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What reviewers are saying about Lucifer’s
Crown

 


Blending historical mystery with a touch of
the supernatural, the author creates an intriguing exploration of
faith and redemption in a world that is at once both modern and
timeless—Library Journal

 


Lucifer's Crown is a densely-packed
narrative of uncommon complexity and richness. Superficially, it's
contemporary fantasy, with magical elements intruding on modern
life, but it is also equal parts historical tour-de-force, murder
mystery, quest fantasy, romance, Arthurian epic and alternate
history of Wagnerian scope. Carl has taken half a dozen or more
traditions and genres, mixing them together to forge an alloyed
novel of unexpected strength.—Jayme Lynn Blaschke, SF
Site

 


Lillian Stewart Carl's latest fantasy novel,
Lucifer's Crown, effectively combines Arthurian legend,
Grail myth, and British folkways to create a powerful novel. Ms.
Carl takes the ideas of good vs. evil quite seriously and probes
deeply into the idea of redemption. She does not, however, take her
themes lightly, instead giving them a vigorous shaking down before
she's done, resulting in a gripping spiritual thriller. One could
easily call this 'in the tradition of Charles Williams'1 - which it
certainly is - but it more importantly moves beyond that master of
the spiritual thriller. It succeeds where Williams always failed:
it has believable characters.—Matthew Scott Winslow, The Green
Man Review
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Chapter One

 


 


The gate stood open beneath its ancient stone
arch. Maggie Sinclair walked through it into the grounds of
Glastonbury Abbey. Turning around, she began, “When you see
Salisbury . . .”

Her tiny flock was no longer at her heels.
Muttering, “I’m a teacher, not a border collie,” she doubled
back.

In the dank shadow of the archway two people
passed close by her. “I’m telling you, Vivian,” the middle-aged man
said in a Scottish accent, “there’s no good will come of it.”

The woman laughed. “Leave it, Calum. No harm
in having a bit of a giggle with the group tonight. I’ll have a
story for the paper.”

“Ah, you and your stories for the paper,” he
retorted.

“I’m a journalist,” the English woman said.
“Writing stories is what I do.”

What’s going on tonight? But the
couple went on into the Abbey, leaving Maggie’s curiosity
unsatisfied.

Emerging into the thin October sunlight, she
looked right and left along Magdalene Street. Yeah, she
thought, there were a lot of things no good would come of.
This trip might be one of them. But it wasn’t that she was running
away. Teaching was what she did.

Her students were ranged around the corner
into Silver Street, taking in the signs and the shops: the
Rainbow’s End Café, the King Arthur Public House, the National
Federation of Spiritual Healers. The Brigit Healing Wing,
Pendragon, The Goddess and the Green Man, and the Library of
Avalon. The butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker. The
ten-foot-tall gateway of the medieval George and Pilgrim Inn looked
like a mouth shaped in an O of astonishment, mirroring the
expression on the faces of the three students. “Hello?” Maggie
called.

Rose Kildare, the Botticelli angel, smiled.
Beefy campus jock Sean MacArthur, Rose’s shadow, looked casual.
Senior citizen Anna Stern, who seemed fragile but had set the pace
on their trek up Glastonbury Tor, said, “Look at the books in this
window. The Holy Grail. Astrology. Standing stones and earth
energy. Feminism. Ecology. Celtic Revival.”

“That’s Glastonbury,” said Maggie. “It’s
surrounded by sacred sites dating back thousands of years. During
the Middle Ages pilgrims came to see England’s most famous
collection of Christian relics. Now anything goes.”

“The shop owners may sell crystals and
aromatherapy candles along with the crucifixes,” said Rose, “but
the pilgrims are still coming.”

Sean shook his head. “Pilgrims? Some of these
people are weird.”

“Most of us,” Maggie began, then amended,
“many people are looking for a capital-S Story that will transcend
the limits of their own lives. This is why we’re doing the legends
of Arthur, right? Come on—here you take advantage of the sunshine,
you don’t hide from it like we do back home in Texas.”

She herded the students into the vast expanse
of the Abbey grounds. Broken walls and amputated arches sliced
through the smooth green lawn. A sixteenth-century manor house rose
from its far rim. Medieval slate roofs made a serrated edge beyond
the encircling walls. The grassy bulk of Chalice Hill closed the
horizon to the east, hiding all of the Tor except for the tower of
St. Michael’s church at its peak. Billows of white and gray cloud
sailed overhead, trailing shadows across the ruins.

The last time Maggie had been here, during
the summer, tour buses belching diesel had lined up outside the
gate. Now the crows, strutting across the grass like smug prelates,
outnumbered the people.

She spotted the couple she’d passed in the
archway. Vivian was sitting cross-legged inside the chained-off
rectangle where the high altar had once been, probably meditating.
A typical Glastonbury moment, both innocent and presumptuous. Calum
stood nearby, so still he might have been meditating, too, although
in Maggie’s experience, men were as likely to meditate as to read
instruction manuals.

She said to the students, “When you see
Salisbury and Canterbury cathedrals you’ll get an idea of what
Glastonbury once looked like. Towers, vaults, carvings, colored
glass. So much wealth and power concentrated in the hands of a
not-always-holy church helped motivate the Reformation.”

Pointing, she went on, “Most medieval
churches were built in the shape of a cross. Here’s the nave in
front of us, the long upright where the civilians hang out. There
are the transepts, the two short horizontal arms. Beyond them, in
the short upright, is the presbytery or chancel, which is priest
territory. And the choir, where the monks sang the Office.”

Anna and Rose looked toward the arches that
had once supported the main tower, now tall stumps. Sean shrugged.
“This was in the required reading.”

“But we’re here now,” said Rose. “It’s
different when it’s for real.”

What isn’t? Maggie called Sean’s
bluff. “Okay, so what was in the north transept there, and
why?”

“The chapel of St. Thomas Becket,” he
returned with a smirk and a sweep of his camcorder. “These
buildings went up right after he was killed at Canterbury.”

“All right!” said Maggie. “Go sit down in the
choir and we’ll get beyond the required reading.”

Jostling good-naturedly, Sean and Rose
settled next to Anna against the north wall and produced paper
notebooks from their backpacks. Maggie had banned individual
computers, knowing the lure of chat rooms and games. They could use
her laptop to check their e-mail, and their papers weren’t due
until after they got home in January.

Here in the choir she didn’t hear any echo of
plainchant, just the thump-thump of a boom box. The guilty party
was a kid with spiked purple hair. He’d have a long wait if he was
here for the yearly rock festival, known as much for mud as for
music.

A man with red hair and a classy leather
jacket sauntered across the shadow of the south transept arch.
Nice body, Maggie thought, but his walk indicated
self-absorption. Was he watching Vivian? No. From the angle of his
head Maggie deduced he was looking at Rose. Like any male with
enough testosterone to merit the definition would not look at
Rose.

Two priests in black cassocks strolled along
in deep discussion, of the nature of God, perhaps, or the nature of
Sunday dinner. Beneath the russet-leaved trees across the way,
three figures dressed in white robes raised their arms in prayer.
Neo-Druids, guessed Maggie, modern Glastonbury being nothing if not
ecumenical.

A wind scented with baking bread and either
incense or cider blew her hair across her forehead and impatiently
she scooped it away. “The Lady Chapel there was built over the
oldest church in Britain. Legend says the Virgin Mary herself was
buried here. So many other people had themselves planted nearby,
Glastonbury came to be called the graveyard of the saints.

“The well in the crypt of the Lady Chapel may
date from an ancient earth mother religion, with its stories of her
dying and reviving son. Ditto Glastonbury Tor, and Chalice Well
just below. Funny how this is the only spot for ten miles around
that you can’t see the Tor. Makes you think the first Christians
built here to hide something.”

