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Prologue

New York, September 2, 2004

An all-knowing eye – beautiful, pitiless, irresistible – stared into Robert’s soul. He fought to control his breathing, to transform his fear.

I offer myself in their place. Take me. Let them go…

His heart was pounding. He was on the brink of success or failure. Millions of lives hung by a thread.

… I pray for my captor…

He could hear and see nothing, but he knew the Device was near by. He could feel its power rippling through him.

… as we forgive those who trespass against us…

He fought against panic.

… deliver us from evil…

Its raw energy was terrifying. The light of a thousand suns. His mind raced, deducing, estimating, remembering: downtown Manhattan, underground.

… thy will be done…

The air was dense, crackling with hostile energy, with words unsaid, like burning breathon his skin. His senses crept outwards, feeling menace, hurt to come, yet something else too: some desire not to harm him, an awareness that he provoked caution, even fear.

… fill my heart with compassion…

He felt the eye’s searching gaze reach into the most hidden corners of his soul. The Device – the Malice Box, the Ma’rifat’ – wanted to know him. It was a bomb about to blow, a barely contained chain reaction, feeding on the hearts of those around it. It asked questions: Who are you? What are your most secret desires?

He had chosen to be here, wanted it, sought it out with his actions. He fought to close his fear off, hold it to one side.

… turn fear into love…

Shapes and fragments of city scenes played before his eyes. Curving arches, tunnels and squares and vertical monuments, fingers and spines pointing from the earth to the heavens, spirals and hexagons and numbers and stars.

… mind like a mirror…

Seven days earlier the hunt had begun, and with it the destruction of everything he’d thought of as his life.

He’d cracked one code after another, followed strange and wonderful trails through the city, traced lines of light and longing, lust and fear. A scavenger hunt, a geo-caching game. Decode the city. Penetrate the labyrinth. Read the secret story before the enemy do.

The clock always returns to zero. Here he was facing his end, and he was back where he’d started.

… merciful heart…

He peered deeper into the blackness as he lay on the ground, straining for a glimpse of the Device. He twisted his head. Then he saw it: an intricately carved gold and white drum, gleaming dully, its sides decorated in what looked like Arabic script, inlaid with precious metals. In the half-darkness, it defied focus, as though sitting in its own geometry. Its upper and lower rims appeared to rotate slowly in opposite directions. The Ma’rifat’. It was armed, on the verge of detonation.

A man’s voice, hoarse and violent, jolted him like a bolt of electricity.

‘Robert.’

When he tried to speak, his mouth was sticky, his throat clogged, and nothing came out.

It was time to fight. He was ready. He cast his mind far into the past.

… forgive him…


PART ONE

The Initiation

Cambridge, England, March 1981

Robert ran, his footfalls booming in the mist. The veneer of everything had been stripped away, and nothing was as it had seemed. Familiar sights were raw and strange. The great white limestone blocks of King’s College Chapel, its spires lost in the fog, spoke of power and menace. The shop signs along King’s Parade were written in a foreign tongue, its symbols threatening and new. His body seemed distant, not his own.

The terrifying image flashed again in his mind’s eye. There was a door, flames licking beneath it, a baleful, unnatural light.

Blood pounded in his ears. He ran along Trinity Street in the darkness, his white carnival mask dancing between his shoulder blades like a cowboy hat, his star-strewn cape billowing behind him.

The clocks struck midnight.

The door was at the end of a dark corridor. He knew whose room it was. He knew what they were doing there. He did not understand what had happened. But if he did not reach them in time, he knew that they would die.

[image: image]

The evening had begun with a single red rose.

At eight thirty sharp, Robert Reckliss, freshman linguist, arrived at the college room of a young lady he did not know, following his instructions to the letter: face fully masked, attired as a warlock, sealed envelope and long-stemmed rose in hand.

He tapped on the door.

Katherine Rota, third-year philosophy student at King’s College, who, in keeping with the game, had taped over her name on the painted list of residents at the foot of her staircase to maintain the mystery of her identity, called out in a sweet sing-song: ‘It’s open. Come in.’

Robert pushed the door open with his finger. A young woman dressed as a witchlooked up from her desk and smiled.

‘Now who, I wonder, are you, good sir?’

Amused blue eyes twinkled at him through a black half-mask. As witches go, she was punk Halloween. She wore black lipstick, black tights with holes torn in them, combat boots, a black dress that appeared to be from an Oxfam shop and several necklaces of black beads. A broom leaned against her desk. Her black hair was tied off to one side in a kind of jagged ponytail.

