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Prologue

	 

	The Reverend Sebastian Quarles loaded two large chisels, a hefty hammer, and a big plastic bucket into the back seat of his elderly Ford hatchback. Then he glanced up and down the street, trying not to look shifty. As far as Quarles could tell, none of his flock had seen him, but he couldn’t be sure. The center of Norwich was busy on a Thursday morning in April. Tourists flocked to the cathedral city. And, of course, the locals were going about their business, too.

	He might well have been seen and recognized. Word could get back to his parishioners. And perhaps even the bishop’s office, which would be worse. Quarles’ superiors had never been happy since the poltergeist incident, which he hadn’t succeeded in hushing up.

	Acting oddly, Quarles thought as he climbed into his car. They all think I’ve become eccentric in my old age. Perhaps they even suspect dementia.

	Quarles knew his last two Sunday sermons had been rambling, uninspired affairs. It pained him, but he had been tired and preoccupied. He simply had no time or inclination to focus on writing about the same stale old topics. Truth, peace, love—these were all splendid words, but they rang hollow in a near-empty church. His congregation had dwindled to a dozen or so regulars. Most were worthy older ladies like his housekeeper, Mrs. Tufton. All good people, of course. But so few in number.

	Soon, he thought, I will have the entire world beating a path to my door. This little village will become the focus of spiritual energy for all of Christendom and beyond! I will bring them a greater truth than mere words could ever do. Deeds shall transform us all! Deeds, not words!

	The blaring of a horn brought him back to the task at hand—driving back to his parish without getting killed. A man in a white van shouted at him as he veered back into his lane. Quarles could make out a few words. None were polite, and he found “old git” particularly offensive.

	The priest had a sudden, horrifying vision of his car swerving off the road into a tree. Imagine if I died before I could accomplish this great task! I must drive more carefully!

	But then he smiled and dismissed the thought. His mission was too important for him to be erased by a mere human agency. The Lord would not let him fail. Not when he was so close to a discovery that would utterly transform the world.

	 

	***

	 

	“There he goes,” said Dick Barton, nodding at the little blue Ford as it passed the gate. “Back from Norwich.”

	“Aye,” replied Sean Mitchell. “Poor old bugger, they say he’s finally going barmy.”

	“Not before time,” Barton opined. “It’s reading them big old books. Can’t be good for the brain, all those strange notions.”

	Sean Mitchell—Mitch to those around him—forty-three years Barton’s junior, shook his head at that observation but didn’t argue. Instead, he shared a bit of village gossip.

	“Ellen Tufton was talking about him at the shop the other day,” he said., “telling us how the vicar never goes to bed at night now. He’s doing something in the church. Spends every night there. But when she asked him about it, he pretended like nothing was going on.”

	“Bonkers,” commented Barton.

	“Or maybe he’s looking for buried treasure,” Mitch speculated. “You reckon he might have found a treasure map or something? In one of those old books?”

	Barton thought that one over.

	“Nah,” he said finally. “Nobody buries treasure under a church. You’re far more likely to find it in a field like this. You don’t see those metal detector fellers going around churchyards, but there’s always a few of ’em out in the fields if the weather’s fine.”

	Mitch looked doubtful but again didn’t contradict his boss.

	The two men paused to ponder the ways of the elderly clergyman. It was a hot, muggy day for late April, and any excuse to stop working was good enough. The weather, as Barton often reflected, had been peculiar lately. Unpredictable. Some local farmers complained of blighted land where little or nothing would grow. Songbirds that should be building their nests seemed to be shunning the village and its environs. Bees and butterflies were also fewer in number.

	Inevitably, some blamed climate change. The seasons had seemed out of joint for years now. But whatever the cause of it all, Barton didn’t like these odd conditions, and neither did his pigs. The animals, ranging freely in their smelly field, were skittish and sometimes bad tempered. One or two had even become aggressive. And a bite from a full-grown pig was no trivial matter. They could take a chunk out of you, no problem.

	“All right, Mitch, lad,” Barton sighed as the priest’s car vanished in the direction of the village. “Can’t stand around here all day. Let’s get these buggers fed.”

	The feed troughs stood along one of the hedgerows that bounded the field. The two farmhands heaved sacks of feed out of the farm’s ancient Land Rover and carried them over the dung-rich ground. Pigs, knowing it was feeding time, flocked toward them. Despite having worked more than thirty years as a pig man, Barton felt a twinge of unease. There was too much excitement, the grunting and squealing louder than normal. One pig snapped at another, and a brief tussle ensued before the bigger beast drove the smaller one away to a respectful distance.

