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		CHAPTER 1

			FIELD OPS

			I was laying cable on the south side of the altar, working by instinct now, rather than planning. There’s a point when the brain goes quiet and the hands take over. That’s the point I like. I felt the wires grow warm beneath my fingertips. They pulsed and trembled; once or twice they caught a gleam of color from the windows high above, and then a spark would seem to flash along their length. I’d move them one way or the other, depending which felt right.

			The tools of my profession can be beautiful, seen from a certain angle, in a certain frame of mind.

			So when Shailer called, “Watch this!” I didn’t look up straightaway. I swung the second braid of wire off to the left, put a loop into the third, then took the fourth and held it, searching for my next move. I sucked my lower lip. I could have guessed and got it right, most likely, but the rhythm had been lost, the sense of things had gone.

			I turned around, pretty sure I wasn’t going to like what happened next.

			Shailer was standing in the aisle. He wore baggy shorts and a long, sloppy T-shirt, which might have been the fashion back at home but left him with the look of a collapsing tent. He’d put a chalice upside down upon his head. It pushed his hair into his face. He grinned at me, waved, and started goose-stepping back and forth for all that he was worth. He raised his right arm. He sieg-heiled gleefully and bellowed in a dreadful German accent, “Lebensraum! Lebensraum!”

			I told him, “Cut it out.”

			“Lebensraum, mein Führer!”

			“Cut it out!”

			But it was my fault, I suppose, regardless of how inadvertently. Last night, I’d tried preparing him. I’d had him watch the newsreels, the old stuff, to get him in the mood, get him acclimatized—given the place we were, the history; a quick reminder of the power of thought en masse. What my old mentor Fredericks, in his pompous way, would no doubt call an Invocation of the Deity, for all that’s worth. Still, I’d been hoping it might resonate, set a few thoughts spinning where there’d probably been precious few before.

			Shailer hadn’t seen it that way. No, to Shailer, it had all meant something very different: a bunch of funny-looking guys in funny-looking uniforms doing funny-looking marches, much too long ago, and much too far from home to be of any interest now.

			Especially to him.

			He put his fingers up under his nose, the other arm still raised in a salute. It was more John Cleese than Hitler, to be honest, and perhaps not even that; more somebody impersonating Cleese, reality a dozen times removed.

			I stood up, crossed to him in six quick steps, and slapped him hard across the face.

			That got his interest, anyway.

			The chalice toppled from his head and clanged onto the floor. The echoes shivered; it was as if the whole church suddenly breathed in, scenting something was amiss within it. The hairs upon my neck began to prickle. I recognized that moment, knew it instantly. I glanced around.

			The going can get sensitive at this stage. Things get raw.

			Shailer stared at me, shock and disbelief caught in the slack O of his mouth, the water welling in his eyes. Then his shoulders tensed, his fists came up, his eyes went thin and hard. I waited for the rush of anger to die down. I told him, “Be professional.”

			His eyes stayed hard.

			I said, “You fool around on one of these, then we could both die. You, I don’t much care about. Me, I do.”

			His mouth squeezed tight. A muscle flickered in his jaw. I turned my back and walked over to the altar, giving him lots of time to jump me if he’d wanted to.

			He wanted to, all right.

			He didn’t try it.

			“Fetch the flask,” I said. I said it in a neutral tone. Business-like. I kept my head down, bending to the work. Footsteps on the stone floor. I heard him coming, closer, closer. He set the flask beside me. It was a thick metal container, like a strongbox with a socket in the top.

			“OK,” I said. “That’s our receptor. Once we’re done, we double seal it, just for luck, and walk away. I’m hoping that it won’t take long.”

			He didn’t answer. I was talking to myself. I linked the last few cables, showed him a third time how to do it, carefully explained it all, reciting from the manual. My heart rate was up. Breathing, too. The talking helped to calm me, normalize me once again. I like to stay cool when I’m working; no stray emotions, nothing to latch onto. It’s like a meditative process. I tried to focus on the task, to let that side of my brain come to the fore. Signs were, we’d got a pre-incarnate here. Tricky. Or worse. And Shailer was the last person I wanted with me. All right—to be fair, perhaps it wasn’t his fault he was such an idiot. But if it wasn’t his, I’d really no idea who else to blame.

		

	
		

			CHAPTER 2

			AMATEUR HOUR

			I’d put in a request. I’d typed it up and printed it and had it ratified the usual way, then sent it to the usual office by the usual means and waited to see who I’d end up working with. I’d made a number of provisos that seemed relevant, keeping them short and flexible. Firstly, I’d wanted somebody who spoke Hungarian, to ease things with the locals (though German would have done, or even French). Secondly, I’d wanted somebody with tech savvy, to make up for the bits I lacked. And thirdly, most of all, I’d wanted someone with a track record, who’d keep their cool if things got rough. Sensible requests, I’d thought. Nothing too weird, arcane, or difficult.

			Well, like they say: naught out of three’s not bad.

			There were a couple of ops I’d easily have chosen—even named them in the prelim—people I knew well and had partnered up with other times; a half a dozen more whom I’d have taken without qualms. But no. For reasons still unclear to me, I’d ended up with Shailer. Adam Shailer, barely out of college, barely off the trainee ramp. Shailer was special, I’d been told. “You want to work with him. Be good for you.” Shailer was—more emphasis, in case I hadn’t got it first time around—Shailer was special.