“Or from something,” said Anna.

Maggie nodded. “Exactly. Legend says the Tor
is the gateway to Annwn, the Underworld. Tonight, Halloween, is the
old Celtic holy day of Samhain, when the gate opens, the veil
between the seen and the unseen thins, and spirits walk among us.”
She glanced at the couple by the altar. Was Vivian’s “bit of a
giggle” a Samhain ceremony staged by born-again pagans?

“The fire of 1184 destroyed buildings dating
back to a seventh-century Saxon church or an even earlier Celtic
one. By the twelfth century Glastonbury was Roman Catholic. There
was bloodshed when the Normans moved in, but that’s the Normans for
you, settling arguments with swords—Becket’s martyrdom being an
example. You could make a case for him getting himself killed,
seeing martyrdom as a good career move.”

Anna’s brows quirked. Rose grinned. Sean was
looking at something behind Maggie’s back.

“When the monks were rebuilding they found
what they believed was the burial place of King Arthur.” She
gestured toward another chain-enclosed area. “The stories about him
were originally pagan, but Glastonbury claimed them about the same
time the stories of the Holy Grail were grafted onto them.

“During the sixteenth century Henry VIII
threw the Roman church out of Britain. His troops looted the
monasteries and sold the rubble. The eighty-year-old abbot of
Glastonbury and two of his monks were accused of hiding treasure
and were executed up on the Tor. Religious principles in the
service of avarice, or the other way around?”

The students listened, Rose mesmerized, Anna
taking notes, Sean’s eyes wandering away and then returning. The
afternoon faded as the clouds clotted into gray lumps. The wind
went from damp and cool to wet and cold. Finally Maggie emerged
from the far side of the historical thicket. “Let’s hit the museum.
Then we’ll find a pub and have supper. The local cider comes from
that old Celtic cauldron of inspiration—it gives you an inspiring
buzz.”

With enthusiastic murmurs the students pulled
themselves to their feet, Sean helping Anna as well as Rose. They
shouldered their packs and headed off like a hip grandmother and
her polite grandkids. Good, Maggie thought. She had enough
to worry about without adding group dynamics to the list.

The grounds were deserted, leaves swirling
across the turf. In the metallic light the ravaged walls gleamed
like tarnished silver. The place still had its dignity—and its
secrets, Maggie told herself.

She laid her hand against the north vault. At
first the stone was warm. Then a cold deep as time kissed her palm
and sent a shiver up her arm. Gazing up the trajectory of the arch,
she imagined a current flowing through flesh and stone alike,
connecting earth and sky.

Tonight was All Hallow’s Eve, when the church
sent its saints to sweep lingering pagan spirits under its rug.
Tonight was Samhain, the pagan New Year’s Eve. In two months
another New Year’s Eve would end the year 2000. For sixty days the
past and the future would possess the same metaphysical space and
time, just as the old and new millennia had done this entire
year.

And then? Maggie thought of Dante’s
Inferno: “In the middle of the journey that is life, I came
to myself in a dark wood where the straight way was lost.” And I
have miles to go before I sleep, she concluded with a grimace.
Her hand wasn’t cold anymore, just gritty, as though her morsel of
flesh had warmed the ancient stone.

She tucked both hands into her pockets and
hurried after the others, telling herself that the only ghosts
haunting the twilit ruins were her own.

 


* * * * *

 


Rose felt like one of those air-headed kids
who couldn’t remember what socks were for. The third morning of her
first trip overseas and she couldn’t find her notebook. She must
have left it at the Abbey. Unless Sean had taken it. But it wasn’t
her notebook he wanted.

Her steps thumped loudly in the mist. The
buildings along Magdalene Street weren’t indistinct enough to be
illusion, but weren’t solid enough to be real. Lighted windows made
smears of pale yellow, like the haloes Rose used to paint around
saints and angels. The George and Pilgrim was five hundred years
old, she thought. The Abbey—the newest Abbey—was eight hundred.
The oldest building in Dallas was a log cabin from the 1840s, set
on a concrete plaza hot as a pancake griddle.

Here the sky seemed smaller and the horizon
closer, even though the houses and shops were so little Rose felt
like Gulliver in Lilliput. The air smelled different, soft, damp,
hinting of smoke and mildew. Aged air, well-used. And cold. She
couldn’t remember the last time she’d been cold.

Beyond the Abbey wall, the truncated towers
looked like the ghosts of huge cowled monks pacing toward the choir
for Matins. Maybe they were going to turn and look down at her as
if she were the Lilliputian. Rose had expected Glastonbury to be a
place of mystery and romance. It wasn’t disappointing her.

The screech of metal against stone echoed
from the semi-circle of darkness that was the Abbey gate. Good—the
custodian was opening up. She plunged past him, saying, “I left
something here yesterday, I’ll be right back.”

“Right you are, Miss,” he returned,
startled.

The window of the museum gleamed like
obsidian to Rose’s left. Beneath her feet the cobblestone walk gave
way to grass, swallowing the sound of her steps.

Yesterday the ruins had seemed as romantic as
a lyric poem. She’d sat against the sun-warmed choir wall, watching
a woman do yoga poses on the site of the altar and wondering if
that was eccentricity or sacrilege. She’d listened as Maggie’s
crisp voice softened until she was almost chanting the tales of
Joseph of Arimathea and the precious blood of Christ, King Arthur
and the Isle of Avalon, the mother goddess and the mother of
God.

Now the ruined walls were illegible lines
half-erased by the mist. Skeletal tree branches hung motionless
overhead. Magdalene Street was quiet, but this shrouded expanse was
deathly silent. The sun was rising above the fog, but this gloom
was neither daylight or dark. By the calendar it was All Saints’
Day, but here it was still Halloween. The cold filtered through
Rose’s shoes and up her legs, raising goose bumps on her denim-clad
thighs. This wasn’t the campus, was it, with spotlighted security
phones every few steps.

Inhaling the smoke-flavored air, she looked
toward the roofless shell of the Lady Chapel, its empty windows
opening onto darkness. She imagined light, stained-glass windows,
gold reliquaries, candles—and a choir dressed in blue robes, the
Blessed Virgin’s color, singing the Stabat Mater or the
Regina Caeli. Or the Magnificat, her favorite.

She imagined Mary sitting in her bedroom—Rose
saw her own room with its posters and books—when suddenly the
archangel Gabriel appeared and announced she was going to give
birth to the Son of God. Rose would’ve said, “Wait a minute, how’s
this going to work?”

But Mary said, “Be it unto me according to
thy word.” And, “My soul doth magnify the Lord, and my spirit doth
rejoice in God my savior, for he hath regarded the low estate of
his handmaiden; for behold, from henceforth all generations shall
call me blessed.”

Not that Rose had any aspirations to
sainthood. Or to being anyone’s handmaiden, either. It was that her
Stories had a soundtrack. She began to sing beneath her breath,
“Magnificat anima mea Dominum . . .” Then she stopped. Talk
about whistling past a graveyard!

But who’s watching, anyway? she asked
herself. And with a sudden jerk of her heart answered, he
is.

A human figure stood between the north
transept and the site of Arthur’s tomb, veiled by the mist. Except
for two glints, eyes catching the light like a cat’s, Rose saw only
a blur for a face . . . It—he—turned toward the darkness, took two
strides, and was gone. A cloak or loose coat billowed behind him,
radiance shimmering along the floating cloth like the last fiery
rim of a bonfire.

She blinked. She really had seen him. And
he’d seen her. So she’d been standing there singing, that wasn’t
any weirder than doing yoga on the altar. Why was he out here so
early?

