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      On 30 June 1944, in an attempt to alter the course of World War Two in favour of Nazi Germany, an agent from the Occult Bureau
         of Heinrich Himmler’s SS tried to detonate a weapon of mass destruction in central London.
      

      
      Sixty‐three years later, he is about to succeed.

      
   
      
      
      
      
      Day Five

      
      
      
      
      
      
New York

      
      25 June 2007

      
      
      The hidden drawer opened at Robert’s first touch.

      
      For a split second the room seemed to twist and roar about him, buckling and cracking, as if the walls of the world were caving
         in. Robert raised his arms over his head, pushing his chair violently back from the desk, knocking it over onto the wooden
         floor. He stood staring at the drawer, breathing hard.
      

      
      Voices rustled at the edge of his mind: go no further, they whispered. Stop now.
      

      
      Hatred echoed around him. For an instant, he had seen a bloodless face, stark‐eyed and vengeful, floating in the darkness
         that had descended on him. A familiar face.
      

      
      ‘You’re dead!’ Robert hissed in anger.

      
      Outside the window was a fifty‐foot drop to the street below. There couldn’t be anyone there, and he was alone in the apartment.
         No one could be whispering to him.
      

      
      Robert slowly lowered his arms, peering into the darkness outside. Wraiths of mist swirled and eddied in random patterns.
         No apparition there now. He stood still, listening intently, blood rushing in his ears.
      

      
      The face was that of a man Robert had fought to the death, two and a half years earlier, a servant and soldier of the Enemy.
         The memory still haunted him, nightly, in terrifying flashes: trapped underground, a stark sense of loathing rumbling around
         him like slow thunder… For a moment Robert was back there, and he tensed again, ready to defend himself, fists clenched, feet firmly planted, hyper‐alert to his surroundings.
      

      
      Nothing. Silence.

      
      He’d seen pale skin, a halo of white hair, piercing eyes

      
      … it was a face he knew, yes, and yet it was different. There was something else to it that he couldn’t name.

      
      Robert brought his breathing under control, allowing himself to relax slightly.

      
      He let his eyes roam over the desk he had been working at, the abandoned workspace of dear, crazy, loving Adam, his friend,
         whom the Enemy had destroyed.
      

      
      His eyes returned to the hidden drawer, now open. Was this what Adam had wanted him to find?

      
      Robert and Adam had been friends at Cambridge University twenty‐five years before, rivals in love through the years since,
         co‐conspirators in existential games, mostly of Adam’s devising, colleagues and competitors in the international news business.
         They’d been two halves, perhaps, of a single man. Air and fire were Adam: spontaneous, daring, ungraspable; earth and water
         were Robert: grounded, reliable, unstoppable.
      

      
      Each in turn had sought and won the hand of Katherine, the blue‐eyed, raven‐haired penitent spy who was now Robert’s wife.

      
      There had been darkness over the decades. Adam had tipped over into madness in the 1990s, clawing his way back to the light
         with Katherine’s and Robert’s help. And throughout, they had been watched over by their mentor, a man charged with guiding
         them even when they rejected him: Horace Hencott, an Anglophile American and sometime academic, a wartime colleague of Adam’s
         grandfather. He was an octogenarian mage, the overseer of their individual psychic gifts, which each of them had denied, espoused,
         fought with, lost and regained over the years.
      

      
      It was Horace who had brought them to their darkest game nearly three years earlier, a contest with real risks and real victims,
         the one that had claimed Adam’s life. The Enemy had tried to detonate a doomsday device in Manhattan. Millions of lives had
         hung by a thread, millions more had faced unbearable suffering. Robert had succeeded by the skin of his teeth in stopping
         it, at terrible cost to others, and to himself.
      

      
      But, as Horace had said, the snake was never killed, only scotched. The Enemy had been angered, and would be back, working
         through new avenues, through new souls, aiming at new targets. It would have to be fought again.
      

      
      Robert, still agitated, stepped forward again to Adam’s desk. On either side were stacked the last of the files Horace had
         instructed Robert to go through after the events in Manhattan, seeking to understand just what Adam had been focusing on in
         the final months before his death.
      

      
      Robert was sure Adam had left a message, a series of clues. With Adam, there had always been one more game to play, one more
         riddle to dragoon his friends into solving, one more chance to organize a party, a scavenger hunt, or another shot at self‐discovery.
      

      
      Robert stood, hands on his hips, staring down at the most recent batch of papers and photographs he had been examining. It
         had been his obsessive project, as Kat had called it, part of the recovery process Horace had devised for him after 2004: track down and gather together
         all the research papers and writings Adam had accumulated over his years in London, Miami, Havana and elsewhere, as well as
         in New York. See what he had learned about himself, and about the Enemy. It was a way of making peace with Adam’s memory,
         and with the things Robert had done.
      

      
      Robert raised his eyes and peered into the hidden drawer that he had not noticed until this evening, until a glimmer of light, like a sunbeam reflected on water, had fallen on it
         repeatedly as he’d worked. A shard of ghost light, from God only knew where.
      

      
      Snatches of words formed in his mind: Mar… regret… Robert shook his head, dismissing them, banishing the last echoes of the vision. Focus.
      

      
      He reached inside the drawer.

      
      It contained a sealed envelope. As he took it out, the air grew colder around his neck and shoulders. Robert felt eyes upon
         him, and he shivered.
      

      
      The letter was addressed to him in Adam’s handwriting. Robert took a paper knife and slit it open.


      
      Dear Robert

      
      I cannot be saved. Forget me.

      
      But if you are reading this, it is because you have survived, which means that you were able to defeat the Enemy.

      
      Know this: If you defeated it, it will be back. It will try other ways to achieve its aims. It is patient, but it will never
            rest. And it will want revenge – personal, ad hominem, brutal revenge – against those who stopped it. It will come for each
            of you, to destroy you.

      
      Who is the Enemy? It is a single force, with countless names – a force of unspeakable evil, in this world and the next. It
            is otherworldly, but it works through beings in this life. There is one servant of the Enemy in particular, named Isambard,
            who is the most powerful of all. Expect him to come for you now. Creatures like Isambard are the instruments of hell in this
            world. They are drawn to suffering, seek to create more, feed and grow stronger on it, induce us to cause more of it under
            their tutelage.

      
      One force, many names.

      
      In your old neck of the woods, where you grew up, the Enemy’s servants are called the Lantern Men, the dark spirits with their mesmerizing lights who lure men to their deaths in the lonely,
            shallow waters of the Fens.