			I found out how special that first day, when I met him off the airport train in Budapest. I’d been in town a week already, doing recce, getting it all organized. He turned up wearing shorts, a backpack, and a T-shirt that read, Discipline Your Bitch. It had a picture of a cartoon dog with its eyes crossed and its tongue lolling out. I didn’t comment. I shook his hand and welcomed him to Field Ops, did my little speech. Cautioned and encouraged, like I always do with newbies. And then, halfway through, his phone rang.

			He didn’t say a word. Not even an excuse me. He flipped the phone out, checked the ID, put it to his ear.

			“Hey, bro. What’s happenin’?”

			“Hold it,” I said.

			He put a finger up like he was pressing Pause.

			“Yeah, that’s great. I love that . . . Christ, you guys are lucky. Nah, it’s like, backwoods here. It’s fucking Europe, man! Yeah, yeah . . . No, they don’t card you . . . Hey, really? You serious? Oh, she’s a skank, man! She is nasty . . .”

			He was laughing, chuckling with his buddy some four thousand miles away.

			A frat party. That’s what I’d landed. They’d given me a frat party . . .

			I let him finish off the call. Then I sat him down, stood over him, and gave him both barrels, full on: how this was work, and it was dangerous, and he had better take it seriously or get straight back on the airport train and get the hell away from me, right then and there.

			“Yes, sir!” he told me, shuddering to a salute. But I knew, the moment that I turned my back, he’d be giving me the finger. He was that kind of a kid.

			Shailer was connected. That’s what special meant. And I was treated to the lot, in full regalia.

			His phone kept ringing through the evening. It rang through dinner. When it didn’t ring, it did a little zing! to tell him he’d a text. Three times he stepped outside and made calls of his own. Once, I caught him calling someone “sir” and saying he felt “very positive about the whole enterprise.” This, presumably, was not a frat pal. I’d have liked to find out more, but once he saw me eavesdropping, the conversation dwindled into low grunts, yes’s, no’s, and one-word answers. Deliberate or not, I couldn’t say. But I could guess.

			Shailer was twenty-two and tipped for big, big things. He’d seen the future, and he’d seen his place in it.

			I only hoped I’d live to see it, too.

			In those days, they had mandatory six-month fieldwork for all aspiring Registry officers (it’s since been cut to two). No matter if you spent the rest of your career behind a desk, you had to do your time in field, to get a sense of things, and learn the business from the ground floor up. It didn’t necessarily amount to much. A few weeks in research, a bit of travel. But somehow, Shailer’d drawn the ace card here. And me, I’d drawn the joker.

			Someone was pushing him. Well, that was clear enough. Somebody had got him in on what looked like a major job—my job, as it happened, and I didn’t want him there. I didn’t even care just who had pulled the strings. Back then, I used to think about the work at hand and not a whole lot else. A failing that the coming years would only partly rectify.

			So in the evening I ran my little DVD, gave him a history lesson, talked a fair bit about psychic resonance, embedding, and the other concepts he should really have known inside out. I tried to show how each affected what we might find in the field, and how the right research—knowledge of place, culture, history, et cetera—could make a difference between whether you did well and stayed alive, or fucked the whole thing up and died.

			Shailer said, “So what we looking for, then? Hitler’s ghost?”

			That took me off my guard. For a moment, he was showing interest, and it was almost, almost a good question.

			“Not Hitler. Not just Hitler. Anywhere there’s been a surge of energy—mass emotion— maybe politics, religion, war, whatever. If it’s imprinted on the earth, or in a building, or some specific place. If it’s condensed, it could have turned into a pretty potent force by now. Dormant, usually, although the place itself’ll have a kind of air to it, you often find—a rep around the neighborhood. Good luck, bad luck, hauntings, all those kinds of things. Or maybe it’s a shrine, a place of pilgrimage. In this case . . . this one’s not so dormant. Which makes it interesting. And could be dangerous, as well.”

			Could be. Well, there were stories. Operators’ gossip. Talk that maybe the official line didn’t properly account for them, these gods we flushed from hiding, bottled up, and sold to run TVs and street lighting and fast-food joints. But I never got around to that. Because Shailer’s phone rang and he jumped up, and he was gone into the back room chattering and dropping names and jabbering about who knows what else.

			Which set the tone of it. Accordingly, I’d made him leave his phone at home today, a stricture that did not go down well, not at all. It was a long drive out to Esztergom, and he twitched and fidgeted the whole way, and even when we spoke, he never looked me in the eye.

			We set the cables around the church, a filigree draped over pews and taped to pillars like crawling silver ivy. It’s a spider’s web, a trap, a beautiful, beautiful trap. And to the target, it’s a funnel. There’s a gradient set off by the accelerating charges, a slope the victim tumbles down before he’s even half aware what’s happening. That’s if you’re lucky. The flask, right at the center. The containment unit. Insulated, self-sealing. You can run a city on the contents of a flask, they say. Just for a night or two.

