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      WALES, GREAT BRITAIN

      Behind ancient, castellated walls, high in the solar chamber in the eastern tower, the screams of the innocent pierce an old man’s dreams.

      Myrddin draws his near-skeletal frame from the rough wooden cot lodged under a narrow slit of a window. Without looking at any timepiece, he knows it is midnight. That the fragile earth spinning beneath the waxing moon is once more being shaken by a storm of evil.

      The pull on him is strong.

      He wraps his tall, frail form in a thick blue robe and descends a spiral of timeworn steps. At the foot, he catches his breath and braces himself for what is to come.

      Again a powerful force moves him.

      He shuffles across the dark hall and opens the huge, arched doors at the end.
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      ANTIQUES ROW, KENSINGTON, MARYLAND

      Blood from the stab wound in his stomach oozes through Amir Goldman’s fingers and spatters the dark floorboards of the antiques store he’s owned for thirty years.

      The widower sinks to his knees. He’s dying and he knows it. His deep sadness is not the loss of a few more years. It’s that he’s been robbed of redemption. Denied the chance that his mundane, miserable, scrape-a-living life might amount to something.

      Greatness had been within his grasp.

      If he hadn’t been greedy, this would never have happened. Instead he’d have closed a deal that the antiques world would have spoken about for centuries. His name would have ranked alongside Gildas and Malory, Geoffrey of Monmouth and Chrétien de Troyes. The big secret would have been out.

      And Amir Emmanuel Goldman would have outed it.

      Which, he guesses, is why he’s dying.
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      The Chamber of Prophecies is cold and perfectly circular, lit by a crescent of virgin candles made from the fat of animal sacrifices.

      The flames flicker as Myrddin enters. His gaze rises to the vaulted ceiling then falls to the twelve unique stained-glass windows beneath it. Each depicts a man whose existence is as mythical as his own.

      He makes his way to a giant font, fashioned from Irish rocks more than five thousand years old.

      In the water he sees his straggle of white beard and hair, arrow-slit eyes and creased leather skin stare back at him.

      The surface trembles and corrugates. Tiny ripples become waves. The Font of Knowledge rumbles and shakes. Myrddin grips the wide bowl to stop it breaking.

      This is what it wanted.

      Him.

      Raw energy flows into his hands and arms. Seeps into his skin, his blood and organs. Builds in power until he feels like his skin will split and burst.

      Myrddin’s mind fills with unbearably bright light.

      The vision is starting.

      Now he must endure it. Suffer it, in all its painful clarity.
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      The knifeman kneels beside the bloody floorboards and touches Amir Goldman’s face comfortingly. ‘Don’t fight it. It’ll be over in a minute.’

      The old storekeeper feels weak and dizzy. Through blurred eyes, he watches the man watching him.

      The killer-in-waiting backs away from the river of red at his feet. He lifts an arm to check the passing time then resumes his patient posture.

      Amir’s agony is everywhere now. He slurps for the last dregs of oxygen. His knees curl up. He is foetal and bloody. A fatal parody of how he entered the world over seven decades ago. A grandfather clock beats a soothing tick. His tired eyes close and he counts the silence between the clicks.

      ‘Amir?’

      The hurt is fading now, stroked away by the brush of the pendulum, as soothing as his dead wife’s hand, a touch he’s not felt for twenty years.

      ‘You still alive, old man?’

      He hears a chime and lets go of his last breath. Frees it like a tiny bird from a cage.

      ‘Amir?’

      His eyes shut. The pendulum swings. His wife’s hand strokes his face. Her skin against his. He’s waited so long for her kiss and the warmth of her love.

      Across the blood-stained boards, the door opens. A brass bell pings. Amir Goldman’s killer slips into the night.
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      Death is coming.

      Myrddin sees the old enemy on a far-off shore.

      He rides a silent brown beast, one that moves with noiseless hooves and many giant mouths to swallow men whole. There’s a flash of blue in Death’s deceitful hand. The burnished steel of a blade peels pink flesh and raises a torrent of red.

      Myrddin’s heart prickles with pain. He clutches his chest and sinks to the icy floor, struggling for breath.

      He must warn the others.

      Thousands of miles away, a man has been murdered. 

      The Keeper of Time killed in the Cave of Past and Present. 

      The gates of evil are open. A fresh cycle of bloodletting has begun.
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          The true mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible.
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      FBI HQ, SAN FRANCISCO

      A murky fog rises from beneath the Bay Bridge and crawls towards the giant federal buildings crowded near the choppy waters.

      Mitzi Fallon stares out from the glass belly of the FBI skyscraper. ‘Some weather,’ she says to no one at her side. ‘I move from LA, for what? To start my morning in the mist, like a freakin’ gorilla? Sheesh.’

      Heads turn as the muttering brunette, dressed in grey slacks and a new white top, hauls a box of personal belongings down a thousand miles of corridors.

      She shoulders open a door marked: HISTORIC, RELIGIOUS AND UNEXPLAINED CRIMES UNIT and surveys a small but empty open-plan room with four desks. Tucked in the corner is a tiny office created by a floor-to-ceiling glass partition and a barely visible swing-in door.

      Mitzi dumps her stuff on an empty desk and reflects on why she’s uprooted herself and two children to join a unit dubbed ‘The Unsolvables’. Some of it’s down to the pay rise and relocation cheque – money’s tight when you’re raising two teenage girls on your own. Part of it is the opportunity to widen her horizons and work with the FBI in a new multi-agency task force. If the truth were known, most of it is about starting afresh. Quitting town. Getting away from Alfie.

      Her Alfie.

      Alfie Fallon.

      One-time love of her life, turned drunk, turned wife-beater.

      The lieutenant unpacks. First out of the bubble wrap is a ‘World’s Best Mom’ mug, then a pile of framed photographs of her twins, Amber and Jade. A favourite of her and the girls at Disney gets a kiss before it’s put in place.

      The thirty-nine-year-old crosses to a spotless desk that has only one item on it – a thin, stainless steel nameplate proclaiming its missing occupant to be JONATHAN BRONTY. She’s been told the squad’s only man was once a priest in a tough downtown district in LA. ‘Well, Father, if your soul is half as clean as your desk I’m sure you’re going straight to heaven when the big day comes.’