      
      In other times, in other places, its servants have been called the Clouded Mirror, the Shadow Brotherhood, the Fraternity
            of IWNW. This last – IWNW – is the name under which we met its soldiers in Manhattan. It refers to one of the places where
            the Enemy first won servants to its side: a priestly Egyptian city, later called Heliopolis by the Greeks, where spiritual
            masters first turned from the light, choosing instead the Enemy’s path to power: the infliction of suffering on others.

      
      The Enemy is all around us. It is alive to our every thought, yearning in every instant to dwell in the physical world, to
            incarnate in this life. It constantly seeks servants and victims, and it can reach us everywhere. It lives on our fear, our
            hatred, our cowardice, and feeds it all back into us, in a never‐ending cycle. In one sense, it is ourselves. We can never hide from it, not in the end. Even death may provide no sanctuary from it. It must be fought, again
            and again.

      
      Robert, you don’t know yet what you are. You have started down a road that must lead you back to your own people, to the gifts
            and nameless arts you were brought up to despise, to the powerful Fenland witches, to the cunning men and wise women from
            whom you spring, and from whose world you were always shielded.

      
      Go back, to go forward.

      
      I’ve set aside some historical records, some potential discoveries and troubling anomalies for you to peruse. In part they
            concern my own family: my grandfather Harry Hale, whose rooms I occupied at Trinity College; and his brother, Peter Hale.
            The good people of the Club of St George, off Fleet Street, will provide my papers to you, on receipt of a note from me (enclosed)
            and a suitable code word. The word you must give them is the name of your favourite weather event.

      
      There is a date to be mindful of – June 30, 2007. A full moon, and a ‘blue’ moon in London, the second in the month. I don’t
            know why, but I have seen it.

      
      My love to Katherine, always,

      
      Adam

      
    

      The letter, finally, was what Robert had been looking for. He smiled tightly at the choice of password. Georges. That was typical of Adam. Georges was the name of the hurricane that had been raging near Miami on the night when Katherine had chosen Robert to be her second
         husband. In succession to Adam.
      

      
      He put the letter back in its envelope and stowed it in his jacket pocket. June 30, 2007. Five days away.
      

      
      Katherine would be driving over to Adam’s old apartment building shortly to pick Robert up. He stared out into the darkness,
         defying the mist to form again into the face of a dead man. Nothing. He turned out the lights and went downstairs.
      

      
      She didn’t come.

      
      Puzzled, Robert wondered if she could have forgotten. It would be uncharacteristic. He called her cellphone, but it kicked
         over to the answering service. Could she have parked instead in the building’s underground garage? She’d done so before, though
         not since winter… After standing in the street for 10 minutes, he went back inside and took the elevator down, to see if she
         was there.
      

      
      An unnatural, bone‐numbing chill exuded from the concrete floor and pillars of the parking garage, and Robert’s breath formed
         a cloud in the air before him. The smell of motor oil pricked at his nostrils. Water dripped from a leaking pipe. Again, he
         felt himself watched. He scoured the shadows of the cavernous underground chamber, hairs raised on the back of his neck, nervous
         and wired, looking for his wife. The car was there, but she was not. It was one o’clock in the morning.
      

      
      Overhead, a neon light began to buzz and flicker, then went out.

      
      He heard a footfall behind him. His eyes strained to pierce the blackness.

      
      ‘Kat?’

      
      Just beyond his field of vision, at the very edge of perception, Robert could feel someone drawing closer, the air thickening
         behind him. He felt heat at his neck, by his ear, in his face, like breath, soft and warm.
      

      
      Robert, he heard. Come to me. An image formed in his mind of a childhood scene, parents and cousins and grandparents, in black and white… he realized
         it was a photograph, one he had glimpsed as a boy. The family he had never known, the ones he had been kept away from. Margaret …
      

      
      Instinctively he ducked. He felt air displaced above his head, something heavy, right to left. A body crashed into his, and
         Robert lashed out with his elbow. He heard a cry as boots scuffed the concrete floor behind him with a metallic echo. Then
         his kidneys exploded with pain, and Robert dropped to his knees.
      

      
      There were two or three of them. No words spoken. He heard the click of a flick knife opening. Robert rolled to his right,
         ducking his head, his heart hammering. In the darkness, he collided with a pillar, hitting it hard with his shoulder. He used it to lever himself upright, hands up above his face, fists formed, his back to the concrete column. He
         couldn’t see his attackers. But he was too angry to be afraid.
      

      
      A steel‐capped boot slammed into the pillar beside him, and Robert stooped instinctively in the blackness, grabbing the ankle
         and twisting it hard to his right. A shriek of pain rang out and a body hit the floor.
      

      
      Robert felt a hand grab his hair, and a fist drove into his solar plexus. He fell to the ground, his chest in spasm, straining
         to breathe. He was thrown onto his back.
      

      
      Then the darkness thickened, and he knew nothing more.

      
      
      
      
       
 

New York

      
      Later that day

      
      
      Robert forced himself to move. Gritting his teeth, he made one more effort and drove himself upright in the hospital bed.

      
      A jagged, jarring musical phrase shrieked in his mind, over and over again, as his head swam and waves of pain consumed his
         body. Electric guitar. Words he couldn’t grasp. Something about a helter‐skelter ride.
      

      
      Katherine. Where was Katherine?

      
      His left arm gave way at the elbow. Tubes and sticking plasters tugged at Robert’s skin as he wrestled to right himself. His
         chest was burning, and through pain‐clouded eyes he saw that blood had seeped through his dressings, making a pattern on his
         flesh. Barbed lines.
      

      
      Blackness rimmed his vision, and a shrill, piercing note grew louder and louder in his head until it threatened to split his
         skull. Robert saw nurses descending upon him, forcing him back down. John, he heard. John Doe. John Doe’s awake…

      
      ‘My wife! I must see my wife!’ he shouted, struggling.

      
      Out of the corner of an eye, he saw a syringe being readied, adjustments being made to a drip‐feed.

      
      ‘Don’t sedate me!’ he roared at the top of his voice, oblivious to how it sounded to those around him. A shriek? A croak?

      
      One of the nurses leaned closer, her lips forming words: ‘Where is she?’

      
      ‘I need to get out of here.’

      
      
      ‘There’s no way…’

      
      The room swam. When it came back into focus, a doctor in her forties was leaning over him, and Robert realized he was flat
         on his back again.
      

      
      ‘Sir? Sir. We need to know your name. What is your name?’

      
      ‘Where’s Katherine!’

