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I

Oberwinter, Germany 
Thick snow covered the village that morning. A cold silence gripped the streets. The cars parked opposite the hotel were shrouded with frost – except one, where a gloved hand had scraped a rough circle clear on the driver’s window. Behind the black glass, the red eye of a cigarette blinked and glowed.

A young woman came round the corner and hurried up the hotel steps. She was dressed as if for a run: a hooded sweatshirt and jogging trousers, running shoes, a woollen hat and a small rucksack on her back. But it was not a morning for running, and no footprints had left the hotel since the overnight snow. She let herself in the front door and disappeared. The cigarette in the car glowed faster, then went out.

Gillian reached the top of the hotel stairs, tiptoed across the landing and slipped into her room. A dirty half-light seeped through the curtains, making the shabby room look even shabbier. It stank of nicotine: in the thin mattress and untouched sheets, the heavily varnished furniture, the threadbare rugs slung over the floorboards. The black laptop on the dresser was the only sign of change in the last thirty years.

Gillian pulled off the hat and shook out her raven-black hair. She glimpsed herself in the mirror and felt a faint pang of surprise: the new hair colour still didn’t feel right. If she couldn’t recognise herself, perhaps others wouldn’t either. She unzipped her top and stripped it off. Mud streaked her pale arms; her fingers were cracked and bloody from climbing in the dark, but she hardly noticed. She’d found what she’d gone for. She crossed to the computer, flipped up the lid and turned it on. Down on the street, a car door slammed.

As the machine clicked into life, something gave inside Gillian. The adrenalin drained away. She was exhausted – and shivering with cold. Too tired to wait for the computer, she went to the bathroom and undressed, peeling the damp fabric away from her skin. She left the clothes in a heap on the floor and stepped into the shower. The old hotel might lack some comforts, but at least the plumbing worked. The hot water blasted her face, slicking her hair flat against her scalp. The sharp droplets pricked warmth back into her skin; her muscles began to relax. She closed her eyes. In the dark space that opened, she saw the castle on the cliff; the icy rock face and the tiny crevice; the terror in her throat as she pushed against the ancient door . ..

Her eyes snapped open. Over the white noise of steam and water, she’d heard a sound from the bedroom. It might have been nothing – the hotel had its share of creaks and bumps – but the last three weeks had taught Gillian new fears. She left the water running and stepped out of the shower, wrapping herself in a skimpy hotel towel. Wet footprints pooled on the floorboards as she tiptoed through to the bedroom.

There was no one there. The laptop sat on the dresser between the two windows, chattering away to itself.

The sound came again – a knock at the door. She didn’t move.

‘Fräulein – telefon.’

It was a man’s voice, not the hotel owner’s. Gillian looked at the door. She’d forgotten to attach the safety chain. Did she dare slip it on now, or would that only alert him to her presence? She grabbed the hooded top from the bed and zipped it over her breasts, then pulled on a pair of pyjama bottoms from under the pillow. That made her feel less vulnerable.

‘Fräulein?’ The voice was harsh, impatient – or was that just her imagination? No. In horror, she saw the door handle start to turn.

‘I’m here,’ she called, trying not to sound frightened. ‘Who is it?’

‘Telefon. Is important for you, Fräulein.’ But it didn’t sound important – it sounded false, a rehearsed lie at the wrong moment, dialogue out of sync with the film. The handle was still down, the tongue of the lock bumping the frame as the man pushed against it.

‘I can’t take it right now,’ said Gillian. She snatched the laptop from the dresser and stuffed it into the rucksack. ‘I’ll be down in five minutes.’

‘Is important.’ An ill-fitting key scrabbled in the lock. It was opening. She flew across the room and slammed the safety chain home. She grabbed the handle and tried to hold it, but the grip on the other side was remorseless. Her fingers went white; her wrist was twisted back.

With a pop, the lock gave. The door sprang open, flinging Gillian backwards onto the floor. The chain snapped taut, bit – and held. The door shuddered to a standstill. Gillian heard a muffled curse. An unseen hand pulled it back a fraction and thrust it forward again. Again the chain held.

Dazed and desperate, Gillian pushed herself up. Blood ran down her cheek where the door had grazed it but she didn’t notice. She knew what she had to do. She slung the rucksack over one shoulder, pulled open the window and climbed out onto the tiny balcony. A rusting ladder, the fire escape, ran down the side of the building. She’d insisted on a room next to it, though she hadn’t expected to need it. She’d thought she’d lost them after Mainz. She pulled her sleeves down over her hands and reached for the nearest rung.

A second before she touched it, the whole ladder shivered. The snow on the rungs shook loose. With her arm still outstretched, she looked down.

The icy air seemed to freeze in her lungs. Through the swirling mist and snow, she saw a dark figure climbing towards her. From inside the room she heard another crash: the impact must have almost torn the chain from its housing. Perhaps someone had heard the noise, but she doubted it. She hadn’t seen another guest since she checked in.

She was trapped. Only one thing mattered now. She ducked back through the window, ran to the bathroom and locked the door. It wouldn’t hold two minutes, but perhaps that would be enough. Trembling, she perched on the edge of the bathtub and opened the laptop. In the bedroom, she heard a splitting crack as the chain finally gave. Footsteps ran in, paused, then headed for the window. That would buy her a few more seconds.

But not enough time to write – to explain. She reached behind the machine and turned on the webcam built into the lid. The light on the data card blinked as it established a connection; on screen, a new window opened with a list of names. She cursed. All of them were greyed out, dead to the online world. Probably still fast asleep.

Out in the bedroom, voices conferred for a moment, then approached the bathroom. A heavy boot slammed against the door, so hard she thought they’d kick it off its hinges. But the door held. She scrolled frantically through the names. Someone must be up. The light on the data card blinked orange and her heart almost stopped, but a second later the connection re-established itself and the light turned green. Another kick; this time the door buckled.

There. At the very bottom of the list, she found what she was looking for: a single name rendered in firm bold letters. Nick – of course he’d be up. A flash of misgiving shot through her, but more pounding on the door drove it out instantly. He’d have to do. She clicked the button next to his name to open a connection. Without waiting to see if he answered, she found the file and clicked SEND. The light on the data card flashed a furious pulse as it started streaming the information out of the computer.