      She puts the nameplate down and drifts to the next workstation. It’s heaped with files and documents. Teetering near the edge is a row of old reference books and the proclamation: VICTORIA CANTRELL, UNIT RESEARCHER.

      Adjacent is a third desk, that of LT ELEONORA FRACCI.

      Mitzi inspects a tube of expensive foreign hand cream, a gorgeous brown Achille Pinto silk scarf and two small blue Murano glass fish used as paperweights. She picks up a silver-framed photograph showing a strikingly beautiful woman in a smart Carabinieri police uniform, flanked by her small but proud mother and father.

      The office door opens.

      Stood there is her new boss, unit head Sandra Donovan.

      ‘Quite a looker.’ Mitzi returns the photo to Fracci’s desk. She nods to her cardboard box. ‘I think I’ll sit over there, just so no one thinks me and the lovely Eleonora are part of a before-and-after commercial.’

      Donovan doesn’t laugh. The forty-four-year-old’s sense of humour is as short as her masculine haircut. She extends a hand and grips hard. ‘Good to have you on board, though we didn’t expect you until tomorrow.’

      ‘Hey, if that’s a problem, I can gladly go home.’

      ‘No. If you’re on the payroll, you’re on the clock. Personnel are useless. Come to my office; we can talk there.’

      ‘Where’s everyone else?’

      ‘They’re out on a case. Will be all day. It’s something the cops downtown have been struggling with.’

      Mitzi follows her into the small area behind the soundproof glass. ‘Anything interesting?’

      ‘Maybe.’ She slides into a chair behind her desk and gestures to Mitzi to sit. ‘Week ago cops found a woman’s body buried in her own back garden. Homicide has been grilling the husband ever since.’

      ‘Sounds like a domestic.’

      ‘They thought the same. But this is a weird one. Forensics found multiple semen samples on the corpse and none are the husband’s.’

      Mitzi frowns. ‘But why call in this unit? What’s historic, religious or unexplainable about a rape-homicide?’

      Donovan manages a smile for the first time. ‘The vic was a witch. A full-blown black magic priestess.’
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      ANTIQUES ROW, KENSINGTON, MARYLAND

      Detective Paddy Fitzgerald, the cop everyone calls ‘Irish’, stands outside the antiques store on Howard Avenue, eating a large Danish. At his feet is a bucket of black coffee still too hot to hold let alone drink.

      He isn’t going into that stinking hole of a crime scene until he’s finished his breakfast. The stiff in there has been cooking all weekend and from what one of the CSIs has told him, there are enough blowflies to lift him off his feet.

      Calliphoridae. 

      He hates them with a passion. Hates their noise and their way of hanging around even when he’s batted the fuck out of them.

      Irish sends uniforms to canvass for witnesses and tries the coffee. Still too hot. He puts it back down on the sidewalk and inspects the gathering crowd.

      Human blowflies. Every bit as bad as the bloodsuckers inside. To say nothing about the press. Those cocksuckers are even worse. His vitriol has been sparked by the sight of Tommy Watson, an idiot from the crime desk of the Washington Post, with a long rap sheet for misquoting police.

      The reporter raises a hand and with it his voice, ‘Hey, Detective.’

      Irish ignores him.

      ‘You got a minute for me?’

      He dusts pastry flakes off an unironed blue shirt that testifies yesterday’s dinner included meatballs and tomato sauce.

      ‘Come on; give me a break, Irish. You got a quote I can use for the online edition?’

      ‘Yeah, I got a quote. Tommy Watson don’t know his fat, lazy ass from his chicken-shit elbows – and if he wasn’t screwing the ugliest broad in Dispatch he wouldn’t even know to be here.’

      ‘Screw you, Lieutenant.’ He flips him the finger.

      ‘Screw you, Tommy tiny dick.’ He looks up, as he pulls forensic overalls and shoe covers from a police bag. ‘What? You don’t think Big Brenda told us about Tiny Tommy?’ He laughs and starts to suit up.

      A hanging bell rings as he opens the door of Goldman’s Antiques and a sign saying CLOSED clatters against the reinforced glass. The light inside is nicotine-brown, as though tainted by too much contact with dark wood, dust and history.

      The floorboards bend and creak as he walks a non-contamination route marked out by the forensic teams. The place smells of beeswax polish and brass cleaner.

      And death.

      The air is fat with the stomach-turning stink of it.

      A young, male crime-scene photographer is up a short aluminium stepladder. He’s shooting video of the body, its relation to the entrance, the register, the showroom and the small restroom that, by the look of it, also gets used to make hot drinks.

      Medical Examiner Cherrie Archer is on her knees, searching for defence wounds and trace on the hands of the cadaver. Over the stiff, curled fingers, the thirty-three-year-old blonde sees Irish shuffle towards her. He’s six-foot-plus but slouches and seems smaller. His dark, curly hair is specked with grey and looks like he slept the night in a cardboard box. Every time Cherrie sees him, she remembers that half a decade ago he had a brain sharper than her skull saw. 

      Then came the incident. 

      The one no one talks about. 

      Not divorce. Not the death of a partner. Not a clichéd crash into drink and ruin. 

      Something worse. Far worse.

      She tucks a curl of hair back into the hood of her white Tyvek suit. ‘I’m just about to start, Detective. Want to join me?’

      Irish’s knees crack as he bends beside her. ‘That’s the best offer I’ve had today.’ He corrects himself, ‘Come to think of it, it’s my best offer this year.’
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      HRU CRIMES UNIT, SAN FRANCISCO

      Mitzi hears them coming down the corridor laughing and joking. The way colleagues do when they’re comfortable with each other.

      She feels very much the new girl. Undoubtedly they’ll be nice as pie to her. Then someone will call a contact in LA and learn her husband used to beat her. Someone else will discover she stuck a gun to his head, had him jailed and then banned from coming within a mile of her or their kids.

      ‘Hi there!’ she says as they enter the office. ‘I’m Mitzi Fallon – from the LAPD.’ She sticks out a grin and her hand.

