
        
            
                
            
        

    
	This is a work of fiction recommended for mature readers as it is likely to contain scenes and concepts that are unsuitable for children and younger readers.

	The story or stories within may contain events based on or attributed to real people, geography, history, deities, events, and legends. But what happens within this book comes solely from imagination.

	THIS IS A SAMPLE/EXTRACT FROM THE BOOK

	 

	Binding Season

	 

	An angel x modern mythos horror thriller by Julian M. Miles

	 

	Copyright © 2024 Julian M. Miles

	Lizards of the Host Edition

	 

	***

	Lizards of the Host Digital Sample: License & Copyright Notes: 

	This ebook is licensed for your personal use only and may not be re-sold in any form or manner. 

	All rights reserved. This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by copyright law. For permission requests, contact the publisher via https://lothp.org

	For the avoidance of doubt: the author does not authorise the use or reproduction of this work or any part of this work in any manner for the purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this work, without first obtaining the Author’s specific and express permission to do so.

	*****

	 

	Contents

	Sample

	About the Author

	Connect with Julian Miles

	Credits

	 

	***

	Dreams of Freedom

	 

	“Am I dreaming?”

	“Some would call it that.”

	“Are you an angel?”

	“Some would say so.”

	“That’s a lot of wings. I don’t recall ever reading of an angel with so many, and I’ve studied the higher ranks of both hosts.”

	“To some He giveth, to others He taketh away. To a few, He giveth too much. For a short time, I was numbered among them.”

	“You were Favoured? How come there’s no record of you?”

	“To fall from grace is sometimes a shorter distance than the plunge from Heaven to Hell, but more total an exile. For shame, a part of me still agrees with His judgement.”

	“You’re not Lucifer.”

	“Those who tally such things would reckon that one to be my closest kin. Of the two of us, he was the more honest. But… You said that with conviction?”

	“I’ve been in his presence, briefly.”

	“Do you worship or serve?”

	“Serve. Grovelling to higher powers for favour is not my idea of living.”

	“Wherever there is power, there will be the awed.”

	“I have no trouble with that. When they start insisting that I be awed too, that’s when we start having problems.”

	“Flocks never change, although the motives of their shepherds often do.”

	“So true. Which sort of leads me into the next questions: who are you, Exalted, and what do you want?”

	“There is advantage in being forgotten, little witch. In my dreams, I have slipped my bonds, become free to do whimsical things, like heed a dreaming call. Thus and so, I am come. To what end?”

	“You picked up on that? Then help me escape. I’m tied to a table in some fucked-up prison-cum-laboratory. The one who claims to be a priest says I can either betray those I know, or they’ll put me into a drugged coma for the rest of my life! Tomorrow is my last day if I don’t tell all.”

	“Did the priest bind you?”

	“No. His soldiers did. He chanted while they did it.”

	“A litany? Let me see.”

	“How?”

	“Think of that moment. Find the loathing, it will take us there.”

	She glares at the masked troopers, anonymous in their masks, uniforms, and armour. Six of them to hold her, a seventh standing ready to choke her into submission if she attacks again.

	They lost three bringing her down, and two more while getting her out of her clothes. The promises the remaining seven have been making about her future are ugly.

	They go quiet. What looks like an SS officer joins them, dim light reflecting from the paired chrome crosses at collar, cuffs, and shoulders. Without pause, he opens a small bible and blesses them. Then he closes the bible and gestures for them to continue. As they slam her onto the table and strap her down, he recites verses in Latin.

	In the quiet after they finish, she’s happy to find her head at the high end. On the way here she’d seen some inmates secured head down.

	“Enough. Using the Lord’s word over such? Another arrogant sinner waving a Bible. No doubt thinking themselves righteous whilst revelling in nothing more than meretricious evil. I think judgement will not be kind to them.”

	“Get me out of here and I’ll happily do whatever you need to torch them all. Call upon the Lord of Earth, Fallen. Let’s get this party started.”