			I walked around the circuit, checking everything. All the connections, all the boxes. Each box had a light. Each light was on. Shailer stood back, near the door. He kept his head down, watching sulkily from beneath his brows. When we were done I’d talk to him. I’d tell him at least part of what had made me angry. I’d be a father figure, stern but kindly; a mentor. Someday, anyway.

			“OK?” I said.

			He nodded.

			“Check again,” I said.

			He looked at me.

			“It’s not a game,” I said. “You go round, do exactly what you’ve seen me do. Every cable, every link. You need to know this. It’s how you stay alive. Got that?”

			He seemed to stick an instant, then started moving around the circuit, threading through the pews, into a side chapel and out again. I watched him for a few minutes to make sure he was actually doing it, then went back to the flask and double-checked the linkage there.

			I’d set it down right in the center of the building, right under the apex of the dome. Not strictly necessary, but it felt true, and proper. Like it would help. All the spatial elements in line. It’s almost an aesthetic thing. One part leading to another, everything joined up, everything combined.

			There ought to be a better way of doing it. Simpler, safer, easier. But no one’s found one yet.

			I picked up Shailer’s chalice, ran my finger around the rim; it was rough and bitten at. I put it on a bench. Glanced at Shailer. He hadn’t gone as far as I’d expected.

			“Problem?” I said.

			There was an echo on my voice, like calling down a well. That was new. An hour ago, I’d not heard that.

			Shailer looked up, shook his head.

			I made my own last checks and I was ready for the off.

			They’re tricky, pre-incarnates. You can gauge their strength, but not their will, and that’s what counts.

			It isn’t consciousness. Not in a sense we’d recognize, at any rate. Call it drive, want, lust. Will. In Shakespeare, lust and will are synonyms, they’re interchangeable. And that’s the way gods are, too, they say. Lust, and will. The longing of a million souls, tied up in a million prayers, or a million fears; one or the other. At that level, the two are pretty much the same.

			Plus, you’ve got whatever happened to be there to start with. Opinions are split on this. The official view is, all we’re dragging up are imprints. Worship at a certain site for long enough, you charge it up. The power gets compressed, like coal. But talk to anyone who’s done the job a while, you hear a different story. Operators’ gossip, like I said. And here’s the one big question when you’re on a site: why worship there to start with? Why this place, nowhere else? Don’t try telling me it’s urban planning, because it never is. In Canterbury, Lourdes, or Delos. There’s a reason. Go back far enough, you’ll always find a reason . . .

			“Done?” I said.

			Shailer didn’t look up right away. He was either very thorough, or else very slow.

			“Hey!”

			He eyed me. “Yeah . . . yeah. I’m done.” Then, “Looks good, far as I can tell.” He nodded, squared his shoulders. “We’re finished, right? Now we can go?”

		

	
		

			CHAPTER 3

			THE SUMMONING

			I ran the leads back to the main door. Ideally, I’d have liked a place high up, with a view over the site. There was a gallery, but the stairs came out halfway down the body of the church, no other exit. I didn’t trust it. Always leave a get-out. Behind me, across the forecourt, I could hear the generator chugging in the van, the firm, familiar pulse reminding me that there was still a normal, routine world outside, where people still did normal, routine things. Sometimes, caught up in the job, I found it all too easy to forget that.

			So I linked up the control box, set it on a table in the vestibule, pulled up a chair, and sat. My command post. I took a couple of deep breaths. Told Shailer to get out. There’s always a degree of risk. I didn’t like the guy, but I didn’t want him hurt. This wasn’t altruism. Just, I have a conscience, and when things go wrong that I can otherwise prevent, it tends to bother me. A bit of an impediment in life, perhaps, but never mind.

			“Watch from the van,” I told him. “Don’t come close.”

			“Yeah, yeah. Whatever.”

			Whatever. It grated on me. If that’s the level of the help, I thought, I’d rather be alone, thanks very much.

			Mostly it’s simple. Mostly you press the switch and wait. Maybe you’ll see it, maybe not. Assuming that it knows you’re there—sometimes they do—there’s a chance you’ll get some flack. But the currents are against it, and in theory you’re protected. In theory, like I say.

			I’ve known a few who weren’t. Carelessness, bad luck, call it what you will. Hendrikson got burned near Tromso, Norway, at a site long noted for its black metal connections. Burned literally, from inside out—they think it entered through his mouth and turned his lungs to ash. Teri Whitaker spent years in mental wards; a gifted op, but always a bit flaky, a bit out there. None of us would work with her. Or Wolsey. I’d trained with Wolsey. Smart, engaging, talented; at least until he’d started cutting chunks out of himself. And there were more. Too many more. But if you did it right, followed procedures, the likelihood was you’d be fine. Statistically, it came out safer than a long-haul flight, a fact which I remembered every time I took a long-haul flight.

			Safer. Not safe.

			I pressed the switch. I checked the meters, little rows of lights, low down, like measuring the volume of a symphony from half a mile away. There’s always a moment when you wonder if it’s going to work, if maybe this one time, you read it wrong, there’s nothing there. And suddenly, a spike. A single, rapid blip, then it was gone. Strange. Not strange enough to worry me, but still, enough to put me on my guard. I waited, looking for the next spike. But the lights weren’t climbing, just twitching in the lower levels. There was a noise, a kind of rasping, sawing sound. It had been going on a while, I think, before I’d grown aware of it. The hairs along my forearms tickled, rising in the sharp, electric air. I ran my hand over the back of my neck. I checked the meters. Still down. I could feel the thing, feel it like a living force. Except the instruments weren’t picking up.