She heard only the slow drip of water in the
crypt. The steam of her own breath added to the mist. The back of
her neck prickled, but she wasn’t going to go back to the hostel
and tell everyone she was too scared to get her book.

Up the nave she hurried, glancing warily
toward the north transept beneath its broken vault. Of the church
proper only St. Thomas’s chapel still had its original walls,
making an alcove that this morning was deep in shadow. That’s where
the man had been standing, next to something . . . Rose peered into
the dark chapel and stopped dead. A long white shape lay on the
grass, a shape as still and silent as the stones around it.

Oh God. The prickle in Rose’s neck
merged with the goose bumps on her legs. She forced her feet to
carry her forward.

The lines of the woman’s naked body were as
smooth as those of a marble effigy. She lay on her back, one hand
at her side, the other on her breast, fingers curled as though
holding an invisible object. Her chalky face and the dark hollows
of her eyes looked up to where the sky should have been but
wasn’t.

It was the yoga woman. I don’t believe
this. It isn’t happening. “Hello?” Rose croaked. But the
woman’s marble-like chest didn’t move. From her body emanated not
the odor of sanctity, the sweet scent of a saint’s incorruptible
body, but the stench of mortality and death.

Outside the chapel something moved. Rose spun
around with a gasp. A shape and a quick flutter—it must be a bird,
one of those big crows they’d seen yesterday. If it was the man
he’d be trying to help the—the dead woman. Wouldn’t he?

This was a nightmare, yes, but it wasn’t a
dream. Rose felt the blood drain from her face. Her head spun. All
Saints’ Day sacrilege pray for us sinners now and at the hour of
our death go for help . . .

She sprinted toward the gate and the lighted
windows of the custodian’s lodge.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Just as Mick walked into the office the phone
went. He dropped his rucksack on the desk chair and lifted the
receiver. “Dewar Woolen Mills, Mick Dewar speaking.”

His father’s voice said, “Thank God. I rang
the flat, I didna ken where you’d gone.”

Mick frowned. He was away to university in
Glasgow, where else would he be going on a Monday morning? And he
knew he’d given Calum the number of his mobile. “Where have
you gone, Dad? You didna ring last night. I stopped in at
the office to see if you’d left a message with Amy.”

Calum’s voice was thin and taut and his words
stumbled. “I didna have time to ring—I came away from Glastonbury
in the wee hours, used up my petrol and stopped outside Carlisle .
. . The hounds of hell are after me, Mick.”

“Eh? What?”

“There’s something you’re needing to know. I
never told you before, I didna believe it myself, but it’s true,
it’s true . . . My telling you will have them after you as well.
God, damned if I do, damned if I dinna.”

“What?” Mick’s heart drummed in his chest
like the drops of water drummed onto the asphalt of the car park
outside the window.

His father’s ragged exhalation sounded like
fabric ripping. “Listen to me. The Bruce’s relic, it was at
Arbroath not so long since. Sinclair came to my father and me and
we helped him shift it.”

“Alex Sinclair, your chum from
university?”

“His father. I met Alex later. I’d say that
was a right coincidence, but nothing’s a coincidence, is it?
Nothing at all.”

Alex had died donkey’s years ago, hadn’t he?
Mick remembered his father lifting his glass in a salute to the
dead. Was Calum drunk? Whilst his father had a taste for the
whisky, Mick had never known him to take too much. But then, he
hadn’t seen overmuch of Calum of late. He had the university, the
band, and the lasses.

Calum wasn’t drunk. He was exhausted. He was
ill. He was terrified. “Dad?” said Mick, his own voice shaking.
“I—I’ll hire a car, I’ll . . .”

“It was our duty then. It’s our duty now. Oh
God, Mick, I should have told you this long since, but I didna
believe it. No time now. Time’s run out, it’s come to an end.
Protect it, Mick keep it from them. From him.”

“Protect what? From who?” In the back of his
mind Mick heard the voice of his literature lecturer correcting,
“from whom.”

“From himself. Am Fear Dubh. Take the
A68 and the A7—the high road, eh?” Calum’s voice cracked into a dry
giggle. “Take the high rood—road—to Fairtichill, and then the wee
road west . . .”

“Dad, you’re not sensible.”

“Then up you go, toward Schiehallion, the
fairy mountain with its triple peak. My grandfather Malise used to
tell about that road, and then he’d say each man has to bide his
own weird. Meet his own fate.”

Something wasn’t right with his father’s
geography, but then, all of this was dead wrong.

“You’ll take the high road,” Calum crooned.
“I’ll take the low road past Ercildoune and into the gates of hell.
They’re coming. They’re outside the door. Mick, I . . .” His voice
stretched thinner and thinner and then broke.

“Dad? Dad!”

The echoing emptiness of the open line made
Mick’s head feel hollow. He stared at the receiver. His hand was
numb. Pins and needles danced along his arm. Cold sweat ran down
his back. Oh God.

The office smelled as it had always done, of
wool, paper, and old sausage sandwiches. Beyond the window the rain
fell. Puddles on the pavement reflected the orange glow of the
street lights. Above the sign reading “Dewar’s Fine Woolens” rose
the distant, gnarled outline of Edinburgh Castle, half-erased by
the mist and the gloom.

“I dinna believe this,” Mick said. “It’s not
happening.”

It was happening. And he was sitting there
like a gowk. He batted at the phone cradle. When he heard the
ordinary electronic pips of British Telecom he punched “999.”

“Emergency services.”

“Mick Dewar here. My father rang from a
petrol station outside Carlisle. He’s ill, off his head . . . Aye,
I’ll wait.”

He threw his rucksack on the floor. It hit
with a solid thunk, spilling books and folders and the long case of
his practice chanter. If he didn’t get himself to his lecture and
hand in his essay he’d be docked points. Right now he didn’t give a
damn for either the lecture or the essay.

He dropped onto the chair. On the desk stood
the snap taken last spring, of him with his father in front of
Dunnottar Castle. The stark ruins on their cliff above the sea
looked like a studio backdrop behind the two smiling faces. Faces
that were strikingly similar: square chins, keen gray eyes accented
by supple eyebrows, high foreheads fringed by dark hair, Calum’s
silver at the temples, Mick’s caught in a ponytail.

That day Calum went on about a braw lassie
smuggling the crown of Scotland away from besieged Dunnottar. The
crown was a relic, right enough, but it was safe in Edinburgh
Castle.

That had been their only outing this year.
Mick no longer had time for playing tourist. Now his dad was on his
own, ill, hurt, far from home . . . Mick slammed his fist onto the
top of the desk. The picture fell over.

He crammed the books back into his rucksack.
On top lay Idylls of the King and other Poems by Tennyson.
One passage leapt suddenly to his mind: “The curse has come upon
me, cried the Lady of Shalott.”

“Hello?” said the dispatcher in his ear. “Mr.
Dewar?”

“He sounded as though his curse had come upon
him,” said Mick.

“Sorry?”

“His fate, his doom. His weird.” Mick pulled
a face. He was havering, daft as Calum. “My father rang me from a
petrol station. He’s off his head, he needs help. Carlisle. The
car’s a Ford Mondeo . . .”

His hand clenched round the phone. He was
going to bloody well find out what had happened to his father. And
then he’d sort it out.

 


* * * * *

 


Maggie added a spoonful of sugar and a dollop
of milk to the mug, and pressed it into Rose’s hands. The British
regarded tea as a specific against anything from toothache to war.
When in Britain do as the Brits do. There wasn’t much else she
could do.

It had been an hour since Rose ran into the
youth hostel as though the hounds of hell were at her heels. Her
hands were at last starting to warm up. Her color was better, too,
if her features were still pinched. Although even in shock she was
beautiful. With her fresh complexion and waves of golden hair Rose
fulfilled the promise of her name, all the more lovely because she
seemed artlessly unaware of her beauty.