      ‘Jon Bronty,’ says a man with chestnut-brown hair. ‘People just call me Bronty.’

      Mitzi notices he’s of medium build, not much taller than she is. Maybe five ten. Somewhere around thirty, trim but not muscular and, despite old-fashioned brown cords and a scruffy green shirt, has a comfortable way that she imagines some women – or maybe men – might find attractive.

      ‘This is Eleonora – Eleonora Fracci.’ Bronty pronounces the surname with melodramatic accentuation.

      ‘Ciao ’itzi.’ The brunette from the Carabinieri photograph is wearing a pale-pink blouse and short brown skirt that shows off ridiculously toned legs.

      ‘It’s Mitzi with an M.’ She tries not to sound too annoyed. ‘Not itzi as in “itsy bitsy”.’

      The Italian looks baffled. ‘M— itzi?’

      ‘Close enough.’

      A young, mousy woman in jeans and a Big Bang Theory T-shirt flashes a set of teeth braces. ‘Victoria Cantrell – Vicky. I do research. Research and coffee.’ Her voice says New York – Brooklyn. ‘Lots of coffee.’ She gives a nervous giggle. ‘They drink it all day. Would you like some?’

      Mitzi would. She’d like a long tumbler of vodka to go with it. ‘Sure, that’d be great. Thanks.’

      The youngster looks pleased. ‘How d’you take it?’

      ‘Black, no sugar,’ She pats her hips. ‘Can’t afford the calories.’

      ‘Exercise,’ suggests Eleonora. ‘It is the only way to kill calories. I take sugar and cream but I do gym and kill the calories. You should come.’

      ‘Honey, the only gym I could do in a morning is one spelled J-I-M, and he’s going to have to be tall, rich, handsome and not mind taking on two teenage girls.’ She spins round one of the framed pictures. ‘These are my calorie killers.’

      The room is silent. Silent enough to tell her that no one else has kids.

      She repositions the photo.

      Sandra Donovan appears from behind her glass partition. ‘Are you ladies playing nicely?’

      Mitzi and Eleonora stare through her.

      ‘Good. Then how about someone updates me on the Satanists?’

      Bronty pumps a green bead of germicidal gel into his palms and rubs his hands clean as he talks. ‘The victim’s closet was full of black magic paraphernalia. Witches’ robes, candles and spell books.’

      ‘Nothing in the husband’s?’ asks Donovan.

      ‘Not a thing. He wasn’t into it, or didn’t know.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ says Mitzi.

      ‘You don’t know the case,’ snaps Eleonora.

      ‘I don’t need to. If she was being nailed by Satanists, hubby knew it. She’d be weird in bed. Ask any married guy.’

      ‘Maybe she should know the case.’ Sandra Donovan can’t help but enjoy the friction between them. ‘Give her the briefing notes, Eleonora.’ She turns to Mitzi. ‘It’s going to be interesting to see what you make of it.’
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      BRITISH EMBASSY, WASHINGTON DC

      The British Embassy lies less than three miles north-west of the White House, in palatial grounds on the southern side of the US Naval Observatory and east of Dumbarton Oaks, the research centre renowned for Byzantine studies.

      The building, the first erected on Embassy Row, boasts seven main bedrooms, all named after past ambassadors. The current occupant, Sir Owain Gwyn, stands patiently in the Howard and Halifax Suite while his valet dresses him.

      Every article of clothing has been handmade by trusted tailors and carefully checked by the middle-aged servant before his master is allowed to wear it.

      From laundry to skin, it is the valet’s job to know exactly who has washed, ironed and delivered it back into his care. Even then, the rigorous routine is far from over. Most items are X-rayed, others are subjected to toxicity testing. All are dusted top-to-bottom with a hand-scanner to ensure no microscopic trackers have been sewn into their fabrics.

      ‘Your under-armour, sir.’

      ‘Thank you, James.’ Forty-two-year-old Owain comes from a long line of tall, broad, dark-haired Welshmen. At almost six foot six, her Majesty’s ambassador in America has to become a contortionist to get into the proffered garment. Although it looks like a combination of vest and long johns, it is a unique piece of clothing, fashioned from state-of-the-art grapheme, a fine mesh of carbon atoms that, according to the manufacturers, is ‘strong enough to support the weight of an elephant balancing upon a spike’. He wears it to protect him, not from gymnastic mammals but from bullets and bombs.

      ‘Comfortable, sir?’

      The roll of Owain’s warm brown eyes gives away the fact that he is not.

      A buzzer sounds.

      The flat-screen monitor above the door shows the output of eight security cameras around the residence, including the adjoining room where a tall, sandy-haired man in a sharp grey suit is waiting.

      The valet knows his time is up. ‘Is there anything else, sir?’

      ‘I’m afraid I’ll need you early tonight for my farewell charity dinner, say five?’

      ‘That’s not a problem, sir. Might I be so bold as to say something personal?’

      ‘Feel free.’

      ‘I’m sure the government of the United States will miss you greatly. I think you have done amazing things in your work here, sir and it’s been an absolute pleasure to serve you. You’ll leave quite a hole.’

      ‘For all of a week, James. Then the hole will be filled and I’ll be forgotten. But thank you for your kind comments. You should get off now, make the most of the rest of your day and the short time we have left in Washington.’

      The former guardsman gives a courteous nod, takes a neat military stride to the door and pulls it open for the ambassador.

      Owain greets Gareth Madoc, a childhood friend and former army colleague, with the Welsh equivalent of good morning, ‘Bore da.’ He waves at a breakfast trolley. ‘Do you have room and time to have a crempog with me?’

      The former soldier smiles. ‘I always have time for a crempog.’

      The two men go back to a life before knighthoods, international postings and politics. Their history stretches beyond the green valleys where they were born to the intertwined genealogy of two clans who lived and fought together in days long before Romans ruled Britain.

      Madoc leans down to the lower tray of the trolley and lifts out a wicker breadbasket covered by a starched white cloth. ‘A little surprise with your breakfast.’ He grasps the square of cotton and jerks it away, like a magician performing a table trick.