      
      ‘Katherine?’

      
      ‘Where’s my wife?’

      
      ‘What is your name, sir? We don’t know who you are. We don’t know about your wife. No one was with you when you were brought
         in. You had no ID. You were found in the street. Do you understand? Your name. Tell me your name.’
      

      
      Robert fought a sudden, narcotic rush, as whatever drugs they were giving him kicked in.

      
      ‘Robert… I have to get out of here.’

      Her words were fading, the room receding.

      ‘You’re not going anywhere, Robert. You’re
         lucky to be alive.’
      

      
      Hate, he heard, in whispers around him. Hate crime…

      
      Minutes or hours later, he came to. A deep ache filled his body. He was made of lead, sinking into the bedsheets, incapable
         of moving.
      

      
      The jangling, shrieking guitar began again. Something about an endless spiral, going round and round. What was the song? What
         did it mean?
      

      
      He saw himself running endlessly up spiralling steps, reaching the top of a fairground slide, sliding down, reaching the bottom,
         climbing again to the top, spiralling down on a kind of rough, thick hessian mat… It was a visit to the fair in Peterborough:
         towering pink candyfloss and sticky, sweet toffee apples… a gypsy fortune‐teller who frightened and fascinated him, her dark long hair falling in a thick coil over one
         shoulder… He was maybe six years old. Other worlds, suspended rules, out past bedtime… sharp electric and neon lights in the
         dark night, and across from the fairground, over the river, the silent white towers of the cathedral, unmoved, unmoving.
      

      
      The song faded.

      
      He had to get up. Christ, Katherine. Where was she?

      He braced himself, then lifted a leg. His stomach and chest screamed at
         him. Despite new dressings, he could see whatever had been cut into his torso had bled again.
      

      
      ‘Nurse!’

      
      He shouted at the top of his lungs.

      
      ‘Help me!’

      
      A woman with kindly eyes in a floral topcoat came to check on him.

      
      ‘I’m checking myself out,’ he said. ‘Now.’

      
      ‘I don’t know if you…’

      
      ‘I can do it, and I am. Please unhook me, or I’m taking all this gear with me.’

      
      Katherine was not at home when he got there. He’d hoped against hope that she would be. Her cellphone was still off, or out
         of range.
      

      
      Now, head swimming, staring at himself in the mirror of the bathroom, Robert saw what had been done to him, and understood
         the whispers: Hate crime. Hate.

      
      His attackers, the ones he feared were now holding Katherine, had carved a symbol onto his chest.

      
      It was a Nazi swastika.

      
      Anger and revulsion rose in his throat. Then he let out a defiant roar.

      
      ‘I know who you are!’ he shouted. ‘You can’t have her!’

      His vision blacked over. Holding onto the bathroom sink to keep his
         balance, Robert struggled to stay conscious.
      

      
      Police. But…

      
      He’d learned from Horace that the authorities could often make things worse. That some things were simply not understood…

      
      He was too weak to try reaching out to Katherine mentally. The skills he had developed, since learning of his true nature
         in the summer of 2004, were beyond his reach right now.
      

      
      It had been a shattering thing to learn.

      
      Robert was heir to a powerful tradition he had been brought up to shun, that of the East Anglian nameless art. There were aunts and uncles who possessed the power. But seeking a better life for him, one free of superstitions and dangers
         from another age, Robert’s parents had brought him up to disbelieve in all such things, to unwittingly bury his own nature.
         He was to be no witch. An unknowing psychic of immense potential, he’d grown up a rationalist, a deep sceptic, a practical,
         earthbound soul.
      

      
      In 2004, Horace had lifted the scales from his eyes, forcing him to undergo an awakening of his gifts so strenuous that Horace
         himself, the old man had said, could not have survived it. Without Robert’s forcibly ignited powers – through seven ordeals
         in as many days – they would have been unable to defeat the Enemy.
      

      
      Then afterwards, the great array of powers – bursts of great physical strength, the ability to bend fragments of time and
         matter to his intention, a capacity to see into the very stuff that he and the world were made of – had abandoned him as quickly as they had come, and had since only returned in fleeting and mercurial snatches.

      
      He chose to call Horace. But before he could do so, his cellphone buzzed. It was Katherine’s number.

      
      Robert snatched the phone up.

      
      ‘Kat?’

      
      There was no one there. He looked at the phone again. It was a text message, all in capital letters.

      
      STOP WHAT YOU ARE DOING OR SHE IS DEAD.

      
      Below the letters was a hyperlink. It opened up a video clip, which loaded quickly to reveal the old converted brick warehouse
         in the Red Hook neighbourhood where Adam had stored his papers, a few hundred yards from Robert and Katherine’s own Brooklyn
         apartment. The camera zoomed shakily to the top of the building, just as two figures in black, their faces masked, threw a
         figure off the roof into the street below. The figure wore a red summer dress, the one Katherine had been wearing the previous
         day. The figure had long black curly hair, like Katherine’s. The clip ended before it hit the ground.
      

      
      ‘No!’

      
      It had to be a mannequin, someone else in her dress. Anything.

      
      Robert frantically called Katherine’s number. Answering machine.

      
      ‘If you hurt her, I will hunt you to the end of this world and any other stinking hell that you crawled out of,’ he shouted.
         ‘Do not hurt her!’
      

      
      A wave of pain broke over him. Robert poured all his will‐power into staying upright, remaining conscious, fighting.

      
      He made his way into the living room and looked out across Brooklyn towards the warehouse. He could see nothing on the roof now. He and Kat had binoculars in the house, but in
         his current state he couldn’t reach the shelf where they were stored.
      

      
      His thoughts came in jagged spurts. Could he drive over there? He had no car, it had to be still at Adam’s place. Unless the
         kidnappers had taken it. Run? He could barely walk.
      

      
      He forced himself to focus. They wanted leverage over him. It would make no sense to kill her, or their leverage would be
         gone. It was all in the threat.
      

      
      Robert pulled his clothes back together as well as he could and strode to the elevator, mind filled with purpose, painkillers
         in one pocket, unused as yet. He didn’t want to numb his mind. He marched through the lobby and out to the car park, past
         their empty parking space, into the street.
      

      
      It was a humid, overcast day. The Manhattan skyline was almost invisible in the haze. Robert pounded along the stone‐flagged
         streets of Red Hook, past derelict, weed‐choked lots and nineteenth‐century warehouses given over to garden centres and art
         studios, theatrical stores and community groups.
      