Turning forty, Maggie informed
herself, isn’t so bad you have to envy a twenty-year-old girl
who looks her age.

Sean buffed the far end of the dining table,
adding the smell of polish to those of disinfectant and bacon, his
face carefully neutral. He was a handsome young man, yes. His
manner ranged just far enough between cocky and callow to be
charming. But Maggie sensed something deliberate in both.

She told herself, so you’re down on
men. You don’t have to get your back up because a
twenty-year-old boy acts his age.

“Sorry I went off by myself. I should’ve
asked Sean to go with me, but I didn’t . . .” Rose glanced at the
young man’s broad back.

Maggie filled in the rest of the sentence,
want to encourage him, and said aloud, “. . . think there
would be any danger. Of course not. Small town, a civilized
country—uh-oh. Here we go.”

A man in a dark suit thrust open the doors of
the vestibule and walked into the dining room. “Good morning. I’m
Detective Inspector Jivan Gupta, Somerset Constabulary.” Although
he wasn’t a large man, he carried himself like a king—or a
maharajah. His mahogany complexion was cut horizontally by a
splendid black moustache. Similarly black hair was trimmed in a
military style.

Maggie started to run her fingers through her
own short, thoroughly undisciplined auburn hair and caught herself.
“Good morning.”

Pulling out a chair, Gupta sat down. From his
inside pocket he produced pen and notepad. “Miss Kildare? Do you
mind answering a few questions?”

“Anything I can do to help.” Rose shoved the
mug away, set her chin, and sat up straight.

Maggie extended her hand. “I’m Maggie
Sinclair. Instructor in British History, Southern Methodist
University, Dallas, Texas. I’m leading the seminar group.”

“Dr. Sinclair.” Gupta’s handshake was brisk
and firm.

Maggie’s jaw tightened. “No. Just ‘Ms.’”

“How many students do you have, Ms.
Sinclair?”

“Three.”

Sean left the polishing cloth lumped on the
table and leaned against the fireplace. “My name’s Sean
MacArthur.”

“I’m Anna Stern.” Anna stepped into the room,
propped her broom against the wall, and sat down.

Anna’s contained movements, her whip-thin
body, her cap of silver hair made her resemble an ambulatory Ionic
column. While Maggie insisted on “Ms.,” Anna was unaffectedly
“Mrs.,” a widow pursuing her intellectual interests, not a
political agenda. You don’t have to envy a sixty-five-year-old’s
composure, either, Maggie instructed herself

Gupta asked, “You’re stopping here at the
youth hostel, are you?”

“Just for two nights,” Maggie replied. “Today
we’re moving to the B&B where we’ll be staying until the end of
the year. Temple Manor on Old Beckery Road, about a mile west of
the Abbey.”

“Ah, yes. The former owner is a great friend
of mine.”

“Thomas London, the historian?”

“Yes.” Gupta nodded. “You’ll be stopping in
Somerset until the end of December?”

“We rejoin the other groups in London at
Christmas, attend the New Year’s Eve concert at Canterbury, and get
home the first week of January.”

Gupta wrote that down. “Now then, Miss
Kildare. Soon after entering the Abbey this morning you found the
body of a woman. You told P. C. Barnes you weren’t in the grounds
above five minutes. The custodian agrees.”

“It seemed longer than five minutes,” Rose
said in a steady voice.

“No doubt. Why did you go into the Abbey
before it opened?”

“I left my notebook there yesterday. At
least, I think that’s where my notebook is.”

“But you didn’t collect your book?”

“No.”

“Our lads haven’t turned one up. Can you
describe it?”

“It’s an ordinary spiral-bound notebook with
a red cardboard cover. My name’s inside.”

“Did you see anyone in the Abbey
grounds?”

“Yes,” answered Rose. “A man—at least, he
walked like a man—was standing next to the north transept, maybe
thirty yards away from me. He made eye contact for just a second,
then—well, he just melted away into the mist.”

“Description?”

“Hard to say. He was wearing a loose coat or
a cloak—you know, there was cloth fluttering behind him. A dim
light shone around it, like he was carrying a flashlight.”

“A torch.”

“No, a flashlight.”

“Same thing, here,” murmured Maggie.

“An electric torch.” Gupta’s teeth flashed in
a quick grin. “And?”

“His eyes were weird,” Rose added. “Shiny,
like a cat’s.”

“The custodian didn’t see anyone enter or
leave,” Gupta went on, “but climbing the wall’s no trouble. The
Abbey attracts all sorts, toe-rags, travelers, layabouts. People
looking out a place to kip.”

And people looking for a Story, Maggie
thought.

“We saw a couple of weirdoes in sleeping bags
up on the Tor yesterday morning,” said Sean. “They must’ve been
whacked out on something to spend the night in the cold.”

“Perhaps they felt the holiness, not the
cold,” Gupta told him.

“Is holiness in the eye of the beholder?”
asked Anna.

“Not necessarily,” he answered. “Now, Miss
Kildare, was the man standing just beside the dead woman?”

“No, but close enough he must’ve seen
her.”

“You saw only this one man?”

Rose shifted uneasily. “Right after I found
the—I found her—I heard a noise. I thought the guy had come back,
but it was just a bird. I think.”

The cold shiver already tightening the back
of Maggie’s neck started to drip queasily into her stomach.

“We’ll make inquiries,” said Gupta. “The man
might come forward on his own. If nothing else, perhaps he saw
something or someone.”

“How long had she been dead?” Rose asked. “Do
you know?”

“Our best guess just now is that she died
between one and four this morning.”

“You couldn’t have helped her.” Maggie patted
the young woman’s arm.

Rose sighed acceptance. “Do you at least know
who she is?”

“Not yet,” replied Gupta. “You told P. C.
Barnes you thought you recognized her?”

“I think I saw her at the Abbey yesterday
afternoon.”

Gupta reached into his pocket, pulled out an
instant photo, and laid it on the table. “Take your time.”

Rose’s clear blue eyes narrowed in something
between thought and pain. She bit her lip and released it. “That’s
her. She was doing yoga exercises where the altar used to be.”

“She was?” Maggie reached for the photo.

Her glasses were upstairs, but still she
could see this picture altogether too well. A human body rendered
every courtesy, painted and permed and displayed on satin cushions,
still seemed cruelly empty. This woman’s poor neglected flesh was
obscene. Even so, Maggie recognized the woman’s dark hair and eyes
and heart-shaped face. “I saw her walking into the Abbey with a
man. Later I saw her sitting on the site of the altar, but I missed
the yoga poses. My back was turned. As usual.”

Gupta drew himself to attention. “She was
with a man?”

“A middle-aged man with a Scottish accent. He
said something to her along the lines of, ‘No good will come of
this, Vivian.’ And she answered, ‘Nothing wrong with having a
giggle with the group tonight, Calum. I’ll get a story for the
paper.’ He came back, ‘You and your stories,’ and she came back,
‘I’m a journalist. Writing stories is what I do.’”

“They were arguing?”

“Disagreeing. He seemed to be worried about
this group gathering, while she wasn’t. I would’ve thought he was
her father except for the difference in accents.”

“Hers was English, then?”

“Yes. I’ve been to the U.K. often enough I
can pick up the regional accents,” Maggie explained.

Gupta didn’t quibble. “This is all very
helpful. Thank you, Ms. Sinclair.”

“You’re welcome,” Maggie said. Funny, people
usually didn’t think her curiosity was at all helpful.

“Did the man—Calum—have odd, shiny eyes at
all?”