Robert applauded politely and, with a stiff bow, handed her the rose.

She performed a mock curtsy. ‘Thank you, good warlock.’

Behind her, posters of the Clash and a Gustav Klimt painting decorated the wall. A large typewriter sat in the middle of her desk, in a small clearing amid undergraduate bric-a-brac. Classical piano played on her stereo.

‘Truly you do not speak? Very well, then, please sit.’ She pointed him to a broken-down armchair. ‘Would my gentleman visitor care for coffee or tea?’ She gestured to a small electric kettle on a low table by her desk. ‘Or a cocktail? I could give you a straw to feed it in there somehow?’

He shook his head, raising his hand to decline politely. There was something intriguing about her accent, amid the educated London vowels. A hint of West Country? Even American, perhaps?

She moved to her sleeping area, which was in an alcove to the left. By the bed she had a screen to change behind. Robert found that very classy. She produced a tiny pointed black hat from behind the screen and, returning to the sitting room, tried it on in the mirror over a disused fireplace.

‘I feel very witchy tonight.’

He did not reply. He was forbidden to. He nodded in what he hoped was a courtly fashion.

Her bookcases were crammed with textbooks on history, advanced mathematics and philosophy. Posters from student plays half covered another wall. He had butterflies in his stomach. She was very pretty. But would she go for him if she knew who he really was?

Tonight was a game invented by a certain Adam Hale-Devereaux. A kind of ornate blind date for six people, to be consummated at a costume party later in the evening at the School of Pythagoras, a twelfth-century building in the grounds of St John’s College. Adam was a charming dabbler in his final year. The son of a diplomat, he was a minor aristocrat and major drinker who was heading for an effortless first in the languages he had spoken fluently since he was a child.

Robert had met him at a linguists’ sherry evening towards the end of his first term and been forthrightly rude to him, tagging him straight away as a feckless child of privilege.

‘So you didn’t actually have to learn your languages, you just picked them up as your father moved around the world,’ he’d said to Adam. ‘You’re lucky.’

‘I’m extraordinarily lucky.’

Robert’s parents worked for a titled couple at a stately home in East Anglia, his father a gifted gardener and carpenter, his mother a cook and housekeeper, living in a tied cottage on the grounds. An only child, he was the first of his family to go to university.

‘My father moved us around so often I used to fantasize about just being from one place,’ Adam had continued. ‘But no complaints, we were certainly privileged.’

‘I really don’t think you should be allowed to read something you find so easy. It doesn’t seem fair.’

‘But it’s not about the ability to speak a language, is it? Isn’t it more about what you say in it? Have you tried medieval French? Le Roman de la Rose is no picnic. La Chanson de Roland is an utter nosebleed. Rewarding, but…’

He’d said it with a disarming smile, before switching the subject to cricket. ‘I know what you mean, though. No offence. How do you rate the Aussies this summer?’

And, on that common ground, they had enjoyed a civil conversation about the merits of Brearley and Botham and the future of the Ashes.

Then, at the beginning of March, an invitation had arrived in Robert’s pigeonhole in the porters’ lodge at Trinity Hall, hand-lettered on thick card, asking him to take part in ‘a blind date, or preliminary activities towards the founding of a new Society dedicated to the exploration of unconventional wisdom’, signed by Adam with the line ‘would be honoured if you’d join us’.

Robert, still keen to keep his feet firmly on the ground and not fly off into the upper climes of undergraduate pretension, had accepted on what he termed anthropological grounds: he would study these strange creatures in their natural habitat and undoubtedly learn something, even if he disapproved. An additional deciding factor was that it was a way to meet women.

Under the rules of the game, participants were not supposed to know each other. Three gentlemen were to step out into the chill misty evening in full disguise, bearing a sealed envelope on which were written the college and room number of the unknown lady they were to call upon at eight thirty. This he had done. The ladies too had received instructions from the game’s master.

‘Adam’s envelope says you are not allowed to speak this evening until ten o’clock,’ Katherine said into the mirror. ‘If you do so, I’m to send you away.’

He nodded.

She pinned her pointed hat in place at a coquettish angle, turned to receive Robert’s approval, then poured herself a glass of red wine.

‘That’s a little difficult. Adam likes things difficult, doesn’t he?’

Robert shrugged, inclining his head to indicate he didn’t know.

‘His note said I should expect someone surprising. Someone I wouldn’t expect. I was thinking he might come himself, in disguise. That’d be typical.’ She smiled. ‘You’re not Adam, are you?’

