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Prologue

We are dead things, you and I.

Ghosts? No, not ghosts. Don’t go getting ideas above your station. Ghosts can rattle chains, throw teacups, maybe even put in the occasional translucent appearance. They are spirits trapped in this world by unresolved trauma. Festering wounds on the spiritual landscape.

Us? We are the forgotten ones. Life’s rounding errors. Whatever is supposed to happen after death hasn’t. Not for us. Think of it like PE, only we didn’t get picked for either team. It’s not that in life we were good or bad, it’s more that we weren’t much of anything. We never mattered. Simply put, our lives did not contain enough story. It’s an important word that is far too easily dismissed. Story. It’s the force that keeps the world spinning or, at the very least, keeps us interested in seeing that it does. It is the invisible magic that binds humanity – love, hate, life, death, good, evil. They’re all merely elements of the story. Most people might be worth only a paragraph, maybe just a footnote; a precious few will take up multiple volumes, but it all contributes to the all-powerful story. You and I, in life, we literally didn’t manage to get a word in edgeways, which is why we’re reduced to being spectators for all eternity.

It’s not all bad. Ironically, we now exist solely for the never-ending pursuit of story. It’s hard to find – at least the good stuff. ‘All the world’s a stage’, as another now-dead thing once pointed out, but what he didn’t mention is that most people are terrible actors, working from a bad script that the writers cranked out to fulfil a contractual obligation. Like Battlefield Earth, only without the special effects or the joy of seeing John Travolta dressed up like a space-age turkey.

That is what drew you here and what keeps me here. This rundown former church may look unpromising, but it is filled with story. Come inside, let me show you around.

Pass through the new front door, which is just the old one held together with chipboard and good intentions. How did it come to be shattered by a howling mob of abominations? Because story, that’s why. And that was a good one, but it’s not the story we are here for. That is the past, we are here for the future. However much of it may be left.

Through that door over there is the printing press, which is much more than a printing press, run by a Rastafarian who is much more than a Rastafarian. The one known as Manny cohabits his body with a scion of the old ones, tasked to remain here and protect this place. Still, while he does not know it, story is coming for him, too. He thinks he has stepped out of life to fulfil his role, but life has other plans. Even now, his heart is in the back of an ambulance screaming down Oxford Road, sirens wailing, setting in motion a story that will crash around him – but that is not for now.

It is the week before Christmas, a Thursday evening after hours, but we have a full house because the press needs to be fed, and story doesn’t care about regular office hours. A deadline looms. With a newspaper a deadline always looms, but at this moment the staff of The Stranger Times can feel its breath on their necks. These problems are everyday ones, but do not worry, a problem that is more end of days is coming. Right now, it resides in a book sitting in the satchel of a librarian who is also hurrying down Oxford Road, past revellers on their way to festive office parties that will be full of low-level scandal and small stories involving Mandy from Accounts and Darren in Shipping.

As the players in the bacchanal stagger along the rain-soaked pavement, they diverge to give this woman a wide berth without realizing what they are doing. The woman herself does not know her own purpose on this rainy night, her mind like a waking fever dream full of a voice that is not her own. She pays no heed to the drunken merrymakers, to the beggars seeking change, to the ambulance screaming past, siren blaring. She is not feeling herself, and will soon not even be herself. Her benign purpose has been corrupted. She is now merely a domino about to fall. Hard.

Elsewhere in the city, the Founders – powerful people who have sold their souls for immortality and who now fancy themselves as the invisible hands that run the world – sit and fret. What do the Founders have to fear? Why, story, of course. Keep up! Story is change and that is something they do not want, because maintaining the status quo is key to preserving their safety. Immortality is not the same as invincibility. Everything can die and the Grim Reaper will extract a terrible price from those who dare to put him on hold. The Founders know that those who control the story control the world, and so they worry, because it is far easier to hold back death than story. Ironically, as the slight librarian clutching her bag with the book inside walks with terrifying purpose towards her destination, they are nowhere near worried enough.

Back at the former church, up the stairs, skipping the dodgy step fourth from the top, we find ourselves in the reception area. The domain of Grace. She is the other guardian of this place, equally fierce in her own way. Her weapon of choice is a cup of tea, which might not sound like much, but you would be surprised how much can be achieved with such a thing. She is in the kitchen, brewing up, and breaking out the chocolate digestives in an endeavour to stop rancour from becoming rage as this motley crew battles to publish the final edition of the year.

Before you became a dead thing and forgot who you were, you may have come from a time when newspapers were towering institutions, feared by the powerful. Those times have passed. They are being washed away by the twin forces of technology and interpretive reality. People get to choose their own truth now, and the entire concept has been so pummelled and perverted as to be unrecognizable to itself. Here, though, this ragtag bunch fights against the dying of truth’s light, for this is The Stranger Times. It reports what has always been dismissed by many as fantasy, but some of which is far more real than the slanted truth to which the sceptics and naysayers cling so tightly. The world is full of magic and monsters, both metaphorical and terrifyingly real. The plastic tree in the corner, festooned with baubles and lights at Grace’s insistence, attests to the fact that it will soon be Christmas, the opening of the greatest story ever told. (Or at least it is to those who have yet to experience Battlefield Earth.)

Through these doors we enter the bullpen – the main office space. The first person we meet is Stella, although ‘person’ may not be the right word. This teenager is not a teenager. She has no memory of the time before she ran away from her past life. Snippets are slowly coming back to her, and they pose more questions than they answer. A power lives within her that, in its own way, is far scarier than the one inhabiting Manny. Not least because nobody knows what it truly is, not even her.

As Stella works, trying to reorder words on a screen to make that which does not fit fit, there is a woman looking over her shoulder while trying very hard to look like she isn’t. This is Hannah, the paper’s assistant editor. Recently divorced, she has found a life here, a story she is happier to be a part of, but it is not without its problems. She is haunted by a recurring dream, something she is refusing to refer to as a vision, even to herself. In it, she sees sweet Stella laughing as she rains down destruction upon the world. There is that, and then there is also the fact that Hannah works for a man who is not the devil, because the devil has more charm. Or, at the very least, a better sense of personal hygiene.

At the desk behind her, typing away furiously, are Ox and Reggie. Ox, the misfit Mancunian battling his own personal demons, is a recovering gambling addict. He doesn’t like his odds of making it. Reggie is another who is running from his past, and is so desperate to leave it behind that he now gladly wears the straitjacket of civility to hide the scars of brutality – his and other people’s – that cover his skin.