“I didn’t notice.” Maggie looked again at the
photo. What had Vivian been holding in her hand that now curved so
suggestively around thin air? Shaking her head, she handed the
photo back to Sean.

He went a bit pale around the gills, then
recovered himself with a grimace worthy of John Wayne. “Yeah,
that’s the woman from the altar. She was hard to miss, contorting
herself like that. And she was wearing a tight sweater under her
coat, she was really . . .”

Stacked. Maggie finished for him. Yes,
Vivian had a voluptuous figure. She’d probably spent years dieting,
and now look at her.

Sean passed the photo on to Anna and
shrugged, a nonchalant gesture that Maggie, through long and often
grim experience with the male species, had learned to interpret as
embarrassment.

Handing the photo back to Gupta, Anna said
solemnly, “Yes. She was exercising on the site of the altar.”

“Did she seem despondent at all?” Gupta
looked around the room.

“No,” Maggie replied. “She seemed very
pleased with herself.”

“Yeah,” said Sean. “She was kind of grinning
up at a guy in an overcoat—I guess that was Calum—like she was
coming on to him.”

Rose shook her head. “No, not like that. Like
she was showing off for him. But he just looked serious and kind of
sad.”

“Suicides,” said Anna, “can be very cheerful
once the decision is made, believing peace to be at hand. If that’s
why you asked, Inspector.”

Maggie visualized the agonized ghosts of
suicides in the Inferno and thought, peace?

“Yes,” Gupta said, “that’s why I asked.”

“You think she lay down out there on purpose,
so she would die of exposure?” Rose asked faintly.

“She could have done. Although now that you
tell me she was after going to a party, I’m thinking she could have
been drunk or drugged, and didn’t know what she was doing.”

Samhain, Maggie thought. When the
Unseen becomes visible. When the spirits of the dead walk the
Earth. A night that in the twentieth century had become an excuse
for role-playing and trick-or-treating. “She could have been killed
somewhere else, and her body dragged into the Abbey.”

Rose’s eyes widened. Sean’s brows rose. Anna
tilted her head. A spark danced through the depths of Gupta’s dark
eyes and vanished. “No one’s said anything about murder, Ms.
Sinclair.”

“No, of course not. I’ve got too good an
imagination,” Maggie said quickly, and wondered just what that
spark signified.

“Did you find her clothes?” asked Sean.

“Yes, piled in the corner of the chapel.
Ordinary undergarments, tights, a long white dress. No coat. No
handbag. And the one curious item, the sheath of a small knife. But
we didn’t find a knife anywhere about.”

Maggie asked herself, why not? And she
didn’t like her answer.

“But she wasn’t stabbed?” asked Sean.

“Not a mark on her, so far as I could tell,
but the pathologist will be drawing his own conclusions. I’ll issue
a bulletin for this Calum chap and ask Vivian’s friends to come
forward. Did you take particular notice of anyone else at the Abbey
yesterday?” Gupta looked from face to face. Every pair of eyes
looked back at him, but it seemed to Maggie that only hers showed
apprehension. Too good an imagination.

She remembered the two priests. The Druids.
The guy with the leather jacket and the kid with the boom box.
Assorted tourists. She shook her head. No one else had anything to
offer, either.

Gupta clicked his pen. “Right. If you would
be so good as to call in at the station and give us statements
before you relocate?”

“No problem,” Maggie answered.

“I knew travel was broadening,” Rose said,
“but I’m going to have stretch marks on my brain.”

“Believe me, this was not supposed to be part
of the curriculum.”

“One of my roommates found a body while he
was playing paintball,” said Sean. “The cops said he’d been shot in
a drug deal. Probably deserved what he got.”

“All life,” said Anna, “deserves
dignity.”

Gupta knew a good exit line. Pocketing his
note pad, he stood up and started for the door. “Thank you. I’ll
keep you informed.”

The students murmured various courtesies.
Maggie, too, stood up. “I’ll see you out.”

Gupta held the doors for her and they walked
out into the morning. Even though the sky was still lidded with
gray, the mist was thinning. Nearby buildings looked almost like
solid structures. A sign on one read, “Moon Child Shoppe. Candles,
crystals, aromatherapy, aura soma readings, vegetarian meals.
Credit cards accepted. Discounts for Bodhisattvas.” The window was
filled with bright, shiny baubles and beads. Just what a
Bodhisattva, a being who turned away from nirvana to help
humankind, would want with baubles and beads Maggie couldn’t
say.

Gupta folded his hands behind his back. His
eyes, gleaming jet on mother of pearl, surveyed the Moon Child
Shoppe without the least spark of amusement or condescension. It
was Maggie’s suggestion of murder that had kindled a response.

Better to be thought a fool than to speak
and remove all doubt, she reminded herself. But since when had
looking like a fool ever stopped her? “Vivian could have intended
to die. Maybe she saw herself as Ophelia or the Lady of Shalott,
beautiful and pitiable. Still, I can’t shake the feeling that
Vivian was no suicide. Last night was Samhain, as I’m sure you
know.”

“Yes. The Wicca group held their bean-feast
and bonfire out beyond Baltonsborough. Had a bit of a row with
another group, I hear.”

“Not so long ago your job would’ve been to
make a bonfire of the Wiccans themselves, to the greater glory of
God, of course.”

“I believe in England witches were hanged,”
Gupta said equably.

Persisting, Maggie curled her fingers against
the breast of her sweater, miming the dead woman’s pose. “The
sheath you found with Vivian’s clothes. Was she holding in her hand
the knife that went with it?”

“It’s likely, yes.”

“What if the man Rose saw this morning took
it?”

There was that spark again, many sparks, a
meteor shower flaring in Gupta’s eyes. “You’re thinking the man in
the cloak is involved with Vivian’s death and was trying to conceal
evidence when he was interrupted by Miss Kildare?”

“He knows she saw him.” Maggie exhaled
through pursed lips. “Please tell me I’m just going overboard. That
Rose isn’t a witness. That she’s not in danger from this guy.”

“I can’t tell you that. You may be right.
Even though,” Gupta cautioned, “this is all conjecture.”

“Then here’s another conjecture for you. Iron
was once considered to be a talisman against evil spirits. It still
is, in some circles. Maybe the same circles that believe spirits,
good, bad, or indifferent, were out for a stroll last night. What
if Vivian died as the result of a ritual? That would still be
murder, wouldn’t it?”

“It certainly would,” he said. “If there are
any local groups capable of murder, though, they’re keeping
themselves well hidden.”

“They would, wouldn’t they?”

“Most of the neo-pagans—and some others I
could name—are harmless loonies. On occasion one group or another
will overdose on psychologically potent symbols, yes, and create an
unhealthy situation, but you can say that of any group searching
for meaning.”

“No kidding. Since the beginning of 2000
didn’t bring anything but a few computer glitches, the apocalypse
crew has gotten even louder.”

“Most of the world believes in neither the
millennium nor the apocalypse,” Gupta pointed out.

“Like that Zen tree that’s forever falling in
the forest—if you don’t believe in it, does it exist?”

“Mind over matter. Scientists tell us the
Ganges River is teeming with lethal bacteria, but when the faithful
bathe in its sacred waters, they come away purified.”

And that is evidence of things unseen,
thought Maggie. Faith.

A truck passed, changing gears as it
struggled up the rising ground to the east. Up what had been the
coastline of the Isle of Avalon—if you believed the Matter of
Britain, the stories of Arthur, the quest for the Holy Grail. There
were worse things to believe.

The wrinkled, green face of Glastonbury Tor
loomed through the mist. Supposedly the terraces on its sides were
the remains of an ancient ritual pathway, a labyrinth. The tower on
its top did resemble a monolith marking a place of power. Or a tiny
stone spear impaling the hump of a huge dragon. Churches dedicated
to St. Michael the dragon slayer often occupied ancient high places
considered gates to the Underworld. The Otherworld.