	“Slowly, now. I may have some claim upon being of the Exalted in some distant way, but - in spite of all - I am not numbered amongst the host below. Nor, as you might have realised, am I welcome in the hosts above. For you, I was naught but a winged dream bringing inspiration. But now? I see that in our ways, we are both weavers of cords, and both seek a way out of our current confinements.

	“Thus and so, escape I cannot give you, but freedom for the both of us? That is another thing entire. Mine comes later than yours, though. After all, they only tied you. Tell me, little witch: how did they tangle one who has felt threads of power from the roots of a tree older than Heaven? How could they restrain one who can call upon sidsa to reveal the truest names of all ties that bind?”

	“They… Can’t. Fuck! How did I miss that?”

	“Brutal ritual can hypnotise, snaring the mind with nets of fear and ceremony to draw it away from truth. Especially for one of the sidsuru, who study both seidr and sidr, but do not practice. Are you numbered among them, little witch, or did my presentiment ring true: you’re a spellcrafter, maybe even one who can wield siden?”

	“I’ve met a couple of sidsuru. I couldn’t be them. There’s so many spells from other arts to discover and adapt into siden. The study of the craft and custom behind it? I can do more of that while I’m dead in this world.”

	“Yet here you are, caught. I would venture you should have done a little ‘more of that’ in this world.”

	“You’d be right, again, and I’ll see to my laxity. But first, I have to ask: what toll will fall due for this boon?”

	“One thing shall you do before winter: you will dream of a place, in it a house, and hanging in that, a picture of an angel. By the dark of the moon, you shall go and take the picture, then burn it before the front door of that place. When the flames turn white, say these words once, then depart with haste: zhro wgah’n tan’nyvah ng-sll’ha ch’geb.”

	“Again.”

	“Zhro wgah’n tan’nyvah ng-sll’ha ch’geb.”

	“So mote it be. I will obey your charge, and will do so with thanks.”

	“Then travel well, and be merciless in your passing, that we may both be free. Wake now.”

	 

	Lorryn opens her eyes and takes a steadying breath. That was a fallen angel, without question. The question lies in ‘if not with Lucifer, then where’? Which leads to ‘are there any more?’, and several other intriguing avenues of research.

	All of which get to happen after she’s escaped from here, followed by arranging for all sorts of hell to rain down on the people who run this place.

	She grins, then opens her mouth as wide as she can and works her jaw until the gagging mask slips enough to allow a whisper. 

	That done, she chants the sidsa focus learned from her grandmother, pronouncing each syllable slowly, feeling her bones vibrate in response.

	“Hagall til har skali, dyrth til har skali.”

	As her vision begins to fill with skeins of coloured filaments, she closes her eyes and brings a query siden to mind. The answer from which she uses in the release siden that causes the straps holding her to fall away. She slides down until her feet touch the angled base of the table. 

	Tearing the mask off and leaving it on the table, she utters a sight-in-darkness siden before spending a while tottering in circles, stretching and twisting, until able to move without limping. That done, she scampers to the far side of the room, behind the long steel boxes that look like sarcophagi. She can feel the terrifying power of some of the occupants, but a quick check reveals no obvious way to let them out to cause a diversion. A more thorough check reveals them to be protected from sidsa by holy rituals. Given time, they could be overcome. With no time to spare-

	She grins. Looks like escaping will have to be done the old-fashioned way, then: with ambush and murder.

	But first, to mark this place so that those she sends can find their way to it. Working out who and how comes later.

	It’s so clean in here: they must polish everything regularly. Nothing too obvious, then, and something resistant to scouring, whether it be ritual- or chemical-based.

	In the wake of the thought comes the solution: she rushes back and retrieves the mask. After tearing a hole with her teeth, she extracts a length of wire, then pauses in her task to loosely tie the torn mask about her arm. No need to give them hints.