Come on, she mouthed. She waited for Nick’s face to appear on screen so she could warn him, tell him what to do with it – but the box where he should have been stayed black, blank. Answer, godamit.

‘About 1 minute remaining,’ the status bar said. But she didn’t have that long. There was a small window behind the bath: she reached up and jammed the laptop into the opening. Her fingers scrabbled on the keyboard as she typed two brief lines of text, praying that the message would find someone. Another kick. She pulled the shower curtain across the bath to hide the computer.

The door smashed open. A man in a long black coat and black gloves stepped through the splintered frame and advanced towards her, the cigarette glowing like a needle in his mouth. Unthinkingly, Gillian tugged up the zip of her top.

Outside, a faint scream drifted down the street until the cold mist smothered it. Loose snow filled the footsteps outside the front door. The car drove away, the chains on its tyres clanking like a ghost. And on the other side of the world, a handful of pixels flashed up on a screen to announce that a message had arrived.



II 
The Confession of Johann Gensfleisch

The Lord came down to see the city, and the tower which mortals had built. And the Lord said, ‘Look, they are one people and they all have one language; and this is only the beginning of what they will do; from now, nothing that they propose to achieve will be impossible for them .. .’

God have mercy for I have sinned. Like the men of Babel I built a tower to approach the heavens, and now I am cast down. Not by a jealous god, but by my own blind pride. I should have destroyed the cursed object, cast it in the river, or burned it in a fire until the gold leaf melted off the pages, the ink boiled away and the paper charred to ash. But – beguiled by its beauty and its creator – I could not do it. I have buried it in stone; I will write my confession, a single copy only, and they will lie together in eternity. And God will judge me.

It begins – I began – in Mainz, a town of wharves and spires on the banks of the river Rhine. A man may bear many names in his life: at this time, mine was Henchen Gensfleisch. Henchen was a childish form of Johann; Gensfleisch was my father’s name. It means goose meat, and it suited him well. Our family’s fortunes had grown fat and he had grown with them, until his belly sagged below his belt and his cheeks drooped around his chins. Like a goose, he had a sharp bite.

It was only natural that my father’s financial interests led him eventually to the source. He became a companion of the mint, a sinecure which catered perfectly to his vanities. It gave him a pension and the right to march in pride of place on the St Martin’s Day procession, and demanded little in return except the occasional inspection of the mint’s workings. One day, when I was ten or eleven years old, he took me with him.

It was a black November day. Cloud had settled on the pinnacles of the cathedral, and rain pelted us as we scurried across the square. There was no market that day; the rain seemed to have washed every living thing from the streets. But inside the mint all was warmth and life. The master met us himself; he gave us hot apple wine, which burned my throat but made me glow inside. He deferred constantly to my father, and this also made me happy and proud (later I realised he ran the mint under contract, and hoped it would be renewed). I stood close beside my father, clutching the damp hem of his robe as we followed the master into the workshops.

It was like stepping into a romance, a sorcerer’s laboratory or the caverns of the dwarves. The smells alone intoxicated me utterly: salt and sulphur, charcoal, sweat and scorched air. In one room, smiths poured out crucibles of smoking gold onto guttered tables; through a door, a long gallery rang with pealing hammers as men on benches pounded the sheets flat. Further along, a man with a pair of giant shears cut the metal as easily as a bolt of cloth, snipping it into fragments no bigger than a man’s thumb. Women worked them against wheels until the corners and edges were ground into discs.

I was entranced. I had never imagined such harmony, such unity of purpose, could exist outside the heavens. Without thinking, I reached for one of the gold pieces, but my father’s heavy palm swatted me away.

‘Don’t touch,’ he warned.

A small boy, younger than me, collected the pieces in a wooden bowl and brought them to a clerk at the head of the room who tested each one on a small pair of scales.

‘Each must be exactly the same as the others,’ said the master, ‘or everything we do would be worthless. The coinage only works if all its pieces are identical.’

The clerk swept a pile of the golden discs off his table into a felt bag. He weighed the bag and made a note in the ledger beside him. Then he passed the bag to his apprentice, who carried it solemnly through a door in the back wall. We followed.

I could tell at once that this room was different. Iron grilles covered the windows; heavy locks gripped the doors. The moneyers, four huge men with bare arms and leather aprons, stood at a workbench striking iron dies like miniature anvils. The apprentice brought the bag to one of them. The moneyer tipped it out on the bench beside him, slipped a disc into the jaws of his mould, then raised his hammer and struck. A single blow, an eruption of sparks, then the die was popped open and the newly minted coin added to a fresh pile.

I stared. In the heavy lamplight, the coins gleamed and winked back perfection. My father and the master had their backs to me, examining one of the moulds through a lens. At the bench, the moneyer concentrated on aligning the gold blank in the die.

I knew it was wrong – but how could it be theft to take something that would instantly be replaced a hundredfold? It was like scooping a handful of water from the river to drink, or plucking a wild berry from a bramble. I reached out my hand. The coin was still warm from the impress of the die. For an instant, I saw St John’s embossed face in a reproachful gaze. Then he vanished in my clenched fist. I felt no guilt.

It was not greed – not for gold. It was a longing such as my child’s mind had never known, a lust for something perfect. I understood – dimly – that these coins would enter the world and be changed and changed again – into property, power, war and salvation – and all this would happen because each was a perfect duplicate, triplicate, replicate of all the others, members of a system that was unbreakable as water.

They were done. My father shook the master’s hand and offered some approving words; the master smiled hungrily and proposed schnapps in his lodgings. While he turned to say a few words to the moneyers, I tugged my father’s sleeve and pointed to the door, squeezing my legs together to imitate discomfort. He looked surprised to be reminded I was there. He tousled my hair, as close to affection as he ever managed.

I knew I had been caught the moment we stepped through the door. The clerk was standing behind the desk, the apprentice opposite, both staring at the balance in incomprehension. One pan lifted the velvet bag high in the air; the other sat immovable on the table, pinned down by a copper weight. I felt the lightness like a hole in my stomach – though even then, I marvelled at a system so precisely tempered that it could detect the absence of a single coin.