Then, as we pass through the door on the far side of the room, we enter the lair of the beast himself. The boss. Vincent Banecroft – editor-in-chief and the first man to be banned from the corner shop for ‘being himself’. He is currently half asleep, glass of rum in one hand, lit cigarette in the other. In his way, he is as content as he can be. With the deadline looming, in a moment he will get to shout at people, an anti-social habit he has somehow raised to the level of art form. Behind all of that, though, lies tragedy, too. Grief, regret. He was once the king of the world – or, at least, Fleet Street, which the British press has always secretly considered to be the same thing. How the mighty have fallen. Worse than that, though, he was once loved. Truly loved. And he not only lost that love, but he did terrible things in the mistaken belief he could get it back. Now he owes a debt to others, some of them in this very building, that he cannot repay. That is why he is still here. Well, that, and because the printing press downstairs needs feeding and, on a fundamental level, the best of him exists to feed the press.

But now, the ambulance has reached the hospital and the librarian has reached her destination, so this is as good a point as any to call our beginning. The staff of The Stranger Times think they are putting the last stories of the year to bed, but they are wrong. Their biggest story yet is hurtling towards them, and they cannot avoid it.

Oh, yes, I almost forgot. A ghoul called Brian also lives in the basement. You will find yourself inexplicably liking him, despite the fact he occasionally takes a poo in the corner.

Onwards.
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Debra nodded a silent greeting to the others and opened the doors to the library. Normally, their group met on a Sunday night, after closing, but now the students were off for Christmas, the library closed early on several evenings, including tonight. The other three women filed in wordlessly behind her and she re-locked the door. Their usual chat was noticeable by its absence, instead replaced by nervous looks. If Debra had been thinking of such things, she might have seen in the faces of her friends hints of the children they once were, waiting excitedly to find out what Santa Claus had brought them.

They were allowed to be there. Debra was an assistant librarian after all and, as her boss, Maggie, had said, if a book club couldn’t meet in a library, then where could they? Debra’s flat was out as she had Mr Mittens, and Rose was allergic. They couldn’t meet at Rose’s either as her new flatmate was always there and not big on respecting personal space. Sue’s husband and two kids struck her place off the list, and Michaela’s was a no-go as her mother was living with her now. Besides, coming to the group was Michaela’s respite and the one night a week she could leave the house while her otherwise useless sister stepped in to mum-sit for a few hours.

As Debra flicked on the lights and the group moved through reception, she clutched her bag to her chest. It was warm, almost as if energy was thrumming through it, which was ridiculous. Strangely, the book itself had been icily cold the one time she’d held it directly in her hands.

Sue said something but Debra didn’t hear it. The whispers in her mind were too distracting.

Soon. Soon, now. Keep going.

She used her pass to open the gate beside the barriers, and led them into the staff room.

They really had started out as a book club. Initially, they’d attempted to skew themselves as more ‘literary,’ without expressly saying it, priding themselves on being a little more refined than the Richard & Judy Book Club crowd. That was until Michaela had picked a fantasy novel that had become one of those TikTok internet-sensation things. During their discussion of the book, after Rose’s predictable diatribe about the sexualization of the female form, they’d moved the conversation on to the very idea of magic.

Sue was the one who’d brought in the book on modern witchcraft, in that sort of joking-but-deep-down-not-really way. Like, if the others hadn’t reacted to it well, she’d have laughed along with everyone else. They’d all taken a look, though. Rose had then found a particularly good essay online that explored how the term ‘witch’ was used throughout history primarily to silence any woman who dared to confront the heteronormative patriarchy. It had started with a bit of meditation, something that Michaela said her GP had been trying to get her into for years. From there, herbal remedies – the one Debra had found to help with her asthma really seemed to work, and Rose’s attempt to make a relaxation concoction had given Debra embarrassingly loud wind for two days.

Still, they’d continued to dabble and research. It was amazing what you could find in a library, or order in. Nobody checked up on those kind of things, as long as you weren’t ordering Mein Kampf. Even then, every university library worth its salt had a couple of copies of that – it was undoubtedly one of the most important books in history and needed to be available for academic study. If you tried to take it off the shelves, the staff would just spend a lot of time debating your hairstyle.

The first ‘spell’ they’d tried had been aimed at a man called Clive who worked with Sue at the bank. She assured them he was a very sweet guy who struggled greatly with halitosis. Unlike many fellow sufferers, he was aware of the issue, and it had steadily crushed his confidence over the last couple of years. Sue had discreetly taken a Garfield toy from Clive’s desk, and together the group had followed the instructions from a book Rose had found in a New Age shop in Afflecks. They’d felt silly chanting and doing all the rest, but that was soon forgotten when Sue had reported back excitedly that since she’d returned the toy to his desk, Clive’s breath had been as fresh as a summer’s breeze. He was a new man. Unfortunately, the new man in question received a formal warning two weeks later for making a remark to a female customer which the branch manager deemed could be construed as being ‘of a sexual nature’, but they didn’t let that affect their sense of achievement. Suddenly, everything felt possible.

From there, the triumphs kept on coming: Debra’s cousin’s psoriasis, a luck spell on Michaela’s nephew who was struggling in his new school, and the cure for Sue’s husband’s ‘little problem’, which she had confided with a giggle had been a great success. So much so, in fact, that a couple of weeks later they’d performed another spell that endeavoured to reverse it.

The implosion of Rose’s engagement when she learned her ex had been cheating on her was something of a watershed moment for the group. She’d found all manner of hexes to exact revenge on Callum and presented them to the others. They’d spent an entire session talking it through, and suddenly it was more like therapy than anything else. In the end, largely thanks to Sue, who was very good at this sort of thing, they got Rose to a ‘living is the best revenge’ headspace. The whole thing felt as if it’d brought the four of them closer together, though. Subsequently, when Rose had discovered that Callum had withdrawn all the money from their wedding savings account and used it to take his new girlfriend on holiday, there’d been universal agreement that all bets were off and they rolled out the spell they’d used to dampen Sue’s husband’s ardour. On this occasion they performed it with considerably more gusto. They’d been taken aback when Callum had been flown home from the Seychelles for medical treatment. Shaken, the group had held a meeting, where talk quickly turned to the whole thing being a coincidence. The spell had mentioned nothing about anything like that. The word ‘coincidence’ had been repeated by everyone again and again, as if they were invoking another spell that made it the truth. Still, from that moment on, they’d decided to focus on being only a positive force.