      
      Sweating and cursing, he came to the building he had seen in the video clip. The camera had been pointing at the south face.
         If there were anything… He looked up at the roof. They had to be long gone, the video had to have been shot while he was still
         in hospital… Robert scoured the grounds where she would have fallen. Nothing. He found nothing. No witnesses, no one to ask.
         Katherine was nowhere.
      

      
      As he walked back, his mind racing, he called Horace. He had to, though the old man had almost entirely shunned him for the last year. Robert didn’t understand why, or what he had done to merit the sudden frost. But he remained Robert’s
         only mentor, the only one he could turn to. A retired academic and sometime businessman, Horace had been in the OSS, the predecessor
         of the CIA, during the Second World War. There couldn’t be a more hard‐nosed mystic in existence, yet a mystic he was.
      

      
      
      
      
       
 

London

      
      25 June 2007

      
      
      Horace Hencott stepped away from the noise of the black‐tie cocktail reception at Australia House and slipped out onto a quiet
         balcony where he could talk.
      

      
      Gazing down at the great curving thoroughfare of Aldwych in the cool evening air, Horace drew in a deep breath and slowly
         expelled it through his lips, clearing and calming his mind. The final days of a cycle begun decades earlier were finally
         at hand.
      

      
      ‘Tell me what happened, Robert.’

      
      Horace listened carefully to his protégé’s account.

      
      ‘You must get to London.’

      
      ‘No. I have to find Katherine.’

      
      ‘You will not help Katherine by looking for her in New York. You’ll help her by getting on a plane to London, going to the
         Club of St George, and finding the material Adam described to you. They will only give it to you.’
      

      
      ‘Katherine…’

      
      ‘All roads lead to England in this matter. She is a tough girl, she can look after herself. I’ll try to track her, but you
         have to follow the trail that Adam has left for us.’
      

      
      Robert was angry now.

      
      ‘Horace, I need to find her.’

      
      ‘There are flights tonight. Get moving. Immediately.’

      
      ‘Where are you?’

      
      Horace ended the call.

      
      ‘Trust me, Robert,’ he whispered to himself.

      
      Horace put away the cellphone in the inner pocket of his dinner jacket, made for him at Poole’s on Savile Row in the early 1950s, and looked out bleakly into the London night.

      
      If Robert realized Horace was in London, not in New York, he would in all likelihood refuse to get on the plane, and go on
         looking for Katherine in America. They couldn’t afford that.
      

      
      At last, soon, there would be resolution. Down below, on the site of a holy well at the very heart of London, past and present
         would braid and unbraid, and redemption would be possible. But redemption for whom?
      

      
      Already Horace could feel the gathering storm. His adversary was out there, yearning to complete the game, dying to live again.
         Horace turned the name over in his mind, pronouncing it in the French fashion, as he had heard it from the creature’s own
         mouth, in Paris in 1944. Isambard. Eezahmbar… The cold green eyes. The colourless accent. The close‐cropped white hair.
      

      
      Horace could see, and he could not see.

      
      He knew that Isambard was coming back. He knew that a knot in time, one that Horace himself had helped to tie sixty‐three
         years ago, was starting to unravel. He knew that the consequences were terrifying if the knot tore apart, and he knew he didn’t
         know how to stop it.
      

      
      He knew, too, that things he bore in private shame – decisions he had taken as a younger man, in desperate times, with little
         experience – were at long last forcing their way to the surface, like splinters ejected from deep under the skin. The past
         was no longer to be buried or denied.
      

      
      There was a man called Peter Hale. There was a woman called Rose. Ghosts, both, of his service in World War Two. A time of
         fear, of betrayal, of lost love. A time of victory so costly as almost to kill the victor.
      

      
      Snatches of piano music and cocktail chatter wafted from the reception out into the night air. Horace looked down at Aldwych,
         and into history.
      

      
      The Thames had lapped closer in Saxon times, when the Strand was the shore, and west of the River Fleet a dozen streams and
         rivulets had run across the marshy land below him, where traders and their families had made their homes, outside the walls
         of the crumbling Roman city that had been Londinium.
      

      
      Lundenwic, the Saxon settlement had been called, more than a thousand years earlier.

      
      Saxon… a glimmer of hope flashed across the dark, and faded before Horace could grasp it. He screwed up his eyes in frustration.
         There were dead zones in the landscape of what was to come, places he couldn’t see, powerfully shielded and camouflaged. They
         were to do with Robert’s past, and with his own, and for all his power and skill, accumulated over many decades, Horace couldn’t
         penetrate them. Saxon… he marked the sensation, noted it, let it go.
      

      
      Looking closer in time, Horace saw the medieval bridges over the Aldwych streams, in the area then sometimes called London
         Fen, leading up from the Thames to the meadows of Holborn. One creek ran into the Thames at the bottom of what was now Essex
         Street, a stone bridge over it built by the Knights Templar in the time of Edward III; another stream joined the Thames between
         Catherine Street and Wellington Street; a third, called Ulebrig, later the Ivy, joined the great river at Cecil Street.
      

      
      He saw the streets stretch and grow as time flowed, the streams and springs covered over and forgotten except in names: Holywell
         Street, a narrow road of bookstores and inns; the wooden houses of Wych Street, slums around Clare Market in the time of Dickens,
         torn down in their turn at the start of the last century to make way for the elegant crescent of Aldwych as it now stood.
      

      
      Though the streams were gone, two islands remained, surrounded not by rushing water but by torrents of motor traffic, each
         graced with a church: St Clement Danes, resting just east of Australia House, also built above the sacred spring; and St Mary‐le‐Strand,
         where a maypole had stood, an echo of London’s pagan past, until as recently as the eighteenth century.
      

      
      Horace scanned backwards and forwards again, looking for the crack in time, the point when time slipped.

      
      It was a faculty that had come with painstaking progress, achieved over more than fifty years since leaving the OSS, towards
         the ultimate goal of all those of his kind: Horace sought the prize known as the Great Work.
      

      
      To achieve the Great Work was, simply, to attain a fabled state of consciousness, a perspective both in time and outside it,
         both individual and universal, that gave transfiguring powers to whoever achieved it. It was the most powerful, most dangerous,
         most transformational state a human being could achieve. It was to be sought for only one reason: to benefit one’s fellow
         man. Although Isambard had taken another route…
      

      
      Horace was close to achieving the Work. He also knew that he would never attain it without a final ordeal; and he saw that
         the ordeal was about to begin.
      

      
      He looked away from his inner world out again onto Aldwych.

      
      Then he saw the crack in time, and the world shattered. Horace saw what might have been, what might still be.

