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			DEDICATION

			 

			This book is dedicated to all the people whose job it is to rush into danger when everybody else is running in the other direction.
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			The best revenge is not to become like your enemy.

			 

			Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, Book 6
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			FOR THE ATTENTION OF THE COMMISSIONER

			HARDCOPY ONLY

			 

			It is proposed that the following operations be amalgamated into OPERATION JENNIFER:

			OPERATION TINKER; BROMLEY MIT – SIO DCI MAUREEN DUFFY

			Murder of George Trenchard by unspecified but confirmed FALCON method. Not only has George Trenchard been linked to Martin Chorley financially (cf OP. WENTWORTH) but statements from Varvara Sidorovna Tamonina have directly implicated him in the Mulkern murder.

			 

			OPERATION WENTWORTH; CTC and SFO

			Investigation into public corruption; financial fraud; attempted murder; conspiracy to cause an explosion. Martin Chorley has been linked to this case through the money trail from County Gard Holdings and its numerous subsidiaries and cut-outs. There is additional corroboration from witnesses including, again, Varvara Sidorovna Tamonina.

			 

			OPERATION CARTHORSE; DPS – SIO DI WILLIAM POLLOCK

			Investigation into allegations of misconduct in public office by former Police Constable Lesley May. PC May has now been positively identified as a criminal associate of Martin Chorley.

			 

			OPERATION CARTWHEEL; BELGRAVIA MIT – SIO DCI ALEXANDER SEAWOLL

			Investigation into criminal conspiracy to commit murder.

			 

			 

			OPERATION MARIGOLD; BELGRAVIA MIT – SIO DCI ALEXANDER SEAWOLL

			See Appendix 2, 3, 4 & 9

			 

			It is the unanimous belief of the senior officers involved in the above operations that Martin Chorley represents a serious and immediate danger to the Queen’s Peace on a scale that could, conceivably, match that of the 7/7 bomb attacks. To this end it is their conviction that we should effect the capture, arrest and prosecution of Martin Chorley as soon as possible. To do this will require an aggressively proactive intelligence led investigation. The DPS have advised that internal communications within MPS have been subverted requiring any operation to be run on a ‘need to know’ basis and with compartmentalised IT support.

			As the MPS’, and the UK’s, lead agency on Falcon matters I can see no alternative but to let the Special Assessment Unit run the operation in line with their rather, frankly, risky and unorthodox methods. It will, at least, create a degree of plausible deniability should matters become messily public and remains the best chance for a positive outcome with the minimum exposure to the media.
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			Chiswick Poke

			His name was Richard Williams and he worked in public relations. Despite living in a nice Edwardian semi in Chiswick, his family were originally from Fulwood, Sheffield and had enough readies to send him to Birkdale School as a day boy. Thus allowing him to get both an expensive education and a home cooked meal. He’d moved to London after graduating with a creditable first from Magdalen College, Oxford. There he had met his first wife while working for a major advertising agency. Now with a second, younger, wife and a pair of daughters on the cusp of primary school he was, if I was any judge, getting ready to move out to the Thames Valley or even further west to ensure that they went to schools that were a little less ‘colourful’ than the ones in Chiswick. I could guess this because I knew just about everything there was to know about Richard Williams, from his school records to the last thing he bought online with his credit card. No doubt he would be horrified to hear that he’d fallen victim to the ubiquitous surveillance state, and even more horrified to learn that two police officers, me and DS ‘count the stripes’ Guleed, were sitting across from his house in an unmarked, but mercifully not silver, Hyundai and keeping his house under observation.

			Me and Guleed were less horrified, and more bored out of our tiny little minds.

			We were there because while at Oxford Richard Williams had joined a dining club called the Little Crocodiles. Nothing unusual about that; plenty of posh students and their aspirational middle-class groupies joined dining clubs, if only for the chance to get pissed and boisterous without the fear of turning up on a cheap Channel 5 documentary about the moral decline of the English working class.

			Or as my dad always says: it only becomes a social problem when the working man joins in.

			What made the Little Crocodiles different was their founder Professor Geoffrey Wheatcroft, DD, DPhil, FSW, and fully qualified wizard. The FSW is the giveaway. It stands for Fellow of the Society of the Wise, otherwise known as The Folly – the official home of British wizardry since 1775. And if this is coming as a shock you might want to consider doing some background reading before you continue.

			Geoffrey Wheatcroft thought it would be a laugh to teach some of the Little Crocodiles how to do magic – we don’t know how many. A small percentage of them got really good at it, but we don’t know how many of these there are, either.

			What we do know is that at least two of them decided to use their magical skills to do some serious crimes. Including a couple that might just qualify as crimes against humanity – and I’m not joking about that.

			Geoffrey Wheatcroft died before all this came to light, and so managed to avoid the consequences for his actions, although I know my governor occasionally fantasises about digging up his corpse and setting fire to it. Also conveniently dead was Albert Woodville-Gentle, who we used to call Faceless Man number I. But, before he went, he helped train up Martin Chorley, who we called Faceless Man II. Trust me – it made sense at the time.

			We know who Martin Chorley is, and we know what he’s done. But we don’t know where he is. Or what he’s planning. And that’s what’s keeping us all awake at night.

			The man was clever, I’ll say that. He didn’t count on getting busted, but he definitely had contingency plans and resources squirrelled away just in case.

			We really only had two viable lines of inquiry to find Martin Chorley. One was the fact that we know he recruited former Little Crocodiles to work for him, and the other was that there were more of those that we hadn’t identified. So some bright spark came up with the idea of the ‘poke’ strategy.

			We got our analysts to locate likely candidates amongst the Little Crocodiles, then we put them under close surveillance and then we went and practised some light intimidation – the ‘poke’ – to spook them. That done, we sat back and waited to see if they reacted. Hopefully they might call a number or send an email or a text to an unusual contact. Even more hopefully, they might run out of their house, jump in their car and lead us somewhere tasty.