The master ran to the table. Angry words followed; the clerk lifted off the weight and replaced it, the scales swung, but the judgement remained the same. The moneyer was summoned and furiously protested his innocence. The clerk tipped open the bag and counted out the coins one by one, assigning each a square on his chequered cloth. I counted with him silently, almost believing that the missing coin might miraculously reappear. One row of ten crept across the table, a second followed, then a third and the beginnings of a fourth.

‘Thirty-seven. Thirty-eight. Thirty-nine.’ The clerk reached inside the bag and pulled it inside out. ‘Nothing.’ He consulted the ledger. ‘There were forty before.’

The clerk glared at the moneyer. The moneyer stared at the master, who glanced anxiously at my father. Nobody thought to look at me – but that made no difference. I knew that the all-seeing eye of God was upon me, could feel His angry gaze. Sweat trickled down into my palm. The gulden became lead in my hand, bearing down the full weight of my guilt.

My hand opened. Perhaps it slipped, perhaps I wanted to let it go. The gulden spilled out, dropped at my foot and rolled away. Five heads craned to follow it across the stone floor, then slowly turned back to me. One was faster than the others. A stinging blow hit the back of my head and knocked me to the ground. Through my tears, I saw the clerk bend down to pick up the errant coin, dust it off and place it lovingly in the final square of its row. The last thing I remember before my father dragged me away was seeing him lick his pen to record the outcome in the vast ledger at his side.

My father beat me again that evening, thrashing me with his studded belt while he damned my sins to everlasting hell. I cried readily – stoicism only made him angrier. But as I bent over the chair and stared into the hearth, all I saw was an endless cascade of gold gulden, each one a bright fragment of perfection.



III

New York City 
People used to have circles of friends, Nick thought: now they had lists. Thumbnail photographs tallied on a web page like a fighter pilot’s kills, or ladders of contacts displayed in real-time league tables of how recently you’d been in touch. Never mind how you felt: if you didn’t keep talking, your friends fell ruthlessly into social purgatory. Part of Nick found it unsettling, but he still used the programs. He was looking at one of those lists on the monitor in front of him now, at a green button flashing next to a highlighted name. The name had been anchored to the bottom of his list for months, down among the former colleagues, old classmates and vague friends-of-friends. But that didn’t begin to tell the story.

Gillian. Nick leaned back in his chair. His apartment was dark: the only light was the purple glow of the monitors on his desk, and at the opposite end of the room, an answering beacon where the unwatched television played a late-night movie. He’d longed for this moment for months: checked his cellphone, his voicemail, his instant messages and his different email accounts, even got his hopes up when the mailman came each day – a dozen ways to be ignored. And now here she was.

The cursor hovered over the green button, still flashing. Nick’s heart had kicked into overdrive. He took a deep breath to steady himself, tugged on the neck of his sweater to straighten it. He should have shaved. He clicked.

The scream ripped through him like a knife. His first thought was it must have come from the TV, but that was on mute. He waited a second for it to come again. Nothing. Had he imagined it? On screen, a grainy image had appeared in the window. It looked like wallpaper: a grey-white wall with small green Christmas trees stencilled on it. Or perhaps a curtain – the trees seemed to ripple and sway in front of the camera. The picture was so jerky it was hard to tell.

‘Gillian?’ he said to the microphone above his computer. ‘Are you there?’ He squinted into the camera. ‘Is this some kind of joke?’ A sourness began to spread inside him. He should’ve known it would be a disappointment.

But someone must be there. He heard voices – men’s voices – and some sort of commotion. Suddenly, the Christmas trees shot back. A man’s face appeared – dark Mediterranean features squashed like a potato where the camera lens distorted it, a glowing cigarette jammed between his lips. There seemed to be splash of blood on his cheek – perhaps he’d cut himself shaving. Nick could see brown tiles and a small bathroom mirror over his shoulder.

The man shouted something furious that Nick couldn’t understand, then reached forward as if to drag Nick through the window. The hand filled the screen, blurry and pixellated but so vivid that Nick pushed back from the desk in panic. Then the image went black.

Nick looked at the screen, dazed. The video was blank, but the message panel was still open. For the first time, he noticed the two lines of text that had come through underneath.



use this. bear is the key 

help me theyre coming



Beside it, a flashing icon showed that a file had been downloaded.

Naples, Italy 
The black Mercedes prowled through the cobbled streets. The morning half-light made the world a grim place: men and women in sober coats and suits scurried to work under the clouds, sometimes glimpsing their reflections in oily puddles. Cesare Gemato watched them from the back seat of the car, through tinted windows that made the world almost black. He liked this time of day, this season. He’d lived all his life in the shadows.

A sudden squawk of opera broke the silence in the limousine – a tinny Pavarotti singing Puccini through a mobile-phone speaker. Gemato’s grandson had changed the ringtone when his back was turned; for all his undoubted power, Gemato hadn’t yet found a way to undo it.

The young man sitting beside him fished a phone out of the calfskin briefcase on his knee, spoke a few words, then passed it to Gemato.

‘Ugo,’ he said. ‘Si.’ Gemato listened. ‘Good. You found anything with her? The book?’

He frowned.

‘Is it possible he saw you on this machine?’ Through the window, he noticed a young woman in a white raincoat pedalling hard on a bicycle. Black hair tumbled down her back; the wind blew her coat taut against her body.

‘Send it to our friends in Tallinn. Find out who, where, what this man knows.’

He ended the call and passed the phone back to his assistant. That was the problem with doing favours, he thought, even for someone he owed as much as his patron. There was always one more thing to take care of.

‘Get me Nevado.’

New York City 
Nick sat on the bench in the diner. His laptop lay open on the table, next to a sheet of paper and a vanilla milkshake in a stainless-steel shaker. At four in the morning the place was almost empty, but he liked coming here when he couldn’t sleep, liked the neon and chrome, the leatherette and Formica and the dollar-fifty bottomless cup of coffee. It felt authentic – though he knew he only thought that because a hundred Hollywood movies had perfected the fiction. Gillian had pointed that out to him.