      Owain stares at the basket’s contents. He carefully removes the single object and handles it with reverential respect. He turns it over in his scarred hands, then kisses it. ‘Who recovered this?’

      ‘George.’

      ‘And the rest?’

      ‘Still missing.’

      Owain winces. ‘Were there casualties?’

      ‘Unfortunately, yes.’

      The ambassador flinches then passes the ancient relic back. ‘I am late. Please make sure it is returned to its proper place. We need to talk this afternoon about what’s still missing and what we tell the others when I meet them.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
                5
              
            

          

        

      

      NORTH BETHESDA, MARYLAND

      Irish bangs on the apartment door for the second time. ‘Police. Open up!’

      He stands to the side and slips the safety off his gun. Sophie Hudson is only a store assistant at Goldman’s but she called in sick on the day of the murder. If she’s mixed up in this killing, anything might happen and Irish doesn’t want that ‘anything’ to include a doped-up boyfriend with a spray-and-pray Mac-10.

      There’s a click. The door opens barely six inches.

      A croaky voice spills through the crack. ‘I’m not taking the chain off. Not until I see some ID.’

      Irish flips out his badge and holds it to the gap.

      She could be buying time. The killer might be climbing out a window and down a fire escape.

      ‘C’mon lady, open the door, or I’ll do it for you.’

      The slab of cheap, blue-painted MDF closes and reopens without the chain. A small woman in a short nightdress steps back so he can come in. She’s five six, a little plump and looks disorientated. Without make-up, her nose is Rudolph red and her long dark hair a mass of rats’ tails.

      ‘Sophie Hudson?’

      ‘Yeah. What’s this about?’

      ‘Lieutenant Fitzgerald, Washington Homicide. You work at Goldman’s in Kensington, right?’

      ‘Right.’ She’s quick enough to add together Homicide and Goldman and realize it equals something bad. ‘Is Mr Goldman okay?’

      Irish goes Hawkeye. Now is the very second a killer or accomplice has to put on the best performance of their life.

      ‘No, he’s not. And he never will be. I’m sorry to say, he’s dead.’ He holds back the rest of the details.

      Sophie’s hand goes up to cover her open mouth. ‘Oh, my God.’ She stretches out a bunch of fingers to the arm of a sofa, steadies herself and then sits.

      It seems she’s forgotten she’s in a short nightie and Irish sees more of a young woman than he’s done for many a year.

      The cop averts his eyes and walks to the back of the apartment. He runs water in the tiny galley kitchen and takes a tumbler to her.

      ‘Thanks.’ She looks dazed.

      Seconds pass before she takes a drink and puts the glass on a side table. She pulls a tissue from a pink box with flowers on it and blows.

      Irish can tell the cold is genuine. But that doesn’t mean she wasn’t involved in the crime. Even killers and accomplices come down with flu. He glances at his notebook. ‘The answerphone in the store shows that you called Saturday around seven a.m. and said you were sick and couldn’t make it in.’

      She holds up a tissue. ‘Been dying most of the weekend.’ She is instantly horrified by her unintentional pun. ‘I’m sorry. What happened to Mr Goldman?’

      ‘He was murdered in his store.’

      He watches her face for twitches and her hands for tension. ‘So you were sick on Saturday but went in Friday. What time did you finish?’

      ‘A little after four. He sent me home early because of the cold.’ She bites a nail.

      ‘That was kind of him.’ Irish’s tone hints that he still needs to be convinced she’s telling the truth. ‘Did anything happen during the day that was different, or anything strike you as unusual in any way?’

      She hesitates and chews the last of a hangnail.

      ‘He said he had some business happening. I guess he was referring to the cross that he bought.’

      ‘What kind of cross? A Nazi cross? Wartime stuff?’

      ‘No. Mr Goldman was Jewish. He wouldn’t touch anything like that. This was Christian.’

      ‘Catholic Christian or just Christian Christian?’

      She gets to her feet. ‘I made a drawing of it.’ She goes to the back of her room and brings him a sheet of A3 notepaper from her bag.

      Irish regards it with scepticism. ‘Why did you sketch this?’

      She looks embarrassed. ‘Mr Goldman kept the cross from me and that made it intriguing. But he’s forgetful. He sent me to the safe to get an item for a customer and I saw it. Only a glance, but it was interesting, so I made the drawing. It looks kinda weird, don’t you think?’

      Irish isn’t thinking about the cross.

      He’d missed the safe.

      Hadn’t seen one anywhere. Searched behind the counter, wall panels, back rooms, everywhere.

      ‘You said “safe” – did you mean as in a lock-up box or a wall safe?’

      She smiles for the first time since she heard the knock on the door. ‘You couldn’t find it?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Mr Goldman would have been pleased. It’s not a regular safe. It’s fitted into a wall and hidden behind a panel in the grandfather clock.’
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      SAN MATEO, SAN FRANCISCO

      Ruth Everett waters a long, wide bed of flowers at the front of her twenty-acre ranch. Through the spray rainbow, she sees the battered station wagon of her older sister raising dust at the end of the drive.

      The two of them have always had an up-and-down kind of relationship, and since Mitzi moved in with her kids it’s been more down than up. She hopes it won’t be long before they find a place of their own and she and Jack get their privacy back.

      The two women share their mom’s dark hair and good cheekbones, and these days pretty much the same ‘fuller woman’ body shape as the catalogues so kindly call it. But Ruth is tanned, toned and dresses like she has her own personal stylist, while Mitzi often looks like she got dressed in a thrift store.

      Ruth watches the old car stop at the top of the drive, its long tail of brown dust wagging in the faultless blue sky. Her sister gets out and slaps the Ford’s door shut. Birds scatter from trees and a rabble of butterflies desert a buddleia.

      She locks off the yellow nozzle on the end of the hosepipe as she approaches. ‘So how did it go?’

      ‘Jury’s out.’ Mitzi looks tired. ‘There’s an ex-priest with OCD, some Italian glamour puss who’s angling for a slap and a cute kid who makes crap coffee.’ She takes off her unfashionable, police-issue shades. 

      ‘You being harsh?’