			That’s why me and Guleed were in the Hyundai – so we could follow Williams if he ran for it.

			‘This is all your fault,’ said Guleed.

			‘It’s bound to work sooner or later,’ I said.

			Richard Williams was our third ‘poke’ and the consensus was that we’d only get another two or three attempts before Martin Chorley twigged what we were doing, or someone tried to sue us for harassment.

			‘There they go,’ said Guleed.

			I looked over and saw a battered green Vauxhall Corsa pull up outside the target house.

			The house had probably cost a couple of million quid, with its two storeys plus loft conversion, red brick, and detailing on the porch roof that hinted at Arts and Crafts without actually making it over the finishing line. It was at least mercifully free of pebble-dash and fake half-timbering. They’d retained the original sash windows but installed the venetian blinds that have replaced net curtains as the genteel response to sharing your neighbourhood with other human beings. The blinds were currently open. But to avoid being bleeding obvious we were parked ten metres up the street, so the angle was too poor for us to see inside.

			The burner phone I was holding pinged and a sideways smiley face appeared.

			‘Stand by,’ I said.

			We were avoiding using our police issue Airwaves as much as possible, and not just because of the danger of them being wrecked if something magical happened. The smiley face had gone out to the team covering the next road over in case somebody made a break out of the back.

			Nightingale and DC David Carey got out of the Corsa and started up the path to the front door.

			‘Here we go,’ said Guleed, and stifled a yawn.

			We’d been swapping roles since we started the operation. Nightingale and Carey had been in the observation car for the last poke – in Chipping Norton. We were calling that one ‘the Aga saga’ because our target hadn’t shut up about his kitchen, which, as far as I could tell, had been designed by the same people who’d decorated Bag-End.

			‘Door’s open,’ said Guleed, and I made a note of the time in the log.

			Normally the police like to turn up nice and early, preferably around 6 a.m., because not only are people liable to be actually at home but that early in the morning they’re rarely playing with a full deck. Today we were going in Sunday lunchtime because we weren’t looking for shock and awe but aiming for sinister and creepy instead. Nightingale is remarkably good at that – I think it’s the accent.

			Richard Williams had once had a job with a company called Slick Pictures, who’d done a lot of work for a land development company that was, via a series of shell companies, wholly owned by a firm called County Gard. Which just happened to be the remote instrument by which Martin Chorley ran some of his criminal enterprises.

			It was thin, but we were desperate and, at the very least, it might keep the pressure on.

			Guleed fussed with her hijab, an unusually plain one for her, police issue and designed to tear away if somebody grabbed it. We were both wearing the plain clothes version of the Metvest under our jackets – just in case.

			I watched a cat leap out of the next door garden and streak away down the road. Something about its frantic pace made me uneasy and I was just about to mention it to Guleed when the burner pinged again and flashed up ‘aa’. We’d worked out a series of codes as part of our operational planning. The character was irrelevant – the code lay in the number of them you sent. Three characters meant stand by, one meant charge in screaming, and two meant we were to take up our prearranged ‘intervention’ positions.

			Guleed grinned.

			‘That makes a change,’ she said.

			We climbed out into the muggy warmth of a suburban Sunday lunchtime and headed for the house. The plan was to loiter as unobtrusively as possible outside the gate and await further instructions. But we were still eight metres short of the house when it all went pear-shaped.

			The first I knew of it was a burst of vestigia from the house, as heavy as a mallet and as sharp and as controlled as the point of a needle – Nightingale’s signare. If it was that intense, then he must have really let rip. And the last time he did that we’d needed a JCB to sweep up the remains.

			I started running and got to the gate in time to see a fountain of slates erupt over the gable roof. As the slates tumbled and cracked down the front of the house, I saw a figure in pink and blue twist and squirm onto the ridge of the roof. It was a woman, slender, black haired, pale skinned and balanced perfectly on the guttering as if auditioning for the next Spider-Man movie.

			She swung around to look down at me, head tilted to one side. Even from that distance I could see a wash of crimson around her mouth and chin, and running down the chest of her blue Adidas sweatshirt. I didn’t think it was her blood.

			She was wearing pink tracksuit bottoms and her feet were bare.

			I recognised her from the briefing as the Williams’ family nanny and also, from the way her lips were pulled back to bare her teeth, from a fight I’d once had years ago in the Trocadero Centre.

			Oh shit, I thought. Haven’t I met your sister?

			Having seen us, I assumed she was going to scarper over the roof and down into the back garden. So it was a bit of a shock when she launched herself straight at me. Now, me and Guleed are bona fide detectives with the PIP2 qualifications to prove it, so we’re not really supposed to be fighting anyone. That’s what we have the TSG for.

			Still, our careers being what they are at the moment, we’d taken some time with Nightingale, Carey and a couple of other members of the team, discussing what to do in various scenarios. And the principal lesson was – don’t close, don’t grapple, don’t get clever. And don’t hesitate.

			I went right and Guleed went left.

			The nanny landed like a cat on the pavement in what I thought was clear defiance of the laws of physics. I don’t care how supple you are, landing like that from three storeys up should have driven her shin bones through her knees.

			Once I’d put a nice new Nissan Micra between her and me, I conjured up an impello and whacked it at her knees. Guleed had gone over next door’s garden wall and had her baton out. I watched her tense to jump forward as the nanny went down on her face.

			And then rolled over, shaking off the blow to spring onto the bonnet of the Micra, and got a second impello in the face for her trouble. Because I don’t hesitate with my follow-ups these days. This one knocked her off the bonnet and she landed on her back, her face contorted into a silent snarl of rage.