	“Let’s get it done quick, lad,” Barton said to his young apprentice, “these buggers are in a funny mood.”

	They had almost poured out all the feed when it happened. The pigs noticed it first. Some even lifted their heads from their troughs to listen, snouts angled upward at the clear blue sky. Barton had never seen anything like it and instinctively looked up too. The sky was a cloudless dome of azure, apart from a thin white trail left by an airliner heading for London fifty miles to the south.

	“What’s up with them now?” Mitch wondered, and he, too, tilted his head to listen. “Can you hear that?”

	“What is it?” Barton asked. “What can you hear?”

	He adjusted his hearing aid, increasing the volume. Then he heard it, too—a sound just at the edge of perception. It was a bit like a plaintive voice singing, or so he thought at first. But then he doubted a human voice could produce such a pure note. It grew louder, not oppressive but very insistent. Perhaps, Barton thought, it was emitted by a musical instrument. He had never heard anything quite like it, though.

	And it was very beautiful.

	The sound filled the world, driving away all mundane thoughts and feelings. For Barton, it promised no more money worries, no more aching back or creaking knees, and no worries over his failing eyesight. All were dispelled by the splendor of that perfect note. Barton felt a smile spread over his face. It was a wonderful sensation to be totally possessed by that sound. Then it was over, as suddenly as it had begun, and he was standing in a muddy field staring at nothing. He shook his head and laughed.

	“Well, that was downright peculiar, wasn’t it, lad?”

	He turned to see Mitch coming out of what must have been a kind of trance. Then he saw the pigs. The animals had fled to the field’s far end and were huddled up against the hedgerow. They were silent, no longer fractious but subdued. Scared.

	“Well, I’ll be damned,” said Barton. “Never seen animals leave good food behind. Or any food for that matter.”

	“What was it?” asked Mitch, still looking dazed. “What was that sound?”

	“No idea, lad,” Barton said. “But I reckon the pigs don’t like it.”

	He scrutinized the herd again and then swiveled around to peer at the village. All he could see of it was the church tower, visible above the old-growth trees that almost surrounded Little Purdey. It was odd, Barton thought. While he had no idea where the sound had come from, it might be that the pigs had. They had all gathered at the end of the field furthest from the village. Barton glanced around, half-expecting to see some predator, then told himself not to be stupid.

	There was no wild animal in England that could kill a full-grown pig. Even packs of feral dogs would hesitate to try.

	And yet he could sense the animals’ fear.

	 

	***

	 

	All things bright and beautiful

	All creatures great and small

	All things wise and wonderful

	The Lord God made them all

	 

	The children’s singing was enthusiastic, if a little wayward regarding the key. Ellen Tufton, despite her worries, had to smile when she looked at the eager young faces. Her job as a teaching assistant only took up a couple of mornings a week. But it helped keep her sane, she was sure. Helping the youngsters learn the basics, fostering their creativity, and giving them encouragement—all delightful as far as she was concerned.

	The school assembly came first, though. Ellen bashed out old hymn tunes on a piano, after which the principal would deliver a kind of mini sermon. Morning assembly took her back to her own girlhood, as it was one of the few things about schooling that hadn’t changed in generations. She knew some had their doubts about the religious aspect, but it wasn’t as if Ellen and the teachers indoctrinated the little moppets. Far from it. Morning assembly was just a time to make announcements, then emphasize the importance of being good to others. The most basic Christian message and, for Ellen, by far the best.

	Ellen scanned the rows of children sitting before her until she settled on Daisy, her granddaughter. Daisy’s mother had left the village four years earlier, unable to cope with a child. She had cut off all ties with her family. Drugs had played a part in the story, as so often happened. People thought rural areas were immune from big-city problems, but the opposite was sometimes true. So, in her sixties, Ellen had found herself with a child to care for. She worried about Daisy because the girl often seemed dreamy and distracted and struggled to make friends. But then, Ellen herself had not been a perfect child by any means.

	She caught her granddaughter’s eye, and Daisy smiled at her when the chorus ended. Then the children launched into the next verse, and Daisy—like her classmates—focused on her dog-eared hymn book.