      ‘Yeah, I probably am. I hope so, anyway.’

      ‘How about I open a bottle of wine?’

      ‘How about I jump in the air and click my heels?’

      Ruth smiles and hands over the hosepipe. ‘Spray a little while I get it.’

      ‘Sure.’ Mitzi twists the nozzle too much and decapitates several roses. ‘Where are the girls?’

      ‘They’ve gone into town with Jack to get stuff for a barbecue. I think they had it in mind to soft-soap their uncle into buying treats.’

      ‘Yeah they would. That’s the kind of sneaky thing my daughters do.’

      Ruth drifts inside and Mitzi plays the water spray over the yellow roses, pink chrysanths and startlingly blue ceanothus. It’s a nice feeling. After living out here at ‘South Fork’, as she calls it, it’s going to be hard moving the kids to the kind of shack they’ll be able to afford. Still, they’re holding things together and Jade is kicking up less than she used to. The first few months after she threw Alfie out were bad for everyone but especially Jade. She’s always been closest to her dad and still misses him. As time goes by, Mitzi will probably let them visit the creep more, but right now one weekend a month is as much as she can stomach.

      ‘Sis, you’re still drowning things.’ Ruth has reappeared with a glass of Sauvignon Blanc.

      Mitzi twists the nozzle off and drops the hose. ‘Sorry. I was never good with growing stuff.’

      ‘You grew the girls good.’

      She takes a glass from her and settles on a teak bench turned white by the sun. ‘You think?’

      ‘Yeah, I think.’ Ruth clinks her bowl of golden wine against her sister’s and sits beside her. ‘I wish my fifteen years of marriage had two gorgeous kids in it.’

      ‘Hey, you’ve got all this.’ She waves a hand at the giant spread of land. ‘And you can have my two any time you like.’

      Ruth smiles. ‘I guess so. What about you and your new home?’

      ‘I scanned the papers today; there are a couple of places out at Serramonte and one across the San Mateo bridge that I’m going to fix to see at the weekend.’

      ‘There’s no rush.’

      ‘Thanks. But I’m driving you nuts. I can tell. And I need to get the girls settled over the summer and into school for the new term.’ She sees Jack’s SUV kicking dirt at the end of the long drive. ‘Looks like they’re back.’

      Both women take final sips of wine, then wander over to where the garages are.

      The big Porsche Cayenne halts and the girls burst out the back doors swinging store bags.

      ‘Uncle Jack bought us those trainers that we saw.’ Amber opens her bag for her mom to see. ‘Look, Prada.’

      ‘They’re so cool,’ adds Jade.

      Mitzi’s in shock. She couldn’t have afforded one pair, let alone two. ‘That’s real kind, Jack. You’ve spoiled them, thanks.’

      ‘My pleasure. You got a big hug for your brother-in-law. How you doing?’

      ‘I’m doing good.’ She surrenders herself to his open arms and he pulls her a little too tight and intimate for her liking.

      ‘Let’s get that barbecue going,’ grins Jack as they break. He picks four bags of groceries out of the back of the SUV and winks at Mitzi as he heads to the house.
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      ANTIQUES ROW, KENSINGTON, MARYLAND

      It’s early evening when Irish reaches the crime scene with Sophie Hudson. The streets have emptied and shadows on the tree-lined sidewalks softened.

      The old man’s body has been moved. The wet squad has scrubbed away the blood and cleared the blowflies.

      A uniformed cop opens up for them. Beyond clouds of industrial-standard disinfectant, Irish still smells death.

      Sophie wobbles slightly as they enter. He puts a reassuring arm around her. ‘It’s okay; we’ll be outside again in no time – just open the safe for me.’

      She nods and leans on him for support. The strange odours disorientate her. There’s a sickly sweet smell she doesn’t recognize. Irish feels her apprehension rise with every step.

      Sophie stops and looks down. Areas of dark wooden boards near the counter are lighter than anywhere else. They’ve been washed. Scrubbed hard.

      This is where the strange smell is coming from.

      She can’t go forward. Can’t step nearer the place where it obviously happened.

      Irish feels her go rigid. ‘Come to the side. We can walk round. Don’t look down. I’ll watch out for you.’

      She lets him waltz her stiffly to the skirting boards and behind the counter. Only when she’s near the register does she realize she’s been holding her breath. A long sigh escapes.

      ‘You’re doing really well, Sophie. Really well.’ Irish can see the clock now. A grand casket of mahogany, with a face as white and cold as mortuary marble. There are minute and hour hands of black sculpted iron and a big brass pendulum swinging low.

      Sophie gets down on her knees and flips open the tall oblong panel at the foot of the timepiece. Behind it is a small metal safe eighteen inches high by nine wide.

      She types a six-number code on the keypad, hears a familiar click and pulls open the door. Inside are two pull-out shelves, each two feet long, extending beyond the back of the clock and into the part of the safe that is cemented into the load-bearing wall that the timepiece is bolted to.

      Sophie lifts them out. She stands and puts the trays on the counter.

      ‘It’s not here.’ She looks up at Irish. ‘The cross has gone.’
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      BRITISH AMBASSADOR’S RESIDENCE, WASHINGTON DC

      Scrupulously polished mirrors around the vast, opulent ballroom reflect the dazzlingly dressed figures of more than two hundred of the world’s richest and most powerful people.

      Sir Owain Gwyn insisted that his farewell is also a charity occasion, which is why movie stars, musicians, politicians, magazine editors, sportsmen and women have all paid $10,000 a ticket to attend the Ambassadorial Ball for the Disabled and the Homeless.

      The deep bass of a brass gong draws eyes to the small stage where the Vice President of the United States, Connor Anderson awaits their attention.

      ‘Don’t worry, everybody, my speech is going to be very brief.’ The fifty-year-old white-haired Texan lets the last of the noise subside before he continues. ‘Sir Owain is leaving us, returning to the service of Her Majesty the Queen. On behalf of the American government and its people, I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done while you’ve been on duty here in our country. Your diplomacy and your hard work will be remembered forever.