			We weren’t going to get a better opportunity than that, so me and Guleed threw ourselves on top of her. I went for the legs, Guleed for the arms. She kicked me as I came forward, her bare foot smashing into my shoulder and knocking me sideways. I saw another dirty heel coming at my face and I twisted enough to take it on the shoulder again. The first kick had been numbing, but the second was agonising. Despite the pain I tried to wrap my arms around her legs and use my body mass to pin her down. But it was like wrestling with a forklift truck. I swear she lifted my whole body weight and threw me over and onto my back.

			I didn’t wait to get comfy. I rolled clear – straight into the gutter – and scrambled to my feet. The nanny was up, too, and facing off against Guleed, who’d kept a grip on her right arm. Even as I lurched back into the fight the nanny struck at Guleed’s face with her free left hand. But Guleed pulled her head back and in one fluid motion, pivoted around and swung her baton. It made a peculiar noise – like tearing silk – and slammed across the nanny’s back. The woman arched in pain and I watched as Guleed, still holding her arm, ran up the side of the Nissan Micra in a way that didn’t actually look physically possible and used her whole body weight to bear the nanny face down on to the pavement.

			I decided that this was my cue and jumped forward to seize the nanny’s ankles. Before she could react I threw my weight backwards so that her legs were fully extended. Deprived of leverage even the strongest person can’t throw someone off their legs by main strength, and with Guleed on her back we almost had her. We only had to hold her until backup arrived, but we didn’t even have our cuffs out when she rippled like a snake. Guleed tried to hang on, but she was knocked flying into me. By the time we were untangled and on our feet the nanny was away.

			‘Where the fuck is Nightingale?’ I asked.

			Saving Richard Williams from bleeding out, as it transpired.

			‘She tried to bite his throat right out,’ Carey told me later.
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			Site Report

			We probably should have guessed something like that had happened when the ambulance screeched up and a pair of paramedics charged past us into the house. Me and Guleed didn’t follow them because we were too busy circulating a description of the nanny and warning responding officers not to go anywhere near her until Falcon qualified officers arrived. Then we grabbed a response car so we could be properly mobile in case she was spotted.

			We needn’t have bothered – she’d evaporated into the summer afternoon.

			Because we were the second Falcon response team, Nightingale being the first, me and Guleed ended up in a corridor at UCH guarding Richard Williams’s hospital room, along with a reassuringly solid member of Protection Command in full ballistic armour and armed with an H&K MP5 sub-machine gun. Her name was Lucy and she had three children under the age of five.

			‘Compared to them,’ she told us, ‘I don’t find this job stressful at all.’

			You use Protection Command people for this kind of job because unlike SCO19 they’re trained to do guard duty. You want a certain kind of personality who can stand around in the rain for eight hours and still be awake enough to shoot someone in the central body mass at a moment’s notice.

			Nightingale and Carey were still out west hunting the Pale Nanny, and Richard Williams was seriously sedated and so wasn’t going to tell us anything, either. Which at least gave us a chance to write up our notes and for me to ask Guleed about the sound of ripping silk and her impossible bit of vertical parkour.

			‘Ripping silk?’ she asked.

			‘Not really a sound,’ I said. ‘A vestigium – the sort of noise magic makes when you do it.’

			And leaves behind in its wake as well, but I try not to overburden my colleagues with too much explanation. Not even Guleed, who I suspected knew way more than she was letting on.

			‘That,’ she said. And smiled.

			‘That,’ I said.

			‘I’ve been training,’ she said.

			‘With Michael?’

			Meaning Michael Cheung, the Folly’s ‘liaison’ in Chinatown and a man whose business card listed his profession as ‘Legendary Swordsman’.

			‘It’s just like any other martial arts training. You learn the patterns, you practise – you get better.’ She leant closer and tapped my shoulder. ‘And you don’t know if it’s going to work until you try it for real.’

			‘Did it work?’

			‘I think so.’

			‘Can you teach me?’

			She laughed.

			‘Michael specifically said I wasn’t allowed to. No matter what you said.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because Nightingale called him up and told him to refuse if you asked.’

			‘Did he say why?’

			‘Because you should master at least one tradition before you move on to the next,’ said Nightingale, coming up the corridor.

			Carey, following behind, gave me and Guleed a grateful look – I could sympathise. Keeping up with Nightingale could be knackering. Especially when he was in one of his man-of-action moods and forgot that we weren’t all about to parachute into Germany.

			We had an impromptu after-action briefing in the corridor before Nightingale sent us off about our business. He was planning to stay outside Richard Williams’s door in the hope that somebody else would turn up and have another go.

			‘She had the advantage of both me and David,’ said Nightingale. ‘And yet she felt that silencing Richard Williams was more important. That implies to me that he knows something Martin Chorley does not want us to find out.’

			He didn’t need to elaborate.

			Obviously if it was worth killing Williams for, we really wanted to know what it was.

			 

			Guleed, with her sympathetic manner and better interview accreditation, was actioned to interview Richard Williams’s wife Fiona. Which involved whisking her off to the pastel coloured 1980s retro calm of Belgravia’s Achieving Best Evidence suite and gently prising intimate details of her life out of her while trying not to traumatise her further. I was to go over the tapes later to check for Falcon material, but in the meantime I headed back to Chiswick to see if we could learn anything from their happy home.

			Fiona was actually wife number two, having met Richard while interning at the company he worked for in 2011. It looked like fast work to me, since he’d only been married to his first wife for five years. They had two daughters, who we’d left in DI Miriam Stephanopoulos’ office for the duration of the interview. There was a son by the earlier marriage but he lived with his mother, who’d moved back to King’s Lynn after the divorce.

			A POLSA team had already worked over the house looking for covert hiding places and secret stashes of shameful stuff, but had found nothing. All the computers, laptops, phones and the PlayStation 4 had been whisked off to the Operational Technology Support Unit at Dulwich to have everything stripped out. We had information analysts on the payroll for this operation and, by God, since it was coming out of the Folly budget we were going to give them something to do.

			So I was basically there for the magic – which often hides in plain sight.