Robert sat motionless. She gazed intently at him. Adam and he were of similar height and build, though Adam was three years older than Robert. In the warlock outfit, each could easily have been the other. It seemed clear that she fancied Adam.

She giggled as the idea took hold in her mind. ‘You’re not, are you?’

Robert had the strangest thought: they both wanted it to be true. Robert felt outclassed by the older man. He wanted to acquire Adam’s magnetism, his aristocratic ease and breadth of knowledge. And he felt that Katherine would certainly respond if he could conjure up some of those qualities. Robert feared she would lose interest the more he revealed of himself.

After a moment he shook his head very slightly.

Katherine masked her disappointment, getting up and walking to the window. ‘You know, I think I just don’t care about finals. But the idea of leaving this place in three months – I can’t bear it. How about you?’

He ran a finger down his mask, indicating a tear. After a moment he placed a hand lightly on his heart. She smiled at him.

In setting up the evening, Adam had chosen the couples and the personas based on what he knew of each of the participants. Katherine and Robert, for reasons not entirely clear to the latter, were witch–warlock; the others were damsel–knight, and tart–vicar. Before meeting up at the ball, each of them was to solve a riddle, contained in their envelope, that led to a certain location. Once there, the instructions said,


… you will find a second puzzle to be solved. Certain magic words are to be found, noted down and brought back with you. Then you are to fulfil a secret wish. To win the prize, you must return with the correct answers and solve a third riddle. Special honours will go to the most imaginative or scandalous adventures en route. Flirting is encouraged. Unwelcome groping is not. True identities will be revealed at 10 p.m.



‘Let’s get to the clues,’ Katherine said.

Robert unsealed his envelope and removed two cards. On one was written: ‘Clue: I am an echo of the Holy City.’ On the back, it added: ‘Suggestion: She has a secret wish involving this place. Once there, do the first thing she tells you to do. Remember you must not speak.’

The second card showed an array of dots and lines, and was marked: ‘Save this for later.’ He showed her the dotted card and the clue. Katherine took a letter-opener from the desk and slit her envelope open. ‘Clue: Seen from the sky, I am an eye…’ She thought about it and turned the card over.

‘Mmm.’ She did not share what it said on the back. Her envelope contained a second note, sealed with red wax, which she tucked into her dress. It was marked: ‘Only to be opened at the location you seek.’

She drew an eye on a pad of paper and held it up to him. ‘Mean anything to you?’

He shook his head.

‘What is the Holy City? Jerusalem. Al-Quds. Christian, Muslim and Jew. There must be others, but…’

Katherine took down from a bookshelf an illustrated guide to Cambridge and riffled the pages back and forth. ‘An eye. Seen from the sky. An echo of the Holy City…’

Robert signalled to her to hand him the notepad and jotted down: ‘Irises and pupils are round. What about the Round Church?’ Cambridge’s Round Church, built in Norman times, was less than ten minutes’ walk away.

She looked it up in the guidebook and gave a squeak of delight. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘You are clever! It says the Round Church is a copy of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. All the round churches in the world are. It was a Templar thing.’

She grabbed her broom. ‘Let’s go!’

New York, August 25, 2004

Late-summer heat stood in the streets, trapped by metal and glass. It was humid. A storm wanted to come.

Robert stopped without thinking at a shop window on Fifth Avenue. It was one of those stores that sold tacky New York souvenirs: the World Trade Center buildings in a snow globe, plastic Empire State Buildings with King Kong hanging from the top, Statue of Liberty lighters. Inexplicably, he was fascinated by them. He kept buying them. Little Chrysler Buildings. Tiny Flatirons. Katherine said it was a sickness.

He went into the store, feeling faintly guilty.

Katherine had her weakness for food porn: glossy colour cooking magazines, the Food Channel on cable, an unhealthy obsession with Mario Batali. But he had developed his own weaknesses: walking tours, coffee-table books on city architecture, crappy models of significant buildings.

A cheap silver-painted paperweight caught his eye. It crammed twenty-odd notable sights on to an oval base: the United Nations, Chrysler, Empire State, Brooklyn Bridge, Statue of Liberty. He decided to buy it when he saw it had a Rockefeller Center and Washington Square Park Arch he could perhaps chisel off. You couldn’t find those on their own.

He made the purchase. He was sweating, and slightly dizzy. Dehydrated, maybe.

As he walked to Times Square and west along 42nd Street to the Port Authority bus station, his thoughts dwelled on Katherine, and on the gulf that had opened up between them. It had been eight months since the miscarriage. He didn’t know how to fix it.

Katherine looked tired when he got home. His purchase amused her to a degree, until he took out the chisel.