      ‘Sir, you have made a special relationship between our countries even more special. But you and I, and President Renton, who regrets that he cannot be here tonight, know that you have achieved even greater things that for security reasons we cannot speak of. Ladies and gentlemen, it is a sign of a truly exceptional man that what he does privately, without public credit, outshines the work that most of us do publicly and crave recognition for. Sir Owain Gwyn we raise our glasses to you; we thank you most sincerely for all you have done and wish you the greatest of success in your new posting back in your homeland.’

      The room resounds with hearty toasts of ‘Sir Owain!’

      While the audience applauds, the vice president half-turns to an assistant and lifts from a velvet cushion a gold, white and red medal. ‘On behalf of the United States Department of Defense, it is my honour to present you with this decoration, the Legion of Merit for exceptionally meritorious conduct in the performance of outstanding services and achievements.’

      He holds aloft the rare neck order and even louder applause breaks out as the British knight stoops to duck his head into the loop of red ribbon.

      It takes more than a minute for the clapping to stop.

      The dark-haired diplomat cradles the medal, one of the highest ever awarded to a foreigner. ‘Most unusually for a Welshman, I find myself stuck for words.’ His soft brown eyes blink as camera flashes explode. ‘I’ll always treasure this and also the wonderful memories that at the end of tomorrow I will take back to Great Britain. I will leave behind a country that has become my second home and one I love dearly. The Gwyns have had ancestors here since the Mayflower docked. Rest assured that even when I am thousands of miles away, America and its great people will remain close to my heart. Thank you. Now enjoy yourselves.’

      A band breaks into dance music and almost drowns the applause as he steps away from the small podium.

      Gareth Madoc, who’s also his right-hand man in the US, takes him to one side. He cups his hand to his mouth so no one can lip-read the news he breaks to the ambassador. ‘We’ve just got new intelligence on a terror strike.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Here in America. New York, to be precise.’

      Owain looks across the ballroom. ‘Then I should stay and not fly back tomorrow. We can rearrange my meeting with the others.’

      ‘No, it’s important that you stick to your agenda.’

      ‘Why?’

      Madoc hesitates. ‘There were complications with regards to the recovery of the relic.’

      ‘The old man’s death?’

      ‘Yes. Believe me, it is best if you are out of the country as this unfolds.’
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      SAN MATEO, SAN FRANCISCO

      The girls are finally asleep and Ruth and Jack have gone to bed.

      Mitzi is in Miss Piggy PJs – a Christmas present – but not ready to rest. For the past two hours, she’s gone back and forth on the witchcraft case. Donovan gave her a set of the case files and now she’s word-blind. Nothing she looks at makes sense any more.

      She creeps downstairs and runs a glass of chilled water from the dispenser on the front of the giant fridge fitted neatly in the corner of Ruth’s lavish oak kitchen.

      She takes her drink out onto the patio and hears crickets crackling in the darkness. Her presence triggers security lights that pick out the redwoods, giant sequoia and oaks standing sentry on the edges of the property. A vast tract of lawn is broken by a broad-leafed maple, some California laurels and a lot of Ruth’s flowerbeds.

      The patio door slides open. Jack stands there in just his boxers, hairy gut sagging over stretched elastic. ‘Let me guess: you got so hot thinking about me you had to come out here to cool off?’ He grins and sneaks down on a steamer chair next to her. A newly popped bottle of beer drips condensation in his meaty hand.

      ‘You wish.’ Mitzi hopes to hell he’s not got anything stupid on his mind.

      Jack stretches out and swigs the beer. ‘You want some?’

      She can tell he’s still drunk from dinner and raises her glass of water. ‘I’m good, thanks.’ She gestures to the lawns. ‘Your garden looks as pretty at night as it does in the day.’

      He swings around on the steamer and catches her eye. ‘So do you.’

      Mitzi laughs him off. ‘You’ve had too much to drink.’

      He stretches out a hand and grabs hers. ‘Seriously, Mitz.’ I’ve always been attracted to you. Even when I met Ruthy, it was you I wanted to be with.’

      She pulls her hand free and stands. ‘I’m going to pretend I never heard that.’

      He gets up and slips between her and the door. ‘Why? Don’t tell me you don’t feel the same way. I’ve seen how you look at me. How you’ve always looked at me.’

      ‘Back off, Jack. All you’ve ever seen is what’s in your mind.’

      ‘Hey’ – he sounds offended – ‘a woman like you should be grateful for attention from a man like me.’

      Mitzi can’t believe her ears. ‘What?’

      He lumbers into her personal space, puts a hand to her cheek and breathes beer into her face. ‘I’ve been good to you and your girls. No harm you being a little good back.’ He pulls her close.

      She flips her arms outward and pushes him away. ‘This never happened.’

      He grabs her again. ‘But it should.’

      Mitzi whips his wrist behind his back and slams him against the wall. She kicks out his right leg, so he’s left spread-eagled and eating brickwork. ‘Never happened, Jack.’ She pulls on his wrist and gets a grunt. ‘You never said anything and you never ended up like this.’ She kicks his leg wider until he face-slides down the wall.

      The patio door makes a loud shushing noise as she slides it open, enters the vault of a lounge and slams it again. Before heading to the stairs, she takes one look back at the sorry heap out on the terrace and then heads to bed.

      What she misses on the way up is her sister.

      Ruth has been stood in the shadows of the lounge watching them both.
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      KENSINGTON, MARYLAND

      Irish sits alone at the bar drinking whisky.

      He can’t be bothered to eat. Couldn’t care less about going home.

      What he wants is to get blind drunk.

      He needs the alcohol to flush the toxins of murder out of his body. Clear his head of the images of the old man with his staring eyes and his opened-up stomach twitching with maggots. And he needs it quickly, before the fragile dam walls in his memory break and the other horrors burst through.

      The ones from the black day.

      It’s eight years since he took a deep breath and lifted the lid of a crappy chest freezer in a suspect’s basement. He’d expected the worst. Knew it would be bad. But nothing had prepared him for what lay inside.

      ‘Again.’ He slams the shot glass down. ‘Double.’

      The bartender knows better than to expect manners. Tomorrow or the next night, when Irish comes in sober, he’ll tip him big and apologize. Which is more than most people do.