Gillian.

He stared at the laptop. The Greeks who ran the diner weren’t so old-fashioned that they hadn’t installed wireless Internet when they noticed their customers drifting to the coffee shop down the street. Nick had been logged on for an hour, watching the screen with tired eyes to see if Gillian reappeared. Her name had leaped to the top of the list, but the icon beside it stayed grey, lifeless.

Last seen: 06 January 07:48:26

He sipped his shake. 7:48, that put her six hours ahead of him. Where was that – somewhere in Europe? What had she been doing there?

Help me theyre coming.

It had to be a joke. With Gillian, anything was possible. But if anything was possible . ..

Why would she go all the way to Europe to play a prank? He replayed the video in his head: the scream, the snarling face filling the screen, the hand reaching out to the camera. It hadn’t looked like a joke.

With Gillian, anything was possible.

And then there was the file she’d sent. He slid the printout across the table and studied it. He’d expected it to be the answer, some sort of punchline that would explain the whole charade. Instead, it only added confusion. There was no writing, just a black-and-white picture showing eight hand-drawn lions and bears in various poses: stalking, crouching, sleeping, roaring, digging, climbing. One of the lions sat up on its haunches and licked its jaws; it stared out of the page at Nick, holding his gaze, daring him to come closer.

Closer to what?

It must be something she’d been working on. But why send it to him? Was it valuable? Bear is the key. He’d tried clicking on the bears in the picture, but nothing happened.

He tried another tack. He opened the web browser and pulled up sites he knew she’d frequented, a sad lover drifting around his old flame’s former haunts. Blogs she’d posted on, forums she might contribute to. There wasn’t much. A review of a book he’d seen her reading not long before she left him; something about goldsmithing on a discussion board for medievalists. He tried to read it, but the words blurred in his brain. There was almost nothing since July, the last time he’d seen her. Was that a coincidence? Maybe it had affected her worse than she’d let on. The thought was strangely comforting.

Almost as an afterthought, he tried a social networking site he knew she’d used. Like a lot of people, she’d signed up, spent two weeks constantly updating her profile and cajoling her friends to join, then decided she had better things to do with her life. Nick had never known her spend any time on it since. But she must have come back to it quite recently. At the top of the page, in the space where users could upload pithy one-line commentaries on what they were doing, he read,

Gillian Lockhart 
is in mortal peril [image: image] 
(last updated 02 January 11:54:56)

Was that another joke? It was the sort of melodramatic overstatement she specialised in. But she also loved the slipperi ness of irony, things that were simultaneously true and not true. She teased you with possibilities but never gave answers.

Nick sucked the last drops of his milkshake out of the cup. The air frothed and popped in the empty straw.



IV

Frankfurt, 1412 
In my youth I saw two men burned alive. It was in Frankfurt, a day’s journey from Mainz. My father had some business there at the Wetterau fair and brought me with him, three months after the incident at the mint. He was in a merry mood, laughing with his companions at the hucksters and cripples who thronged the road. I laughed too, though I did not understand the jokes.

The crowd thickened as we reached the town square, but my father used his bulk and his staff to push through to the front so I would have an unbroken view. My eyes were wide with excitement, wondering what entertainment could draw such an audience. I hoped it would be a dancing bear.

The gallows stood in the middle of the square like the frame of an invisible door. Even at that age, I knew where it led. Bales of straw were piled underneath it. I wanted to cry but knew my father would not allow it.

Two sergeants led the prisoners out of the crowd. One wore a long black gown and a white mitre on which was painted a string of devils holding a banner that proclaimed ‘Heresiarch’, the Archbishop of Heretics. The other man was bareheaded, his skull shaved, his wrists and ankles chained together.

‘What has he done?’ I asked. 

‘This man was a mint master,’ my father explained. ‘He debased his coins, like a wicked brewer watering down his beer.’ He squatted down beside me and pulled out a gulden. He turned it in his fingers so that the gold faces winked at me. 

‘Who do you see?’

‘St John.’ 

‘And on the other side?’ 

‘The arms of the prince.’

My father smiled his approval. My heart glowed. ‘The saint and the prince. The power of God and the power of man. The two pillars of our world.’

He gestured to the mint master. The sergeants had manacled his hands to an iron hook in the crossbar, and were now trying to attach his chained legs to a second hook at the far end. One of the sergeants stood with the condemned man’s legs straddling his shoulders, while the other crouched and heaved from underneath. The crowd whistled and shouted lewd encouragements.

‘Against whom was his sin, Henchen?’ 

‘Against the prince, Father.’

 ‘And?’ 

‘God.’

He licked his fat lips and nodded. ‘If the coinage is not kept perfect – if even one grain of gold is missing – no man will credit it and God’s order will collapse. Even one grain,’ he repeated.

Up on the gallows, the two sergeants had finally managed to sling the mint master between the hooks, a carcass suspended from a spit. This would make him burn for longer before he died. The heretic was more fortunate: he was bound upright to a post, where the flames would quickly consume him. From this I judged that his crime was the lesser.

Bailiffs brought wood and tinder from the corners of the square and piled them over the straw. The sergeants sprinkled them with oil from a flask, making sure that some splashed over the prisoners. The magistrate stood on a box and read the charges from a great sealed scroll. I could not hear what he said, though my father took great pleasure repeating it to me. That the heretic had denied that Christ was the son of God and the Church was the path of salvation. That he had called for the Church to surrender its property. That he had summoned Lucifer himself in a black rite at midnight; mingled the communion wine with the ashes of stillborn children; fornicated on the altar and committed incest with his sister. It was hard to believe, looking at that mild-faced man with his pronounced Adam’s apple; but, as my father said, the devil delights in disguise. Perhaps I should have listened more carefully.

Clouds gathered; the wind rose. The torch in the sergeant’s hand grew brighter as the day darkened. The condemned men whimpered frantic prayers. The magistrate’s face went purple as he bellowed to be heard above the noise of beasts, bells and onlookers. The moment he had finished, he jumped off his box and signalled the sergeant to set the fire.