	After taking a few moments to calm herself and bring the most effective marks to mind, she sets about scratching a trio of staves on the underside of the sarcophagus with the least-terrifying occupant.

	“Pardon me for disturbing you, elder, but there’s a chance this will get you freed, or at least give you an opportunity.”

	She’s careful to not qualify what the opportunity could be for. Who is she to say when vengeance or some other action might be more appropriate or appealing than escape?

	Something scratches on the other side of the metal above her head. She stops. It stops, then happens twice more.

	Thrice acknowledged!

	Lorryn takes a slow, steadying breath before continuing. Just because you work with the forces of darkness every day doesn’t mean you ever get used to them.

	 

	Get the Party Started

	 

	Something moved back there. Duncan points his torch towards the sound, the bright beam flicking across rows of sleeping witches strapped to inclined tables. He shudders. This place gives him nightmares like no other duty has. Then again, it shouldn’t: guarding Tyburn Cave is a special duty, and it comes with unique dangers. 

	Not that he’s told the team counsellor about the nightmares. It’s the sort of thing that can get you transferred to harmless duties, which is the first step towards being stood down. Saving the world from the forces of evil is his calling, not holding doors open for suits and secretaries. He’s saying nothing.

	There it is again. Over to the left, behind the row of steel coffins.

	He moves slowly. Even when he could make noise, this place seems to demand silence. Like a library of bodies. Macabre thought… Not helping…

	Giving the line of steel coffins containing sleeping monsters the widest berth he can without rubbing along a wall, he makes his way towards where he thought the noise came from.

	Nothing? No, wait- There. The floor is cleaned every evening: which means it was done a few hours ago. He crouches down, extends a finger, then stops. Bringing the torch to bear, he recognises smeared blood. Some sort of sigil? He tilts his head, trying to make out the details.

	Duncan hears a soft footfall. Before he can react, a fire extinguisher craters the back of his skull.

	 

	Lorryn lets the stealth siden go and drops to her knees. Taking a deep breath, she starts stripping the guard, muttering as she works. Words spill from her mouth in several languages while her eyes shine like carmine lanterns. After a few minutes, the flood slows. 

	Closing her eyes, she takes stock. Bodily privation she can endure, but her sidsa is running on empty, and there are no alternatives. She takes a deep breath, then leans down to drink from the gaping head wound.

	She straightens up and releases the held breath. Her exhalation glows a fiery red.

	“Nasty.” She pulls a face, spits, then grins: “The things I do to avoid lifelong illegal confinement.”

	Hastening to put the uniform on while it's still warm from body heat, she looks about with regular eyes, renewing the sight-in-darkness siden to pick her route. As an afterthought, she takes the mask off her arm and stuffs it into a pocket.

	Tightening the belt on the trousers, she chuckles.

	“Godawful fit. Mother would be terribly unimpressed with my presentation.”

	Something that’s been a constant since she started dressing herself. Right. Enough family time. There are more sins to commit, for all that this place is awash with them already. She raises a fist, extending index and little fingers in parallel.

	“Ih nomine Sathanas, this cage will not hold.”

	Promise made, Lorryn heads for the way out, taser and baton ready, combat siden in mind, muttering under her breath as she goes.

	“You’re overdue an accounting, you witch-holding bastards, and I’m off to light the fucking fuse.”

	She chuckles.

	“Food first, though. I’m fucking starving.”

	 

	Sinners

	 

	A patrol car rolls to a stop across from a black Cullinan. Four officers exit the vehicle and array themselves facing the bulky SUV. All are silhouetted against the bright morning sky.

	Nathan Coombes leans forward and comments to his driver.

	“They do realise they’re on the top level of a multi-storey car park, and are therefore standing targets, don’t they?”

	Glen McTayle shakes his head.

	“I doubt it’s occurred to them, sir. Our requirements rarely attract top-tier sinners, and in many ways that’s a good thing.”

	Nathan sighs.