	 

	Each little flower that opens

	Each little bird that sings

	He made their glowing colors

	He made their tiny wings…

	 

	Toward the end of the last line, the children’s voices faltered. Ellen herself stumbled, hitting a wrong note. Then there was a pause. Ellen, the principal, and the two young teachers with them exchanged looks. Had another voice joined in? It sounded as if a powerful but melodic singer had made their presence felt. And yet no one had entered the hall. The children fell silent, and there was a shuffling of feet, a giggle here and there.

	Ellen nodded to the principal and prepared to resume the familiar melody. But she had just raised her fingers over the yellowed keys of the old piano when the mysterious voice came again. Was it a voice or something else? She tilted her head, unsure if she heard a sound produced by a human being or some strange instrument. It was a prolonged note and rose until it filled the small assembly hall.

	It began pleasantly enough, but as it continued, it seemed to Ellen to become less tuneful and more like the buzzing of insects. Then the sound became downright annoying, then alarming, and she clamped her hands over her ears. The others, though, didn’t seem offended by the noise. Adults and children alike were rapt with attention, eyes wide and lips parted with apparent wonder. All except Daisy, who, like her grandmother, was open-mouthed but not with awe. She looked scared and confused.

	Ellen got up, arthritic limbs protesting the sudden movement, and started to go to Daisy, wanting to hold her. Her ears were once again exposed to the pernicious noise, and it seemed to cut through her mind, bringing visions of madness and violence. She saw faces contorted with hatred, mobs hurling stones and clods of filth, torches being flung into a cottage, and people running from the burning structure only to be bludgeoned to the ground, stabbed with pitchforks, kicked, and stomped upon. She saw bodies hanging from gallows and carrion birds perched on their heads and shoulders, pecking at fleshy morsels. And always that sound—a piercing shaft of hatred and rage that seemed to be compounded by a thousand voices rejoicing in cruelty.

	A scream rose in Ellen’s mouth just as the hideous noise faded. She was back in the school hall, with its noticeboard and high windows open to the spring morning. She clamped a hand over her mouth, gazing at the children and the grownups. Apart from Daisy, the others looked as if they were waking from a pleasant doze. The principal saw Ellen halfway between the front row and the piano and smiled in puzzlement, raising an eyebrow. Ellen made her way back to her stool. She had no idea what had just happened, but it was clearly wrong.

	And some deep-rooted instinct told her that talking about it might make things worse.

	 

	***

	 

	Lemmy Stivinghoe might not have heard the wonderful sound if he had not been a sentimental man.

	The enormous oak tree had stood by the roadside on the outskirts of the village for nearly six hundred years. That was according to Reverend Quarles, who was an expert on local history. Some older villagers called it the Lover’s Oak. There was a tradition that local girls used to meet their sweethearts under it back in the olden days. The Lover’s Oak had stood firm in the teeth of gales, endured the snows of many a killing winter, and survived countless droughts and pests. Some joked it was their only local celebrity.

	But a sudden storm had brought the massive tree down a few days earlier. The tempest had come out of nowhere, blasting through Little Purdey with startling fury in the dead of night. Roof tiles and chimney pots had been dislodged, but the tree was the only casualty. The village—or at least most of it—had felt bereaved. They had lost an old friend.

	But country folk were practical and shrewd. After a short period of mourning came the inevitable calculation. Seasoned oak was worth a fortune, so the landowner had hired Lemmy, Little Purdey’s general handyman. He had a chainsaw, and he charged reasonable rates.

	As he examined the fallen giant, Lemmy reflected on mortality, the fate of all living things. It was sad but inevitable, he told himself. A tree he had enjoyed climbing as a lad would soon be overpriced furniture for Londoners with more money than sense.

	“What a mad bloody world,” he sighed. “But we all have to make a living, I suppose.”

	Lemmy had to jerk the cord several times before the chainsaw’s aging motor started. He began by slicing off some smaller boughs, clearing the way to get at the thicker limbs.

	The trunk itself might be too big to tackle, Lemmy reflected, but he could give it a try. He got into the rhythm of cutting and clearing, wondering if he should have gotten some help. But that would mean sharing the landlord’s money, and he couldn’t afford to do that. These were tough times for everyone… except for the rich, of course.

	Lemmy almost missed the carving. He was about to bring down the saw when he saw the two names cut into the wood. Time had nearly erased them, but Lemmy could just make out a few letters. Lucy was one name, he thought. The other might be Joseph. Neither rang a bell, so he assumed they were long gone. I might find their names in the churchyard, he mused. But would they be carved on separate headstones or the same one?