			As a police detective – which, by the way, I had officially become just that month – I get to spend a lot of time in people’s houses, often without their consent. Homes are like witnesses. They pretty much lie all the time. But, as Stephanopoulos says, the longer someone lives in a house the more intrinsically interesting the lies become. When you’re police, an interesting lie can be as useful as the truth. Sometimes more so.

			The ground floor had been knocked all the way through from front to back. The living room part had a faux antique leather three piece suite and a kidney-shaped glass coffee table with, amazingly, a couple of thick coffee table books on it. The small lie was in the way the seating was arranged to face the, possibly, original Arts and Craft fireplace and not the medium sized flat-screen TV.

			We don’t waste time on the idiot box, the room was saying. But the stack of box sets and the fact that both the remote controls, Blu-ray player and TV, were on the coffee table made it a liar. That was the small lie.

			The big lie was the complete absence of mangled toys, random pieces of scribbled-on paper and half-chewed sweets along the whole length of the ground floor. There are no difficult, messy, screaming small humans living in this house. We live in a bubble of serenity.

			Now I’m the son of a professional cleaner, but I’m also blessed with enough pre-school cousins to cause your average UKIP voter to relocate to Spain, and I know for a fact that there should have been way more chaos downstairs.

			She might have been a homicidal creature of the night but I suspect our fugitive must have been a really good nanny. That, or she’d traumatised the kids into obedience – we were probably going to have to bring in a special child psychologist to find out. I made a note to check to see whether Guleed had asked about that during the ABE interview.

			The kitchen was the kind of brushed steel monstrosity that looks more like it’s designed to weaponise viruses than cook dinner. Just to be on the safe side I checked the fridge for Petri dishes – nothing. But there was a reassuring ton of healthy yogurts for tiny tots and genuinely unadulterated fruit drinks made with real fruit.

			Just you wait until they start mixing with real children, I thought, and it’s going to be Mars bars and crisps for all eternity.

			There was blood on the grey Italian tiles and yellow evidence markers scattered across the floor and on the counter. You could see where Nightingale had pulled the nanny off Richard Williams by the spray of blood droplets running diagonally up the wall.

			According to Nightingale, they’d just been settling down to a superficially pleasant but calculatingly sinister chat in the living room when Richard Williams had popped out to the kitchen to prepare coffee. Something furtive in his manner had alerted Nightingale, who’d already started after him when they heard a crash and a scream.

			‘I couldn’t tell,’ said Nightingale, ‘who was doing the screaming.’

			As per the agreed operational plan, Carey had moved to secure Fiona Williams and the children while Nightingale engaged whatever it was provoking the screams. In the hallway he’d found the nanny chewing on Richard Williams’s neck. We think she’d been going for his throat, but he’d tried to dodge and she’d ended up taking a chunk out of his right trapezoid muscle instead. Nightingale didn’t give her a chance to have a second go – smacking her in the back of the knees with an impello and trying to physically pin her down.

			She’d turned and run at that point – sensibly, she hadn’t wanted to face off against Nightingale.

			But why up the stairs? Why not out the back or front doors? She could have had it away over the back fence and garden-hopped to the end of the road. Judging by the speed with which she moved, I doubt our perimeter teams would have even seen her.

			There was more blood drip on the stairs and a couple of red handprints on the banister’s handrail. I put my forensic booties on, as much to protect my own shoes from cross-contamination as to preserve the site, and up I went.

			The first floor was more honest than the ground floor. The master bedroom had a custom built king-size bed with carved white head and footboards. The polished floor had coarse wool rugs woven with rectangular blocks of red, blue and yellow, identical to those on the ground floor. There were no visible bookshelves, which always looks weird to me, nor any books by the bed. I was pretty certain this was odd, for people who worked in a ‘creative’ industry, but perhaps they’d gone over to ebooks to save on space. 

			The walls were painted the same bland white with a hint of white as the living and dining room. It looked fresh, and when I got my nose in the dark corner between the bed and skirting board I found droplets of white paint in the hard to reach places. Done recently, and off the books, because the work hadn’t registered in the official family expenditure. I’d been right. The whole house reeked of being ready for Zoopla, estate agents and home viewings. They’d been planning to sell and had been stripping down for the move. I made a note to action a check of the local charity shops – to see if they’d dumped their books there.

			There was a hardback copy of Ishiguro’s The Buried Giant on the side table in the en-suite bathroom, sitting next to a neat pyramid of toilet paper rolls. The flap of the cover had been tucked into page 15, but there was a thin film of dust on the exposed front.

			Nice try, I thought, but one of you bounced right off it, too.

			If the master bedroom hinted that the family was moving out, the kids’ bedroom said that nobody had told the girls yet. I’ve been in enough rich people’s houses not to be surprised at the sheer amount of stuff their kids have. Piles of board games and drawing kits and kites and dolls and life-sized teddy bears. The girls had bunk beds, an industrial sized bin full of Lego and enough Barbies, Kens and cheap knock-offs to cast a major stop-motion picture. It was clean but it wasn’t tidy – which was a relief, because I was beginning to worry about what the nanny’s idea of discipline might have been.

			And I’m saying that as the son of an African mother.

			The bunk beds surprised me, but it turned out that Richard Williams had grabbed the back bedroom to serve as his home office. Again, the room had been recently painted but you could still trace the outline of extensive bracket shelving by the filled-in screw holes. There was a small blond wood gate-leg table under the window to catch the light and various connection and charging cables, although the tech guys had had it away with the actual laptop and phone. There were a series of cardboard boxes which the POLSA team had methodically opened, leaving their contents neatly piled on the floor awaiting inspection.

			Most of it looked like a decade’s worth of invoices, utility bills and insurance forms – that was all going to have to go back to the Annexe. One pile caught my attention. At first I thought they were brochures or thick company prospectuses, but they were actually site reports from MOLA – Museum of London Archaeology. Slim technical documents with card covers and spiral plastic bindings – full of nice technical drawings and at least thirty pages of endnotes. 