‘Now you’re going to destroy it. Wow.’

‘It’s hard to find a miniature of anything to do with Rockefeller Center.’

She lacked sympathy. ‘Feed your habit, if you must.’

‘How was your day, Kat?’

She gave a dry laugh. ‘I feel eighty years old.’

In his study was a map of Manhattan on a table. He had been putting his small souvenir buildings on it, as though building a scale model of the island in three dimensions. The Rockefeller Center building would fit perfectly.

Katherine observed him sadly from the doorway. ‘Robert, no good will come of this. Truly.’

‘Just… one… minute.’

She came over to see more closely what he was doing. The paperweight cracked, and part of the United Nations and the Brooklyn Bridge came flying off. The torch arm of the Statue of Liberty narrowly missed hitting Katherine in the eye. The Rockefeller Center’s GE Building came off more or less intact.

‘Stop!’

‘OK. OK.’

Katherine eyed him with exasperation. ‘So when are you going to open the mystery package?’ she asked.

A parcel had arrived in the mail that morning, addressed only to ‘Rickles’. Postmarked New York, no return address. She’d called him about it, knowing who it was from, concerned it might be important.

Only one person had ever called him ‘Rickles’.

Robert’s first thought had been to suggest she put it in a bucket of water outside the back door. Adam Hale’s little gifts and games were like that. Instead she’d left it sitting on the desk in his home office, next to all the intractable crap that he kept in his ‘too hard’ file.

‘It might be from someone else,’ she offered.

But no.

The package was a cube of roughly three inches by three by three.

He pointed to the door. ‘Would you go into the next room for a moment? One of us will need to be around to sue him if it explodes.’

She laughed absently and stepped away.

He held the package on the desk with one hand and started to slice the brown wrapping paper with a box cutter. His right hand, nonsensically, was trembling. Robert took a deep breathto calm himself. Adam’s games could be self-serving and irritating, even downright upsetting. But this time it felt different – as though they might all have been merely dress rehearsals for the one that was about to begin.

He carefully finished slicing the paper and peeled it off to reveal a stout cardboard box, taped shut across the top. He punctured the seal of Scotch tape and let the blade run smoothly along the crack between the top flaps.

He opened the box.

Inside was an envelope and a mysterious object sheathed in bubble-wrap and tissue paper. He gently took the box cutter to the bubble-wrap. Still his hand shook.

He stopped and took a breath. Then he cut it free.

It was a round metallic box, platinum-gold in colour, about two and a half inches in diameter. It reminded him of a pillbox, or a small drum. Concentric rings ridged its top. It seemed remarkably lightweight.

The envelope contained a handwritten note, in careful capital letters, that said simply: ‘PLEASE HELP ME.’ On the back, in a more rushed hand, had been added: ‘Out of time.’ There was no signature, but Robert recognized Adam’s handwriting. He closed his eyes.

One day you’ll be called upon. He could hear Adam’s words even now, more than two decades on. An acrid taste filled his mouth. He dropped the note in a drawer.

The pillbox had geometric motifs on its sides. There was no obvious way to open it. He turned it every which way, pressing and pulling and looking for cracks into which he could insert a fingernail. Nothing. The longer he held it, the more frustrated he got. After a while it even seemed heavier, and so he put it down and summoned Katherine.

‘Typical Adam. Take a look at this, would you? It’s a bastard,’ he said. ‘It’s sealed tight.’

Katherine took it from him and gazed at it, holding it under his desk lamp and then close to her eyes. ‘This is some kind of metal? It’s almost like glass. Do you think Adam’s starting another one of his games?’

She put it down on his desk. He smiled wryly at her.

‘I hope not. I’m not sure our insurance would cover it.’

She surveyed him for a moment. ‘You don’t like being called Rickles, do you?’

The box sat on his desk like a toad. Now it looked more reddishgold.

‘It always irritated me, yes.’

‘Was there anything else with it?’

‘No,’ he lied.

She went upstairs.

Robert fought with the damned thing for half an hour longer, trying not to think. At one point the top rim slid a sixteenth of an inch counter-clockwise with a smooth click, as though he’d triggered a precision mechanism, then could not be coaxed further. He tried to reproduce the hand-and-finger positions that had made it happen, but failed. He gave up and went to join Katherine.

‘When I was a girl, I had a special secret box that was very hard to open, a bit like that one,’ she said, turning from the computer screen to look at him. ‘A friend gave it to me on one of our summer holidays in France. It was made of wood, very tightly fitted, so you had to know an exact sequence of moves to open it. I wrote down all the hurtful, malicious things people said or did to me and kept the pieces of paper in it. It trapped the hurt inside.’