And they had. Sue’s new job, Michaela’s mum’s anxiety, the botanical gardens at Fletcher Moss that had experienced ‘incredible regrowth’ after being damaged by hooligans – so much so that it’d made the newspaper. They were particularly proud of that one. It had been one positive after another. The thing about magic, though, was that there were limits on what could be achieved, given that none of the women had what one book termed ‘innate talent’, whatever that was supposed to mean. In practical terms, it meant that they’d needed to acquire objects with a certain power that could be harnessed.

While Debra may not have innate talent, it turned out that she had a knack for sensing which objects contained some intrinsic power. It was hard to pin down. Whatever this skill was, it had proved vital, as otherwise she would have been just another clueless wannabe buying up the tat that made up most of the stock at Paulo’s Emporium in Afflecks. As they stood around in the library’s staff room, a tiny voice in the back of Debra’s mind shouted to be heard, reminding her that Paulo’s had not been the source of this book.

What they were about to embark upon was by far and away their most ambitious project ever. A spell to open a powerful well of healing at Royal Manchester Children’s Hospital. It wasn’t going to cure all the patients, of course, but it would have a significant effect. It was Rose who’d first used the words ‘Christmas miracle’. The timing couldn’t be a coincidence. As Michaela had said, it was as if the universe had been leading them to this moment. She’d also mentioned that maybe, after this, if it worked, they could look at doing something for her mum. Earlier that day, Sue had gone down and planted a flower in the garden at the hospital, and now all they had to do was perform the spell.

Normally, before they got down to things, they’d have a cup of tea and a chat. Debra always brought biscuits because if there was one thing library staff took deathly seriously, it was biscuits. Heaven help anyone who just helped themselves. And then there was the espresso machine, gleaming like a new penny on the staff-room counter. Three members of staff had clubbed together to buy it, and it was quite the bone of contention. They’d had to have a special meeting about it and, after extensive negotiations, as the rather long and tersely worded sign on the wall beside it explained, it was for general use on Mondays and Fridays, provided people brought in their own pods – with an amendment that only manufacturer-approved pods were to be used. More time had been spent negotiating a peaceful settlement around that espresso machine than had been spent resolving several reasonably sized armed conflicts.

Debra opened her bag. Today, it very definitely did not contain biscuits or coffee pods. She placed the book down on the table.

Rose wrinkled her nose. ‘Is that leather?’

Debra found herself bristling internally at any criticism of the book. Before she could say anything, Sue – ever the diplomat – spoke up. ‘Well, it’s very old, isn’t it? A different time.’

The only feature of the book’s cover was an ouroboros – a snake eating its own tail.

Soon. Soon. Soon. Very soon.

‘Right,’ said Debra, feeling short of breath. ‘I know we’re all in a rush, so what do you say we crack on?’ None of them was in a hurry to be anywhere else, but they could all feel it – the energy in the room.

Some furtive glances were exchanged. ‘Have you brought the spell?’ asked Sue.

‘I’ve learned it off by heart,’ said Debra, closing her eyes.

Now. Now. Now.

Without another word, she held out her hands. After a second, Sue took one and Michaela the other, both women then linking with Rose to complete the circle.

With the connection made, Debra started speaking. Something inside her was aware that the words leaving her mouth were not hers. Not only did she not know where they were coming from, but she didn’t even understand them. They weren’t in any language she recognized. Her mouth was forming shapes it never had before – guttural, harsh sounds that left a bitter taste in her mouth. She could feel the others tense, but it was too late now.

Something inside her desperately wanted to stop, even as the words kept coming. Pouring forth. Faster and faster. This was wrong. Terribly wrong.

She opened her eyes to see the others looking back at her in terror. The lights in the room were flickering and, somehow, inexplicably, given the absence of any open windows or doors, a wind was whipping around them, tearing flyers off the staff noticeboard. Debra tried to let go of Michaela and Sue’s hands but couldn’t. She realized they were trying to do the same, writhing desperately, trying to break the connection but failing. And all the time, the words kept coming. Spilling forth like a torrent.

Debra noticed Rose’s terrified gaze was now fixed on the book on the table in front of them. She looked down to see that the ouroboros was bleeding. Sticky, dark red, almost black blood had filled the debossing and was spreading across the rest of the cover and spilling on to the table.

And then, as her voice rose to a crescendo, her vision filled with red and every bulb in the room blew. The Christmas tree lights all popped in quick succession, like firecrackers at Chinese New Year. She found herself standing at the eye of the storm, the wind having stopped and the only light in the room emanating from the glowing book on the table in front of her. Her three friends lay dazed on the floor.

She looked around. Only ‘she’ didn’t. She was no longer in control. Somehow, she was now a passenger in her own body. She could see through her eyes, but she wasn’t in charge of where they were looking, or anything else. In her mind she screamed, but nothing came out. Instead, a jarringly deep laugh echoed round her head, before a voice growled at her, ‘Silence, fool!’

She watched as her body, without any input from her, moved across the room and picked up the espresso machine, the red glow reflecting off its gleaming silver surface. She could feel her hands hold it, heft it, judge its weight.

Then, she, or whatever she was now, turned back towards the table, where she could see the other women pulling themselves to their feet. Looking around in shell-shocked confusion.

Suddenly, the tiny voice in her head was now hers.

Run! Run! Run!

She watched herself walk across the room. Sue gazed up at her, wide-eyed. ‘What happened? Are you OK?’

Then, with a soul-swallowing dread, Debra watched helplessly as her own hands raised the espresso machine above her head and swung it downwards.
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Hannah was not hovering.

Was she very close to hovering? Yes. But she felt she was a good foot further back from where Stella was sitting working to be just out of hovering range. It may’ve been a distinction that existed only in her own head, but it was a crucial one. She was the assistant editor, but she wanted to be one of those cool bosses who gave you space, trusted your instincts and, most crucially of all, didn’t hover.

Stella stopped typing and scanned the text on the screen in front of her one last time.

When she spoke, it was in a disbelieving whisper. ‘I … I think we’re done.’