			I stood. I took a few steps. I could see the nearer cables, taped over and around the pews. The system had been sound. I’d checked it through. Then Shailer had checked it. Everything working, everything right, except the reading wasn’t there. I gazed into the body of the building, wondering what to do.

			This was the danger point. The first charge would have roused it. For all I knew, it was no longer just a dormant entity. The next few minutes would be crucial. The attack, if it came, would be blind, but no less lethal if it caught me full on.

			I tried the meters once again. It was a pattern I had never seen before. The lights were bobbing up and down, almost to a rhythm, to a pulse. The outer rings were working. But the rings were meant to shuffle any local powers inwards, to the flask, moving through the levels, each ring hemming it in tighter, binding it and narrowing its choices. Closing it down, one step at a time, until the only option left would be the genie-in-the-bottle, right at the heart. With no three wishes to get out again.

			That wasn’t happening.

			There was a smell, the ozone smell you get at fairgrounds, mingling now with something older, sweatier and earthier. An iron smell. I peered into the gloom.

			The light moved over the altar, as if a shadow passed across the place, and then passed back.

			You get no training for a thing like this. There’s no procedure to fall back on. You hear the stories—ops’ gossip, passed around in bars and late-night drinking bouts, whispered to the new recruits like creepy campfire tales, sometimes with happy endings, sometimes not.

			If I was going to act, I had to do it now. That’s one thing I knew. Delay would make it stronger, and before long it would see me there and do something. Which I most definitely did not want.

			Alternatively, I could walk away. Or run away. Just say, It’s not my job. Let someone else live with the consequences, whatever they might be. I could do it; I could justify it, too. No question there. Avoid unnecessary risks. Company policy. Black and white, rules and regs, plain as day.

			The fault would probably be simple. A botched connection, a glitch in the circuit, fixable in minutes, maybe less.

			But I’d checked it. So had Shailer.

			I got my bag. Some tools, some spare parts. I wouldn’t have the time to do a full round, not before the whole place turned into an adjunct to the Nine Circles of Hell, but I could take a quick look. Maybe I’d get lucky. And I was not being heroic, not for a minute. It was still there in my mind to turn and run, and very, very soon. I’m all in favor of professional pride, but stupidity? No. Stupidity’s not in the contract, definitely not.

			I put the bag over my shoulder. Then, without making a real decision, I was there. I cut across the aisle. Hopped over a couple of pews, watching the wiring as I went, visually checking the connections. No time for proper diagnostics. The light changed overhead, flaring and then quickly darkening again. I ducked like somebody had swung at me. But there was no one there, nothing solid. Not yet.

			I jumped the rail into a side chapel. Shailer had been here. I’d seen him. There was a junction box. The green light shone a steady glow, all leads plugged in tight.

			And I moved out again.

			It was getting hard to walk. The place was slowing down, and every step was costing me an effort now, as if the air had thickened up around me. It was like pushing through a warm, clear soup. I reached out, and my arm left light-trails. I grew wings of light. It was hard to see all of a sudden. I had to concentrate, force myself to work out what was real and what was not. I came level with the altar, on the outer edge, and still I hadn’t found out what was wrong. There was a section where the cable disappeared beneath the seating. I didn’t even think about it till I’d passed by; it could have slipped and fallen under—perhaps I’d even put it there myself.

			Except.

			Except it wasn’t how I worked. It just wasn’t my style.

			I went back. There was a wind now. Newsletters and hymn sheets whirled around my head. I dropped down on my knees, reaching underneath the bench, feeling for the cable.

			It wasn’t linked.

			I had one end of the connection in my hand. And the circuit broke, right there.

			I groped around frantically after the other lead. I dove full length under the pews, squinting as the shadows swayed and shifted. My eyes were watering. I blinked, squinted. Then I had it. I reached out, grabbed the loose cable, pulled it towards me. The two pieces looked fine. Not broken, not damaged. They just weren’t linked up, that was all. I crouched there, stupidly, for maybe three, four seconds, trying to grasp just what was wrong, as if it were some complex puzzle almost beyond solving, one I could never hope to understand. Then something crashed down next to me and knocked me sideways.

			The pews were moving. Buffeted by an unholy force, they shuffled, rattled; the air was full of sound. An ancient wooden bench reared like a ship in a storm. I ducked aside, still clutching at the cables. A candlestick went flying through the air, twirling like a baton. And in the center of the church, someone—something—danced.

			It was a shadow. A shadow marked out by a whirl of dust and papers. Ten or twelve feet tall, its upper parts were almost man-like—a great head craning up from heavy shoulders, arms that flexed and twisted—but its hind legs were the hind legs of a beast. It strutted, foot to foot, stepping with a wild and joyous grace, which somehow in itself was terrifying: too smooth, too powerful, too utterly, insanely perfect.