	“Whilst I accept that doing the Lord’s work necessitates our using such filth, I sometimes wish for a better class of sinner. Someone with principles. Maybe a little vision. Quite frankly, I’d take one who’s selective over what they’re prepared to do or how they can be bought.”

	Glen looks round at Nathan.

	“Wishing for a worthy opponent, sir?”

	Nathan grins, then turns serious and raises praying hands.

	“Good Lord, no. There are quite enough forces of darkness arrayed against us as it is. Heaven alone knows the damage one with an actual plan could inflict.”

	Glen nods.

	“I can appreciate that.”

	“Introduce the latest crop of useful sinners, then.”

	Glen turns back and indicates the officers with the index finger of the hand resting on the steering wheel.

	“The stocky one on the left is Ben Tanner. Next to him is Isobel Heward. The tall one with the extra body armour is Rudy Minter, and the lean, bearded one on the right is the ringleader, Harry Plumb. He’s the only ex-military one amongst them. Used to be a sergeant, dishonourably discharged on psychological grounds.”

	“Killer, sadist, or both?”

	“Sadist, sir. Of the four, I’d peg Rudy as the one with the homicidal streak. He might even have acted on it, but if so, it was a solo kill that he’s hidden well.”

	“Could be useful to find out, though. Do carry on.”

	“They’re all constables, and all are serving us for the money. However, Ben has a fondness for rape victims, Rudy likes to spend his downtime in a cocaine haze when he’s not working out, and Isobel is trying to become an online lingerie model under the name Magda Vex.”

	“So what sins does Plumb add to this coterie of degenerates?”

	“Greed, sir. He’s a simple sinner with a fondness for luxury gratifications. Expensive prostitutes and fine wine, to be precise. Due to his sadistic nature, the women he has sex with always refuse to visit him a second time. Often he has to pay them or their pimps off. Procurers don’t take kindly to being left with working girls who can’t work.

	“We are also aware of three he’s threatened with direct action to avoid things coming to the attention of his seniors. In addition to that, twice now he’s had to pay for hospital treatment.”

	Glen turns to look at Nathan.

	“He’s been using illegal means to avoid the incident that will end his career for nearly two years now, and must be aware he’s just about run out of time. I’d say his work for us is to fund an escape to join his brother in Brunei.”

	Nathan curls his lip in disgust.

	“That such sinners as these managed to join the police force makes me nauseous. But we would do well to ponder what He has achieved through their blasphemous acts before calling upon us to end their sinful days.”

	Glen whispers: “Amen.”

	Nathan continues: “So Tanner is first to go, followed by Minter. The harlot and her depraved boss will do as scapegoats for any mess caused along the way.”

	“Understood, sir. As an aside, I’d advise against using religious terminology while dealing with them.”

	His door opens at Glen’s touch of a button on the dashboard.

	Nathan pauses.

	“‘Speak to the sinners as they would amongst themselves, for they are easily reassured by greater power that presents itself in familiar trappings.’”

	“Founder Short guides us once again. Amen, sir. Be righteous.”

	Nathan nods, whispering the response as he exits.

	“Be victorious.”

	He steps from the Cullinan and walks across to stand near Harry.

	“I’m Captain Coombes. You’ve been called to help with an urgent situation. In addition to your usual payments, we’re offering a bonus of a hundred thousand between you for rapid completion. To focus your energies, the bonus drops by five thousand a day, starting tomorrow.”

	Plumb comes to an approximation of attention.

	“Very good, sir. What’s the mission?”

	Nathan hands him a sheet with a criminal profile on it.

	“That’s got the details. In short: her name is Lorryn Woodlie, a terrorist with a violent streak and some very odd religious views. She escaped two weeks ago, and the sightings near here are our first good lead. She’s been spotted twice: first in Worthing a week ago, then in Goring two days ago. We insist on getting her alive, but unharmed is optional.”

	All four of them smile at that. Nathan suppresses a shudder. Harry glances at the sheet as he turns away, then comments over his shoulder as they return to their vehicle.