Hannah resisted the urge to lean over and start double-checking. Quite aside from anything else, Stella didn’t make mistakes. She was such a natural with the publishing software that it was hard for the human eye to keep up.

‘We’re done?’ said Ox, looking at his watch. ‘It’s seven fifty-nine p.m.’

Hannah had worked at The Stranger Times for just over nine months – although in that time it felt as if she’d crammed in a couple of lifetimes – but this was another novel experience. They had the latest edition good to go for eight o’clock on a Thursday night, the theoretical time it was meant to be ready to go to print every week. It was never ever ready on time. Never. Thursday nights always invariably turned into Friday mornings before the press started rolling. It said all you needed to know about the unprecedented nature of this event that, despite all the weird, wonderful and occasionally earth-shatteringly horrible things the staff of The Stranger Times had experienced together, it was one of those incredibly rare moments when they were rendered speechless.

It wasn’t as if it had happened by accident. Hannah had been building up to this for weeks – ever since she’d realized how much it meant to Grace, their long-suffering office manager, to have a proper Christmas party. Admittedly, ‘proper’ was a relative term here. It would just be the eight of them standing around, attempting to make small talk in their office. Still, Grace did so much for them all and asked for so little in return that Hannah had become hyper-fixated on making this one thing happen.

She’d worked late several nights, making sure that many of the more general, broader pieces were done and dusted early. Reggie’s yearly review of ghostly activities and Ox’s euphemistically titled ‘Turned Out Nice Again’ piece, in which he went through all the various religions, cults, psychics, soothsayers and, in at least one case, aquatic mammals who had predicted that the world was definitely going to end this year, and how it disappointingly hadn’t. Both pieces were something of a tradition now, as Hannah had discovered when she’d read some of the previous years’ Christmas editions to get a feel for them. The most surprising thing was how many of Ox’s runners and riders reappeared time and again. Naively, Hannah had assumed that proclaiming an imminent apocalypse only to end up with egg on your face might discourage those people from doing so again. It did not.

Along with those big articles, there was all the weekly news that made up the majority of the paper. She’d felt bad doing it, but Hannah had told Reggie that they were printing a day early, which meant he’d been able to get his habitual deadline-day histrionics out of his system yesterday. He’d looked rather hurt when he’d found out the truth, but he also knew why she’d done it.

In all honesty, Hannah had no idea why Grace had become fixated on having a Christmas party. Reggie and Ox said they’d never had one before, even in the pre-Banecroft days when the newspaper was a very different affair. They had discussed going out somewhere but rejected the idea as Manny literally couldn’t leave the building and Brian the ghoul, now resident in their basement, still hadn’t mastered the finer points of where and when was optimal to go for a poo. All that aside, Hannah would still rather take her chances with Brian showing them up than Banecroft. She’d spent an entire weekend trying to picture their boss in a karaoke bar or a restaurant, but her brain kept rejecting the idea, like the body would if you replaced a kidney with a sandwich toaster.

So, a Christmas office party in their actual office it would be. Grace had put on quite the spread, and with all the festive decorations, the old place was looking positively Christmassy. Banecroft had moaned about decorations being overpriced tat, only for Grace to explain cheerfully that she enjoyed making them by hand. She had a flair for it, too. She’d made baubles out of cupcake cases, glittery stars out of clothes pegs, swans out of pine cones … The list went on. The office was positively festooned in hand-crafted Christmas cheer and the biggest challenge in getting work done all day had been avoiding being distracted by the enticing food smells emanating from their humble kitchen. Grace had even made a playlist which Stella had confided excitedly didn’t even contain that much Jesus-y music.

Now it was eight o’clock and, against all odds and precedent, this week’s edition of the paper was ready to be put to bed.

‘Perhaps I could—’ started Reggie.

‘No,’ said Ox, cutting him off. ‘You’re done. We’re done. It is done.’

Reggie bit his lip and nodded.

‘Right, then,’ said Stella, looking at Hannah. ‘Time for you to tell Ebenezer Scrooge.’

They all jumped as Banecroft spoke. ‘No need, and we’re done when I say we’re done.’

Hannah spun around to see him standing a few feet away from her. ‘On the very rare occasions you want to be, Vincent, you can be remarkably quiet.’

‘I’m like the wind,’ he responded. ‘Whispering softly through every nook and cranny of this place.’ He emphasized his point by passing wind, an ability Hannah had long since resigned herself to accepting their editor had somehow trained himself to do on demand.

‘Vincent!’ admonished Grace, walking in from the reception area. ‘Please comport yourself with the expected level of decorum.’

‘I don’t think we can consider what just happened unexpected,’ said Reggie.

‘I hear that we are done?’ said Grace, hope shining in her eyes.

‘We’re done when I say we’re done,’ repeated Banecroft huffily. He turned to Stella. ‘Did you move the graffitiing ghost—’

‘To page four?’ she finished. ‘Yes, I did.’

‘What about—’

‘Alien abduction in Altrincham is now on page two, along with the picture of the survivor in question holding a copy of the book he wrote about his experiences. There’s also the review you wrote, right there beside it, pointing out that he’s lifted chunks of it from the script of E. T. and Leonard Nimoy’s autobiography, I Am Spock.’

‘The man’s a charlatan.’

Hannah assumed Banecroft was referring to the alien-abduction author as opposed to Nimoy, but if you wanted to get anywhere, it paid not to ask follow-up questions.

‘I’ve also triple-checked the crossword,’ continued Stella, ‘alphabetized the small ads, reworked page six as you requested, and cut the fourth line in the “Haunting at Town Hall” article.’

‘That was a fine piece of prose,’ sniffed Reggie.

‘You’re not writing prose,’ barked Banecroft. ‘You’re supposed to be writing news.’

‘He did,’ said Hannah. ‘We did. It is done. Vincent, can we please just say it is done and send it to press?’

Hannah locked eyes with her boss. She had also laid the groundwork with him that for once in his life, he wouldn’t be awkward when it came to going to press. He hadn’t agreed as such – Banecroft never actually agreed to anything – but he hadn’t protested too much either, which was as good as anyone would ever get from him.

After a long moment, Banecroft relented. ‘Fine.’ His facial expression indicated that uttering that one word may have caused him actual physical pain.