      The cop raises a hand to acknowledge the arrival of another pale amber vial of Slaney Malt.

      Everything is still too clear.

      He welcomes the tingle of the ten-year-old whisky against his lips. It goes down his throat like a trail of lit petrol then starts a comforting fire in his gut.

      Sophie Hudson’s face swims to mind – the moment when she realized the cross was missing. How can a man get killed for a crucifix? How much could it possibly be worth? Who would buy such a thing and what would they do with it?

      He feels the start of a sneeze and grabs a handkerchief from his pocket. The explosion is so hard it leaves blood on the dirty cotton. Must have picked up a cold from the damned store clerk. It’s the last thing he wants.

      ‘Again.’ Another bang of glass on wood.

      The bartend gives him a dark look as he pours another.

      ‘Amir Emmanuel Goldman.’ Irish raises his refill high. ‘God bless you and’ – he grasps for something appropriate – ‘and may your fucking lousy killer rot in hell.’

      He throws back the whisky and bangs the glass down.

      Now he waits. The shot hits his stomach like gasoline in a volcano. His head rocks. Vision blurs. Tongue goes numb. 

      Drunkenness. At last, it is coming. Horribly late. But like a much-loved friend, always welcome.

      Irish pulls out a wad of dollars and peels off too much. He slaps it down. Climbs unsteadily off the stool pushed up against the long brown bar and heads for the door. He’s going to make it.

      The freezer lid has stayed closed. He’ll survive another night.
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      WALES

      The pull of the moon is strong.

      Ebb and flow. Like the rush of a tide hitting a shoreline, then creeping back out to sea.

      Myrddin feels the elemental shift as he arthritically descends the stairs in the ancient tower. His bare feet slap cold well-worn slabs. His thin and mottled hands scratch cotton-candy hair that covers his head and face in almost equal measure.

      Once more he’s been disturbed. Jarred from his sleep in the early hours. His mind filled with doubts and demons.

      A rumbling cough breaks from his lungs and escapes as an echoing hack down the dark, stony passages.

      He pushes open the heavy door to the Chamber of Prophecies and savours the oaky creak it makes and the clang of iron latch and lock as he closes it behind him.

      This is his Chamber. Only he has ever come in here. Only he can divine the meaning of the visions that are channelled to this sacred spot. To the Font of Knowledge that stands on the tomb of the great one.

      The musty midnight air is stirred by the swish of his long and lavishly decorated robe. His long fingers find the curved rim of the receptacle and he peers down into what seems an abyss.

      The still liquid begins to tremble. 

      The augur sees shapes in the fractured surface, like clouds blowing in a stormy sky, swirling and spinning, spiralling and disappearing. Clouds torn and eaten by a monstrous black bird with a stomach full of flesh and bones.

      Beneath the drifting grey islands, there is a woman with two faces. She is near a great lake, hiding in silence behind a giant shield of wood, wanting to be found by one but not another. She is full of love and confusion, the sun of the heart at odds with the moon of the mind.

      The old mystic’s legs sag. He understands what the vision means. Knows who the woman is and whom she is going to betray. The consequences of the act are clear to him.

      Darkness sucks oxygen from his lungs and starves his brain of thought. He slips shoulder first into the stone, then collapses onto the sacred tomb beneath it.

      The world sways around him. He floats out into the blackness, like a small boat pulled from shore by the tides of an ocean.
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      HRU CRIMES UNIT, SAN FRANCISCO

      Most of the city is still sleeping when Mitzi heads in to work.

      She likes that she missed the rush hour. The great red bridge is almost empty and all the more magnificent for it.

      Most of all, she likes that she’s not starting her day with an awkward face-off with Jack.

      She spent most of the night wondering if she should tell her sister. But tell her what? That her husband was drunk and made a pass? That he said he’d always preferred her to Ruth? Either of those things was likely to end their marriage and create a rift between her and Ruth.

      Hopefully, he got the message.

      She takes a coffee to her desk and starts up the desktop PC. Her mailbox is jammed with spam and a couple of messages from ex-colleagues wishing her the best in the new job.

      Before she starts work, she browses the Huffington Post. It has features on ‘Bondage for Beginners’, ‘Ten Reasons Why Women Like Bad Boys’ and ‘How Wearing Rubber Knickers Can Help You Lose Weight’. She works back to front, dismissing the pants story out of hand – she’d have to wear a truck tyre to lose the amount of weight she wants to. Bad boys are the last people she needs in her life. And she’s damned sure she doesn’t want her wrists wrapped up in cling film while some masked stranger spanks her with fifty-dollar paddles.

      About an hour later, there are noises in the corridor.

      Eleonora breezes in with wet hair and no make-up. She’s dressed head-to-toe in Fendi. A tailored military jacket in jade, and matching beltless pants cling to every perfect inch of her legs. A zesty yellow top is paired with a structured handbag in the same striking colour. She’s on her phone and drops a retro Diadora gym bag beside her desk while she talks intently.

      Mitzi silently curses. It’s just not right that Eleonora looks that good.

      The Italian finishes and glances across the desks. ‘Buongiorno, ’itzi. How are you?’

      ‘It’s Mitzi. M for motherfucker, then itzi. M-M-M-itzi.’

      Eleonora laughs. ‘I am sorry. M for M-itzi. How are you?’

      ‘I’m good. Now let me guess, you’ve been to the gym and you’re feeling absolutely amazing.’

      ‘No, I feel like shit. I always do after gym. Did you know Michelle Obama goes at four-thirty a.m. every day?’

      ‘I don’t even want to think about four-thirty, let alone go anywhere at that time.’

      Eleonora fingers her wet hair. ‘Guess I look a mess, yes?’

      ‘I wish I could say yes, but you look like you’re just about to strip off and model for Sports Illustrated.’

      ‘That’s a magazine?’

      ‘It’s a magazine. Guys say they buy it for the articles, but they’re not fooling anyone.’

      A flash of mischief illuminates Eleonora’s face. ‘Aah, now I understand. Men, they are such simple animals.’ She grabs her purse. ‘I am going to the restroom, then maybe I buy coffee before I meet Bronty. You want to come with us?’