      
      All was black, covered in cinders.

      
      London a smoking ruin. South‐east England a grey, ash‐strewn wasteland, as far as the eye could see.

      
      Two emaciated men, twitching and shrieking like hyenas, clothes ragged and torn, their feet unshod, ran up a slope of blackened
         bricks where St Catherine’s House had once stood. They were pitiful, insane. Fleeing something. One turned and hurled a brick
         in defiance at unseen pursuers, shouting incomprehensibly.
      

      
      Horace looked for the source of their fear. Then he saw it, edging slowly past the ruins where St Clement Danes had stood,
         creeping from the remains of Fleet Street onto the devastated Aldwych. A platoon of soldiers in black uniforms, pointing their
         rifles edgily at the piles of rubble, advanced slowly towards the men, nervously scanning the pestilential, boiling horizon.
      

      
      The two fleeing men hurled more bricks, taunting them, perhaps trying to draw them towards their location. Perhaps just mindless
         with hunger, or pain. Horace heard a northern English accent, perhaps Tyneside.
      

      
      There was a burst of sub‐machine‐gun fire. One of the men hollered hoarsely and fell dead, blood spurting from chest and throat
         wounds. The other screamed as his legs shattered beneath him.
      

      
      The troops stopped firing. The platoon leader surveyed the scene through binoculars, then signalled instructions, and they
         moved on in the direction of a blackened, devastated Trafalgar Square.
      

      
      The wounded man’s cries grew shriller, then slowly weaker. He was calling for his mother.

      
      The soldiers’ armbands and helmets bore the mark of the swastika.

      
      A hand fell on Horace’s shoulder, jolting him from the appalling vision.

      
      ‘There you are! Ready to go down to the basement?’

      
      Horace’s companion, who had joined him on the balcony, was a high‐ranking diplomat at the Australian High Commission. Horace’s
         purpose in attending the reception had been to visit the waters of the holy well below Australia House, which were never shown
         to the public.
      

      
      Horace breathed hard, trying to compose himself.

      
      ‘The basement?’ He tried to banish from his mind what he had just seen. ‘Yes, yes, of course.’

      
      Horace stepped back into the reception, shaken and afraid.

      
      
      
      
      
       
 

New York

      
      
      Back at the apartment, Robert’s body went into spasms. Vomiting, then dry heaves.

      
      How could he get on a plane? He could barely drag himself to the next room.

      
      In his distress, he tried reaching out mentally again to Katherine.

      
      Nothing.

      
      Then, through sheer effort of will, he hauled himself into the shower, protecting his chest wounds as best he could, and rinsed
         the sweat of fear from his body.
      

      
      When he had finished, doubting Horace even as he trusted him, Robert dressed and called a car to JFK.

      
      
   
      
      
      
      
     
Day Four

      
      
      
      
      
      London

      
      26 June 2007

      
      
      The Club of St George lay in the warren of lanes south of Fleet Street once known as Alsatia, home to the Whitefriars monastery
         in the Middle Ages, a place of sanctuary for those fleeing persecution, then later a lawless, violent den of criminals where
         seventeenth‐century officers of the law had feared to set foot.
      

      
      More recently, in Robert’s time, it had been a centre of the newspaper industry, the place where he had cut his teeth as a
         reporter at the international news service GBN; though that, too, was now all gone, removed to the Dock‐lands.
      

      
      There was no plaque on the door of the modest, understated house on Whitefriars Cut, and Robert, who’d headed there by train
         and taxi straight from the airport, took several minutes to find it, just as he had on his first visit, nearly seventeen years
         before. On that occasion, he’d been attending the private premiere of a play put on by Adam, and he’d sat next to Katherine
         in the audience. She had been married to Adam for barely a year at the time, working at the Foreign Office in London after
         some stints abroad, and she’d been nursing her husband through a period of penury and depression, his work as a freelance
         foreign correspondent drying up after a disastrous tour in Central America. She’d helped him complete the play, which they’d
         first worked on together in university days.
      

      
      The play had been Adam’s way of presenting to a limited, learned audience some research he and Kat had done, benevolently watched over by Horace, on Sir Isaac Newton’s secret alchemical work. But in true reckless form, Adam had incorporated
         into the production a real Newton document he had been entrusted with, of such secret contents that as soon as he began to
         read from it, scuffles had broken out. There had been fist fights, and unidentified members of the audience had tried to steal
         the document. Items of scenery had caught fire, and an actress had been badly burned. It had tipped Adam into a breakdown,
         eventually ruining his marriage to Katherine, and leading him to break with Horace for several years.
      

      
      Now Robert hoped for a happier outcome, and a quick one.

      
      A towering Sikh attendant let Robert into the marble‐flagged foyer of the Club of St George and, after hearing the nature
         of his business, led him into a comfortably appointed library to wait while further enquiries were made.
      

      
      ‘Would you care for coffee, sir?’ the doorman asked.

      
      ‘I regret I have very little time,’ Robert said.

      
      ‘You’ll be seen shortly, sir.’

      
      Robert set his mind on Katherine. Thinking dulled the pain. He’d get whatever information Adam had left, walk ten minutes
         to the Waldorf Hotel, get a room, go through it… it would lead to Katherine, one way or another. To the people who had her.
      

      
      ‘Mr Reckless?’

      
      An older man who reminded him of Horace appeared at the library entrance. Kindly eyes, stocky build, a vigorous man in his
         seventies.
      

      
      ‘Reckliss. With an I.’ It was a correction Robert had spent his entire life making. No, I’m not reckless. Not me. He wondered if Adam had left instructions to mispronounce his name, just to taunt him one last time.
      

      
      ‘I apologize. Mr Reckliss, would you be so kind as to come with me?’
      

      
      ‘Where to?’

      
      ‘To the safety deposit vault. Thank you for the letter from Mr Hale. He says I am to ask you for a certain word …’
      

      
      At the hotel, Robert opened the file and began to remove its contents, sitting on the bed and placing the items before him
         in a semicircular array. He examined them one by one. He felt sure they would make a pattern. He couldn’t see it yet, but
         he had to. Katherine needed him to.
      

      
      There was a black‐and‐white photograph, taken somewhere in France to judge by the shop signs, and dated on the back 1943, showing a man in civilian clothes identified as Harry Hale‐Devereaux, next to another man, also in civvies, whose face was
         scratched out. On the rough paper where the features should have been, someone had drawn a swastika in blood‐red ink.
      