‘OK,’ said Stella, as the room collectively let out a sigh of relief. ‘We are ready to go. I just need to …’

Her computer warbled one of those irritating synth-trumpet flourishes.

‘What the actual f—’

‘Stella!’ admonished Grace.

Stella ignored her. She pushed back her chair and pointed at the screen, upon which a skull wearing a cheery Christmas hat had appeared. ‘Is this … Is somebody messing with me?’

‘It’s on my screen, too,’ said Reggie.

‘And mine,’ added Ox.

‘If this is someone’s idea of a joke,’ started Hannah, ‘we all like a laugh, but this might not be the best time.’ She was technically addressing the room while trying hard not to look at Ox.

‘No,’ he responded, the resentment in his voice indicating he knew precisely at whom Hannah’s words were directed. ‘It definitely isn’t.’

They all looked around as the cackling laugh of a roughly animated skull emanated from every set of PC speakers in the room.

‘What kind of bargain-bin Hollywood histrionics is this?’ barked Banecroft. ‘I don’t like anyone laughing around here, least of all the glorified appliances.’

The skull disappeared to be replaced by a screen full of text.

‘Oh God,’ said Ox. ‘Comic Sans. The true sign of an unhinged mind.’

‘“Dear Stranger Times,”’ began Stella, reading out the message for the group, ‘“the day of judgement is at hand.”’

Grace blessed herself twice.

‘“For too long you have refused to share the truth with the world. That ends now or you will never produce another newspaper again. You know what you have to do.” And then it’s signed C. A. Horntail.’ Stella walloped her keyboard, trying in vain to regain some form of control.

‘Don’t click on anything,’ said Reggie. ‘It might be a virus.’

‘Excellent warning,’ said Stella. ‘Only, a – we’ve clearly already got a virus, and b – this thing has already got complete control of my computer.’

‘Who the hell is C. A. Horntail?’ asked Hannah.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ snarled Banecroft. ‘We will not negotiate with terrorists!’

Grace sighed and Hannah felt a pang of guilt. ‘Of course not, but maybe we could—’

‘Never! And nobody leaves until we figure this out. First off, I would love to know how our security was compromised. Perhaps our head of IT security could explain?’

Banecroft turned and glowered at Ox, who raised his palms defensively. ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa! How am I the IT guy? What? Just because I’m Asian?’

‘Oh, heavens,’ said Reggie. ‘That is just racist.’

‘Yep,’ agreed Stella.

Grace tsked pointedly.

‘That is a bit …’ Hannah started without knowing where she was heading.

‘If you’ve all finished galloping around on your high horses,’ said Banecroft, ‘the reason he is the head of IT is that three years ago the newspaper paid rather a lot to send him on a security course.’

‘We did?’ said Reggie, surprised. ‘How would you even know that? You weren’t here three years ago. Neither was I, for that matter.’

‘It’s in his personnel file.’

‘OK,’ said Ox, stepping up, ‘now that you mention it, there was a week-long course, and I was supposed to go on it, but … in the spirit of honesty and making amends, I should admit that the money went to pay off some gambling debts.’

Hannah winced. Ox, as they all knew, was a recovering gambling addict, something she had discussed with Banecroft several times in an effort to encourage him to be sensitive about the matter. It was rather like trying to fix climate change by asking the sun to go easy, but she’d nevertheless felt compelled to try.

‘Well,’ said Banecroft, ‘ironically, it seems you’ve gambled with our security, and lost.’

‘It was years ago,’ said Ox. ‘Whatever I might have learned would be useless now. Hackers are always coming up with new stuff. It’d be like trying to stand up to tanks with a bow and arrow.’

‘We don’t even have anti-virus software,’ added Reggie.

‘That’s because we apparently blew the entire IT budget on the four fifteen at Kempton,’ said Banecroft.

‘Be fair,’ interjected Stella. ‘Our systems are so woefully out of date, this was inevitable. I mean, seriously, we’re running something called Windows 98 on most of the computers. That’s from, like, the last century.’

‘Yes,’ said Reggie, ‘we’re the only people on the planet who still get to see the Microsoft paperclip. He popped up last week and asked me why I wouldn’t let him die. It was tremendously disturbing.’

‘A bad worker always blames his tools.’

‘As do people who have extremely bad tools,’ countered Reggie.

‘They have a point,’ said Hannah. ‘And, more importantly, the blame game isn’t getting us anywhere.’

Banecroft narrowed his eyes. ‘Spoken like someone who opened an attachment.’

‘We all open attachments. People send us all manner of weird stuff every week.’

‘Yeah,’ agreed Stella. ‘Pretty much everything on page nine came from an attachment.’ She looked at her screen forlornly. ‘Or at least it did …’

‘Don’t we have a back-up?’ asked Hannah.

‘Where? We don’t even have a printer after last week’s … incident.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Banecroft, ‘we’re trying to deflect the blame for this catastrophe on to me, are we? Like somehow it’s my fault that our printer could neither print nor stand up to a spirited attempt to resolve the issue.’

‘Resolve the issue?’ repeated Grace, exasperated. ‘You threw it out the window!’

‘Pressure makes diamonds,’ responded Banecroft.

‘What does that even mean in this scenario?’ asked Reggie. ‘Are you claiming it’s the printer’s fault that it didn’t survive being thrown out of a second-floor window?’

‘Nothing is built to last any more.’

‘All right,’ said Hannah, raising her voice. ‘Enough! Everybody just calm down. I’m sure we can sort this out if we work as a team.’

She glanced at Stella to make the point that she’d both heard and not appreciated the scoffing noise. ‘Hang on,’ said Hannah, ‘we managed to print the paper before, when the police took the computers away.’

‘Yeah,’ said Stella, ‘but back then, Manny had the pictures already and we had the articles on my phone. I don’t have any of that this time …’

‘Hannah’s right,’ said Banecroft. ‘Batten down the hatches. Christmas is cancelled and nobody is leaving until we sort this out.’

‘Wait. What? I didn’t say that. When did I say that?’ exclaimed Hannah.

Banecroft clapped his hands together and flopped down into a chair. ‘Grace?’

Grace shook her head. ‘I’ll go and get the grudge file.’

‘The grudge file?’ echoed Stella.

‘Wait a sec,’ said Ox. ‘Speaking of files, can we go back to the fact that, apparently, we all have personnel files?’