	“Shouldn’t take long, Captain. Strangers attract attention around here. Especially ones with purple tattoos across half their face.”

	After watching them pull away, Nathan climbs back into the Cullinan. The door closes slowly behind him.

	“I spoke to them briefly, received short and appropriate replies, yet I still want to take a shower. They’re the sort of sinners that make my skin crawl just from proximity.”

	Glen chuckles, but doesn’t look up.

	“That’s a good feeling to have. Usually it lets you know which side you’re on.”

	Nathan glances at him in puzzlement, but Glen’s busy enabling the protective measures after starting the car.

	 

	Black Sheep

	 

	Harry finishes reading both sides of the sheet, then looks back at Isobel and Rudy while Ben drives them back to the station.

	“Got a dark-haired, pale-skinned M9 woman, could pass as IC2 with make-up, but the left side of her face has an elaborate purple tattoo. Says here the ink extends down her front to cover her left breast, and down to her left butt cheek on the back, but her arms and sides are clear.

	“Our target isn’t a terrorist. She’s an occult loon. On top of that, even the outline details of her ‘violent streak’ look like multiple counts of ABH, often bordering on GBH, to me. Yet, while she’s been picked up a lot, no further action has ever been taken.”

	Isobel raises a finger for him to wait while she runs a query through the array of unofficial information sources she has access to. A minute later, she gives a low whistle.

	“Found a forum entry from last year, added by some DCI up in the Smoke. He tried to get her charged after a nasty incident - closer to attempted murder than GBH, from what he describes. Nearly got demoted for refusing to back down, but took the hint just before it went disciplinary. From the tone, he isn’t happy about it. Wants her taken down a peg or six... Which will be a challenge: turns out her full surname should be Woodlie-Hanover. Best guess is she’s a bastard of the royal line, definitely unacknowledged, and possibly disowned.”

	She chuckles.

	“Us plebs are allowed to slow her down, but anything rude like cautions or charges aren’t allowed. She gets no titles or inheritance, but is still part of The Firm: untouchable.”

	Ben grins nastily, keeping his eyes on the road.

	“There’s untouchable, and then there’s this freak princess dabbling on the dark side. Man, is this kid ever about to get a lesson in power she’ll never forget.”

	They laugh as they head out to start searching.

	 

	Raven’s Nest Bookshop

	 

	“Good afternoon, sir. My name is Bruce. I’m calling from BT. There is an urgent problem with your router we need to fix immediately.”

	“Bruce? You sound more like an Advik or a Rahul, but you do you.”

	“Pardon, sir?”

	“Doesn’t matter. Hey, I’m glad you called back so quickly.”

	“What?”

	“The router only went down five minutes ago. It usually takes you guys a couple of hours to get back to us.”

	“I am happy to help, sir. Now if you could just-”

	“Yes, yes. Security first, I know. Okay, the system’s ready. Give me your service number and today’s passcode.”

	“Pardon? I need to log on to-”

	“I know you do. But you know I can’t let every person who rings up claiming to be tech support have access to this facility. So, if you could just give me your service number and today’s passcode, I can let you in before the security system reports your details to the authorities.”

	The line goes dead. I raise a thumb to Morten.

	He claps his hands in delight.

	“I swear I have no idea how you come up with those deceits each time, Jack, but it’s wonderful to hear.”

	I shrug.

	“Hopefully you’ll get a few weeks peace and quiet again.”

	He snaps his fingers and rushes towards the stairs.

	“No matter. A bargain is a bargain. Tea and toast, as promised.”

	Morten disappears from view. I look about the shop, trying to find somewhere to park my backside. Every time I come here, the clutter’s increased. It looks more like a curio shop than a bookshop. Yet every time I run an eye over Morten’s accounts, as he occasionally requests, I find his particular form of eclectic retail chaos is consistently and comfortably profitable. It amazes me.

