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CONVERGENCE

	


Part Three - Mason's Tale

	 


It starts with a knock on the door. It's a little after two in the morning. The last of the auctions ended an hour ago; my remaining guests ambled off into the Pimlico night not more than five minutes back – most of them with a skin full of claret. I didn't partake. I'm not in the mood. But never let it be said I'm not a generous host. Besides, I've a reputation to consider. My trade's exclusive, and clients expect a certain... atmosphere. I'm thinking this'll be one of their number. A misplaced wallet, a lost car key – something like that. Easily resolved. Trivial. My woes belong to a different order of magnitude.

	The knock comes again. Louder this time. Impatient.

	"Alright, alright. I'm coming." I draw back the bolts, release the lock and step outside. There's no one in sight. Just an empty street. Strange. I decide the phantom knocker's found his keys and head inside.

	The door crashes back on its hinges, propelled by the impact of a heavy, black shoe. I follow on tiptoes. It's not through choice. There's a gloved fist around the knot of my tie, and another locked around my wrist. I open my mouth to call for help, and close it again when my eyes focus on the face in front of me. This is bad. This is very, very bad. It's really not my week.

	The door slams shut. My back slams into the banister post. 

	"Reuben? Everything okay?" Mariette's voice drifts down the stairs. She sounds half-asleep.

	I glance at my uninvited guest before replying. He nods, shifting his grip from my tie to my throat.

	"It's nothing, love. Go back to sleep. I'll be up soon."

	There's a sleepy grunt, followed by the dull thud of a closing door. "Leave Mariette out of this, okay? It's nothing to do with her."

	The dark face contorts into a snarl, and I'm on the move again, propelled through the drawing room door with enough force to shudder the Chesterfield sofa when I hit it. As I pick myself up, my uninvited guest enters more sedately, setting the door gently to behind him. He leans back against the door, thrusts his hands in his pockets and waits expectantly. His jacket falls open, giving me a glimpse of his underarm holster. I wonder when the day started for him. The suit looks like it's been slept in. Perhaps it has.

	I straighten myself up, holding onto the remains of my dignity with both hands. "What can I do for you, Marcus?"

	"My friends call me Marcus. Do I look like your friend, Mason?"

	He doesn't. Point of fact, he looks like he'd like to rip my head off my shoulders. Then again, I'm not sure Marcus Crowe has any friends. "Just being civil."

	"Tell me about Chancery Lane."

	"I don't know what you're talking…"

	Crowe's on me before I finish. His hands close on my lapels. "I'm asking nicely. You want me to stay nice, don't you?" He reels me in, gives me the full benefit of his bloodshot stare. Even by his standards, he's running on a short fuse. Perhaps I'd better cooperate. Not much. Just enough to get him out of my hair. "I won't ask again. Chancery Lane."

	"I've a contact on one of the Crossrail drill teams. She sells, I buy. Nothing more. "

	"I want her name."

	"I can't do that." I attempt a shrug. No easy thing under the circumstances. "Honour amongst thieves. You know how it is." 

	I force a smile, hoping a bit of humour will lighten the mood. The thump of my head against the wall and the dull spike of pain tell me otherwise.

	"I'm not laughing. People are dying."

	That grabs my attention, though I'm careful not to show it. How much does he know? "What are you talking about?"

	"That brooch you sold up on Edgware Road. Told the woman it was a healing charm. Her old nanna got possessed, killed and ate three of her neighbours."

	So he doesn't know. Good. That's not to say his news makes me happy. "Louisa Parkin?"

	Crowe grunts. "A confession? That's not like you."

	"I didn't sell her anything. She couldn't meet my price, so we parted ways. It wasn't 'til I got home that I realised she'd picked my pocket."

	"You expect me to believe that?"

	I don't. After all, it's not true. Miss Parkin paid, and paid handsomely. But that's not the point. I want Crowe to feel like he's in control of the conversation. Feeding him a few obvious lies is as good a way to do that as any. He's expecting me to be defensive. "Sounds like she did me a favour."

	"Yeah, well that favour almost cost me a friend tonight. He followed your trail, nearly got himself gutted."

	So I was wrong. Crowe does have a friend. Only just, by the sound of it. "That's not my fault. It's dangerous down there. I'd expect any friend of yours to know that."

	Crowe leans close. His breath's bitter with coffee.  "We had an arrangement, you and me. I keep you off the boss's radar, provided you give us first pass on everything – everything – that comes your way. Can you think of a reason why I shouldn't hand you over to Blackwood? She'd love to meet you."

	I don't laugh. I don't smile. I don't do anything to betray the exultation mingling with adrenaline. Crowe's overplayed his hand. I'm the enemy. Well, not the enemy, but close enough for Crowe to be in a world of trouble for aiding and abetting – even if it's for sound reasons. There's always a black market – especially for the items Coldharbour takes an interest in. Crowe's a big believer in the principle of 'the devil you know'. Blackwood isn't. She puts her devils behind bars, or sends them into the hereafter. If he gives me up now, Blackwood'll put him in the next cell along. That's why he's come here alone. He can't afford for anyone to know what he's been up to.