      
      Robert placed a hand on his chest, tracing the wound in the same hateful shape, willing the raw pulsing to stop. Blackness
         fringed his field of vision.
      

      
      There was an undated note, in Adam’s hand, titled Anomalies and fragments.

      
      There was a Frank Zappa CD, with the name of a song circled in black on the track list.

      
      There were eyewitness accounts, official reports and photographs of a particular incident in World War Two – the explosion
         of a V‐1 flying bomb on Aldwych in 1944, just a few yards from Robert’s hotel, near where Fleet Street joined the Strand.
      

      
      There was a Sotheby’s catalogue from 1936 for an auction of papers belonging to Sir Isaac Newton.

      
      There was a DVD, its label identifying it only as a transfer from a reel of old Super‐8 movie film, which was also included, packed in a yellow‐and‐red cardboard box marked Steeplejack.
      

      
      Robert picked up Adam’s Anomalies note and read it.
      

      
      
         – there will be a defector, one who for decades has been preparing to cross from one side to the other.

         – there is a shadow over London.

         – these locations make no sense: Temple. St Martin in the Fields. St Nicholas in the Fields. St James. St Julian. Abbotsword.

         – the key lies in a children’s song. I can hear its cadences but cannot grasp it.

         – best to keep the window closed, or you can catch your death.

         – the past can be healed. But it can also be poisoned.

         – London Fen. Time and place elide.

      

      
      Robert picked up the CD. Guitar was the name of the album, with the third track on disc two, entitled ‘But who was Fulcanelli?’, ringed in black ink. He
         listened to it with impatience – a meandering Frank Zappa live guitar solo, quite dreadful to his ears, less than three minutes
         long, with no lyrics. He played it again, several times over, hitting back each time it ended. He let his mind wander, treating the music as a kind of white noise.
      

      
      The guilt never left him. To be a killer. To have failed his friends. He owed Adam, and Adam’s lover Terri, debts he could never repay. Could he have
         saved them?
      

      
      In the final fight in Manhattan with the servants of the Enemy, it had come down to this: a sacrifice was necessary. Robert
         had been prepared to give himself, to die to save others. But it had not worked out that way. Terri had saved Robert’s life,
         giving her own to do so. And Adam… destroyed from within by the Enemy’s corrosive poison, riddled through with its hatred, holding out till the very end but
         unable to break free of the grip it had established on him, Adam had asked Robert to kill him…
      

      
      And in order to defeat the Enemy, to help Adam take it down, Robert had done so. Asking to die instead, Robert had killed,
         and been allowed to kill.
      

      
      How to atone? How to even think about what he had done?

      
      Was it enough, as Horace had told him, to become all that Adam could have been, to become fully himself, to follow his gift
         to wherever it led him? It didn’t feel like enough. It could never be…
      

      
      Stop. Robert shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. He forced himself to focus on the task at hand.

      
      He popped the CD out of his laptop and inserted the DVD.

      
      Scratches on the old film writhed across the screen, like hair‐thin snakes trapped in the projector lens. Countdown numbers
         appeared, and then, captured in the lurid colours of 1960s film stock, a tough‐looking man in his late forties or early fifties
         appeared, grey‐haired with a military moustache, and the assured vowels of the pre‐war British landed gentry, sitting in an
         armchair. A caption said the film was of Harry Hale‐Devereaux, Adam’s grandfather.
      

      
      He was speaking with an interviewer, someone off camera.

      
      ‘Who was Peter Hale, you ask? Well… He was my brother. A troubled soul. Someone I thought I could trust, though he turned
         out to be a monster. A devil…’
      

      
      
      
      
      
       
 

Paris

      
      1919

      
      
      It was a world of dresses and shoes and trousers, chairs and tablecloths: a garden in Paris, adults in their summer finery,
         Peter Hale a small boy flitting among them, rapt in his own private games.
      

      
      But suddenly he was plucked up to adult face‐height in his mother’s arms, the crucifix around her neck glinting, and he was
         introduced – no: shown, demonstrated – to a moustachioed man with piercing eyes who called him jeune homme, or was it young man,or junger Mann, and he was told the man was a great – something wondrous and slightly unreal, something exciting and forbidden, made frightening
         by the cold depths of his eyes – a great sorcerer? Sorcier? Zauberer?
      

      
      A name was pronounced, of that he was sure: Isambard. And at the moment of its utterance, Peter grabbed the crucifix and pulled it from his mother’s neck, breaking the delicate
         chain, and then suddenly burst into tears.
      

      
      Everyone said his mother was a beauty, even those who spat at her name.

      
      Maman had been a country girl, the story ran, a country girl who’d run away to the city. She’d been an actress and dancer in Paris,
         in venues high and low, worked in cabarets, lived the Bohemian life.
      

      
      She’d made the mistake, they said, of going home to visit her ailing father at his farm on the Marne in 1914. When the invasion had come, she’d been raped by a German soldier, and
         an enfant du barbare had been born. A barbarian’s child, a thing of horror, born in 1915.
      

      
      Welcome to the world.

      
      How could he forgive her? How could he not?

      
      After the war, as Peter was brought up in Paris, a kind of cocoon formed among his mother’s old acquaintances, within which
         she found more social acceptance than elsewhere, at least to her face. Despite the names he was sometimes called on the street,
         he was doted on within this small circle of his mother’s literary and artistic friends. There were parties, salons, a social whirl, half‐glimpsed ceremonies of a kind he didn’t understand. There was sometimes happiness.
      

      
      But there were also anomalies in the story.

      
      In return for a generous but mysterious stipend, for example, he was made to attend German‐speaking schools. Yet he learned
         never to speak the language in his mother’s presence. She could not bear to hear it.
      

      
      His nameless father, Peter came to feel, was watching always, from afar. He was a sinister presence, yet one he deeply longed
         to know. The rapist. His creator.
      

      
      In the early 1920s, a new man began to appear with regularity at his mother’s side – never quite with full predictability,
         but with greater assiduity as her health worsened.
      

      
      He was a wealthy Englishman, an aristocrat, a dabbler in business affairs, a man of the world. The little boy understood things
         perfectly: le bon milord Hale‐Devereaux was married, but not to maman; he had a family to which he owed his primary duty, with his own son, Harry; nevertheless there was tenderness towards this second family, that of the mistress, the ailing artiste and her lonely son, whom other children mocked and who would very soon be an orphan.
      