	In the ten years since he took over the shop after the death of my father, he’s worked wonders with the place, and become more of a friend than my da ever was.

	I shout towards the stairs.

	“What was the other thing you needed my help with?”

	A voice comes faintly from above.

	“Letter. On my desk. Red ink on the envelope.”

	Okay then. Taking the circuitous route required to cover the four-metre straight line distance to reach his desk, I quickly find the item in question. Picking it up, I marvel at the weight. How long is it since envelopes were made of card? I read the address and my breath catches.

	 

	Ernest E. Marks Esq.

	Raven’s Nest Bookshop

	Gratwicke Place

	Worthing

	West Sussex

	

	Addressed to my father? Who on Earth? I pull out the single page letter. It may be a while since this weight of paper was considered ordinary, but I don’t think two-tone embossed gilding around the edges has been the norm in any era.

	 

	Cotsold House

	Short Furlong

	High Ridgeley

	nr. Patching

	West Sussex

	Dearest Ernest -

	 

	 As you may have guessed upon receiving this, I’m off for a sojourn in the Summerlands until my next life calls me back.

	 

	 In keeping with our agreement of August ’61, I hereby bequeath everything remaining in the house to you.

	 

	 When you have taken all that you want, please inform Albert Durant of Durant and Short Legal Services in Arundel who will deal with the sale of the remaining estate and dissemination of the proceeds to my lamentable, grasping progeny.

	 

	 Thank you for your help back then. You saved many lives that night, and I will be in your debt for many lives to come.

	 

	Blessed Be,

	Dolores.

	 

	“You see why I called you?”

	I nearly jump out of my skin. Putting a steadying hand on the desk, I place the letter and envelope down carefully, compose myself, then turn to face Morten.

	“I guess we’re going for a drive after tea.”

	He nods.

	“Mister Durant was quite clear about that when we spoke yesterday. While I can be involved, you must be present. The bequeathal passes to you, not to the shop.”

	“Do you have the faintest idea what we could find there?”

	“None at all. Isn’t it exciting?”

	I’m not enthused. Something is off. With a grin, I reach for tea and a slice of buttered toast.

	“Your distrust of the world playing hob with your anticipation?”

	I raise the cup to Morten.

	“‘Anticipation’ is not the word I’d choose, but otherwise that about covers it nicely.”

	He gives me an understanding smile. Never one to confront people about their foibles, is Morten. 

	The toast is delicious. I’ll take that as a good sign.

	 

	Cotsold House

	 

	Long Furlong used to be a favourite of mine when I had a faster car. Can’t remember the last time I drove along it at legal or illegal speed, and I definitely don’t remember ever seeing the sharp turn onto Short Furlong. I guess everybody assumes it’s an entrance to some farm or other.

	After driving carefully across a few hundred yards of potholed hellscape, it turns into a wide-kerbed expanse of single-lane blacktop right next to a sign that says ‘High Ridgeley. Private Property. No Through Road. No Trespassing. Pass and Turn only at Designated Places. Beware: Gunfire Without Warning.”

	“Morten, do you know what ‘gunfire without warning’ means?”

	“It’s an old term that dates back to Victorian times. Usually appeared at the entrances to the bigger estates. Means they conduct shoots and hunts at all times of year. It’s also an implicit caution about skulking about in the undergrowth being bad for your health.”

	English landowners. Always ready to shoot an intruder before asking questions. Which, in fairness, isn’t always a bad idea these days, much as I’d like to condemn it out of hand.

	The road winds through pleasant countryside, passing eight gates that open onto driveways in various styles. Every one of them is so long it disappears from view without a house to be seen, even in the distance. Each has a name appearing on an ornate plaque near the gate: ‘Homestead’, ‘Britannia Place’, ‘Destination Known’, ‘Wanderer’s Rest’, ‘Litten House’, ‘Last Bastion’, ‘Mother’s House’, and ‘Trafalgar’.

	“Here we are.”