			Martin Chorley had had an interest in archaeology and a romantic view of the Dark Ages – I wondered if this was a connection.

			Sitting on its own was part of a film script which the POLSA team had found buried among the insurance documents. It was, I was told later, professionally formatted and had originally been held together with the metal two-hole binders popular with aspiring screenwriters. Part of the binder remained and held shreds of paper that indicated that the missing part of the script had been ripped out with some force. Leaving only the first fifteen pages. I read the title.

			 

			AGAINST THE DARK

			By Richard Williams & Gabriel Tate

			From a story by John Chapman

			 

			The opening scene on the next page started.

			 

			FADE IN

			EXT: THE RUINS OF ROMAN LONDON – LATE EVENING

			 

			Which was enough to have me call the Annexe and ask for a full IIP check on Gabriel Tate and John Chapman. Since all we had were the names and the connection to Richard Williams they started grumbling almost immediately, but the good thing about Operation Jennifer was that we now had plenty of bodies to do that sort of thing.

			I went up to the loft conversion and saw there was a hole in the roof where Nightingale had thrown the Pale Nanny through it.

			I could still feel the sharp tang of the vestigium and detected a weird crispy lemon taste on my tongue that might have been magic or the smell of bathroom cleaner.

			‘She was going for the front window when I caught up with her,’ Nightingale had told me. ‘There’s quite a good spell for holding people in place.’ He’d held up his hand to stop me asking. ‘Next year. You will be ready to learn it next year. And it proved less use than you might think, given that our suspect managed to wriggle free.’

			Nightingale likes to be precise in his language so when he uses a word like wriggle he means wriggle.

			‘There was magic involved,’ he said, when I asked for a clarification. ‘I’m afraid I overreacted and used more force than I should have.’

			It was a slightly less impressive throw than it looked at first. The loft conversion had a strong whiff of the Wild West about it; the plasterboard was flimsy and the rafters were widely spaced and the battens were substandard. I reckoned the force of the spell had done most of the material damage while our Pale Nanny had sort of ridden the force of it out onto the roof.

			Quite impressive, really, and not lost on Nightingale.

			He’d have followed her out, but he had to run downstairs and make sure Richard Williams didn’t bleed to death.

			‘This one seems far more capable than the individual you encountered in Soho,’ he’d said.

			But who was ‘this one’?

			When we’d done the initial Integrated Intelligence Platform check on the Williams household her name had been listed as Alice McGovern of Leith, Scotland. When the Belgravia follow-up team finally tracked down the real Alice, she turned out to be a heroin addict currently living in Glasgow who’d sold her identity to a group of entrepreneurial information brokers. They liked using addicts because they generally tried to stay off the grid and, contrary to what people think, can live a long time without coming to the attention of the authorities.

			The loft conversion had two bedrooms and a bathroom. The rear bedroom had been turned into a playroom for the children. A half-demolished canvas and bamboo Wendy house sat in the centre where light from the window pooled. There were more shelves stuffed with toys and puzzles and picture books. And a cushion nest in the corner for naps, and a pair of pink fairy costumes hanging from a hook on the back of the door.

			There was a smell in the front bedroom. It reminded me of the period when I was sharing a house with half a dozen young PCs, and from student digs I’ve visited since. A bit of old sweat and leftovers and overstuffed swing-top bins. The Pale Nanny’s queen-sized bed was unmade and, when I had a sniff, the sheets hadn’t been changed for a couple of weeks. Whoever cleaned the rest of the house hadn’t come into this room.

			It too had been painted the same white-with-a-hint-of-bland as downstairs and furnished during a sale at Ikea. About half the Pale Nanny’s clothes were draped over a straight-backed chair and matching writing desk. The rest were tumbled into drawers with no apparent organisation. The Pale Nanny had favoured tracksuit bottoms, T-shirts and hoodies in pink, sky blue and navy, and her underwear was sensible and cheap.

			After the initial engagement with Nightingale she could have gone out the back door but instead she ran up the stairs. Why? Was there something in her room she wanted, something important? Something sentimental?

			I checked the drawers again, but there was a stunning absence of cryptic photographs hidden inside.

			I sat down on the bed and looked around the room from there.

			Nothing sprang out at me, but given the way my day had gone that was probably a good thing.
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			More Pepper

			‘Maybe she went back for her phone,’ said Bev. ‘I’ll bet you didn’t think of that.’

			‘We didn’t find a phone,’ I said, although it was true I hadn’t thought of that.

			We were in Bev’s outsized kitchen cooking pasta and random things we’d found in the fridge. I was frying onions and garlic in the bottom of a saucepan while Bev defrosted the mince by dragging it out of the freezer and glaring at it until it melted. She’s done this before and it takes under a minute. My current working hypothesis is that she’s scaring the water molecules into a state of excitation. I’m dying to wire up the mince and get some precise measurements, but Bev won’t let me. She says it’s because a goddess should retain a few mysteries, but I think she’s saving it for a future PhD project. I did try to further the cause of science once by grabbing her around the waist and kissing her neck in the hope it would cause the mince to burst into flames. Sadly, this did not happen – although she did smell nice and, anyway, in science a negative result is almost as good as a positive. And however arduous kissing Beverley becomes, I am willing to persevere in the name of progress.

			There was a shriek from the back garden, where Abigail and Nicky were doing something youthful and thankfully unspecified down on the riverbank. Beverley had taken both of them down to Runnymede earlier to hunt insects as part of our ongoing project to keep Abigail out of trouble during the summer holidays.

			Once the mince was steaming gently Beverley broke it up with a wooden spatula and dropped it into the saucepan, where I stirred it as it browned. 

			‘I wish we knew what the Pale Nanny was,’ I said.

			‘You can’t call her the Pale Nanny,’ said Beverley, who was hunting through her cupboard for anything vaguely tomato-ish. ‘The Pale Lady is a very specific person upstream and using her name casually like that is a mistake.’