‘I found them in the bottom drawer of my desk last week,’ said Banecroft, ‘while I was searching for a thing I had mislaid.’

‘Or already drank,’ said Stella.

Banecroft ignored Stella’s jibe entirely, as he often seemed to do. She was the only one afforded such a luxury. ‘The files must have been put there by my predecessor.’

‘Barry kept files on us?’ asked Ox, looking horrified.

‘Yes, as well as one folder full of fan fiction of an erotic nature, which he’d written about a duo of former morning TV presenters. Frankly, it’s upsettingly graphic.’

‘I demand to see it,’ said Reggie, before blushing. ‘My personnel file, I mean.’

‘Sure,’ said Banecroft. ‘We’re under attack but let’s take this time to process your freedom of information request. Grace, what’s taking so long?’

‘As always, Vincent, no need to shout,’ she said, returning to the room and holding up a large manilla folder. ‘Here you go.’

‘That’s the grudge file?’ asked Hannah, shocked by the size of the thing.

Grace gave a humourless laugh. ‘Oh no, this is just A to D.’ She looked pointedly at Banecroft. ‘Hard as it is to believe, we have been irritating quite a lot of people recently.’

‘If you’re not annoying people,’ said Banecroft, ‘you’re not doing real journalism.’

Ox sat down heavily in his chair. ‘Congratulations, boss. You’re a massive journalist.’
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A phone call in the middle of the night was never good news, at least not in DI Tom Sturgess’s experience. On the drive into the city centre, he’d found himself musing on what might be considered good news in such a situation. ‘Congratulations, you’re a grandma/grandad, mother and child are doing well.’ That’d be one possibility, he supposed. Unlikely in his case, seeing as he didn’t have kids and, given the current state of his romantic life, that wasn’t going to be changing any time soon. Similarly, booty calls, as the kids called them, were a non-starter. He was mid-thirties, single and in decent shape. He couldn’t help thinking that they probably shouldn’t be beyond the realm of possibility, but the twin issues of his unhealthy obsession with work and his inability to keep a relationship going …

Still, no time to think about that now. If he ever was going to get good news in the middle of the night, the call would definitely not be coming from DI Sam Clarke. The pair had never got on even before Sturgess had gone into his ‘area of speciality’, as a senior officer had euphemistically referred to it. He knew for a fact it was Clarke who had come up with the rather more direct term of ‘weirdy bollocks’ that had inevitably caught on with the rank and file. Clarke had a talent for nicknames, bullies always did, and that’s what the man was. Sturgess instinctively railed against such behaviour, which meant their mutual animosity had been written in the stars. Unfortunately, while Clarke was a bully, he was also an expert social climber, so despite his minimal talent for the job, he was one of Greater Manchester Police’s rising stars, while Sturgess was, as far as he was aware, the only officer ever to be given their own off-site office in a determined effort to forget they existed. The force would have happily got rid of him, only his ‘area of speciality’ kept awkwardly popping up.

What made the phone call from Clarke even more of a surprise was the fact that it was the first Sturgess had heard from Clarke in a couple of months. Back in the autumn, using information obtained entirely by Sturgess, Clarke’s highly vaunted drug taskforce had raided a farm out in Saddleworth in what they’d expected to be an easy win and a photo opportunity. Sturgess had tried in vain to advise them otherwise. Still, when they had come face to face with weirdy bollocks that even Clarke couldn’t explain away, suddenly Clarke was no longer the golden boy. Two members of the armed response unit had been killed and, while the subsequent hastily convened inquiry had been an elaborate fabrication from start to finish, some of the stink had inevitably ended up on Clarke.

The call had been brief. ‘We need you at the Man Met University Library in the John Dalton building right now. Chief’s orders.’

And so here Sturgess was. He pulled up behind a car he recognized. DS Andrea Wilkerson was standing beside it, takeaway cup of coffee in one hand, can of Diet Coke in the other. She nodded at him. ‘Guv.’

‘Sorry about this, Andrea.’

She shrugged. ‘Sleep is overrated. At least this way I don’t have to go to the gym.’ She handed him the drinks can as they fell into step together.

‘You’re a lifesaver,’ said Sturgess, opening it.

‘So they say. Any more info?’

‘Nothing. Just said, “Get here now.”’

‘Clarke – helpful as always, then.’

If anything, Wilkerson seemed to have a lower opinion of the DI than Sturgess did, but he’d never got to the bottom of why exactly. Recently, she’d been moved over to working with Sturgess full-time, a tacit acknowledgement by somebody somewhere that in the last six months there’d been a dramatic increase in incidents that fell into his ‘area of speciality’. He very much doubted there existed anywhere within the GMP machine a piece of paper that stated exactly what that meant.

Manchester Met University, or MMU, was one of the city’s two major universities, or ‘the other one’, depending on who you asked. The institutions seemed to be expanding constantly, combining excellent reputations with the fact that kids wanted to come to Manchester because the nightlife sounded considerably more fun than, say, Hull. All of which meant the higher-ups were sensitive about anything that involved either establishment. The library building had a very seventies look to it, increasingly outdated compared to the shiny modern structures surrounding it. Sturgess had a vague recollection of reading somewhere that they were trying to knock it down and replace it with a gleaming, thirteen-storey behemoth, no doubt overflowing with knowledge.

At 3.32 a.m., the area around the campus was as quiet as a hub like Oxford Road ever got. Stragglers walking home from the clubs wandered by, against the flow of power walkers heading to jobs with early starts. Ahead of Sturgess and Wilkerson, two female PCs were standing by a line of police tape, doing their best to shoo away a handful of looky-loos that included a girl leaning against her tall boyfriend in a way that suggested she could do with lying down before she fell down.

As the pair approached, Sturgess could pick out the young lad’s clipped accent, slightly slurred but nevertheless brimming with confidence as he spoke to one of the uniforms. ‘I am a student at this university and I therefore have the right to know what is going on.’

‘No,’ said the older of the officers, sounding as weary as Sturgess felt, ‘you don’t, sir. Now, please move along.’

She threw a nod in Sturgess and Wilkerson’s direction. Impressively, given the conversation, she held back the eye roll.

‘I demand to speak to your superior,’ persisted the young lad.

‘Jacob,’ said the girlfriend in a whine of exhaustion, ‘can we just—’

‘It’s a matter of principle.’