“Christianity,” Gupta said, “has a spot of
bother excusing the existence of evil if God is wholly good,
although Thomas London tells me that evil comes from within man,
not from God. The great Hindu gods combine benevolence and
malevolence, creation and destruction, in the same beings. Pagans
think that supernatural forces are inherent in the earth itself,
forces that are never impersonal, but are very much involved,
intelligent, even ironic.”

“And which have to be placated?”

“Acknowledged. The sort of thing that was
going on last night.” Gupta’s smile was lopsided, angling his
moustache upward. “Here, we could discuss the nature of faith all
day if we’d no jobs to go to.”

Shows where my mind is, Maggie
thought.

“I’m a policeman, not a philosopher,
certainly not a holy man. But I’m telling you this: I’ve lived here
fifteen years. My wife’s a native. Glastonbury is one of the
world’s great holy places. Odd things happen here, and no
mistake.”

Was Gupta, the Glastonburian, making fun of a
gullible tourist-cum-pilgrim? No. He was dead serious. So was the
woman Rose had found in the Abbey.

All Maggie had wanted in coming here was a
chance to visit Britain again. To teachand to remind herself—that
intelligence wasn’t something to be ashamed of. To make a start,
however feeble, at the rest of her life. And now? “So I get to play
bodyguard as well as teacher, chauffeur, and mother. Great.”

“It’s early days yet,” Gupta said
reassuringly. “We’ll have it sorted soon as may be. As for
Rose—well, you’d better be cautious is all.”

“I’ll try to contain myself. Thank you.”
Maggie managed a smile.

Touching his forefinger to his eyebrow, Gupta
strode away up the street.

Her smile crumpling, Maggie started back into
the hostel. She’d better call Bart Conway, the coordinator in
charge of all the seminar groups, before he saw a newspaper using
“SMU” and “mysterious death” in the same sentence. And they were
expected not only at the police station but at Temple Manor. Plus
Rose needed to get to St. Mary’s for the All Saints’ Day mass. At
least she’d be safe there . . .

Maggie told herself not to worry about Rose
or the Lady of Shalott, about pilgrimage and belief, about faith
and credulity and what might crawl into the cracks in between. But
she knew she would.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Thomas London watched as the mist at last
grew silvery, then transparent, and then in ephemeral strands was
sucked into the blue afternoon sky like Dante’s blessed souls
ascending into heaven. He liked Dante, even though the Italian poet
had made a more compelling story of the Inferno’s torments than of
Paradise with its unfolding rose of angels.

Gulls squawked overhead. A car sped past. To
the west a quarter moon sank toward the horizon. To the east,
beyond the lichened slate roof of the manor house, Glastonbury Tor
gleamed in the sun. At this distance the tower looked little larger
than a pin.

In the seventh century Pope Gregory had
ordered his missionaries not to destroy the ancient temples of
Britain, but to set up altars and relics and replace pagan
sacrifices with church festivals. Some of the old gods had then
been named demons. Some had been named saints. With a wry smile at
God’s sense of humor, Thomas ducked through the narrow doorway into
the chapel. In the cold, musty shadows his breath resembled a
wraith.

Today pilgrims were returning to the holy
place of Glastonbury, reclaiming their roots. Today mankind stood
in the center of the labyrinth and contemplated its path out again.
Today, All Saints’ Day, the new year overlapped the old as the new
millennium overlapped the old. The End Time had come at last.

Switching on a light bulb, he gazed
searchingly up at the rood. The crucifix, flanked by two carved
figures, stood above the ancient screen dividing the tiny nave from
an even smaller chancel. The faces of Our Lord, St. John, and St.
Mary Magdalene were deeply shadowed, and revealed nothing of the
future.

Very well then. He had his work. Below the
desiccated wooden lace of the screen seven canopies—three on one
side of the opening into the chancel, four on the other—marked
niches for the portraits of saints. So far he had completed St.
Joseph of Arimathea, St. Bridget, and St Denis, the fresh colors of
the new paintings glowing amongst the ghosts of the old. Now Thomas
squeezed out a blotch of lapis lazuli and dabbled his brush in it.
Kneeling, he touched the brush to the blue cloak of Mary, Queen of
Heaven.

The sound of footsteps made him spin around.
“Ah—Alf. Good afternoon.”

“And to you, Thomas.” Alf Puckle squeezed
through the door. “Here’s the mobile. Canon O’Connell wants a
word.”

Thomas wiped his hands and reached for the
tiny device. “I never intended for you to play my secretary, Alf.
These modern contrivances that are to be our servants make servants
of us.”

“Right you are,” Alf said with a chuckle. “No
rush bringing back the phone, Bess and I are laying on a high tea
for the Americans. There’s always an extra scone for you.”

“Thank you.” Thomas waited until Alf had
paced away, then raised the telephone to his face. “Good afternoon,
Ivan.”

Ivan O’Connell’s cultured voice said, “I’m
afraid it’s not that good an afternoon, Thomas. The relic has been
stolen.”

The relic. The Word as a work of Art. The
book known as the Lindisfarne Gospels. Thomas sagged as though an
assailant had just delivered a blow to his stomach. So it was
happening, then, after all.

“The curators of the British Library moved
the Book to the new building two years ago,” O’Connell went on. “Or
thought they had done. But Jane Buckley, their authority on
medieval manuscripts, noticed that some details of the artwork were
wrong. She made tests, and has pronounced their book a
forgery.”

“A forgery,” Thomas repeated.

“The thief went to the trouble to use the
appropriate parchment and ink, and to copy the drawings line for
line and color for color. Save that the copy is perfect.”

“Those details of the patterns the original
artist left unfinished, to show his humility, are now
complete.”

“Yes, just that. Jane, knowing my keen
interest in the Book, rang me this morning.”

“Is the cover of the copy a forgery as
well?”

“No, it’s the 1853 metalwork cover. An
ordinary thief would pry off the gems and melt down the silver, I
suppose, but . . .”

“. . . an ordinary thief would not have gone
to such great lengths to duplicate the Book. Nor would he have the
resources to do so.” But then, Thomas told himself with grim
certainty, Robin Fitzroy was no ordinary thief.

“Scotland Yard are interviewing everyone who
had access to the Book during the move,” O’Connell went on.

“The secular authorities do excellent work.
Even though I doubt if the theft of the Book is totally within
their sphere, I trust you’ll keep in contact with them.”

“Of course. Thomas, I must confess that when
old Lionel Weston told me a canon of Canterbury has been the
guardian of the Lindisfarne Gospels ever since the Book was brought
south, and asked me to succeed him in that post, I thought the
entire business was one of those English traditions preserved under
glass, a quaint custom whose origins have been lost. Thanks to you,
I’m no longer certain of that.”

“Thanks to you,” Thomas said, “for bringing
me the news.”

Outside, automobile doors slammed. Judging by
the cries of “awesome” and “is this cool or what?” the Americans
had arrived. Those young, unclouded voices made Thomas feel
dreadfully old and tired.

“Well then,” O’Connell said. “How are you
getting on with the chapel?”

“I’m just now finishing the portraits on the
rood screen.”

“Lovely. I’ll be there December twelfth for
the re-consecration.”

December twelfth. Six short weeks
away, with the end of the year soon after. Judgment Day, perhaps.
Perhaps the Apocalypse, that old Greek word meaning “revelation.”
Thomas had intended for this chapel to be his offering to a
Glastonbury renewed in faith as well as to God. But now he wondered
if his work would, at the end, be naught but mockery.