			The air was hot. Now each breath seemed to burn. Movement became near impossible. I felt stifled, trapped: a fly in amber.

			The god leaned over and thrust his huge face close to mine.

			Not human. Eyes, nose, mouth—but not a human face. The nostrils flared, sniffing at me. They closed a moment, then opened, issuing a wisp of ghostly vapor. I could smell its breath, earthy and rotten; I gasped, inhaling some small portion of its essence, for at once my mind was full of—not memories exactly, but a sense of centuries long past, the turn of day and night, year on year, the scent of ancient woods, the stink of methane and of charcoal smoke. The sweat of armies tramping through the land. The rustle of the corn in spring, the rattle of the wind . . .

			I didn’t even try to stand. But something pulled me upright, and it seemed my every fiber strained to rise, tingling as if caught in a magnetic storm. All around, the pews shook, raging now like tethered animals. Cables snaked into the air, dancing in a whirl of light. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. The air rumbled and boomed. I held the cables in my hand. Pressed them together. Pushed the tab that slotted one into the other—

			I dropped. Smacked down on the tiled floor. Everything seemed suddenly to shrink. I felt myself just squeezing up inside. My eyes ached, my temples throbbed, a pressure burned through my sinuses, deep inside my skull, and—

			Boom!

			Like thunder, ringing off the walls.

			Then nothing. Silence.

			When I looked up, the air was full of snowflakes. Hymn sheets, papers, drifting down like snow. A soft, warm light slid through the western windows, touching on the far wall. The hour was late. A warm spring evening in rural Hungary. The air smelled fresh. I stood up slowly. Tomorrow, I would hurt. But for now, I felt only relief.

			The lights on the flask were blinking.

			I went over, tripped the second seal, then disconnected the container. Everything was fine. Everything was good. Just the clearing up to do. The cables to coil up and put away. The pews to move back into place.

			Flask in hand, I walked back to the doors. The sun perched red over the valley. I could see ducks on their way home to roost, an arrow in the pale blue dusk. I took a deep breath. Two deep breaths.

			“Shailer!” I called. “You’ve got work to do!”

			It was a long, long pause before he came out from behind the van.

		

	
		

			CHAPTER 4

			REFLECTED LIGHT

			I drove.

			“You should have called. I didn’t even know you had a problem in there—I didn’t know. How could I know?” He was trying to make a point of it. “I mean, like, if I’d known—if I’d known, I’d, y’know, obviously, I’d—”

			“What?” I said.

			“You know.”

			“No. Actually, I don’t. What is it you’d have done, exactly?”

			“ . . . well . . . something, anyhow. Something!”

			“You wouldn’t have known what to do. Leave it at that.”

			The roads were difficult at night. Sometimes wide and sometimes narrow; all unlit. And the local populace weren’t what you’d call predictable. Apt to take it in their heads to move their cattle or their farm machinery at hours when most people are thinking about drink or bed or telly. I got stuck behind a combine harvester for nearly twenty minutes, and I daresay I was lucky that it wasn’t longer. As it swerved into a field, the driver, wearing a Tyrolean hat, bowed low to me, as if to passing royalty.

			I kept on driving.

			Shailer said, “You went the wrong way.”

			“No.”

			“The sign said—”

			I kept on driving.

			Trying to sound friendly, he said, “You know a shortcut?”

			Budapest Ferihegy is the only airport I can think of named after a brewer. Apparently he owned the land. Still, it tells you something about Hungary, and why it’s one of the last fun places left on Earth.

			He said, “My flight’s tomorrow.”

			“Itinerary’s changed. Or will have, once I talk to the desk.”

			“My stuff’s at the hotel.”

			“I’ll have it sent on.”

			I thought he might have quarreled, played the outraged innocent. But I got him to the airport, and he stood there like a naughty schoolboy while I booked him on the next flight home.

			I left him there.

			We didn’t even say good-bye.

			The Hollywood Hotel, Budapest, comes just a few blocks and a few floors short of a good view, but otherwise it’s not so bad. It was nicely hushed when I got back. I took a shower, suddenly aware how tired I was. The water sluiced around me, steaming hot, and in its hissing seemed to whisper words I strained to understand, blurred sounds like the voices that you hear right on the edge of sleep; dream-voices, talking in forgotten tongues . . .

			I toweled off. It was a warm night, damp and muggy. The ceiling fan whirred in the bedroom. I got my razor, soaped my chin. I studied myself in the mirror, my lower face all lathered up like that. The eyes looked different, somehow: too dark, and too intense, their over-heated gaze trying to thrust itself deep into mine, probing for some secret knowledge, some lost meaning of which I myself was unaware. I took a razor to my stubble. Then I rinsed, went to the bedroom for some clean clothes. A fresh shirt felt good. I slicked my hair back. I contemplated going out to find a restaurant but decided not, and ate at the hotel. First the plum soup, cold and lilac-colored, almost like dessert, though not as sweet; then chicken, giant portions, crisp in fried egg batter, and a colossal salad. I could barely finish half of it. I drank a glass of white wine. Finished with a coffee and a shot of kevert. Across the room, a mirror ran the full length of the wall. I picked myself out among the other diners, studying my movements and gestures the way a man studies a pretty girl. How I raised my glass. How I tipped my head to one side, or leaned it on one hand, index finger up, the other fingers balled.