It took in seconds, racing over the piled wood and licking at the wretches above. The heretic died instantly, or perhaps fainted; the forger lasted longer. I saw flames tear open his shift where spots of oil had soaked in, almost as if the fire were consuming him from the inside out. Screams and the crackle of wood mingled with the shouts of the crowd.

I felt something strike my back and looked up. It was my father. His bandy legs were splayed apart, his eyes turned to heaven, his face burning with righteous glee as his staff rained down blows over my shoulders, beating the memory into me.

Later in my life I watched other men burn for their unnatural sins. And each time, a small part of my soul withered in sympathy.



V

New York City 
Even in New York the weather could get to you. Nick was woken by rain, ice-hard needles lancing against his window. He rolled over, clinging to the comfort of the last shreds of sleep for a few seconds longer. Until he remembered.

His eyes snapped open. The watch on his bedside table said ten to eleven, though the sky outside was so dark it could have been any time. No wonder he’d overslept. He swung himself out of bed and crossed to the open laptop on the shelf by the window. He’d left it running all night, the volume turned up in case she called again. There was nothing. He scanned the emails that had come in, not even bothering to delete the junk. Nothing there either. A dull pain began to throb behind his temples. He needed coffee.

He knew he was up too late the moment he saw Bret. His room-mate was sprawled in front of his computer in an easy chair, tapping a keyboard with one hand while the other dangled a limp slice of last night’s pizza.

‘What’re you up to?’

‘Captchas.’ Bret spoke through a mouthful of pepperoni. ‘This site gives you free porn for every hundred.’

When machines took over the planet, Nick thought, Bret would be their fifth column. He was a bottom feeder, a parasite nibbling at the Internet’s underbelly. Harvesting email addresses for spammers, bidding up prices in online auctions, advertising the benefits of dubious medications or, now, deciphering the distorted letters that websites used to block automated registrations: there was nothing Bret wouldn’t do for a few cents. If there was such a thing as an anti-Internet pressure group – Nick supposed they existed somewhere – Bret would be their Exhibit A. Nick still wasn’t exactly sure how they’d ended up sharing the apartment.

‘You went out late,’ said Bret. ‘Your pimp call?’

Nick went to the kitchen counter and flipped on the kettle. ‘I had a message from Gillian.’

‘Mmmm.’ Bret licked grease off his fingers and reached for the mouse. ‘Is she back in town?’

‘I think she’s in Europe.’ 

‘One hundred.’ Bret clicked. The letters disappeared, replaced on screen by a grappling pair of naked women. Their mouths hung open in frozen masks of delight. ‘She is nice.’

Nick splashed hot water over the coffee grounds, then decided he couldn’t face the wait. He’d get one at the store on the corner.

‘I’m going out.’

Bret waved. The pizza flapped in his hand like dead skin. ‘I’ll be here.’

Nick rode the A train to 190th Street and walked up Fort Washington Avenue. The rain had softened into a fine freezing mist that seeped down his collar into his bones. The last time he’d come here it had been midsummer, leafy trees shading the street and kids chasing each other with water pistols. He’d bought Gillian an ice cream from the Good Humor van. Now the trees were bare, the street empty. On the grey hill in front of him the stone tower of a medieval monastery poked above the forest, a fragment of a foreign place and time resurrected on the tip of Manhattan. The Cloisters museum. Beyond it, the slope fell away to the Hudson, the bluffs on the far shore little more than shadows in the mist. The bass roar of traffic crossing the George Washington Bridge lingered in the air like distant thunder.

The museum was all but deserted. Nick paid his admission and wandered across to a guide, a white-haired lady poised like a hawk to pounce on visitors. The brooch on her lapel tagged her like an exhibit: ‘PAM’. Manhattan, mid-20th century, possible Jewish origin. Her eyes gleamed as Nick approached.

He pulled out the picture Gillian had sent.

‘Do you recognise this?’

The docent’s gaze flicked over the page. Four lions and four bears stared back at her.

‘I don’t know.’ Nick could see her disappointment. ‘Maybe you should try Dr Sutherland.’

‘Where can I find him?’ 

‘Her. She’s probably in the Unicorn room.’ She pointed to the cloister through the open door. ‘Down to the end.’

The Cloisters was a strange place. A chimera, Gillian had called it: a museum stitched together from the dismembered pieces of other buildings brought over from the Old World. A Romanesque corridor leading to a Gothic hall, a Spanish chapel next to a French chapter house. Nick walked down the empty arcade, ducked through a twelfth-century doorway and entered a long, dimly lit room. Its walls were almost invisible behind the seven vast tapestries that covered them. A young woman knelt in front of one, examining the threads with what looked like a small torch. Above her, a horde of dogs and men with spears surrounded a unicorn, who had impaled one of the dogs on its horn. Its sad eyes brimmed with desperation.

Nick’s shoes squeaked on the polished floor and the woman started.

‘Dr Sutherland?’ She looked as though she’d stepped out of a black-and-white photograph: black hair tied back with a black ribbon, smooth ivory skin, a neat black skirt-suit with a white blouse buttoned close to the neck. The only colour came from her shoes, glossy red patent leather.

‘My name’s Nick Ash. I’m sorry to bother you . . .’ He hesitated. ‘I’m a friend of Gillian Lockhart.’ A blank. ‘She used to work here.’

‘Oh.’ An apologetic smile. ‘I’ve only been here since October. I don’t know . . .’

She sounded British. ‘Perhaps you can help me anyway.’ Nick unfolded the printout and passed it to her. He saw something flicker in her dark eyes. ‘I got sent this yesterday, sort of, um, mysteriously. I was hoping someone here could tell me what it is.’

She studied it for a moment, her lips mouthing silently. ‘It’s fifteenth century. Copper engraving by a German artist, probably of upper Rhenish origin. Datable to around 1430.’ She saw confusion on Nick’s face and laughed, embarrassed at herself. ‘It’s a playing card.’

‘Shouldn’t there be hearts or clubs or something?’ 

‘The lions and bears are the suit.’ She tugged a stray lock of hair back behind her ear. ‘Actually, I think it’s wild beasts. The number of the card is shown by the number of animals on it.’

‘You obviously know a lot about it.’

