticket to our Republic’s Heaven, to the Heaven of the people. Every night I memorise it, all the weird little shapes that tickle my brain, like I’m saying paternoster. If I get hit by a shell, the Ticket will take me where all the good revolutionaries go.’ 

			Her voice was flat. Peter considered her soul-spark, itself a miniature city of flame: a glowing flower the size of his hand, with intertwined petals of blue and red. He wished he had more experience in soul-reading. The only hues he recognised in Inez’s mind were anger and frustration.

			‘That was not what I meant,’ he said. ‘Just talking to me could get you in worse trouble than being killed. It is a brave thing to risk your soul for peace.’ 

			Inez spat. Through the microphone, it sounded like a muffled gunshot. Her soul-spark flashed cherry-red. 

			‘Who says I want peace? Let the Fascists light the city. The fire will make us pure, and they will burn in hotter flames in Hell. When Comrade Eric says to talk to you and gave me the phone, I say why not, I get bored when I drive, I can talk and drive at the same time, no? But I don’t like listening to lies. So don’t talk to me about peace. Maybe I will decide I prefer the sound of guns to your voice.’ 

			Peter swore. Clearly, BRIAR had misjudged Inez and failed to develop her properly. His report had described her frustration with how the Republic treated the Church, but that was not enough. She was not ready to be handled yet.

			‘Inez,’ he said, ‘please listen to me. Comrade Eric was right. We can just talk, about anything you want. Just—’

			She hung up on him. The circuit anchoring Peter to the phone disappeared and he was ejected back into the cold grey mist.

			He spun, disorientated. Inez’s beacon receded into the distance. For a ghost, movement and thought were the same thing. Peter concentrated on the shape of the beacon and dashed after it in effortless, bodiless flight. 

			He could return to the Summer Court and blame the whole thing on BRIAR. It was tempting, if not for the fact that the Iberian Section, which Peter headed, could not afford to make yet another blunder without attracting scrutiny from C, the SIS chief. 

			Especially when Peter himself was the ultimate cause of their blunders. They were comrades, even if his job was to persuade her to betray the cause they both served. 

			He had to get something report-worthy out of her, but how? 

			The beacon was lost in the labyrinth of wires and soul-sparks. To get a better view, Peter descended in the kata direction – the fourth dimension where only the dead could move. 

			Madrid expanded into a tracery of light and flame above him, and he felt like a bird flying beneath a strange, inverted firmament. Radio waves pulsed from the Telefónica. The front was close, and he glimpsed a death – the red flash of a soul-spark leaving its body, like a rocket fired into the sky.

			Then he saw the ectotank. 

			
			It looked innocent enough at first, a slowly growing white vortex in the gloom, like milk poured into tea. Closer, he saw the white was not white, but made up of countless shimmering colours. Peter felt a sudden compulsion to dive right into it, even though he knew it meant certain doom. 

			The ectotank ploughed through a cluster of little human lights that had to be a Republic barricade. Crimson firecrackers of dead souls bloomed in its wake, then looped back around and dived into the white whirlpool, unable to resist its allure. As the souls disappeared into the white, the ectotank vortex grew and advanced down the street like a hungry amoeba. 

			Inez’s beacon was headed straight towards it.

			Peter launched himself at the ectophone. He gripped the phone’s bell circuit with aethereal fingers and shook it frantically. Nothing. The milky whirlwind of the ectotank loomed to the right. Clearly, Inez could not see it – a building invisible to Peter blocked her view.

			Then he glimpsed the ectotank’s eye, a tiny round window in the midst of the whiteness. Within, he saw flames and street lights and broken buildings in full vivid colour, as if he had living eyes again. He was overwhelmed by an irrational need to dive through the eye. Surely he would be alive again on the Other Side? 

			Far away, some distant part of him kept clawing at the circuit, three long rings, three short, three long.

			‘I am trying to drive, Comrade Ghost,’ Inez said. ‘Why don’t you—’ 

			Her voice broke the spell. ‘Turn around!’ Peter cried. ‘There is an ectotank ahead!’ 

			‘Jesú,’ Inez whispered. Then she let out a wordless scream. 

			There was static on the phone, and then the sound of screeching brakes. 

			The truck swerved right just as the ectotank rolled along Gran Vía like an avalanche. Inez raced down a side street like a madwoman, and even at the speed of thought, Peter had trouble keeping up. A Republic battery in the Telefónica opened fire at the ectotank with Soviet-made aetherguns. It let out a high-pitched keening that sounded like a thousand children screaming. 

			Finally, the truck came to a halt. Peter waited for a moment and rang again. Inez picked up, but said nothing. Her breathing was laboured and quick.

			‘Are you hurt?’ Peter asked. 

			‘No.’

			‘Why did you stop?’

			‘There is a hole in the road ahead. A crater where the Metro used to be, black like a gate to Hell. Maybe it is where that thing crawled out from. Madre de Dios, it was the size of a house, like a … a—’ Her voice broke. For a moment, Peter thought she had hung up again, and sighed with relief when she continued. ‘I have never seen anything like it. How can Pope Teilhard bless the Fascists when they send devils to attack us?’

			‘That was no devil. There was a human being inside, a medium. What you saw was ectoplasm, spirit essence stolen from the dead, shaped by his thoughts.’ 

			‘Then his thoughts are full of devils.’ 

			A perversion of Lodge’s and Marconi’s original inventions, the ectotanks were created to break the deadlock of the trenches in the Great War: weapons that grew more powerful the more they killed. He had not realised the tanks Britain had supplied Franco with were already being deployed. That would make the Soviets respond in kind, escalating the conflict. It made his mission all the more urgent. 

			‘War brings out the devils inside us,’ Peter said. 

			Inez exhaled, a long sigh that turned into a sob. 

			‘What is it?’ 

			‘There are devils inside me, too, Comrade Ghost. If I was truly brave, like you say, I would put my rifle in my mouth and fire, and let God judge them.’ 

			‘And go to the Republic’s Heaven?’ 

			She
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