‘I could use one of those at work.’

‘I called it my Malice Box.’

Robert frowned. ‘If I remember, boîte à malice means something more like “box of tricks”, if that’s what you were thinking of,’ he said, walking to the bookcase and reaching for a French dictionary. ‘Yes, look here, it’s a mistranslation.’

She didn’t look.

‘I know. I was mixing up Englishand French. I was only thirteen, Robert.’

‘It’s wrong, but I do like the phrase. Malice Box. Very serendipitous. Very doomy. Adam would be thrilled, no doubt. Anyway, I’m going to smashit with a poker.’

‘Don’t.’

‘Don’t smashit?’

‘Everything you’re doing right now. Just don’t. Just stop.’

‘What?’

‘Trying to diminishme. Being a pedant. Resenting Adam.’

He grunted.

‘Let me have another look at it, anyway. It looks Moroccan, maybe? Egyptian? Whatever it is, don’t smash it. It could be quite valuable. And it’s beautiful.’

He handed the box over and left her to it.

The Malice Box, when Katherine eventually got it open, contained a snugly fitted leather pouch. Inside were two keys and a folded slip of paper, with an address on one side and a single word on the other: vitriol.

How appropriate, Robert thought.

The address was for an apartment in the West Village.

Katherine had become animated. ‘How exciting. I’m glad he’s doing his riddles again.’

‘Show me how you opened it?’

‘I’m not sure I can. I was trying different finger positions, and twisting and squeezing it in different places, and all the while I was staring at the top, and there’s something about it. Look, you see? How it looks concave one second and convex the next? It’s weird. Like looking into a staring eye. If I didn’t know better I’d swear I hypnotized myself for a moment staring at it.’

‘That’s crap. You just lucked out, and now you can’t do it again.’

He took it from her and retired to his study to work out what Adam might be playing at.

What information did he have?

Adam, who lived in Miami and had barely been in touch for several years, had mailed him a package from New York, or had had someone do it for him. He’d not put anything on the outside of the package, or indeed inside, to identify him as the sender, except to Robert and Katherine.

Adam was directly asking for help, in a way that was not typical of his previous puzzle challenges, which had involved mostly enjoyable requests for favours, introductions to women, solicitations of cashand an array of other dubious-to-actionable wheezes.

And he was running out of time.

Robert picked up the Malice Box and stared at it. He felt chilled to the core. Something wasn’t at all right.

Cambridge, March 1981

The mist was thicker than ever, the air crisp. Katherine took Robert’s arm as they walked north along King’s Parade, past the Senate House and into Trinity Street. Almost no one was out in the streets. They looked like dream creatures in the shop window of Heffers bookshop, lost between worlds. Katherine had brought a torch, which she played to and fro in front of them, to little effect.

They passed the Great Gate of Trinity, Adam’s college, and the lawn outside it where Newton’s Tree grew, then the front gate of St John’s with its mythical creatures, called yales, supporting the founder’s coat of arms: elephant tails, antelope bodies, goat heads, horns pointing backwards and forwards at once.

Just before they got to the Round Church, Robert caught another reflection out of the corner of his eye in a shop window, and for an instant he thought there was someone with them. He blinked and it was gone.

A low wall surrounded the Round Church, which Robert had walked by many times but never visited. A guttering light seemed to be on inside. Katherine squeezed closer to him as they entered the grounds.

‘It’s spooky like this. Are you a churchgoing man?’

He shook his head. The round-arched entrance was closed. He walked round to the left, on to the grass of the former graveyard, inspecting the stained-glass windows, which glowed faintly from within.

‘There are only four others like this in the country, according to the book,’ she said. ‘Founded as a wayfarers’ chapel in the twelfth century by a Fraternity of the Holy Sepulchre of which nothing else is known. Returning Crusaders, perhaps? Let’s see what the next clue says.’

Katherine took out the sealed note and cracked the wax, then walked over to him and handed him the torch. He read over her shoulder: ‘You seek a magical bird. Name it and the reasons for its magic. Bring back the words it nests upon.’

‘I don’t suppose he expects us to break in, does he?’

Robert shrugged and pointed to the carved pillars of the entrance porch. They inspected them. No bird. They left the graveyard and walked all the way around the church to the back, where later extensions had added boxier, more regular church architecture. The red-brick Victorian edifice housing the Cambridge Union debating society loomed behind them.