      
      When maman died, a seemingly simple transaction took place. Young Pierre, already known as Peter at the German schools, became in 1924
         young Peter Hale‐Devereaux, charity case, adoptive brother to Harry, and adoptive son to the grand milord Hale‐Devereaux of Poldhu, and there was an end to it. He was henceforth an Englishman, to be raised in the great Hale‐Devereaux
         household, tutored in the language, and damn lucky too. Right thing done all round. No fuss required.
      

      
      Troubled young Peter, who could do dark things with his mind, who never forgot the German and the French languages and always
         felt like a cuckoo’s egg in an alien nest, grew himself a carapace of Englishness that in time formed a perfect veneer on
         the outside, and a plausible story to tell himself on the inside: you belong. You are from this land. You are an Englishman,
         all stains wiped away.
      

      
      Yet always, and still, he was an outsider, an alien to his own family, an inconvenience, an embarrassment. He was a charity
         case. There were shameful words for what he was, words whispered behind his back, looks exchanged in his presence that spoke
         always of a dreadful secret in his very origins, that said: don’t let him come any closer, remember his stain.
      

      
      To be a bastard was one thing. To be what he was, was unspeakably worse.

      
      And so it began as a kind of revenge.

      
      Peter had known from an early age that he could see further, or deeper, than other children. If he concentrated really hard, or got very angry, he had found, he could make accidents happen to others. One child who had tormented him because
         of his origins, Peter had caused to be scalded with boiling water. Another he had made fall from an open window and break
         his arm. He had only ever told his mother what he could do, and she had made him promise never to tell another living soul,
         and never to abuse what he had discovered.
      

      
      ‘You have been given a very special way of seeing, because God loves you very much,’ she had said one sunny afternoon in the
         Luxembourg gardens, after taking him to see a marionette show. ‘God will be angry unless you use it for the good, and maman will be angry too.’
      

      
      ‘What happens if I don’t use it for the good, maman?’
      

      
      ‘The hurt we do to other people rebounds upon us, mon petit chou. And the more we think we get away with things in this life, the more we must pay in the next.’
      

      
      ‘Do you believe in hell, maman?’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes. And in those who serve it.’

      
      ‘And what is the good?’

      
      ‘Well…’

      
      He heard her think, as clear as a bell, her gaze settled on him with a look of love so intense it hurt: ‘To survive …’
      

      
      But she said nothing for several moments, her eyes clouding with emotion.

      
      ‘The good is to treat others as you would like to be treated yourself… even when you are not treated that way.’

      
      ‘Why, maman?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t torment your mother, Pierre. Those are enough questions for one day.’

      
      She had never answered the question to his satisfaction. No one had.

      
      Pulling the crucifix from his mother’s neck was Peter’s earliest memory. For some reason, he’d felt he was saving her, though
         in later years he was sure his action had caused her death. He’d blamed himself for it ever since.
      

      
      
      
      
      
       
 

Cornwall

      
      1928

      
      
      The decayed wooden cover over the shaft was hidden by autumn leaves, and when thirteen‐year‐old Peter Hale put his foot down,
         it cracked like balsa wood, opening a sudden void beneath him. Peter fell, banging his nose and wrist on the edge of the shaft.
         Then down he went into the darkness, a fall that lasted for endless terrifying minutes in his mind, the world above narrowing
         to a small circle of light. Semi‐stunned, he landed like a sack of potatoes in a flooded tunnel at the bottom. The wind shot
         out of him, and for a few moments he panicked as his lungs gasped for air, his heart hammering, blood roaring in his ears.
      

      
      ‘Peter!’

      
      His brother Harry’s voice sounded far away, in a distant world. The water was freezing, and it was up to Peter’s neck. In
         agitation he gulped in a huge lungful of air, then another, and tried to stand, but his right leg wouldn’t move properly.
         He felt cold and numb at once, and very frightened.
      

      
      A face appeared at the top of the shaft, blotting out the light.

      
      ‘Can you hear me, Peter?’

      
      For the strangest moment, Peter had the impression that Harry was laughing. Then he realized he must be crying.

      
      ‘I’m so sorry, Peter!’ the boy shouted down the shaft. ‘I made you go that way.’

      
      They had been playing tag, a long way from the house, in the part of the grounds called the No Man’s Land. They were not supposed
         to be there.
      

      
      Peter tried to call out that he was all right. He wanted to produce a stentorian bellow with his scratchy, breaking voice,
         but it came out as a shrill howl.
      

      
      ‘I’m all right, Harry.’ He tried again. ‘I’ve hurt my leg, though.’

      
      ‘I’ll go and get help!’

      
      ‘No! We’ll get into trouble!’

      
      He got breathless again. He took two deep breaths to calm himself. ‘Get me out! Find a rope!’

      
      Harry hesitated, alternately blocking and unblocking the light as his head bobbed back and forth at the top of the shaft.

      
      ‘I’ll look for one.’

      
      Peter felt a dull, deep throb begin in his right ankle and left wrist, and on one side of his nose. One nostril had bled,
         the other not. Funny, he thought.
      

      
      Harry came back.

      
      ‘I can’t find one. I can’t find anything!’ Harry sounded scared, his voice strange and liquid. ‘I’ll say it was my fault,’
         he shouted down the shaft. ‘I’ll take the blame!’
      

      
      ‘Don’t leave me!’ Peter shouted. It was miles back to the house. It would take him for ever. But Harry was gone.

      
      The stuff of Peter’s nightmares began then. The water seemed to be rising, forcing him to strain harder and harder to lever
         himself up, the throb in his ankle slowly growing into an excruciating, stabbing pain he could feel in his teeth and behind
         his eyes.
      

      
      They told stories of the old smugglers’ tunnels that led to caves on the beaches, and the secret entrances and shafts that
         led down to them, some of them hundreds of years old. Great blind fish lived in the tunnels, they said. Ghosts of drowned
         smugglers, or hanged ones, lived under the ground, and came out on full‐moon nights to hunt for children and drag them away.
      

      
      He tried to get his eyes used to the darkness, looking away from the circle of light. Eventually he saw a kind of ladder,
         metal hoops hammered into the sides of the shaft, rusted and bent. The nearest was more than a foot above his head, if he
         could reach it… Six times he tried, and on the last he hurt his ankle so badly he made himself sick, and in abject misery
         and fear Peter slumped back down into the freezing water and began to cry, vomit on his jumper and in the water.
      

      
      Then something brushed against his legs. Peter screamed and jumped upright in adrenal response, the pure instinct of fear
         taking over his body. The rusted lowest rung appeared before his eyes, and he grabbed it with his good hand, holding on for
         grim life. Had it been an eel? A fish?
      