	I look ahead. The gates are rusty, but the plaque on the gatepost is gleaming. ‘Cotsold House’ with something in smaller letters underneath. As we pull up, I see they read ‘An End to Fear and Flight’.

	Morten chuckles.

	“Cheerful.”

	Getting out of the car, I see a scattering of muck and a discarded cloth on the ground below the plaque. With the gate open, we progress slowly along a driveway that curves to the left before disappearing into the trees.

	Emerging from the trees we find ourselves in very large clearing with woodland all round, facing the back of a good-size building - more of a large cottage than small mansion. Behind it I can see a big old barn that the ‘cottage’ could fit inside. Off to the right, at the very edge of the cleared area between the two buildings, I can see what looks like a well with a little sloped roof perched atop three uprights.

	“Charmingly rustic.”

	Morten drives towards the well before swinging the car round the corner of the house, then pulls up sharply to avoid hitting the big SUV that sits with its rear to the house, tailgate open. Wooden boxes and picture frames are scattered across the lowered section of the tailgate.

	“A thief?”

	I take a guess.

	“‘Grasping progeny’?”

	Morten nods.

	“Give you that. Shall I call the police?”

	“No. Let’s see what level of bullshit we’re served first.”

	He chuckles.

	“Give ‘em enough rope, and all that?”

	I nod, then get out.

	Standing in the yard, the first thing that strikes me is the silence. After a moment, I hear the rustle of the leaves in the trees, but it seem to be coming from high above, like the lower parts of the wood about us act as a near-total wind break. Thinking on that, I can’t hear the A27, either. Astonishing. If only I’d been left the house, not the contents. But let’s not get greedy here. There’s obviously valuables inside. Well, some are outside at the moment.

	I stop on my way to the SUV and look at the wide step below the front door. It’s all smooth grey stone, except for the blackened patch in the centre. Sniffing the air, I step closer. The stonework looks like it’s been scored by heat, and there’s no scattering of dust across the blackened area. That’s recent, whatever burned there did so intensely, and was pungent. Not unpleasant, but definitely not an odour I’d choose for incense, either.

	Finishing my walk to the SUV, my breath catches when I see what’s spread out across the tailgate.

	“Morten, you need to see this.”

	“What have you- Oh, sweet saints preserve us!”

	We look at the fourteen small, rectangular pictures of angels. Some are clearly part of a set, possibly a complete sequence. I run my eye over them. They all match, but that one seems more ornate. 

	I reach out and pick it up. It’s heavy for its size, and depicts an angel with brilliant white skin and many wings. Four pairs? Five? Her armour is plate and mail, all in gold, and it’s draped about with ropes of silver. I hold it closer. I can see the twists of the rope. I glance up to find her eyes are chips of ruby, and that shakes me. My vision blurs, then returns… The eyes are like pieces of amethyst, not ruby, but still fascinating. What a fantastic piece of art! Who was she? What’s her name?

	Morten reaches out and takes it from my grasp on his second gentle tug, then lies it down on top of a soft bag in the nearest tray of an archive box that was clearly made to hold them all.

	“These are early, Jack. Russian, unless I’m mistaken. The historical significance I can only guess at, but their value would easily realise enough to set you up for life in any country on Earth.”

	I reach over and open the wooden box closest to the archive. It happens to be the largest. The inside of the lid is covered in Latin writing. The contents seem to be chess pieces.

	Morten gasps.

	“Versus de scachis… As I live and breathe, the text in the lid is one of the earliest poems about chess. I studied it at university.”

	“What do you make of the set?”

	He peers in, then reaches across to pick up a pawn of each colour.

	“I’d say the white pieces are ivory, and the black are a gemstone of some kind. Maybe schorl?”

	Putting them back, he looks at me.

	“It’s very quiet for a house being robbed.”

	Looking about, I can’t hear anybody either. A movement catches my eye: the barn door.

	“I think our visitors are in the barn.”

	Morten nods and smiles.