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘Bronty called last night. He met a priest who introduced him to someone in the Church of Satan and he knows our dead woman, Rea Masters.’

      ‘Knows as in sexually?’

      ‘No. I don’t think so. Though of course it is possible. Bronty said Rea started in the Church of Satan then found herself at odds with the grotto she joined.’

      ‘Grotto? You make it sound like Santa Claus.’

      Eleonora sits on the edge of her new colleague’s desk. ‘That is what they call the covens, or lodges. You know the Church of Satan’s founder lived not far from here. For maybe thirty years it was run from San Francisco.’

      ‘Anton LaVey. He wrote the Satanic Bible, right?’

      ‘Si. After he died the Church switched to New York.’

      ‘Hell’s Kitchen?’ jokes Mitzi.

      Eleonora misses the pun. ‘You want to come with us?’

      ‘Yeah, thanks, I’d like to ride along.’

      The office door opens and Donovan sticks her head in. ‘Got a job for you, Fallon.’

      ‘I thought I had a job – this witchcraft case?’

      Her boss hands over a sheet of paper. ‘This has got your name all over it. Just in from Washington.’

      Mitzi takes the paper and looks at it. ‘What is this? Some kind of cross?’

      
         

        
          [image: 12]
        

      

       

      ‘Congratulations. I see why you made lieutenant and why you’re so valuable to HRU. It’s a cross that has been linked to a murder. The detective in charge has asked for our help. I said you’d be on the redeye and arrive tomorrow.’

      ‘That could be a problem. I need to fix childcare.’ She nods to the two girls in the photo on her desk.

      ‘It won’t be a problem,’ says Donovan. ‘Life fits around the job, not the other way round. Fracci and Bronty are working Masters, so you had better be on that plane – or find yourself another squad.’
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      WALES

      The stone of the chamber floor makes for a cold pillow, but Myrddin gladly endures it until he feels some strength creep back into his limbs.

      The seer’s head throbs and his bones crackle with arthritis as he gets to his feet. He knows what has to be done. His task is far from finished.

      Myrddin eyes the Font of Knowledge, aware of the dangers it contains. For many years, the ancient receptacle has drained his energy and spirit. It has taken from him and given to him in equal measures. Each experience has left him fuller in mind and less in body.

      He grips the bowl of the font. Braces himself for what is to come, tilts his head back and closes his eyes. ‘I am here, old friend. Standing firm and tall, ready for you again. Write your page of history and leave me fit to carry it to the fingers of the world, that they may turn it and move on.’

      The stone he holds trembles. A slight vibration at first, then a deep rumble. A growing thunder beneath Myrddin’s feet. Then the energy. Different this time: not slow and building. A sudden jolt. Electrifying. His mind fills with white. Snow white. Virgin white. Angelic white.

      The vision comes.

      A baby who becomes a man who becomes immortal. A child who grows faster and stronger than any human ever has. A young man who faces the world with the wisdom of a centenarian.

      Myrddin knows this man.

      He sees him surrounded by people but alone. He is caught in a moment of doubt. Trapped between the holiest and unholiest of men. He is troubled by two women. One very much known to him and one a complete stranger. Both are in danger; both will see death.

      Death. This time the old foe comes with a long list. He seeks out brothers and sisters, men and women. Seeks them out randomly and specifically. Some for good reason, others just for the joy of seeing their blood in the snow.

      The pure white snow.

      It’s falling now. At first, just flakes on the seer’s flushed cheeks. Cool, like the kiss of a maiden. Now heavier. Splashes of icy rain, chilly enough to start the shivers.

      An avalanche.

      A deadly whiteout erupts inside the seer’s mind. Knocks him to the ground. Covers him. Buries him. Suffocates him. His hands slip from the font and he stumbles backward. This time he doesn’t fall. The vision is complete. He understands and knows what he must do.

      A new phase of the Arthurian Cycle has begun.
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      KENSINGTON, MARYLAND

      Twenty-three-year-old Dwaine Velez wishes he’d taken a leak before he got in his Ford Wagon.

      If that little bitch’s pops hadn’t turned up shouting the odds ’bout the sanctity of his daughter he’d have been able to use their goddamned bathroom. Instead, he ended up hopping down the drive with one leg in his pants and the rest of his clothes thrown all over the shrubs.

      Un-fucking-dignified. That’s what it was.

      Still, it had been worth it. She was a peach. These girls out in the sticks don’t get much action and when they do – man, they make the most of it.

      He heads south down Connecticut Avenue, back towards the Capital Beltway, dark eyes scanning for a place to pull over. Jay-Z is rapping on the radio – ‘Bring it On’ from Reasonable Doubt, the album that propelled him from being a punk who’d put a cap in his brother, to one of the world’s most bankable music stars.

      Dwaine drums fingersticks on the steering wheel and gets thinking. ‘Hey fella, I sure as hell would like to teach your lady some tricks. That Beyoncé has one fine booty.’

      The song hits the chorus and the voice from the radio answers.

      The young contractor laughs. ‘I can hang. Man, can I hang. And bro’, let me tell you, no way would she ever come back to you after she’s spent a night with me.’

      Up on the left he spots some trees, and maybe the last chance to relieve himself before rolling out west to help fix some drains in McLean then on to a backed-up septic tank just north of Washington.

      What a life. Eat your heart out, Jay-Z.

      He parks on Beach Drive, crosses the near-deserted carriage to a clump of trees and a long track called Rock Creek Trail.

      Dwaine is desperate. The burly six-footer is spraying overgrown grass within a split-second of getting his fly down. Every time he thinks he’s going to stop, another round of tequila shots and bottled water comes from somewhere.

      Must be the sex. Sex always makes him pee like he’s a fire hose.

      A thought hits him. A bad one. He hopes to hell that bitch hasn’t given him something nasty. Dwaine looks down at the boiling soil.

      ‘Fuck, man!’

      The shock is so much he wets his legs. He stumbles backwards. Staring up, through a thin layer of puddled earth, is a man’s face.

      He’s been pissing on a dead guy.
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