	Lemmy paused, the chainsaw motor idling, as he thought of Lucy and maybe-Joseph. Had they been in love, those two, perhaps eventually been married and produced a brood of children? Was he one of their descendants, about to erase this memorial to their love? He shook off the thought and told himself not to waste time on sentiment. He flicked the chainsaw’s power up a few notches and lowered the vicious teeth toward a thick bough.

	Then the sound came, audible even over the motor’s roar and whine as the metal teeth bit into the bark. Lemmy tried to ignore it and focus on his task, but the sound increased. The strange, musical noise was insistent, demanding that he surrender to it. It conjured up images in his mind, memories of childhood Christmases and birthdays. The sound carried him back to an innocent time when life was simple, and joy could be all-embracing.

	What a wonderful world if we could all recover that childlike innocence. That simplicity. To live in the moment and be happy.

	Lemmy smiled, so full of contentment that he barely registered the change in the tone of the chainsaw or the hot twinge of pain in his left leg. And then the strange, beautiful sound faded and released him. Lemmy awoke from his reverie of happier times to a flood of agony so intense that he couldn’t even produce a scream. The last thing he saw was the chainsaw flinging a fountain of blood over the Lover’s Oak.


Chapter 1

	 

	Lynn Caroll woke in the gray light of dawn, stretched, then snuggled up against the warm body beside her. Mortlake was still asleep. He seemed to need a lot of sleep nowadays, she reflected. But perhaps that was just part of his recuperation. He’d been through a lot the previous year. They both had, albeit in very different ways.

	The worst of those times still returned to her in vivid, appalling memories. The bodies torn apart by ravening jaws. A monstrous, looming figure, man-shaped but gigantic and on fire. The vortex to a hell dimension opening. These were all the stuff of nightmares. But, by good fortune, Lynn never dreamed of them. Her sleep, unlike that of Mortlake, was untroubled. For her, it was the waking world that was haunted by dark and bloody terrors.

	A muted snippet of melody showed that a message had arrived on Mortlake’s phone. Lynn sighed. It might well be somebody asking for help. She hoped he hadn’t heard it, but the sleeping man stirred slightly. Then she felt his body tense slightly, and he began to moan. A panic attack might be incoming. He was having another nightmare.

	He mumbled something. Three or four words. But she could not make them out. Then she felt his body grow taut, and he started to struggle under the light duvet.

	“It’s okay, Marcus,” she said, keeping her voice low. “It’s okay. You’re at home, in bed.”

	She felt him relax and, after a few seconds, he turned round to face her.

	“No better place to be,” he mumbled. “What time is it?”

	She lifted her head slightly to see the clock.

	“We’ve got well over an hour,” she said, running a hand down his chest. “So maybe…”

	But before Lynn could articulate her thoughts, a new noise made her freeze. It was the all-too-familiar sound of claws scratching insistently at the bedroom door, and she stifled a curse. It was Bigglesworth, the big tomcat, demanding breakfast. Mortlake’s other cat, Opal, usually slept in until breakfast was served. But both pets had the knack of interrupting their human and his girlfriend at the most awkward moments.

	“Okay,” she said, rolling over onto her back, “I know how this scenario ends.”

	Mortlake chuckled and leaned over to kiss her on the cheek.

	“The burdens of parenthood,” he murmured. “I’ll feed them and be right back. Let’s not lose the mood.”

	She closed her eyes, willing him not to check his phone. Ridiculous, of course. It was instinctive in almost everyone. She heard him take three slow steps, stop, and emit a little noise she’d heard many times before. It was midway between a “hmm” and “huh” and generally meant, “That’s interesting.”

	“Another plea for help?” she asked, opening her eyes and sitting up.

	“Well, yes,” said Mortlake, glancing up from his phone. “In a way. An old friend is acting oddly. But I doubt it’s anything serious. I know a lot of odd people. Case in point, your good self.”

	“Hey!” she protested playfully.

	“If the cap fits,” he remarked. “We are, considered objectively, an odd couple.”

	“Uh-huh. So which one of us is Walter Matthau?” she demanded.

	“Well, he was the loud one.”