	I've already won. But I can do better. What began as a disaster is fast turning into opportunity.

	"Neither of us wants that." I'm careful to put just the right amount of subservience into my voice. Crowe likes to play the brute, but he's no fool. He wouldn't have risen so far if he was. "I'll cooperate."

	He eyeballs me a moment longer, looking for the truth. Good luck to him. After what seems like forever, he lets me go. "I want everything from Chancery Lane. Hand it over, and maybe I won't throw you in a deep, dark hole. I won't even tell your girlfriend what happened to her predecessor. She's still out there, somewhere, isn't she? Her body, anyway."

	I close my eyes. I don't like to be reminded of Carrie, much less the... thing... that replaced her. In hindsight, Carrie and I should never have gone digging beneath Blackfriars, but we're all clever after the fact, aren't we? I'm more careful now. "Ten thousand. It's all yours for ten thousand."He'll expect me to bargain. "I've expenses to meet."

	Crowe thrusts his hands into his pockets and props himself up against the back of the sofa. "I don't give a crap about your expenses. You hand everything over, or you watch as I tear this place – and you – apart. And that's just for starters."

	Now that threat, I believe. It doesn't matter. I've won this round. I sigh to make it look good. "You win. But it's not here. I've a warehouse…"

	"On Ossory Road. I know it."

	He's not supposed to. He's keeping closer tabs on me than I thought. I've made the right choice. "I'll take you there."

	Crowe lurches upright without taking his hands from his pockets. "You can drive. Means your hands'll be where I can see them."

	*******

	"Doesn't look like much." 

	Crowe sounds disappointed. The warehouse is practically empty, the bare brick walls and high windows unimpeded by the towers of packing crates he doubtless expected. Then again, that's not unusual. The Ossory Road site isn't my main stockroom. It's more of a holding area for items of unknown – or disputed – provenance. Most of my business – that performed at the gallery in Bloomsbury – is as above-board as it comes. This is my secret place, where I keep… unusual… items out of sight and out of mind, until the clamour surrounding their acquisition dies down, and I can arrange a private auction. Ordinarily, it's the last place I'd want to bring Crowe. But this isn't an ordinary situation.

	There's only one crate here at the moment, propped up beside the office door. Its lead-lined timber conceals an original Karanov. It's a beautiful work, vibrant and detailed beyond the ability of most modern artists. The city's golden spires, the alabaster banners, the winged defenders swooping on the thermals. It's like something from the Arabian Nights – except I know it isn't. Someone once told me that art offers windows into another world. Karanov's work goes further. It opens doors. In this particular instance, the case remains sealed not for the painting's protection, but for mine.

	I should never have bought it. I've enough troubles as it is.

	Crowe follows me to the office door, his attention split between me and the shadowed recesses of the room. As ever, it's a methodical appraisal. I've always suspected him of having a military background, though I've never been able to prove it. As far as my sources are concerned, Marcus Crowe doesn't exist. 

	"This really isn't worth bothering with."

	Crowe grunts. "Tell that to Louisa Parkin and her nanna."

	There's not much I can say to that. I feel for the victims, of course, but it's not as if it's my fault. I'm always careful to warn my clients of the possible consequences. If they choose not to take the proper precautions, that's on them. I don't waste my time explaining this to Crowe. He wouldn't understand. I don't know why I even brought it up. Some spark of conscience, fighting its way to the surface? I hope not. That kind of thing gets in the way. Especially today. Especially with what I need to do next.

	The key slides into the lock. I hesitate before turning it. "Promise me you'll be careful. I don't need any breakages."

	"Just open the damn door."

	I shrug to conceal my nervousness, and turn the key. There's no way I'm going in there first. "Help yourself."

	Crowe shoots me a suspicious glance, but impatience gets the better of him. He wrenches down the handle and passes inside. I follow, as slowly as I dare.

	It's dark inside. Crowe tries the light switch twice, then gives up. "Should pay your electric bills, Mason." He chuckles at the feeble witticism and takes a torch from his pocket. The beam picks out the swirling silver sigils painted at waist height around the room; then it dances across the piles of paper, the ransacked drawers. "Looks like you've had a visitor."

	He doesn't know the half of it.

	Something shambles out of the darkness. Upright, its head would have brushed the ceiling. Even now, hunched over, it's a foot taller than Crowe. Its face, if it has one, lies lost beneath the folds of a moth-eaten hood. Two pairs of gangling, withered arms unfold from beneath the black robes. One hand holds a battered iron lantern. Sickly green light spills across the room, revealing new details: the leather satchel lying open beside the desk; the golden torcs and brooches strewn across the floor during my mad flight. The apparition stumbles closer, its unburdened hands clawing in my direction. This time last year, it came for Carrie. Two nights ago, it came for me through the office's open door. But for the warding sigils on the walls – ironically, a precaution in case something in the warehouse started... leaking – it'd have had me already. Instead, I slammed the door and showed it a clean pair of heels. I haven't been back since.

	"Get out of here!" Crowe shoves me towards the doorway, and rips his pistol from its shoulder holster. Broken pottery crunches under my feet. Then I'm out into the warehouse, scrabbling for the door handle. 