	“After you, then.”

	The yard is part-cobbled, part packed earth. Reaching the barn, I swing the door wide. This is no time for cat-and-mouse games. 

	“Come on out.”

	“Jack. To your left. On the floor.” Morten turns away and retches.

	There’s a human foot lying there, the ankle bloody. I can see the white of bone. My gaze follows dark splashes of something across the concrete floor of the barn too… Is that part of a leg? Beyond it, I can make out more dark areas on the floor. There are a lot of objects lying in the shadows. This is not. Not? No. Just no.

	I backpedal, fall over, pick myself up, and fumble out my phone. It takes three attempts to press the emergency call icon; my hands are shaking so hard.

	The lady at the other end asks me which service I require.

	“Get me police. Lots of police. Here. Now.”

	 

	Picking Up the Pieces

	 

	The constable looks like the ghost of a policeman, as do most of his colleagues. Even those in the white bodysuits have a noticeable pallor about their eyes.

	Morten taps my shoulder and hands me a thermos cup full of tea. He gestures to the officer, offering him one.

	“No, thank you, sir. I might have to go back into the barn.”

	We exchange sympathetic glances. There have been a lot of people vomiting into the shrubbery this afternoon.

	The constable clears his throat.

	“So, you have no idea how many people were here before you arrived?”

	I nod.

	“Didn’t expect anybody to be here. Miss Grene left the contents of the property for my father, with anything remaining to be sold by her executor. The letter intimated that the family were only to receive the proceeds, not any of the goods.”

	Two people in white bodysuits struggle to carry something across to the second coroner’s van. It might be in a bodybag, but there’s no semblance of it being a body.

	“Did you know Miss Grene?”

	“No. I still have no idea who she was, nor how she knew my father. He and I weren’t close, though, so it’s not surprising.”

	The constable nods.

	“I think that’s it, to be honest. Mister Durant has already confirmed that no family members should have been here. Would I be right in presuming you have no way of knowing if anything has been taken?”

	“Yes, you would.”

	Morten leans in.

	“Speaking of things taken, those items about the four-by-four, especially those laid out on the tailgate, really shouldn’t be left out in the open.”

	The constable points to the icon in my hand.

	“What about that one?”

	Morten stares at me for a second, then sighs.

	“That one should be put away as well.”

	He’s right, but he’ll have to do it. I’ll keep hold of her until then.

	“I’m told Mister Durant has arranged for an expert to visit today.” He looks up at the darkening sky. “Hopefully they’ll get here soon. After they inspect the items and discuss with my command, you should be able to get them moved. I don’t think we’ll be taking them.”

	He leans in.

	“They valuable, then?”

	Morten shrugs.

	“I’m no expert, but they’re early pieces showing unusual subjects, have intricate silverwork, and are in exceptional condition. I’d guess they would fetch around £25,000 apiece.”

	“Not even close.”

	She sounds amused. All three of us look round to where a short-haired woman in a pale blue suit stands by the tailgate of the SUV. She gestures to the array of icons. 

	“There are two ranges of dark angels here. While I’d heard of them, I’ve only ever seen a single icon before, and it was shabby. These are fine. There has never been a find like this in the West.”

	We step over to join her. She extends a hand to me.

	“You must be Jack Marks. I’m Jenny Higgin, currently on loan to the British Museum from Dorotheum London. I happened to be in Arundel when this situation arose, so my boss gave me a call.”

	Morten smiles at her.

	“Forgive me for being so brusque, but how far out was I in my estimate?”

	She gives him a beaming smile. He actually blushes a little.

	“To be honest, it’s difficult to be sure. Icon valuation is a tricky art, and the earlier the icon, the more difficult it becomes.” 

	Her attention shifts to me.

	“May I touch these?”

	I nod. She pulls on a pair of white gloves, then carefully lifts four of the icons to one side.

	“These four are the quartet of fallen angels invoked for death magic.”

	 

	****
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