	Once, she would have hurled a pillow at him. But she was too aware of his frailty now. He opened the bedroom door and was greeted with a piercing yowl. She could just make out Biggleworth’s erect tail as the black cat wove its chaotic path around Mortlake’s ankles. She felt a twinge of anxiety, worried that he would trip over the greedy little beast. He was still limping, and he still walked outdoors with a cane… for now.

	The medical opinion was that he would recover. But not fully.

	In a way, I’m lucky he’s back with me at all, she thought, when you’ve done the things he’s had to do and seen the things he’s seen…

	Lynn shoved the chaotic jumble of disturbing memories aside. They had to focus on the future. On their regular jobs and on making a life together. Maybe even moving out of their apartments here at St. Ananias College. She was trying not to fixate on the idea of a proper home, but it wasn’t easy. It was silly that two mature people in a relationship lived in flats on adjacent floors. But neither apartment had enough room for two, not to mention the cats. She had raised the issue with Mortlake, and he had been very British about it. Polite and listening carefully to her ideas but not giving any clear commitment. But it was early days in her campaign. She had patience.

	Lynn got up, donned a T-shirt and old sweatpants, and opened the bedroom curtains. The first time she had slept here, she had made the mistake of not putting clothes on first, forgetting that Mortlake’s windows all opened onto the college quadrangle. It had been early, but a few students out for a jog had gotten an interesting eyeful.

	The sunlit courtyard was already busy with students and a few lecturers. The neat patch of grass in the middle would be dotted with picnickers by late morning. Beyond the gatehouse of the centuries-old building, Lynn could see morning traffic. Cambridge was already drawing in a good number of tourists, and the entire city would be heaving with them by June.

	“Now, stop that! You’ve got your own bowl!”

	She smiled. Mortlake was rebuking the greedy Bigglesworth. It was part of his morning routine, as inevitable as his cup of tea and lightly buttered toast.

	Lynn padded barefoot into the living room and bent down to stroke Opal, the smaller and friendlier cat. Lynn had always been more of a dog person, but at least she wasn’t allergic. And the cats had provided Mortlake with a kind of substitute family. Not that his teenage children were estranged. They chatted online, kept him up to date with their lives, and so on. But his family rarely met up in person. This was mostly down to fear on Mortlake’s part. Visits were fine, but being close to him for long periods could be dangerous. He’d made that point to Lynn several times, and she’d told him she was a big girl and fully capable of making her choice.

	“Who was the message from?”

	“Oh, it was Ellen Tufton,” Mortlake replied absently as he typed out a message in reply.

	Lynn pondered the name for a moment.

	“I’m guessing she’s not a battle-scarred demon hunter? Or if she is, she needs some kind of image consultant to help with the name.”

	“No,” he said, looking up to return her smile, “Ellen Tufton is a widow in her late sixties who lives in a lovely little village in Norfolk. She runs an award-winning bed and breakfast establishment. She makes wonderful carrot cake as well as a very fine Victoria sponge, as I recall.”

	Lynn gently poked him in his slight paunch.

	“Aha, so she’s one of those designing women who led you astray before we met. A cake temptress!”

	“One of many,” he admitted, jabbing at the phone screen, then laying it on the counter. “But I’m glad I’ve put some weight back on.”

	Lynn hugged him, then stood back and gave him what he called her “schoolteacher look”.

	“Yeah, but some of it’s in the wrong places,” she insisted. “And I’m sure Dr. Wong would agree. She said you needed to get more exercise. I know you can’t go jogging, but you could work out a little. And you still haven’t checked in with Sammy to do some training.”

	Mortlake started to protest. Their friend Sammy Blake was a busy man with a young family, and Mortlake didn’t want to impose.

	“I know, but if he’s willing to come from London to help, you’ve got no excuse. Sure, he’s a busy guy, but who isn’t? And you two should keep in touch. He’s saved your butt a few times.”

	“Okay, I’ll talk to Sammy. And I’ll go for a nice healthy walk before my first lecture.” Mortlake held out his arm in a mock courtly gesture. “Would madam care to accompany me on my perambulations around our fair city?”

	“Ah, no, not this morning.” Lynn sighed. “Madam has got some work to catch up on. Administration stuff is a curse none can escape. Anyway, what did this Ellen Tufton want? Or are you trying to avoid telling me?”

	He smiled at the weak joke, then shrugged.

	“Oh, she’s just a bit worried about the local vicar. Said he’s acting quite oddly,” he explained. “He’s a very interesting old chap. I met him through her, in fact. I helped deal with
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