      
      Peter breathed hard, feeling dizzy, his ears ringing.

      
      He didn’t know how long he could maintain his grip.

      
      Terrified, he began to count.

      
      When Harry returned with their father and some men, Peter had nearly reached three thousand.

      
      True to his word, Harry tried to take all the blame upon himself, and for his pains was beaten heavily with a cane by their
         father. Harry didn’t utter a sound. In sheer rage at Peter’s protests about the punishment, their father threatened the same
         treatment to his adoptive son as soon as Peter was well enough to get up off his sickbed. Neither boy had ever seen him in
         such a thunder, and never did again.
      

      
      The nightmares began immediately. For almost a month after his fall, Peter relived the loneliness of his slow, deliberate
         count in defiance of fear, and of the mounting agony of his one‐handed grip on the metal stanchion that ultimately had saved
         his life.
      

      
      Whenever he shouted out in the night, Harry came to his room and sat by the bed, staring at the strange creature who had become
         his younger brother. And Harry sang half‐forgotten songs in Cornish he had learned from his nanny to soothe Peter back to
         sleep: songs of loss and tenderness that for Peter were, in a way, magical.
      

      
      
      
      
      
       
 

Paris

      
      1932

      
      
      France eventually drew Peter back.

      
      Returning to his source, returning to his mother’s city, he studied in Paris as soon as he was allowed, without supervision
         from the age of sixteen onwards, le bon milord Hale‐Devereaux keen to be done with his obligation, happy to fund Peter’s departure. He had been a sporadically kind but
         distant man, for whom the second son, and adopted at that, should find his own way in the world as soon as possible, inheritance
         of title or fortune being out of the question, quite naturally unthinkable, but a small income being perhaps manageable, in
         exchange for a certain distance, for a certain not darkening of the door.
      

      
      In Paris, Peter found, he was remembered in his mother’s circles, and they soon proved to be very interesting circles indeed.
         He found himself quickly passed from individuals who had known his mother socially to others who had known her in more discreet,
         esoteric settings.
      

      
      And things began to get dark.

      
      In early 1932, young Peter Hale was introduced, by an acquaintance of his mother, to a ring calling itself Les frères d’Héliopolis, one of an array of loosely interlinked esoteric study groups in the Paris of the day.
      

      
      From there, he was put in touch with other, similar groups. And he found that certain groups did more than just study, and
         that the aims of their members were not limited to endless poring over dusty alchemical manuscripts. There was work to be done, some of them told Peter, and it was necessary to work with the best adepts in the field. A reordering
         of the world was coming, they said, and it would be important to be on the right side when the chips were down.
      

      
      But the best French adepts, they said, were dead or dying, or didn’t have the stomach for the coming fight. The best work,
         they told him, was now being done in Germany. Introductions could be made, especially for someone of his language skills,
         his background …
      

      
      Seeking guidance, Peter went to see a dying man in the late summer of 1932 who was said to be a founder of Les frères d’Héliopolis. In a stinking sixth‐floor garret on the top floor of 59 bis, Rue de Rochechouart, in the 9th arrondissement of Paris, he met Jean‐Julien Champagne, the illustrator – some said more
         than just the illustrator – of a legendary book called Le Mystère des Cathédrales, published six years earlier, in a print run of just 300 copies, that was said to reveal, for those who read it with the
         right eyes, the art of transmutation. The author’s name was given on the title page simply as Fulcanelli. Some said Fulcanelli didn’t exist, that the book was a hoax, and that he was just an invention of Champagne’s – the artist
         was a notorious prankster – to draw attention to himself and his group.
      

      
      Champagne did not rise from his sickbed for Peter’s visit. The stench in the cramped room was almost unbearable. Gangrene
         was rotting the man’s left leg, and where his bandages had come loose Peter could see that his flesh had turned black.
      

      
      ‘Who are you, and what do you want, young man?’ Champagne asked, with a dreadful rasp.

      
      Peter handed over a photograph of his mother, by way of introduction.

      
      ‘How old are you, boy?’

      
      ‘Eighteen,’ Peter lied. Champagne eyed the photograph and sighed.

      
      ‘La belle Sophie,’ the moustachioed, long‐haired figure said wistfully, prompting some surprise in her son, for whom her name had been Hélène.
         ‘A muse for many of us.’ He handed back the photograph. ‘I painted her, you know, before the war. Scandal! An allegorical
         painting, in which she represented the beauty of the Great Work… she was naked, naturally. Pardon! She was exquisite, her death a great tragedy.’ His eyes softened. ‘You were small, no older than four or five, perhaps, when
         we knew you.’
      

      
      He observed Peter’s efforts not to look at his rotting leg.

      
      ‘You see before you the results of protecting that which does not always wish to be known,’ Champagne said. ‘I tire quickly,
         young man. How may I assist you? Speak up, be brief.’
      

      
      ‘After my mother died, I was adopted by her lover, an English lord,’ Peter told him matter‐of‐factly. ‘I was raised in England,
         in Cornwall. A kind of prize monkey, a living example of his generosity. I did not see much of Lady Hale, who rarely spoke
         to me. For me it was a man’s house. There was the milord, there was a kind step‐brother, Harry. There were servant girls below stairs, but… I’ve returned to Paris as soon as I could
         to learn more about my mother.’
      

      
      Champagne shifted his weight on the rancid bed, grimacing.

      
      ‘And what have you found?’

      
      ‘Confusion. Some people say she moved in circles involving devil worship, black magic, bestial practices.’ Champagne snorted, whether in disbelief or pain Peter couldn’t tell. ‘Others that she was vilely used, unfairly maligned and cast aside,
         a woman of great gifts and goodness who fell in with the wrong crowd.’
      

      
      ‘What do you know of such gifts? Did she ever speak to you of such things?’

      
      ‘My mind, sometimes… allows me to do things. Dark things, when I’m angry. I try to control it. She warned me about it.’ Peter
         paused, half afraid to meet Champagne’s piercing stare. ‘I want to know what it is.’
      

      
      ‘These people you have spoken to…’

      
      ‘They talk of Germany. They say those in France with the requisite knowledge are no longer capable or willing to do the necessary
         work. I don’t understand. They want to draw me in, to welcome me. But they scare me.’
      

      
      Champagne looked past Peter for several seconds when he had finished, sweat beading his brow, his eyes far away and haunted.
         Then he spoke.
      

      
      ‘You must take great care, jeune homme. The closed world that you are being invited to enter, that your mother once frequented, is in the throes of a terrible conflict,
         one that
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