			Mistake has a specific meaning when Beverley says it like that. It means likely to provoke outrage and adverse consequences, and I don’t mean on social media either.

			‘Ash called the one in Soho a “Pale Lady”,’ I said. Mind you, the woman in question had just thrust a metre of iron railing through his abdomen so he wasn’t what you’d call a reliable witness. 

			Beverley found a tin of peeled plum tomatoes hidden behind a couple of jumbo tins of boiled chickpeas that I doubted anyone in this house was ever going to be hungry enough to cook.

			‘Wasn’t she some kind of chimera?’ she asked, as she rattled through a drawer for the clean tin opener. ‘Isn’t that what Abdul called her?’

			Dr Abdul Haqq Walid was the Folly’s very own part time cryptopathologist and weird specimen collector. We’d recently ponied up to get him a qualified assistant and she, one Dr Jennifer Vaughan, had spent the last year reclassifying everything.

			‘Jennifer says “chimera” is not necessarily a helpful term,’ I said. ‘I think she’s right. I think the Soho Lady and the Pale Nanny were High Fae.’

			Beverley snorted. It didn’t help that her and everybody else in the demi-monde couldn’t agree on terminology, either.

			The mince was browning nicely so I turned down the heat to stop it from burning and Bev tipped in the tomatoes and went looking for some peppers.

			The good gentlemen of the Society of the Wise had plenty of theories and systems of classification for the people of the demi-monde, most of them involving a mixture of Latin, Greek and misinterpreted Darwinism. To them, fae basically meant anyone who was vaguely magical who hadn’t gone to the right school, with the High Fae being the creatures referenced in medieval literature who dwelt in their own castles with a proper feudal set-up and an inexplicable need to marry virtuous Christian knights.

			I’d been pretty certain it was all folklore, until one hot summer when I nearly got myself whisked off to fairyland – which looked suspiciously like a parallel dimension, or whatever the cosmologists are calling them these days. Bev rescued me, by the way, which is why I never argue about emptying the dishwasher.

			The best general description I ever heard came from Zachary Palmer, self-styled half-fairy, who once told me that there were three basic types of people. Those who were born magical, which included most of the fae; those who acquired magic through their own agency – like me, Nightingale, all the other practitioners, and presumably aspiring legendary swordswomen like Guleed . . .

			And the final group were those who had been changed by magic, often against their will. I had documented cases of children who’d brushed up against fairyland and come back with different coloured eyes and magical abilities. Then there were those who had been altered by evil practitioners into monstrous chimera, real cat-girls and tiger-boys. Like I said, I wasn’t joking about the crimes against humanity. 

			And there was at least one person whose mind and body had been possessed by a revenant spirit, or possibly the ghost of a god, and that had left her ‘changed’. But I’ve got to believe that biology isn’t destiny, and we’re more than just the puppets of our endocrine system – or else what’s the fucking point?

			Beverley smelt the sauce and wrinkled her nose.

			‘Are you sure you don’t have any tomato puree at all?’ I asked.

			But there wasn’t any, so we fell back on the time-honoured approach of throwing in peppers until it tasted like something my mum would cook.

			We laid the kitchen table and called in the girls.

			‘Wash your hands before you come in,’ yelled Beverley as Nicky and Abigail ran up.

			Abigail was fifteen, short and skinny, and making a spirited attempt to make the puffball Afro if not fashionable again, then at least unavoidable. She was also, in a semi-official official way, my fellow apprentice – having taken a hastily rewritten oath in the presence of, and with the written consent of, her parents. Both of whom were holding me personally responsible for her safety, which was totally fair and completely uncomfortable.

			I watched as she stopped just short of the back door and held out her hands to Nicky. 

			Who being goddess of the River Neckinger, albeit nine years old, conjured a wobbly globe of water as big as my head in which both girls washed their hands. Then, with a flick of her fingers, the globe evaporated leaving their hands clean and dry.

			Abigail caught me watching and winked.

			The science teachers at school had noticed Abigail’s interest in Latin and history and, fearing the loss of a star pupil to the arts, had started tempting her with the prospect of after-school classes. The consensus was that, when the time came, she was going to have her pick of unis from Oxford to Edinburgh, and Manchester to Imperial.

			Personally, I thought she should stay in London where I could keep an eye on her.

			‘You’re worried about her going to Edinburgh?’ Beverley had said. ‘You’d better start worrying about her going to Massachusetts.’

			But did Massachusetts have as many ghosts as London, I wondered as, over dinner, Abigail asked about the latest spate of ghost sightings. She was convinced there’d been an increase in activity despite a lack of empirical evidence.

			‘What about Brent’s horses?’ asked Bev.

			‘I couldn’t find a trace of anything,’ I said.

			Brent was another of Bev’s sisters – her river ran through West London – although since she was only nine years old she mostly lived with her mum or her sister Fleet. I’ve tried asking Beverley how this growing up almost like a normal person thing works but she doesn’t appear to understand the question.

			Anyway Brent had complained that there were horses in her river in the spring and, finding nothing myself, I stuck Abigail on the problem. She found nothing, apart from discovering that a minor battle from the English Civil War had taken place along the A315 from where it crossed the Brent to about where the Premier Inn is – at the end of which the Parliamentarians ran for it and the Royalists looted the then small town of Brentford. Thus revealing their general intentions as to London proper which, in the words of one historian, significantly contributed to Londoners’ determination to defend the Capital.

			The Royalist cavalry had been heavily engaged and we did dig up some ghostly horsemen reports from the eighteenth century, but whatever had spooked Brent hadn’t stayed for me or Abigail.

			After supper it was my job to drive Abigail back home to Kentish Town. I considered driving all the way back again to spend the night with Bev, but I needed to make an early start the next morning.

			Still, there was a bit of sly snogging on Beverley’s doorstep as I left, with Nicky giggling and Abigail harrumphing in the background.