They stared up at a stained-glass window depicting the Crucifixion. In the light of Katherine’s torch they scanned it for details. Robert made out a date, written backwards since they were viewing it from outside: 1942.

A man’s voice spoke out of the mist. ‘It was blown out in the war.’

Katherine screamed and grabbed his arm. Robert, forgetting his oath of silence, let rip in the direction of the voice. ‘You silly fucker! You nearly gave us a heart attack!’

‘Sorry to frighten you,’ the voice said. A man in a tubular duffle coat and Wellington boots stepped forward, his face hidden in a deep hood.

‘Who are you?’

‘I’m just a watchman. I like to keep things tidy. People always littering in the grounds. You look pretty frightening yourselves in those get-ups. Are you going to a party?’

‘Later,’ Katherine said.

‘It sounds like you need help? Solving a puzzle?’

He had the voice of a man in his fifties. Not local. A gentle voice.

‘Well,’ she said doubtfully. ‘Know of any magic birds hereabouts?’

‘Ah. Pelican-in-her-Piety.’

‘Pardon?’

‘You’ll be wanting the Pelican-in-her-Piety.’

‘What is that, exactly?’

‘Stained-glass window. West-facing, so you’d see it on the way out. It’s at the front. Bring your torch.’

The watchman strode off into the mist. Katherine hung back, raising her lips to Robert’s ear.

‘I had a secret wish about this place, but he’s rather spoiled the mood,’ she said with a smile.

Robert grunted at her.

‘Don’t say another word. At least I’m not sending you away. Come on, let’s find him.’

They walked back round to the front of the church. The watchman was standing stock-still, one arm raised, a furled umbrella in his hand giving him the impression of a deformed creature. He was pointing at a window above the porch.

‘Follow my arm with your torch,’ he said. ‘Can you see it?’

An abstract, rounded form in white on a blood-red background shone into view. As he looked more closely, Robert made out the curve of a neck, and a wing. It looked as muchlike a dragon as a pelican.

‘Oh, God,’ said Katherine. ‘It’s eating its own heart.’

It was true. The creature’s beak was slicing into its chest.

‘To feed its young,’ said the watchman. ‘Pelican-in-her-Piety. Like Christ’s sacrifice, among other things. See the nest and the chicks?’

Katherine played the light from her torch lower. There was a nest, and below it a chalice and a scroll of some kind. Below them was some lettering.

‘Those are the magic words,’ she said. ‘Write them down. They’re backwards, wait…’

‘I can save you the bother,’ the watchman said. ‘Hic est enim sangus meus novi testamenti in something or other peccatos. There’s a missing word, illegible. How’s your Latin?’

Katherine pulled a face. ‘Quite rusty, actually.’

‘Well, it should strictly be sanguis, not sangus, and the last phrase is garbled, but what it means is: Here is my blood of the new testament in something or other of sins. The missing word is “forgiveness”, or “redemption”. Got it?’

Robert took furious notes. He nodded.

‘You don’t say muchwhen you’re not swearing, do you? Take a look at the top of the window.’

Katherine shone the torch up. Robert made out a dome in red and white.

‘Jerusalem,’ said the watchman. ‘The original Holy Sepulchre, built over Christ’s tomb. Round.’

‘You’ve been very kind,’ said Katherine, in a tone that suggested he leave now. ‘Thank you very much.’

‘Pelican-in-her-Piety,’ the watchman said in a ruminatory way. ‘In heraldry it’s called vulning. Vulning her breast. Self-sacrifice, you see. People used to believe the pelican fed its young that way. Nonsense of course. But you can see how it became a symbol for Christ. For self-sacrifice. Are you Christians, would you say?’ His eyes moved from Robert’s star-strewn cape to Katherine’s pointed hat and broom.

‘Of a sort,’ said Katherine. ‘We must be off, then. Bye.’

The older man bowed slightly to them. ‘Perhaps we’ll meet again.’

She shivered and steered Robert away, pulling him over the road towards St John’s. Robert looked back and saw the faint outline of the watchman, still looking up at the Pelican, slowly being erased by the fog.

New York, August 25, 2004

Adam Hale stood before the three white-haired men, fear in his heart. They wore exquisitely tailored suits in sober tones, discreet but very expensive cufflinks and signet rings, understated ties. They exuded an air of unhurried power.

‘Adam Hale. Thank you for accepting our invitation,’ said the tallest of the men.

‘I had little choice, in the circumstances.’

‘Quite so. Still, we are grateful.’

They were in the Empire State Building, in a 7 8th-floor office suite.

‘Please sit, Mr Hale.’

‘I prefer to stand.’

‘As you wish.’