She shrugged, embarrassed again. ‘Not really. Art History 101 stuff. My research is more to do with animal symbolism. But these cards are famous. They’re just about the earliest examples of printing from copper engraving we have.’

‘Who made them?’ 

‘That we don’t know. Most medieval artworks aren’t signed, and there are no records for where these came from. Art historians call him the Master of the Playing Cards. There are some other engravings that we attribute to him on stylistic grounds, but the playing cards are the main thing that’s survived.’

‘Are there others?’ 

‘There are a few dozen that have survived in Europe. Mostly in Paris, I think. The deck’s very unusual: it has five suits, instead of the usual four. Deer, birds, flowers, men . . .’ She tapped the printout lightly. ‘And wild beasts.’

An awkward pause hung between them. In looking at the printout he’d crowded her, pushing her back so that she now stood in the pool of light cast by a stained-glass window high in the wall. The glass splayed a mess of colours across her chest like a wound. In his mind’s eye Nick saw the snarling face lunging towards the camera. He shivered.

‘Can I keep this?’ She held up the paper, watching him curiously. He hesitated.

‘Sure.’ 

‘I’ll see if I can find out anything more when I finish work.’ She nodded to the tapestry. ‘I should really . . .’

‘Right.’

Nick fumbled in his wallet and pulled out a card. Her fingers brushed his as she took it – slender and white, the nails daubed scarlet. She read it.

‘Digital Forensic Reconstruction?’ 

‘I piece things together.’

It was an old line, something to use when he wanted to seem interesting. Now it just sounded hollow.

On his way out he saw the guide again. Still without any visitors to enlighten, she was standing in the cloister, watching the rain trickle off the fluted roof-tiles into the garden. A stone saint on a pedestal watched over her shoulder.

‘Did you find Dr Sutherland?’ 

‘She was very helpful.’ He wasn’t sure if that was true. ‘But I wanted to ask you something. Have you been here long?’

She drew herself up a little straighter.

‘Seventeen years.’ 

‘Did you know Gillian Lockhart? She used to work here.’ 

Behind the glasses, her heavily shadowed eyes narrowed. She pretended to examine the sculpted saint behind him. ‘Is she a friend of yours?’

‘She was. I – I lost touch with her. I just wondered if you knew where she went after here?’

The guide swung back towards Nick, looking him firmly in the eye. Seventeen stern years of educating ignorance and dispelling error was channelled into her fearsome stare. ‘We lost touch with her too. I don’t want to be telling tales out of school, but in my opinion that was a darn good thing. Pardon my French.’

Nick tried to hold her gaze and found he couldn’t. Before he could think what to say, the trill of his cellphone gatecrashed the rain-pattered still of the cloister. The guide’s look could have turned him to stone. Blushing furiously, staring at the floor, he pulled it out of his coat pocket and flipped it open. He barely caught a glimpse of the incoming number flashing on the screen before he jammed it off. The phone went dead.

‘This is a museum.’ Her voice was possibly louder than the phone had been.

‘I’m just going,’ Nick promised. ‘But if you could tell me anything at all about where Gillian might have gone . . . Anything you know.’

The prospect of seeing him off was obviously too much to resist. ‘I heard she applied for a job with Stevens Mathison.’ She looked to see if it meant anything to Nick. ‘The auction house. They have a showroom down on Fifteenth and Tenth. I’m sure Ms Lockhart was just what they needed.’

Nick wondered what she meant, but didn’t dare ask.



VI

Mainz, 1420  
‘When Sarah saw her son Isaac playing with Ishmael, she said to Abraham: “Cast out this woman with her son; for the son of this slave shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.”’

The lector’s voice drifted out of the refectory. Through the arched door, I saw him reading from an enormous Bible spread out on a lectern, while rows of monks sat on benches and ate up their lesson in silence. I could only hear him intermittently, for out in the cloister the judge was giving his summary.

‘The fundamental question in the case before this court, the division of the inheritance of Friedrich Gensfleisch, is the question of precedence.’

Weak April sunshine made pale shadows on the cloister. In the dim arcades, the business of the monastery went on as usual around us. Lay brothers hurried about their chores. Down a passage, I could hear the rumble of a barrel being rolled to the buttery. But in the middle of the courtyard, all attention was on the judge. He sat facing us behind a table stacked with books which he never consulted. One hand rested in his lap and played with a rosary; the other stroked the fur of his robe as if it were still alive.

‘On the one hand we have the claims of the deceased’s children by his wife Elsa.’ He gestured to the bench where I sat with my brother Friedrich, my sister and her husband Claus. ‘Nobody would doubt that the deceased loved his wife, the shopkeeper’s daughter. Nor does anyone dispute that in willing his considerable estate to these three children, he was following the dictates of his heart.’

My father had died in November, his death sudden but not especially tragic. He had lived out his three score years and ten, vigorous to the last. So vigorous, in fact, that he thought nothing of getting out his leather strap to punish the chambermaid who had left tarnish on the silver. Rumour had it she was so fearful she waited a full ten minutes after my father collapsed before turning around to see why he had paused the beating. I had been away, but those who were there said they had never seen such a look of peace as they found on his face.

‘But the head must rule the heart, as the husband rules the wife and as Christ rules the Church.’ The judge rolled his gaze across to the other bench, where my half-sister Patze sat with her uncle and her cousin. ‘And that is why we must also consider the claims of the other party in this case, the deceased’s daughter by his first wife.’

My brother shot Patze a murderous look. She bowed her head as if in prayer.

‘Nobody disputes that Friedrich’s widow Elsa is a virtuous woman who grieves her husband deeply. But a shop built of stone is still a shop.’

This was a laboured play on my mother’s maiden name, which translated as ‘from the stone-built shop’.

‘Whereas it would be remiss of this court to ignore the character of his first wife. Can anyone forget that she was the daughter of a magistrate and the niece of a chancellor? Truly an ancient family. And this court has learned that in the spirit of service and obedience that characterises that family, her daughter Patze now intends to take holy orders and join herself to Christ in the Convent of the Blessed Virgin Mary.’

In a strange way, it reminded me of the way I felt when I learned my father died. An exhalation, a sense of something that I had never quite possessed being taken away from me. My brother was faster to react: he balled his fists so hard his nails almost drew blood.