			“Is good?” the waiter asked.

			I hadn’t heard him coming. I was losing it a bit by now. Too tired. I ordered more coffee—strong, I told him—and a bottle of kevert to take away with me. Then I paid, tipped him generously, and retired to my room.

			It wasn’t a big room. Double bed, chest of drawers, small desk, a table by the bedside with a phone, glasses and decanter. Armchair. A full-length mirror on the wardrobe door. I sat down, poured myself a drink. A table lamp with an old-fashioned tungsten bulb stood on the desk; Eastern Europe still wasn’t especially green. I took the bulb out, removed the shade, screwed the bulb back in, and doused the main light. It gave the place a hard, unfiltered look; the shadows black, the paler shapes near drained of color. I set the lamp where I could reach it. Sipped my drink. I watched my image in the wardrobe door, sitting there, lifting its glass in time with mine. Someone was shouting in the street. I heard my heartbeat, loud and fast. My palms grew damp.

			I took another sip.

			Presently, the figure in the mirror set his glass down. He stood up, turning slowly left, then right, as if assessing things. One hand pulled vaguely on his shirt front, plucking at the fabric in a troubled, dream-like way.

			I, too, set down my glass. My chest was tight. I moved my hand, inching forward till it touched the lamp. He saw, and stared, trying to gauge my interest. I knew those eyes. I’d seen them in the mirror while I’d shaved. They held focus, and intent. His face creased up and seemed to fold back in upon itself, then sprang out like rubber.

			He put his hand against the inside of the glass. He bit his lip. Then, with slow determination, he began to push.

			Nothing happened. He turned his wrist, changing the angle, tried again. All at once, three small nubs seemed to float across the surface of the mirror, joined quickly by a fourth, a fifth.

			His hand was in the room with me.

			It looked so much like my hand—the same knobbed wrist jutting from the shirt cuff, long, slim fingers flexing in the warm night air . . . Out here. Here. Out in the real world.

			He pressed his face against the glass, flattening his nose and cheek. There was a brief resistance, then something gave. The mirror seemed to flow around him, slicking from his skin like mercury.

			He touched the frame, steadying himself. He raised his foot—the right foot, just as I’d have done—and stepped into the room.

			I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. I pushed myself back in the chair, one hand clutching at the lampstand.

			He sniffed. He sucked the air, tasting, measuring, evaluating everything.

			He made a half-turn to the door.

			And I was up. I swung the lamp. The shadows whirled. I hit him once across the forehead with the base, reversed it, smashed the bulb down on his skull.

			The room went white. I screwed my eyes against the light, and it blazed under the lids, burning, scarlet. The lamp was stuck somehow, embedded in the air. I pulled at it. I tried to twist it free and all I did was twist myself around it. The thing bucked, shook. A jolt of power shot up my arm. I yelled out. There came a crack like gunfire and I hurtled backwards, smashed into the wall, and slumped down, dazed.

			The room was dark. Quiet, dark . . . and cold.

			The traffic noise came first. Car engines, a million miles away. My arm flopped uselessly. My fingers wouldn’t close. I had to force myself to think, to move. A church bell rang, far across the city. There were footsteps in the corridor. Voices outside.

			The air grew warm again. I pushed myself onto my feet. I found my pocket torch, shone it about. The lampstand lay upon the floor. The mirror on the wardrobe was undamaged, and I paused a moment, staring at my own reflection, eerily underlit, but me this time, no question: me. I put a hand up to my brow. My image did the same. I pinched my cheek, I rubbed my nose. Stuck out my tongue . . .

			I checked the bathroom. Checked the wardrobe. Lightbulb glass crunched underfoot. I looked out into the corridor. An oldish man in hotel livery came tottering up, out of the dark, filled with reassurances: “Is no problem, yes? No problem.”

			“No problem,” I agreed. I went back to my room, sat on the bed, and poured myself a drink. I couldn’t keep my hand steady. The liquid dribbled down my chin, spotting my chest in small, cold drops.

			I’d blown out every light in the hotel.

			Not bad for one night’s work.

		

	
		

			CHAPTER 5

			IN THE STONE AGE

			Six years later, I was standing in my ex-wife’s garden, soaking wet.

			She asked me, “Where’s my frog?”

			“Your what?”

			“My frog! Is he all right?”

			I shook myself, and something like a chilled pearl slithered down my neck.

			“You haven’t asked how I am yet.”

			“You,” she said, “can take care of yourself,” and she turned from me to peer into the scummy water.

			Country life suited her. She’d put on a few pounds, it’s true, and she dressed plainly now, in jeans and sweaters, while her hair—no longer dyed—was clipped up in a practical way; but her skin was clear, her movements calm. So different from the women I saw in London every day, rushing from the tube to shops and offices and back again. So different from the way she’d been when we were married.

			“I’m wet,” I said, redundantly.

			Then I bent, too.

			A little reservoir of water tucked up in my pants broke suddenly and trickled down my leg. I wriggled, pulling at the fabric like a child.

			“So what’s he like, then?”

			“Who?”

			“Your frog.”