			‘You’ve got a big stupid smile on your face,’ said Abigail when we got in the car.

			‘That’s because I’m in love,’ I said – which had the double virtue of being both true and shutting her up for the whole drive home.
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			The Society of the Wise

			At the end of the eighteenth century London was well into the mad, technology-driven expansion that would only stop with the establishment of the Metropolitan Green Belt in the 1940s. Since then, developers have gnashed their teeth and looked enviously back on a time when a man armed only with his own wits and a massive inherited estate could shape the very fabric of the capital. Times like when the fifth Duke of Bedford found his country house surrounded on three sides by Regency London, and decided there was nothing for it but to dig up the old back garden and rake in a ton of cash. He enlisted the legendary architect and developer James Burton, who had a thing for elegant squares, the newfangled long windows in the French style, and vestigial balconies with wrought iron decorative railings.

			The only carbuncle on the road to progress was the weird group of gentlemen who’d taken to meeting in the faux medieval tower that an earlier duke caused to be built to add some drama to his garden. These gentlemen were in the nature of a secret society, although they seemed well favoured by certain members of court – particularly Queen Charlotte.

			In return for being allowed to demolish the tower, James Burton agreed to incorporate a magnificent mansion into the terrace along the southern side of the square. It would be built after the style of White’s – the famous gentlemen’s club – and include a demonstration room, library, dining hall, reading room, and accommodation for visiting members. The central atrium was so impressive it’s thought to have inspired Sir Charles Barry in his design of the more famous Reform Club forty years later.

			And so the Folly was born.

			And all of this at below market cost.

			So it’s not for nothing that Sir Victor Casterbrook, the first properly respectable president of the Society of the Wise, was sometimes known as the pigeon plucker – although probably never to his face.

			It also explains why he’s the only other person with their bust on proud display in the Folly’s atrium – the other being Sir Isaac Newton.

			I’ve got a room on the second floor with a nice view of the street, bookshelves and a gas fire retrofitted into the original fireplace. In the winter you can hear the wind whistling among the chimney tops and, if you leave all four burners on overnight, you can raise the ambient temperature to just above the triple point of water. When I started my apprenticeship I lived there full time, but these days Nightingale trusts me to tie my own shoelaces so I spend half my nights at Bev’s. Especially during the winter.

			Bev calls the Folly my London club, using her posh voice when she does. But officially it’s leased to the Metropolitan Police and treated as a genuine nick – it’s got a call sign, Zulu Foxtrot, and everything. Unfortunately we don’t have a PACE compliant custody suite, otherwise we’d be able to bang suspects up and subject them to Molly’s cooking until they confessed or exploded – whichever came first.

			Since Operation Jennifer got underway I’ve fallen into the routine of waking early and doing an hour in the Folly’s very own gym. True, it hasn’t been refurbished since the 1940s so it’s a bit short on cross-trainers, steps and the sort of hand weights that haven’t been carved out of lumps of pig iron. But it does have a punchbag which smells of canvas, leather and linseed oil, and I like to pound that for a bit and pretend I’m Captain America, or at least his smarter, younger half-brother.

			Next door is the only real working shower in the whole building and if I give Molly twelve hours’ notice I can get ten minutes of hot water. I did suggest getting some serious Romanian redecoration done, but apparently we’re not supposed to mess with the plumbing.

			‘Quite apart from anything else, Peter,’ Nightingale had said, ‘once you started who knows when you’d stop?’

			After my shower I had to squeeze past the Portakabin taking up half the courtyard and up the wrought iron spiral stairs to the Tech Cave – where I keep all my technology and the last of the Star Beer. There I checked my Airwave charger and made sure that I had three burner phones on warm-up – we tended to run through them at a rate. I transferred the notes I’d made onto my stand-alone computer and printed a copy for physical collation. It was just coming up to quarter past seven as I squeezed back out past the Portakabin and in through the back door of the Folly.

			For complicated and needlessly mystical reasons you can’t run modern telecommunication cables into the Folly proper. That’s why my Tech Cave resides on the top floor of the coach house and why, when we needed to establish a proper on-site Inside Inquiry Office, we ended up with that Portakabin in the courtyard.

			I mean, we couldn’t put it downstairs in the coach house – that’s where we keep the Jag, and the Ferrari, and the most haunted car in Britain.

			I found Nightingale in the central atrium, watching as the Operation Jennifer personnel filtered in through the front and headed for the dining room where Molly was serving breakfast. We hadn’t planned on feeding the multitude, but having this many people in the Folly had done something to Molly’s brain and by the third morning she’d reopened the dining room and was presiding over breakfast and lunch plus tea and cakes in the afternoon. Somewhere there was a budget spreadsheet piling up red numbers, but that wasn’t my problem – at least not yet.

			‘They’re all so ridiculously young,’ said Nightingale.

			‘They’ were mostly Police Staff, what we’re not supposed to call civilian workers any more – analysts and data entry specialists – who’d got the boot when the government decided that in the light of an increased security threat what London really needed was a smaller police force. Others were experienced officers seconded from Belgravia MIT and other specialist units, all out of uniform and all carefully selected by DI Stephanopoulos as reliable, competent and discreet.

			And all signatories of the Official Secrets Act and security vetted twice – once by the Met and once by me.

			Guleed wandered out of the dining room with a coffee cup in her hand, saw us and walked over.

			‘You know, if every nick had a canteen like this,’ she said, ‘morale would be ever so much higher.’

			‘Well, we could turn Molly’s kitchens into a stand-alone business unit and go for some contracts,’ I said. ‘Molly gets to cook to her heart’s content and we replenish some of our reserves.’

			Nightingale nodded thoughtfully.

			‘Interesting,’ he said.

			‘Really?’ I said. ‘I was just kidding.’

			‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I see.’

			And headed off to the morning briefing.