Wilkerson stopped. ‘DS Andrea Wilkerson, sir. I’m happy to be of …’ She paused. ‘Sorry, I can’t help but notice that you have flushed cheeks and your pupils appear dilated. You haven’t consumed any illegal narcotics this evening, by any chance?’

The girlfriend, with a sudden burst of energy, extricated herself from under Jacob’s arm and started to walk away. The flush disappeared from Jacob’s face. ‘A-absolutely not,’ he stammered. ‘I am … I can see you’re busy, officers. Carry on.’

With that, he spun away to catch up with his girlfriend, who appeared all set to break into a run.

Wilkerson turned back to the uniforms with a grin. ‘Did that little sperm just tell me to carry on?’

Sturgess held his tongue until they’d both dipped under the police tape and started making their way towards the library doors. Even then, all he did was raise an eyebrow in his colleague’s direction.

‘Doesn’t do any harm to keep the uniforms onside,’ Wilkerson said.

‘And you enjoyed it.’

‘And I enjoyed it.’

As they headed down the path between the library and the park, Sturgess noticed someone in a crime scene suit through the large glass windows. Whoever the tech was leaped over the turnstiles inside with surprising dexterity and slammed through the revolving doors with enough force that the PC on duty jumped. As they spun round the corner, Wilkerson and Sturgess saw the tech pull down his mask and throw up. They exchanged another look. With his face covering removed, they spotted the highly recognizable ginger moustache of John Brooker. A seasoned vet with at least a decade’s experience under his belt.

Neither of them said anything, but their shock said it all. What the hell had a seasoned pro like Brooker losing his dinner? Sturgess caught a glimpse of Brooker pushing the on-duty PC away, but they otherwise paid him the courtesy of ignoring him entirely as they pushed their way through the revolving doors.

On the other side of the turnstiles, Sturgess caught sight of DI Clarke in hushed conversation with a DS he didn’t recognize. Four other people were sitting in reception. One was a fresh-faced, terrified-looking security guard, then there was a woman in the garb of a cleaner, who appeared extremely pissed off. Near by was a woman of about sixty comforting a portly man in his thirties, who was sobbing into a hanky. As Wilkerson and Sturgess approached, the unfamiliar DS turned and headed back to the quartet of civilians.

As Clarke clocked his colleagues, he set his face into a determinately neutral expression. ‘Tom. Andrea.’ He jerked his head. ‘It’s through this way.’

Once they’d walked a few feet, Clarke stopped and spoke in a lowered voice. ‘We’ve got multiple fatalities.’

‘Right,’ said Sturgess. ‘Who discovered them – the cleaner or the security guard?’

‘Neither. It was one of the librarians. A Richard Duff.’

Wilkerson looked back at the group in reception. ‘He came into work in the middle of the night?’

‘Apparently. He’d agreed it beforehand with his boss – he was due to catch a flight later today and didn’t want to use up a day’s leave.’ Clarke blew out his cheeks. ‘Along with everything else he’s been through, he ain’t taking that flight. Poor bastard.’

If Sturgess hadn’t already been on edge, Clarke showing basic human compassion for someone who wasn’t himself would have set alarm bells ringing. ‘What else do we know?’ he asked.

‘We believe the victims are members of a book group, if you can believe that. They hold their meetings in the staff room on a Thursday evening. Normally, the library would still have been open, but Christmas holidays mean reduced hours.’

‘So the members are all library staff?’

Clarke shook his head. ‘No. We think a couple of them were, including Debra Brimson, who we’ll get to – the others were possibly uni staff or outsiders. I’ve got Rhys going through CCTV now to try and identify who exactly came in last night and didn’t leave. We …’ He paused. ‘We aren’t sure about the number of victims. Three or four.’ Clarke caught Wilkerson’s confused expression. ‘IDing is a nightmare, as you’re about to see. The scene is … not good.’

Sturgess nodded. He’d never seen Clarke like this. ‘And nobody noticed anything until Mr Duff …’

Clarke shook his head and gave a laugh devoid of any mirth. ‘As daft as it sounds, neither security nor the cleaners have gone into the staff area for over a fortnight. It seems there’s been quite the set-to over two-thirds of a birthday cake that disappeared.’

‘For Christ’s sake,’ muttered Wilkerson.

‘Yeah. The alarm was only raised when the cleaner heard Duff screaming.’

‘But we know this Debra Brimson is one of the victims?’ asked Sturgess.

Clarke shook his head again. ‘No. We’ve got her on CCTV just over two hours ago, calmly walking out of here covered in blood.’

‘So we think she’s the killer?’

‘I guess,’ said Clarke.

‘You guess?’ said Sturgess, failing to keep the incredulity from his voice.

Something in Clarke kicked in and he bristled. ‘I’ve got a general alert out for her and units sitting on her address. She can’t have gone far looking like that. But you haven’t seen the scene. It’s hard to believe a woman, one woman, could do this.’

‘I see. Sounds like a right mess, but you’re sure this is … one for us?’

Clarke had been known to dump crap in Sturgess’s direction if it looked as if it might damage his all-important case-closing stats, but this was inevitably going to be high profile and he already had what sounded like a locked-in prime suspect. Whatever this was, it wasn’t Clarke playing politics.

‘It’s …’ Clarke looked up and made direct eye contact with Sturgess for the first time. ‘Probably best you see for yourself.’

With that, he led them around the corner to the crime scene.
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‘There ain’t no party like a Stranger Times party!’ At least that was what the home-made sign on the wall said. Actually, it didn’t. The original version Grace had made had indeed said that, but Hannah had noticed her glancing up at it every time she passed through reception. It had survived in its original incarnation until about 3 p.m. when it was replaced with a new sign that stated, ‘There is no party like a Stranger Times party’, which was both more grammatically correct and fitting for the bleak mood that hung over the office.

Technically, many elements of Grace’s plan for the evening’s festivities were still present – the staff were all sitting around talking and, after a couple of hours, when it became apparent that the problem of what Banecroft kept laughingly referring to as The Stranger Times’ ‘IT systems’ having been taken over by a hacker was not going to be resolved quickly, if at all, with a resigned sigh, Grace had started to distribute the spread of party food she had lovingly assembled. Hannah felt terrible about how the evening had turned out but unfortunately their current predicament had blown all their best laid plans to smithereens.