Only the tallest man spoke. The others sat on either side of him at the mahogany boardroom table, staring coldly at Adam.

‘Our last meeting was just over a year ago.’

‘That’s right. August 14, 2003.’

‘The Great Blackout.’

‘Or whatever you want to call it. We all know what it was.’

‘Since that day, we have been, shall we say, bound to eachother in certain ways.’

The man barely moved his jaw as he spoke, his clipped vowels those of an old-money patriarch discussing real estate. Adam’s fear ate at the limits of his willpower. They were very powerful, too powerful for Adam alone. And they were burrowing their way into his soul, inch by inch, day by day.

‘We feel it is time to call upon you.’

‘So soon?’

In the hidden depths of his heart, Adam repeated to himself the oath he had sworn more than twenty years earlier. To protect the innocent. To keep the secrets. He needed to slow them down, whatever it took.

‘What is it, exactly, that you want? I want to understand you.’

The man to the right of the spokesman laughed. The other two crinkled their eyes in appreciation, as if he had uttered a well-turned witticism.

‘We work, as you know, through others. We are patient. We have existed for a long time now, as has the group to which you belong. We have no address. Tomorrow, this suite will be empty. You cannot find us unless we wish you to.’

He took what Adam thought was a silver pen from his jacket pocket and twisted it, flicking up a gleaming metal blade. Then he stood up and, leaning forward, sliced four letters into the exquisite surface of the table: iwnw.

Adam flinched at the casual ease of the gesture.

‘We are sometimes referred to as the Brotherhood of Iwnw,’ he said, pronouncing it joonu, the final vowel just a faint breath. ‘We have had many names, in many countries.’

Adam snorted in derision. ‘You just look like three thugs in Savile Row suits to me.’

The leader’s eyes drilled into Adam’s. For a moment he weighed the insult, then made a show of ignoring it. ‘Iwnw is the name of a city, a sacred place. A place of power where our ancestors and those of the Perfect Light first, shall we say, disagreed. Myths in many lands reflect the battles between us since that time. They are all fragments.’

‘You always lose in those stories, don’t you?’

‘It depends where you stop the story. It is never over. Neither of us can ever fully prevail. We will always be in the world. In fact, you need us. Your people also have many names, not all of them accurate. You might consider, you know, that you are actually on the wrong side in all of this.’

‘You will fail. I stopped you before. Last year.’

‘Indeed. But at considerable cost to you, Mr Hale, would you not agree? You are not strong enoughto do so again. It is, in fact, quite pleasurable to be able to draw you towards our fold. Our kind – yours and mine – have always existed, have we not? A handful of people in the world at any given time, able to hear the higher harmonies, to see worlds beyond the physical? To serve higher masters?’

‘It is a blessing.’

‘It is also a curse, I think you will find. For you, personally.’

The leader of the Iwnw walked slowly towards Adam as he spoke.

‘We are of the opinion that such knowledge – the ability to perceive and harness such forces – should be used to shape the world of ordinary men and women. It should be used for political purposes. To build a certain kind of society. We prefer to separate the wheat from the chaff, so to speak. We do not care much for America, or the world, under its present leadership. A polluted earth, heading for disaster. Endless squabbling. Power in the hands of the ignorant.’

He walked right up to Adam now, standing slightly behind him. Adam could feel the intensity of his gaze, but he refused to turn his head to meet it.

‘What form would the Iwnw prefer the world to take?’

‘Obedient. Submissive. At the service of benevolent, strong rulers. People like ourselves. People like you.’

‘You can go to hell.’

Suddenly iron hands twisted Adam’s body forward and slammed his head on to the table. His whole body exploded with pain. He heard words whispered into his ear: ‘Our moment has come. You will do our bidding. You know what will happen if you do not.’

Adam struggled to free himself from the man’s grip. His head was slammed into the table again, and his field of vision filled with bursting stars.

‘Undo what you have done,’ Adam spat at them.

‘Your unborn child, and the mother. Help us, and they may yet live.’

‘How can I? What you ask is unforgivable!’

‘Oppose us, or attempt to trick us, and they will die. We require you to serve as our instrument.’

Adam closed his eyes. He saw darkness hurtling in towards him from all sides. He took shelter deep in the place where his most precious intentions lay hidden. He drew as much strength as he could there. Then he spoke: ‘I will not sacrifice them. Spare them, and I will do your bidding.’

He felt the hands loosen their grip slightly. At least he had bought some time.

‘Instruct me.’

The man smiled. ‘Good. Well done. There is a man named Lawrence Hencott. We want you to pay him a visit. Tonight.’