			Guleed flicked me on the arm.

			‘You’ve really got to learn to keep your mouth shut,’ she said.

			I wisely kept my counsel and went off in search of some coffee.

			 

			The visitors’ lounge was a long room built just off the Folly’s entrance lobby to provide an agreeable space for wives, daughters and other suitably genteel visitors to be entertained by members while making it quite clear that they weren’t welcome in the Folly proper. Still, it had been nicely furnished with oak panelling, portraits of Sir Isaac Newton, Queen Charlotte, the fifth Duke of Bedford, and some quite splendid second-best upholstery.

			Upon setting up Operation Jennifer we’d whipped off the dust sheets, put most of the furniture in storage and installed the sort of institutional desks and workspaces that no modern copper feels he can work without. Or at the very least avoid. The line of tall sash windows would have provided plenty of natural sunlight if we hadn’t installed modern metal blinds to stop people looking in. So we fastened LED strips along the walls and plugged them into the single wall plug in the whole room. Fortunately it was a computer-free room so we didn’t risk overloading the Folly’s circuitry, although people constantly complained about having nowhere to charge their phones.

			The far wall had been covered in a whiteboard which was slowly filling up with a tangle of photographs, lines, personal names, company names and question marks. DCI Seawoll was looking at it when we entered.

			‘Fuck me, this is getting complicated,’ he said.

			Alexander Seawoll was as modern a copper as had ever authorised a community outreach action going forward, but you would never know it from casual acquaintance. A big man who wore a camel hair coat and handmade shoes, he was, reputedly, from Glossop – a small town just outside Manchester famous for its beautiful setting, its role in the cotton industry, and being twinned with Royston Vasey.

			Minus DI Stephanopoulos and DC Carey, who were both back at Belgravia Nick, Nightingale, Guleed, Seawoll and I constituted the inner decision-making core of Operation Jennifer.

			‘Well, the plan was to poke people until we got a reaction,’ said Guleed. ‘I’d say that in that sense it was a success.’

			Seawoll glared at me – not at Guleed, you notice, who was the apple of his professional eye – but at me.

			‘Yes, it did,’ he said ‘But not what you’d call fucking quietly. But I haven’t seen a bunch of police analysts this happy since they brought back Doctor Who.’

			Exposing the Pale Nanny had not only confirmed Richard Williams as an associate of Martin Chorley, but as one important enough to kill in extremis. Now the analysts could go back over their data, but give him a higher weighting. In the normally shifting world of information theory, poor Richard Williams had taken on a new solidity – which was not bad for a man who was still unconscious.

			‘We can’t overlook the possibility that his wife is the connection,’ said Seawoll, and looked at Guleed. ‘Speaking of which, how did the ABE interview go?’

			Guleed took out her notebook and ran through the outcome. Fiona Williams didn’t know anything about her husband’s contacts from his Oxford days apart from Gabriel Tate, who he had occasional drinks with.

			‘And co-wrote the script I found,’ I said.

			Guleed had already actioned an IIP report and checked our lists and found he wasn’t a suspected Little Crocodile.

			‘He is now,’ said Seawoll.

			Because Fiona had been in the living room with Nightingale and Carey and hadn’t witnessed the attack, we hadn’t revealed anything to her beyond the fact that it had been a serious assault.

			‘She seemed suspiciously uninterested to me in how her husband was injured,’ said Guleed. ‘I mean I’d want to know – wouldn’t you?’

			But Fiona Williams had accepted Guleed’s explanation with what psychologists call a ‘flat’ response.

			‘She might still be in shock,’ said Seawoll. ‘We’ll give her a day or two to recover and then you can have another pop.’

			Fiona Williams had hired the nanny from an agency But when Guleed had followed up they’d denied knowing anything about Alice McGovern, aka the Pale Nanny, but whether the substitution had been made with or without the collusion of Richard Williams we wouldn’t know until he woke up.

			‘If he wakes up,’ I said.

			‘Abdul seemed confident he would,’ said Nightingale.

			So we were going to have to find a way to secure him against future attack. We’d discussed housing high-risk witnesses and/or suspects inside the Folly, but that had its own problems – running from PACE compliance to operational security. Ultimately, safety for the likes of Richard Williams and his family lay in us nailing Martin Chorley’s feet to the floor.

			‘We’re stuffed until he does wake up,’ said Seawoll.

			Neither Nightingale nor Seawoll were looking particularly happy at the lack of results so far, but I kept my mouth shut because I’d noticed that Guleed had skipped over a couple of pages in her notebook and guessed that she’d saved the best for last. You don’t make your way up the Met’s particularly convoluted greasy pole without knowing when to use a bit of showmanship.

			‘There was one more thing,’ she said and gave me the barest flicker of a wink. ‘Richard Williams had an unusual interest in bells.’ She paused for applause – not a sausage – and went on. ‘He made several trips to the Whitechapel Bell Foundry.’

			‘Good lord,’ said Nightingale. ‘I didn’t realise it was still open.’

			‘Could it have been for his work?’ asked Seawoll.

			‘We’re checking that now, but he went to some lengths to keep it secret from the missus,’ said Guleed.

			The missus, perhaps because she was missus number two, had twigged that Richard was keeping secrets. And, having way less faith in his fidelity than his first wife – go figure – followed him down to Whitechapel to see what he was up to. This sort of thing is pretty common – people often draw more attention to themselves trying to hide their activities than whatever it was they were up to would. Plus sometimes the cover-up is more illegal than the thing they were covering up.

			Still, if people were brighter routine police work would be much harder.

			Guleed had held off contacting the bell foundry directly.

			‘I didn’t want to risk tipping anyone off,’ she said, and both Nightingale and Seawoll nodded approvingly.

			‘I think you two should go and have a poke around the place,’ said Seawoll. ‘While we finish up with Chiswick.’

			He looked over at Nightingale, who gestured at me and Guleed.

			‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ he said.
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