In the – Hannah glanced at her watch – good god, six and a half hours and counting since the mysterious and massively irritating C. A. Horntail had completely taken over every computer in the building, their hacker had engaged in what could loosely be termed as communication. Every now and then, seemingly at random, the laughing skull in the Santa Claus hat on their screens disappeared to be replaced with either cat pictures or an animation of two frogs having ‘relations’. It spoke to how well the staff’s attempts to figure out who this Horntail person was going that Stella had spent an hour taking pictures of the cats with her phone and doing a Google image search in the hope that perhaps one of the felines was owned by somebody local. It was a monumental stretch, and one that had led nowhere, but it still constituted the best avenue of investigation they’d come up with so far.

About an hour ago, Reggie had pointed out that they should stop referring to Horntail as a man. It was equally possible that they could be a woman. While it had been a good point well made, it depressingly expanded their range of suspects from half the population of the planet to the entirety of it.

Beyond being assigned various so far pointless tasks by Banecroft, most of the staff had been sitting round the bullpen, going through the aptly titled ‘grudge files’. They contained all the correspondence The Stranger Times had received that could be broadly categorized as complaints, which ranged from irritations at the crossword to death threats and, in one case, both of those things at the same time. It was a very disturbing collection, both in terms of the contents of the letters or emails Grace had printed out, back when they’d had a printer, and in its sheer volume. Even with several of them working their way through the pile, they hadn’t even made it halfway through, and time was running out. The newspaper had to be printed and loaded on to the trucks by 6 a.m. Nobody needed reminding of that, and yet …

‘Come on, people,’ roared Banecroft. ‘We’ve got a paper to get printed and on to the trucks by six a.m.’

‘Really?’ said Ox. ‘I thought the first forty times you’d mentioned that you’d been joking, but I get it now.’

Banecroft narrowed his eyes. ‘Of all the people to be engaging in sarcasm right now, for our head of IT to do so is a rather bold decision.’

‘Oh, stop blaming him,’ said Hannah. ‘He didn’t wind up this Horntail nutter.’

‘We don’t know that,’ said Reggie, which earned him a glare from both Ox and Hannah. He smiled apologetically and clarified quickly, ‘I mean, we have no clue what set this individual off. It could be something any of us wrote or didn’t write or …’ Reggie let his sentence trail off. None of them needed reminding about how clueless they were.

They’d been scanning the grudge correspondence for anything signed C. A. Horntail or some such variation of the name. Grace had also pointed out that the written message on the screen used a version of Comic Sans that featured a weird backwards R, so they were on the lookout for that, too. Along with any mention of cats or frogs. As Ox had rather succinctly put it, it was less like looking for a needle in a haystack and more like looking for a particular loose screw in a mountain of loose screws. It was enough to turn someone to drink except, of course, nobody dared touch any of the dozen or so bottles of wine that were set out beside the food. Nobody, that was, except for their editor, who was already on to his second.

Stella held up a letter written in a small, neat script. ‘This person seems very angry about us either not taking the threat from toxic seaweed seriously enough or too seriously – it’s hard to tell. They also include a hand-drawn picture of Paul Hollywood from The Great British Bake Off.’

‘That’s odd,’ said Reggie, ‘I’ve got one here that rants about how Canada is secretly in charge of the new world order before segueing into a couple of pages about the territorial instincts of the Canada goose, then ending with a portrait of Paul Hollywood.’

Stella and Reggie held up their respective drawings.

Grace gave both pieces of artwork an assessing look. ‘I think the seaweed person has captured his smile better, but Canada goose got his eyes.’

‘Unless you’d like to put forward whoever this Hollywood person is as a suspect,’ said Banecroft, ‘then where is this getting us?’

‘My point was,’ said Reggie, ‘perhaps we should start another pile?’

‘No,’ said Hannah quickly. ‘Sorry, but by my count we already have fourteen different piles. We do not need a Paul Hollywood pile. Put the goose person in the crazy-animals pile and the seaweed in the the-end-is-nigh pile.’

‘What is the point of all the piles again?’ asked Reggie.

‘They’re … We’re …’

‘Organizing?’ offered Grace.

‘Yeah. That.’ Hannah was painfully aware of how weak it sounded. She’d been thinking the same thing herself. This all seemed utterly pointless. It was just that they couldn’t think of anything else.

Ox attempted to lighten the mood by picking up an item from his plate of party food. ‘These little Yorkshire puddings full of stuff are ace, Gracie. Absolutely banging.’

‘They’re not Yorkshire puddings, you ignoramus,’ barked Banecroft. ‘They’re vol-au-vents.’

‘What’s the difference?’

‘One is …’ started Banecroft, before losing a bit of steam, ‘made of something, and the other is made of something else. And besides, aren’t you supposed to be working on a technical solution to this problem rather than shovelling food into your face?’

‘For the last time, I’ve attempted to reboot each of the machines, I’ve restarted them in safe mode, which did nothing, and I’ve done a full reset and diagnostic on the network. There’s eff-all else I can do.’

Stella spoke without looking up from the latest letter she was reading. ‘When you say a full reset and diagnostic on the network …’

Ox shifted in his seat and threw daggers in her direction, which went entirely unnoticed by their target. ‘I rebooted the wifi. Twice.’

‘Twice?’ repeated Banecroft. ‘It’s rare to be in the presence of a true master.’

‘Stop it, Vincent,’ said Grace, before turning to Hannah. ‘And that computer lady you know is definitely unavailable?’

Cathy Quirke, the grandma from Salford with a certain genius for computer manipulation whom they’d worked with previously, had been Hannah’s first thought. She shook her head. ‘Her voicemail is very clear – she’s gone on one of those week-long yoga retreats where there aren’t any phones and you don’t even speak.’

‘Really?’ said Grace. ‘I’ve never heard of such a thing.’

‘That’s because they’re a ridiculous affectation dreamt up by work-shy hippies,’ said Banecroft. ‘Who in their right mind needs that much silence?’

The rest of The Stranger Times staff studiously avoided making eye contact with each other as they undoubtedly shared the same thought. Anyone who spent much time in the vicinity of their boss quickly came to appreciate the value of blissful silence.

At the sound of whooping and clapping from the far end of the room, the staff all looked up to where Brian the ghoul was jumping up and down on a chair in delight. Once you got used to his gangly yet stooped appearance, his lank hair and bulging
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