‘In recent times much has been spoken of a changing order in Mainz. That the ancient families who have always administered this city’s liberties should share their burden with new men, craftsmen and shopkeepers.’ His face hardened in contempt. ‘In this city, we have always recognised and supported God’s order. But equally, we protect the humble and the lowly, as was ordained by Christ. For this reason, the court awards the house Zum Gutenberg, its furnishings and as much as may be necessary for a comfortable life, to the widow Elsa for the rest of her days. To Friedrich’s three children by her, out of respect for his affection for them, we award the sum of twenty gulden apiece. The rest of the inheritance we award, according to the laws of precedence, to his first-born, best-loved and most virtuous daughter Patze.’

He tapped his staff on the table, hammering the nail of his verdict.

I did not feel angry – not yet. I was twenty years old, and my future had been taken away from me. I had a lifetime to let my resentment bloom.

My brother Friele, thirteen years older and his future already more than half spent, felt it more urgently.

‘Bastard thieves. Whore-mongering, gold-grasping boyfucking Jews.’

In an alcove in the cloister, a brightly painted St Martin leaned off his wooden horse to offer a beggar his cloak. I said nothing. Friele had moved out of the house a year after I was born. In our case, the bond of brotherhood was a bar that fixed us at a set distance, no closer.

‘They’ve waited thirty years to get their revenge on Father for marrying a shopkeeper’s daughter. Now they have it.’

Since I had been old enough to understand why my mother spent so many days in the house, why our neighbours found other errands to run whenever she encountered them in the street, I had wondered why my father married her. In a lifetime calculated for his own profit, it was the one act that brought him no gain.

Friele’s face burned with baffled fury. I thought he might pull St Martin off his horse and smash him to pieces on the cloister floor.

‘Mother will live comfortably enough, and Elsa’s husband will look after her. I at least have made a small name for myself in commercial circles, where a man’s ability is valued more than his inheritance. But you.’ He looked at me with half-sincere concern, seeing, I suppose, a proxy for the war he was waging in his mind. ‘You have no wealth, no craft and no standing. What will you do?’

I was my father’s son – one thing at least I had inherited from him. I knew what I loved best.

‘I will become a goldsmith.’



VII

New York City 
The A train rattled through the tunnel somewhere under Harlem. Electricity flashed off the walls, tossing up images of dusty cables and rusting pipes. Nick tipped his head back against the scratched glass and closed his eyes.

Gillian was the only person he’d ever met on a train – probably the only person he could have. Mid-afternoon on the Metro-North coming back from New Haven, no one around except a few private-school kids and a family heading into the city for the theatre. She’d got on at Greenwich, and with a whole empty carriage to choose from had parked herself in the seat opposite him. He’d avoided her eye, a true New Yorker, concentrating extra hard on the laptop balanced on his knees. But Gillian didn’t let you escape that easily.

‘Did you know that “commute” comes from the Latin word commutare? It means “to change completely”?’

Straight in. Nick shook his head and stared at the screen. ‘Kind of ironic, don’t you think?’

Nick gave a non-committal grunt. It didn’t deter her.

‘Nothing ever changes if you’re a commuter. You take the same train at the same time, sit opposite the same people going to the same job. Then you come home to the same house, same wife and kids, same mortgage and retirement plan.’ She looked out the window, at the strip-suburbs sliding by. ‘I mean these places – Rye, New Rochelle, Harrison – do they even exist? Did you ever meet one person who’s been there?’

Nick vaguely remembered he’d been to an amusement park in Rye when he was a kid. ‘Not that they admitted.’

She bounced on her seat like a toddler. ‘You know what else you commute?’

‘A death sentence?’

She beamed. ‘Exactly. I’m Gillian, by the way.’ She stuck out a hand with exaggerated formality. Everything with Gillian was overdone, he found out later, a casual way of telegraphing her ironic detachment. Later still he realised it was a way of protecting herself. ‘You must be ...?’

‘Nick.’ He reached awkwardly around the laptop lid and shook her hand. She wasn’t beautiful in a Maybelline kind of way: her chin was too dimpled, her arms too long, her auburn hair unglossy. She looked like the sort of person who scorned make-up. But there was something in her that defied you to look away – an energy or an aura, a sense of possiblities. 

‘I’m not a commuter,’ he added. Feeling the need to justify himself.

She pivoted around and slid onto the seat next to him. ‘What are you working on?’

Nick slammed the laptop shut, then laughed awkwardly. Casting around, not knowing where to look, his eyes met hers. Green and brimming with mischief, staring into him without apology.

‘Would you believe me if I told you it was classified?’

She rolled her eyes, a give-me-a-break look that dissolved into a squeal of delight as she saw he was serious. ‘No way. Are you a spy?’

‘Not really.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Actually, I, um, piece things together ...’

The subway’s wheels screamed as it braked into Fourteenth Street station.

Nick followed the crush of commuters up to the street. The rain had started again, streaming down the steps so that he felt like a salmon battling up a leap. By the time he reached the auction showroom, two blocks away, he was drenched. At least he’d worn his good coat. Nobody else in the building seemed touched by the rain. All he saw were crisp shirts and sharply pressed pleats, as if these people inhabited a world where it was always seventy degrees and the sun always shone. A polished world of glass and steel and marble, if the lobby was anything to go by. A hard world. It seemed so unlike Gillian.

‘Can I help you, sir?’ The receptionist was a young man with floppy hair and rimless glasses, a trace of a European accent behind his English. His smile seemed to say that he was taking pains to put Nick at ease.

‘I’m trying to track down a friend of mine – Gillian Lockhart. I was told she might be working here?’

‘Let me just check for you.’

He tapped at the computer terminal on his desk. ‘Miss Gillian Lockhart. In our Late Medieval Manuscripts and Printed Materials department.’ Another tap. ‘She works out of our Paris branch.’

‘Does she have a phone number there?’ 

‘I can give you the showroom number.’ He took a fountain pen and printed a number across the back of a card. His cufflinks clacked on the desk as he wrote. ‘Of course you know you need to dial 011 for international calls.’