“I’ll remember you and the Book in my
prayers,” O’Connell concluded. “May the blessings of All Saints’
Day be with you.”

“And with you, Ivan.” Thomas switched off the
phone and thrust it into the pocket of his coat. Odd, how close the
air of the chapel had become. Like that of a tomb, dank and heavy
with an acrid odor he knew to be that of paint but felt was that of
his own dishonored soul.

He’d hoped to slip quietly through the End
Time, passion spent, purpose fulfilled, redeemed at last. But that
hope had always been presumption. Of course his nemesis would
challenge him, now, at the end. Of course he would take up that
challenge. As he’d taken up the challenge long ago, and then, at
the sword’s point, allowed the consequences to fall upon a
bystander? Thomas clenched his jaw so tightly the muscle
cramped.

His relic was safe. But the Book, the relic
he’d wishfully thought to be safe in plain sight, had been stolen.
Would the secular authorities turn it up in time? He doubted it.
And what of the others? It was long past time for him to stop
assuming they were safe and ask. Ask most especially Alex Sinclair,
who was not himself the guardian of a relic but a knight in its
service. This secular world regarded many things as nothing more
than quaint customs.

“I know what needs doing,” Thomas said to the
as-yet blank face of the Blessed Mother. “But now, more than ever,
I am incapacitated by my guilt.”

Laughter echoed outside. The light bulb
flared and winked out. And in that moment, between light and
darkness, the portrait of St. Bridget blinked her compassionate
blue eyes. The statue of Mary Magdalene looked down at him, her
brown eyes gleaming with irony. The cloak of the Blessed Virgin
rippled blue and green, like the sea encircling a holy island—St.
Cuthbert’s stormy Lindisfarne, or the antediluvian stone of St.
Columba’s Iona.

Shadows gathered densely in the corners, but
around Thomas himself they lay like gauze. An elusive odor of fresh
flowers teased his nostrils. With a sharp inhalation of terror and
gratitude mingled he dropped to his knees. “Blessed St Mary,
Blessed St. Bridget, Blessed Virgin Mother.” He stared from face to
face to face. Bridget’s eyes were flat paint. Mary Magdalene’s eyes
were hollow carved wood. The Blessed Virgin’s cloak was streaks of
blue paint, incomplete. As the patterns of his life were
incomplete.

“Ave Maria gratia plena,” Thomas
began, and by the time he concluded, “et in hora mortis
nostrae,” his hair was no longer prickling on his neck. “Thy
will be done,” he said, and groaning he stood.

How difficult it was to say “Thy will be
done” and know it was indeed God’s will and not his own. All he
could do was be receptive to signs and portents. He had just been
given three. Now what? He limped to the arrow-slit of a window.
Crisp air curled through the opening. Outside this chapel, his
cell, the garden bloomed in its fall reds and purples. An angelic
voice said, “Hello there.”

Startled, Thomas saw a young woman sit down
on the bench beside the hedge.

“Come on, come here,” she said. Dunstan, the
resident cat, leaped up and settled onto her blue jeans, gazing
adoringly into her face as she stroked his sleek fur.

As well he should. Thomas had noticed the
same young woman at St. Mary’s on Sunday, as well as at the All
Saints’ mass only hours ago. How could he not? She was beautiful,
with hair like spun gold and cheeks like rose petals. But today the
curves of her brows and lips were pinched. Even the fairest flower
could feel the frost.

She turned her face to the sun, revealing
eyes the same lucid blue as those he’d given St. Bridget. The ache
in Thomas’s heart eased. No wonder angels were often depicted as
young women. A woman, Mary Magdalene, had been the first to
recognize the risen Christ, the Word made flesh. A woman scholar
had acknowledged the truth about the counterfeit Book . . .

Truth. The truth might make him free, hard as
it would be to confess outside the seclusion of the confessional.
But who would believe his story? Thomas had friends of the
intellect, but no friend of the soul. He’d expected to pass through
the End Time alone, as always, and to conclude his purpose whether
healed or not. And yet, now, he saw that without truth there could
be no healing. And without healing he could not fulfill his
purpose.

Sunlight poured over the roof of Temple
Manor. Glastonbury Tor and its tower reached heavenward. Tautly,
Thomas smiled. Of all things, the Tor made him feel young and
vigorous again. If never as young as the angelic maiden, brought to
his doorstep by the hand of a merciful God—even though he didn’t
yet know why.

Telling himself that one must correct
Magnificat before learning Te Deum, he stepped from
the tomb into the garden.

 


* * * * *

 


“Ellen,” said a silken voice. “Wakey,
wakey.”

Ellen Sparrow turned over and kicked at the
blanket. The gray air stank of diesel and rubbish. From beneath the
window came the mutter of engines, voices, and footsteps. Robin
stood at the edge of the bed, staring down at her with those
brilliant green eyes she found both compelling and uncanny. Even in
the shadows his red hair gleamed. She hadn’t heard him open the
door.

“Why are you wearing Vivian’s glad rags?” she
asked.

“I thought I’d keep the cloak. It’s Scottish
wool, after all. It’ll remind me of how easily women can be
corrupted.” He spread his arms wide, so that the green cloak opened
out into a semi-circle like a Romish priest’s robe. Gold stitching
in elaborate snaky patterns edged the neck and the front opening.
Beneath the cloak he was still wearing the posh suit and tie he’d
worn last night. He deserved the best. Wearing the cloak, he’d
purify it, and no mistake.

Last night he’d gone away with Vivian, not
Ellen. For good reason, she reminded herself. “Did you settle with
the cow?”

“Vivian? She’ll not be troubling us any
more.”

“She was never one of us, was she?”

Robin’s pink lips curved into a smile, but
his eyes remained hard. “No. She served her purpose, though.”

Last night Ellen had been one of the family.
She’d waded into the fray alongside Reg, ahead of the others,
breaking and kicking. She could still hear the cries of the
unbelievers as they ran, and the satisfying smash of her cricket
bat against their idols. For an hour, she’d been strong.

She sat up. Her mouth tasted of acid. “The
cleansing went down a treat, right enough.”

“Yes, it did. A pity the constabulary were so
quick to respond, but then, they’ll learn right from wrong soon
enough.” In a swirl of green and gold Robin turned to inspect the
CDs stacked on a shelf. He picked up the Mozart Requiem. A
spasm of his fingers cracked it like an egg and tossed the broken
bits aside. “You don’t need this.”

“Calum gave it me.”

“Did he give you these, too?” Robin’s
forefinger tapped the stack of paperback books piled next to
Ellen’s special-edition Bible.

“Yeh. He says I have a good mind.”

Robin’s eyes glinted. “Who is the truth, the
path, and the light?”

“You are, Robin. You’re the business.”

“I’ll tell you what you need to know. If
there’s anything in a book I haven’t taught you, then it’s
blasphemy. If there’s anything in a book I have taught you, then
it’s redundant. Calum should know better than to muddle his mind
and yours with books.”

“Yeh,” Ellen agreed, adding, “Why did he
bugger off so sudden-like last night?”

“He had to get back to his business.” Robin
stepped across to the basin. He upended a cup, dribbling brown
water, and rapped it smartly against the tap. The cup shattered.
His elegant fingertips chose a shard shaped like a leaf-bladed
spear. “Ellen, I have work for you to do in Glastonbury.”

“Yeh, anything.” She clawed her hair away
from her face. She’d used the last of her shampoo and hadn’t the
cash to buy more. To buy food, for that matter. Last night Reg had
bought her a takeaway curry, all the while grumbling about sods too
lazy to work. But she was working, for Robin.