			“Big mouth. Long legs. Like a frog, you know?”

			“You’d recognize him if you saw him?”

			“Course I would.”

			“ ’Cause I think he’s over here.”

			Only the eyes were visible, two little studs tacked on the water-top, the body just a shadow under them. Which made him, I suppose, a bit wetter than I was. Although not by much.

			My life had changed since Budapest. I’d cut back on the fieldwork, for a start. I couldn’t face it anymore. It wasn’t that my nerve had gone, exactly, but it was close. I’d seen it happening with other guys over the years. They’d get so they were literally waiting for their own mistakes, wondering when they’d make that fatal bad move, that one, disastrous hesitation. Knowing it would happen. Not now, perhaps. Not this time. Not today, most likely not tomorrow. But next week, next year . . . Sometime soon.

			And maybe Shailer was to blame. Maybe. Except a good op checks before he throws the switch. He doesn’t let some jumped-up kid make all the final preps.

			So I’d changed roles. Talked about career moves and professional development. Made out I’d got a plan, when all I’d really got was fear and sleepless nights.

			I’d done office work, admin work. Run training courses. Helped write reports and policies and put proposals to committees full of CEOs and government officials, people whose names would vanish from my head almost the moment that I left the room. Even now, I was working—officially—signed in at the Sixteenth International Energy Symposium: Initiative and Innovation in a Global Economic Hegemony (rule of thumb: the longer the title, the more prestigious they assume it sounds). That was in Oxford. By lunch, I’d had as much as I could take. It was worth the half-hour drive to Moira’s place just to get away from all the buzzwords, the eco-babble, the frantic networking, the press and jostle of a hundred third-rate academics hoping to be talent-spotted for TV. My new role might have been safer, but it wasn’t always one that I enjoyed.

			I don’t see Moira often, and like she says, it’s almost always when it suits me, never her. So I’d felt vaguely guilty, turning up out of the blue like that. Guilty enough to want to make amends.

			“Got any jobs?” I’d said. “Anything needs doing? While I’m here?”

			She’d um’d and ah’d, then handed me a little plastic scoop, like a child’s seaside spade.

			“Pond needs clearing.”

			“Right.”

			And off I went.

			It was an easy job: skim the water, flick the muck—done in minutes, really, with just a few small rafts of algae, floating in the middle of the pool. “Leave them,” she’d said. But I was in full swing by then, and macho as they come. “Leave ’em and they’ll grow,” I’d said and leaned out, perching on the water’s edge, heedless how I’d slopped the muck around, heedless of the recent rains, the wet grass. I stretched. I reached . . .

			The bank just slid away.

			I’d gone in sideways, cartwheeling my arms. Couldn’t help it. Muck and sludge and goo all whirling up around me.

			Not a foot deep. Still, enough to ruin shirt, pants, and a brand-new twenty-five-quid haircut.

			I felt water squelching in my boots, like they’d just been dredged up with the freight from the Titanic. My nose was running. My handkerchief was just a sodden, dirty rag.

			“I’m stinking like a toilet here,” I said.

			“You’re stinking like a pond.”

			“Same difference.”

			As she led me back towards the house, she cast a look over her shoulder. “You know where the bathroom is. Just leave your clothes outside.”

			“You’re laughing at me.”

			“Not a bit. No. Not me. Well . . . Just ’cause it’s funny, I suppose, that’s all.” She grinned, made to hug me, then thought better of it. “Take your shoes and socks off outside. Out-side, right?”

			I sighed, a token protest. Then did as I was told.

			I sat, wrapped in Moira’s toweling robe, drinking Fairtrade coffee at the kitchen table, the washer humming with the promise of some clean clothes in an hour or two. It was a lovely kitchen, with a big, warm AGA and jars full of strange, edible items; a proper country kitchen, so different from my scruffy London cupboard.

			“Got a biscuit?”

			“I don’t buy that stuff now. You know I don’t.”

			“Bread . . . ?”

			She gave me a banana. “I’m wheat intolerant. I told you.”

			“Did you?”

			“Last time you were here!”

			I searched my memory, drew a blank.

			“That’s like . . . an allergy, yeah?”

			“Intolerance, not allergy. You are, too, I ’spect. Most people are, they just don’t realize it.”

			“Ah. Right.”

			And this, I suppose, was where it always started going wrong between us. She’d told me I was selfish, lazy in relationships, and maybe she was right. I held a lot of blame for why we’d split up, all those years ago.

			Moira, though—Moira was a crank.

			Crank diets, crank therapy, crank science—whole shelves filled with self-help books, schemes to help you sleep or eat or just to cheer you up, formulae she’d share with evangelical enthusiasm, and though I listened with a good pretense of interest, inside I’d find myself just switching off, no matter how polite I tried to be. And we’d part company, in more ways than one.

			“You’re in a Stone Age body, right? Old Stone Age. Human evolution’s slow. But what we eat—that’s changed at a colossal speed. As soon as they invented farming –”

			I sipped my coffee. Checked my watch.

			“Our diet’s mostly grains now. But we can’t process them. We’ve still got Stone Age bodies. Physically, we’re hunter-gatherers. Raw veg, fruit, nuts. A bit of meat. That’s our natural diet. See?”