	"Your debt is due." The apparition speaks with a voice like ripping cloth. "The Eyeless King calls you to his service."

	"Mason? What in God's name have you done?"

	By way of answer, I slam the door shut with Crowe on the other side. The hammering begins. I click the lock back into place. 

	"Mason? Mason!"

	The door trembles beneath Crowe's frantic thumping, but it holds. 

	I run for it. 

	The first of the gunshots sounds as I reach open air. Others follow, each one rolling into the next until silence reigns. Breathless, I prop myself against the bonnet of the car. Just a few minutes ago, this seemed like the perfect solution. Lock Crowe in with the apparition, and let it put him out of my misery. As an added bonus, it might even leave me alone after. One soul's as good as another, right? Now, I'm not so sure.

	Maybe I do have a conscience, after all.

	I wrench open the car door, but stop short of climbing inside.

	Should I go back? I can't believe I'm even considering it. Crowe's been a thorn in my side for years. The commissions I've had to pass up – the opportunities. It's only fair he pays my debts. If I go back, and Crowe's already... gone... then what's the point? I'd have gone back for Carrie. But I loved her. I hate Crowe. There's all the difference in the world. 

	Only... I wasn't responsible for what happened to Carrie. I can even convince myself I wasn't responsible for what happened up on Edgware Road. But Crowe? I brought him here. I led him into that room. And what's to say the apparition won't keep searching for me? I'll probably spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder. And if Crowe survives, I'll sure as hell spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder. It's not if he finds me, but when.

	Crap.

	The walk back to the office is the longest of my life, though I don't expect it takes more than a few seconds. The warehouse lights are out. I don't want to know why. That I can see at all's thanks to the hazy amber glow from the streetlights outside. It's enough to show me that the office door's still shut. I'm safe until it opens. And it'll have to open. Having made the decision, I can't walk away now. I have to know. It's my curse. I can't leave things alone.

	It's quiet. I can't hear anything but my ragged breaths, my thumping heart. I don't know what I expected. Screams? Pleas for help? Singing? Anything but silence.

	Maybe they've done for each other. More likely, they've put aside their differences and are awaiting my return. Together. Won't that be fun?

	The key turns. The door creaks open.

	"Crowe?"

	There's no sign of him. There's no sign of anything. It's as dark in the office as in the warehouse itself. My foot snags. The lantern clatters away. It's dark, the glass smashed and the iron framework buckled. The realisation gives me hope. If the lantern's broken, the apparition's as blind as I am. More. It needs the lantern to see, don't ask me how. Carrie was the occultist, not me.

	Another step. Something metallic crunches underfoot. The darkness is taking shape. I can see the desk, the toppled chair. The cupboard that doubles as a drinks cabinet...

	The whisper of movement comes from behind me. I turn just in time to see the robed figure descend. I shriek and scurry aside. I know I can't escape it now – it's between me and the door – but I have to try. I scramble towards the desk, wishing I'd had the foresight to put a gun in here. Or to have bought a gun, even. 

	The apparition falls past me. It strikes the floor and shatters like glass. There's a musty smell as withered flesh dissipates into stinking vapour. Only the pile of moth-eaten robes remains. 

	A new shape forms in the darkness, filling the space the apparition so lately occupied. He's bloodied, bruised, and his ill-treated black suit is torn in a dozen places. One hand grips the spent automatic. The other... It takes me a moment to realise the twist of metal used to be my anglepoise desk lamp. A year ago, this apparition ripped through every abjuration Carrie knew and two cartridges of double-ought buckshot. She couldn't even slow it. Crowe just killed one with a lamp. 

	A lamp.

	I'm still thinking of what to say when Crowe limps to stand between me and the door. "Been a few years since I've seen one of those." For all the concern in his tone, he could be discussing the weather. "Thought we'd shut that particular door for good. So did the boss."

	"Listen, I can explain..."

	Crowe's eyes flash. He drops the lamp's remains atop the empty robes. "Oh, you're going to. But not to me."

	I wince. I don't have to ask who he means. "You don't have to do this. I'll leave London. You'll never see me again."

	"Oh, we're well past that now, Mason." He points at the apparition's remains. "They'll keep coming 'til they get you. You need help. Our help. And you're going to earn it, believe you me."

	I believe him. I can all but hear the coffin lid slamming shut, with me inside. Blackwood or the Eyeless King. From what I've heard, there's not much to choose between them. I make one last appeal, this time to Crowe's self-interest. "What about you? She'll go ballistic when she learns what you've been up to."

	Crowe laughs. All told, it's the least pleasant sound I've heard all day. "Who do you think sent me here in the first place?"
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	Queen of Eventide

	 

	"How can you possibly prevail, when even your friends are your enemies?"

	 

	Maddie Lincoln returns home to Nottingham, struggling to get to grips with a life that's falling apart. However, her workaday problems quickly fade when she's caught up in a war between the malevolent Dark Lady and her enemies.

	 

	Can Maddie discover the truth about the Queen of Eventide before it's too late...?
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