Nick glanced at the row of clocks mounted like trophies on the wall behind the receptionist. Four p.m. in New York, ten in Paris. ‘I guess they’ll be shut now.’

Another tap at the computer. ‘You might be in luck. They have an evening sale tonight. A manuscript of the Duc de Berry – it will be very popular. I would think Miss Lockhart should certainly be there.’

Nick went to a coffee shop across the street. His cellphone was switched off – had been since the museum. He turned it on and dialled the number on the card.

‘Stevens Mathison, bonsoir.’ A woman – not Gillian. 

‘Bonjour.’ That was wrong. ‘Um, is Gillian Lockhart there, please?’

‘Moment, s’il vous plaît.’

A Vivaldi concerto took her place. Nick tried not to think how much each note was costing him. What would he say to Gillian? Where to begin?

A beep from his phone alerted him to an incoming call. He pulled it away from his ear and looked at the screen. He recognised the flashing number, though it took him a second to realise why. It was his apartment. Bret?

The Vivaldi cut out; he diverted the other call to voicemail and whipped the phone back to his ear, just in time to catch a man’s voice asking, ‘Who is this?’

He tried to keep his disappointment in check. ‘My name’s Nick Ash. I’m trying to reach Gillian Lockhart. Your New York office said she might be working there tonight.’

‘Have you heard from her?’ The accent was British, refined. In the background Nick could hear the murmur of conversation and clinking glasses.

‘An email. She didn’t say where she was.’ He paused. ‘I’m actually a bit worried about her.’

‘So are we. We haven’t seen Gillian for almost a month.’ 

‘Do you mean she’s quit?’ 

‘I mean she’s disappeared.’

Again Nick saw the face lunging for the camera. Help me theyre coming. But that was only yesterday. ‘You said she’s been gone a month?’

For a moment all he heard was hiss, Atlantic waves echoing through the cable.

‘I’m sorry – who did you say you were?’ 

‘Nick Ash. I’m a friend of Gillian’s. From New York.’ 

‘You said you had an email from her yesterday?’ 

‘Uh huh.’ 

‘Well at least she’s alive.’ The British accent made it impossible to tell if he meant it as a joke. ‘Did she say where she is?’

Nick wondered how much to say. ‘It was very short. She sounded like she may be in trouble.’

‘Oh God.’ Again, the accent bleached all depth from the words. It could have been profound distress or simply boredom. ‘Have you called the police?’

‘I don’t really have anything to tell them.’ 

‘Well I did. Utterly useless. They told me young women wander off all the time. Said it was probably an affair of the heart – particularly when I showed them the photograph. You know how the French can be. Though speaking of our Gallic friends, the Duc de Berry is about to go under the hammer and I’m afraid I ought to be—’

‘Just one more thing.’ Nick rushed the words out. ‘Have you heard of the Master of the Playing Cards?’

The man sounded surprised. ‘Of course. Fifteenth-century German engraver. Those curious cards.’

‘Gillian mentioned him in her message.’ 

‘Did she?’

Nick hung on, waiting for another question. None came. 

‘Was she working on anything to do with the playing cards?’ he prompted. ‘Anything for sale or auction?’

‘I’m not aware of any new works by the Meister der Spielkarten to have appeared in the last hundred years. They certainly haven’t come through our door.’

Another pause. The waves crashed and rolled down the line.

‘I really must go and look after our customers. But thank you very much for your call. Do get in touch if you find out anything else. We’re all very worried for Gillian.’

It was only when he hung up that Nick realised he hadn’t got the man’s name. He swore and thought about calling back, but he had a feeling he wouldn’t get an answer. Outside, darkness had already brought a premature end to the short January day. He’d finish his coffee and go home.

Lying on the table, his cellphone suddenly glowed blue and let off a series of outraged beeps. ‘Seven missed calls, one new voicemail,’ the screen announced. He checked the numbers. All the calls had come from his apartment.

He ignored the voicemail and rang Bret. He picked up on the first ring.

‘Nick? Is that you?’ He sounded breathless, close to tears. ‘You need to get back here. It’s Gillian.’

Nick forced himself to be calm. ‘Did she call? Is she OK?’ 

‘Um, Gillian called, yeah. Listen, you need to get back here pronto.’

‘Did you speak to her? What did she say? Is she in trouble?’ 

‘Trouble? Yeah I’d say she’s in fucking trouble. It’s – listen, you can’t even—’ He broke off with what sounded like a sob. A second later: ‘Sorry. Just get back here now OK? And buzz me when you arrive.’

It took Nick twenty-five minutes. On a wet Friday night in the city there wasn’t a cab to be found: he ran almost the whole way. By the time he arrived outside the apartment building his wool coat was soaked through. He bounded up the stairs into the lobby, past the steel mailboxes and dimly lit buzzers.

Buzz me when you arrive.

But why buzz when he had his keys?

Nothing made sense, hadn’t since Gillian’s message arrived. Maybe if he stopped to think about it . . . But he couldn’t stop, didn’t want to think about it. He wanted answers. Everything else could wait. He punched the elevator button, then decided the stairs would be faster. He took them two at a time, past the startled faces of familiar, anonymous neighbours. He reached the third floor and pushed through the fire door.

The corridor was dark. He punched the switch on the wall. The low-energy bulb jumped into life with a buzz.

Buzz me when you arrive.

Why did Bret sound so panicked? What had Gillian said to him? What would he care? So far as Nick could tell, Gillian had never been any more to Bret than a redhead with nice tits.

Help me theyre coming.

And in the twenty-first century there was more than one way to buzz someone.

Afterwards, he couldn’t say why he did it – only that his world had gotten so strange that even the weirdest things seemed normal. Nick pulled the laptop out of his bag and flipped it open on the floor. This close to the apartment, it had no trouble connecting to his wireless router. He clicked an icon on the taskbar. A new program filled the screen.

Welcome to Buzz 
Call Message Video File Transfer

His contacts were listed underneath, Gillian still perched at the top.

Last seen: 06 January 07:48:26

No change. Nick scrolled down until he found Bret.

Last seen: Online Now

Feeling ridiculous kneeling on the linoleum
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