			“Um.”

			“You know how you feel tired after eating?”

			I’m not tired, I thought. I’m hungry. It’s not the same.

			I don’t believe in premonitions. You only see them looking back, once the mind’s had chance to make up shapes and patterns, and give form to random data. And yet now, in retrospect, it seems those days were full of omens, all trying to tell me something, circling me like softly-whispered threats.

			The past, come back to haunt us. The ancient, Stone Age past.

			I should have paid her more attention, I suppose. From anybody else, I might have taken it and realized a basic truth: we can’t outrun the past.

			We can’t even outrun the present.

			Sometimes, though, we can make it smell a little sweeter.

			My clothes came out scented with lemon and vanilla. Nice. Better than pond water, at any rate.

			“Best wishes to your frog.”

			She kissed me on the cheek. It was a good try, but I still didn’t turn into a prince.

			“Take care,” she said. “You worry me.”

			“I worry me, as well.”

			And then I got into my car and drove away.

			It’s lovely country there. I drove back slowly, half my mind still snagged on the past: the Stone Age past, the past of elephants and hippopotami along the Thames, of standing stones and deer hunts and druidic rituals; the past of marriages and crazy jobs and many other things that started off in great hopes and then boiled down to something else entirely.

			Back in the conference hall, a man in a flamboyant yellow suit announced that we were “facing challenges mankind has never seen before, but facing them with courage, hope, and, best of all—with all the deep resources of our human ingenuity.”

			He had a great gimmick: his firm had found a fuel source in old diapers and what he carefully called “animal by-products.” The process was effective, but the stink from their plant brought so much flack they’d twice had to move premises.

			Later, I met a man who’d built a car that ran on chocolate.

			He showed it to me on his phone, a little, lightweight buggy whizzing round in circles on a bar of Dairy Milk.

			“Incredible,” I said. “Incredible, amazing. Thrilling. Astonishing.”

			Then I went home.

			It bothered me a little, seeing Moira. It always did. Part of my own, personal past I couldn’t get a handle on, a part that should have meant so much and somehow didn’t, yet which I’d never really left behind. It would have been much easier to say that we were friends, except it wasn’t that; we irritated one another, got on one another’s nerves, got angry with each other —and still kept meeting up.

			If it was friendship, it was the kind of friendship linked by mutual experience, a bond of history as much as anything. We had become like some old married couple, creatures of habit, comfortable in repetition, the difference being that we’d long since bailed out of the marriage.

		

	
		

			CHAPTER 6

			SEDDON

			“Expenses forms?”

			Derek didn’t answer me, just rolled the words around his prim, pink mouth, stretching the syllables exquisitely: “Ex-pen-ses forms . . .”

			“That’s what I said.”

			I jerked open another drawer, flicking through the papers.

			Nothing.

			“Seddon wants to see you.”

			“He can wait.”

			“My, my. I’ll tell him, shall I?”

			“Do.”

			“He’s got you for some secret mission. Very hush-hush. Don’t know the details.”

			I slammed the drawer shut, moved on to the next.

			“What you’re looking for,” he said at last. “They’re not there.”

			“Where are they, then?”

			“Oh . . .”

			I said, “They’ve changed the system again, haven’t they?”

			“Three weeks back. You got an e-mail.”

			“I didn’t.”

			“You got it, you just didn’t read it, that’s all. Not the same.”

			“This is ridiculous—”

			Derek pulled a haughty little moue, then made a show of clipping up his papers. He looked like an efficient vicar. “You got an e-mail,” he repeated. “It was ‘all staff.’ You couldn’t not have got it.”

			“I get a million e-mails. It’s all people I’ve never heard of, telling me not to contact them ’cause they’re on leave. How am I supposed to know which one’s important? Jesus—”

			“ ‘I’m too old, I can’t adapt, I want to die.’ ”

			“I don’t want to die. I want to put in my expenses claim like anybody else, that’s all.”

			“I’ll let Seddon know you’re here, shall I?”

			“Not till I’ve filed my expenses claim.”

			“And what would it be this time, then? Hm? Plane fare to Bangkok? Romantic night for two? More if you could manage it? Uh-hm?”

			“Conference in Oxford.”

			“Oh. Right.” He was silent for a moment. “Quickie with the missus, then. I see.”

			“Anything but, if you must know. And I haven’t had a quickie with the missus, as you so delicately put it, since we split up, ten years back.”

			“Oh. Oh dear. Tetchy, eh? Well, that explains it.” He gestured with his ballpoint. “They’re online, by the way. Expenses forms. You need to download the page for the day you’re claiming, right? Click Search and type expenses, hm?”

			I did.

			Derek said, “The clever plan is, you can send them off, it’s instantaneous, no waiting for the post, and everything gets sorted out immediately. Good, eh?”

			I grunted that it was.

			“But you don’t want to do that. That’s my advice. You send it off online, you get a message asking for receipts, which have to be stapled to the claim form. So essentially you have to print the page, then clip it to your paperwork and put it in the post, same as before. You’re really telling me you’ve not done this, in three whole weeks?”

			“I don’t get out much.”

			“Still. You want to put expenses in. They’ll take it off you fast enough in
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