She’d met him last year, when he saw her
pinch that Yank tourist’s pocketbook. He hadn’t shopped her to the
cops. He’d told her that soon money wouldn’t matter. Soon the toffs
in their posh cars and posh clubs, the skinny little birds who’d
slagged her off for her clothes, the pillocks at school who teased
her and then used her body—all of them would be consumed by the
fires of Armageddon whilst she would be taken up to heaven
alongside Robin himself, if only she believed.

Ellen crawled from the bed. Her bare feet
slipped on the newspaper cuttings scattered across the
linoleum—rallies, revivals, marches, pilgrimages—explosions,
massacres, assassinations.

The green cloak billowed round Robin’s body
even though the room was close and still. She slipped beneath it
and wrapped her arms around his ribs. Slender ribs, strong as
stone.

He wrapped her in the cloak. His body was
cold as death and she shivered. But she held on. His beard tickled
her ear. His icy lips traced a path along her jaw until they found
hers. His tongue, tasting of wine and flowers, slipped inside her
mouth like a snake, probing, pushing, pursuing until she was bent
backward against the basin. His right hand moved up her body
beneath the T-shirt and his left pressed the crockery spear against
her temple. It pricked, and she felt the blood run down into her
hair. “Are you baptized in the one true faith?” he murmured.

“Yes.”

His thumb smeared the warm blood across her
forehead. “Are you bathed in the blood of the ram?”

“Yes, oh yes. Please, Robin, love me.”

His eyes glinted green as gemstones. In one
movement he spun her about, threw her down on the bed, and fell on
her. Ellen clutched at him, cloak and all. She didn’t like this
part, but then, she wasn’t any good at it, or so the sods at school
told her. It didn’t matter. Robin had chosen her, alone of all her
sex.

She gasped in pain and ecstasy both as he
drove himself into her. He was cold, and hard, like iron. But when
he was inside her she wasn’t empty any more. Better cold than
nothingness. Better pain now, and in the future the ultimate
reward.

From the corners of her eyes she saw the
posters covering the stains on the wallpaper whirling like
confetti, film actors and rock stars and prints of works by old
foreigners Calum had given her—Nativity, Crucifixion, Rolling
Stones. Robin’s voice was soft and subtle in her ear, “I am the way
and the life. Who believes in me shall never die.”

Outside a bus bleated. The sunlight faded.
Robin’s body crushed her against the bed, again and again. “Love
me,” she whimpered.

The gold stitches on the green cloak shone
like a bonfire. In the glory of gold and green the room disappeared
and Ellen Sparrow glimpsed the light eternal. But as yet it was
beyond her grasp. “Love me. Please, love me.”

Robin laughed. In spite of her clenched jaw
she smiled. She’d made him happy. That was worth any pain.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


Mick was sure three days had passed since
he’d talked to his dad. But it was only Monday afternoon. The
clouds had thinned and a smeary quarter moon slid down the western
sky into the murk of the city. A whiff of peat smoke filtered into
the office.

At first the telephone had gone and gone
again—the local police, the English police, a dispatcher in
Carlisle asking questions but giving no answers. Calum and his car
had vanished into thin air.

Now the telephone huddled sullenly, the
shoulders of its receiver hunched. When Mick switched on the desk
lamp he felt like a copper having a go at a prisoner. He’d already
had a go at everyone at the mill. Calum’s secretary, Amy, rang
everyone he’d ever done business with. No one had seen him since
his meeting in Birmingham on the Friday.

Nothing vanishes into thin air, Mick
told himself.

In the filing cabinet he found a map of
Scotland. Spreading it across the desk, he scanned every inch of
the A68 and the A7. The roads ran south from Edinburgh, past Lauder
and Stow, until they joined at Melrose. From there the A7 went on
past Jedburgh and over Carter Bar into England, following the old
Roman road to Hadrian’s Wall. The Wall met the western sea at
Carlisle. Perhaps . . . Perhaps what?

Calum had taken Mick on a tour of the Borders
some years back, stopping at ruined castles and ruined abbeys and
ruined forts until he begged for mercy, a Coke, and a fry-up.
Now that same holiday would be a treat, Mick thought,
grinding his teeth. As soon as he found his dad he’d organize
it.

Not one town in the map index was named
Fairtichill. The black triangle labeled Schiehallion 1083
metres—one black triangle, not three—lay between Loch Tay and
Loch Rannoch, in the Highlands. Mick didn’t think that, fairy
mountain or not, it had moved house to the Borders. Folding the
map, he jammed it back into the cabinet. It caught on something, so
that he couldn’t shut the drawer.

He spread the files apart to see what was
lying beneath them, and picked up his great-grandfather Malise’s
sgian dubh. The knife was sheathed in black leather trimmed
with whorls of silver. Its bone handle was smoothed by years of
use. At its top nested a flat chipping of what looked to be black
marble, even though every other sgian dubh Mick had seen
displayed a semi-precious gem. When he drew the steel blade it
glinted bright and sharp. For such a small knife, extending from
his wrist to his fingertips, it was surprisingly heavy. Its cold
kiss sent a shiver up his arm. Why had Calum hidden it here? The
last Mick had seen of it, it had been tucked away below the
blankets in his mother’s kist.

Replacing the knife in the drawer, he picked
up Calum’s check book. Amongst the amounts written to Jenner’s
Department Store and Safeway’s were five checks for fifty pounds
each made over to “Ellen Sparrow.” His dad had been on his own for
three years now. Nothing wrong with him having a lady friend. But
Mick didn’t know sod-all about his father’s life, did he?

The phone went. His heart lurched. He fumbled
the receiver, then slammed it to his ear. “Mick Dewar.”

“Mr. Dewar,” said a male voice with a clipped
English accent. “Detective Inspector Gupta of the Somerset
constabulary here. We’ve just received a missing person report on
your father. He was seen at Glastonbury Abbey yesterday afternoon
with a woman, a journalist named Vivian. Do you know her?”

“No.” Another woman? “Does she know
where he is?”

“She was found dead this morning.”

Mick slid spinelessly down the chair,
cradling his head on the bar at its back. “Dead? How?”

“We don’t know yet. Why do you ask?”

“When my father phoned this morning he was
ranting something terrible, saying someone was chasing him, saying
there was something he’d never told me. He was off his head. Maybe
he . . .”

“. . . witnessed a death?” Gupta asked
carefully.

Mick’s nod was more of a shudder. “Who saw
Dad with this Vivian?”

“Several Americans on a study course. The
lecturer overheard Calum warning Vivian off an event scheduled for
last night. Do you know his plans for last night?”

“No. He was doing business in the south of
England, and had an appointment this morning at Glastonbury, to
view a line of sheepskins, but he never showed. Mind you, he
planned his trip round the weekend, so he could have a tour of
Stonehenge and Salisbury and the like.”

“Do you have a photograph of your father and
a copy of his itinerary? It could be the man at the Abbey was
another Calum, but that would be too much of a coincidence, I
expect.”

Mick heard his father’s ragged voice saying,
Nothing’s a coincidence. “Oh aye, I’ll put you onto the
secretary.”

“Thank you. We’d also like a statement from
you detailing what he said in his phone call. We’ll arrange for
someone . . .”

“No.” Mick sat up straight as a ramrod. He
had something to be going on with at last. “I mean, aye, I’ll do
anything to help. But if something in Glastonbury drove my dad
round the bend that’s where I’m needing to be.”

“Very good, then. If you’d call round the
station when you arrive.”

“That I will. Amy?” Mick shouted toward the
door. It opened so quickly she must have been listening outside.
“The Inspector here needs a bit help.”

“Half a tic,” Amy replied. The door shut.

Mick replaced the receiver and heaved himself
from the chair. He gathered up the map and the checkbook and put
them in his rucksack. A hire car, he thought, not the
train, so he
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