Little Falls, New Jersey, August 25, 2004

Robert approached Katherine at bedtime, putting his hands on her shoulders and rubbing them as she sat reading. She was knotted tight. She gave a sound of enjoyment. He slid his fingers inside the neck of her blouse and worked the muscles harder. He whispered in her ear: ‘How about I take you upstairs and pay a visit to your room and iron out these kinks more fully?’

It was his most direct invitation in several weeks.

Her posture and skin tone changed. She said nothing, then, after a while: ‘Not tonight. Sorry. Not yet.’

He kept on working her shoulders for a minute, then stopped.

‘I’m going to turn in,’ he said.

‘I’m going to read for a while. I’ll look in on you.’

‘Aren’t you glad we heard from Adam, Kat?’

‘You don’t seem to be.’

‘It feels different.’

‘You seem almost… scared.’

‘I’m not sure that’s the word.’

‘He’s been like a brother to you. Or a faintly insane cousin.’

‘I know.’

‘What’s eating you?’

‘Nothing. I’m going to read for a while too.’

They had chosen the name Moss for the baby. He would have been born in late May, but they’d lost him at Christmas. He’d been their miraculous little Blackout baby, conceived the day the lights went out all across the northeastern United States. August 14, 2003. He’d been their first, an utter surprise, given Katherine’s age; and there would not be another. Adam’s late brother had borne the name, and Adam had explained once that it was a variant of Moses, the little boy set adrift in a basket on the waters. It had seemed fitting to them.

Sometimes Robert would speak to Moss, great, long, whispered monologues that would make sense to no one. Tonight he just sat for a while in the room that would have been the boy’s, alone with his thoughts.

When Robert got to bed and fell asleep, it seemed just a matter of seconds before the phone rang.

‘Hello?’

He heard someone talking in the background, banging, breaking glass. Cursing.

‘Hello? Who is this?’

He had no idea if he’d been asleep five minutes or five hours. Adam? Why would it be? He strained to hear the words. Then there was no need. Booming straight into the phone in pain-ridden shards, slurred and screaming, came a man’s voice: ‘You… fool! Going to… hurt you… bullet… you and everyone… in the ground… you… scavenger… die!’

Robert cut the line, and immediately started wishing he’d shouted back. His heart thumped. He looked around the room, as though the caller had been in the house. He was breathing fast, feeling attacked. His hands were shaking.

He hit ∗69) to call back, but got nothing. He got up to check the locks and look in on Katherine, who was fast asleep, then went back to bed and sat up in silence, trying to trace the voice in his memory.

His rational mind said odds were it hadn’t even been intended for him: some sad-sack drunkard angry at the world, randomly dialling numbers and mouthing off. Despite his efforts to think, he drifted in and out of sleep. At one point he found himself staring straight ahead at patterns of light that dissipated before he could focus on them. He dozed.

The phone rang again, jerking him awake. Male voice.

‘Robert Reckliss, wakey wakey! Are you ready to meet your maker?’

For a moment he was back in the room at Trinity, the night they’d almost died.

‘Who…’

‘No more sleep for you. Can you hear that thunder? You have an appointment with death.’

‘Go to hell,’ he shouted down the phone. But the line was already dead.

A bleary-eyed Katherine appeared in the doorway. ‘What the hell is the matter with you? Who are you talking to in the middle of the night?’

‘Some drunk.’

He abandoned any thought of sleep. It was nearly 5 a.m. on Thursday, August 26, the first day of his destruction.

New Jersey/New York, August 26, 2004

It rained on the way into work. The drumming of the rain on the car roof was hypnotic, a steady fine beat.

Katherine and he were in Little Falls, New Jersey, just outside New York through the Lincoln Tunnel. Driving in New Jersey was not for those of a nervous disposition, especially if the roads were slick. Despite three coffees, he was barely awake, and every couple of miles he lowered the window a crack to get some air, even though it sprayed rain into the car.

Each time he went under a bridge or overpass the bass drone of the rain would stop for a second, and start again almost before he’d noticed it was absent. Like those moments at parties when everyone falls silent at the same time: an angel passes, they say. Bridge, window. Bridge, window, punctuating the rain and the drone of the tyres.

There was other help too in staying awake: boy-racers and the infirm of mind hurtled by, snaking and weaving their way along the straight dark strip of Route 3.

From time to time in the distance the silhouette of Manhattan and its absent sentinels would appear on the horizon in shades of grey.

The crank calls and Adam’s plea for help chased each other around in his mind. He tried to ignore them.

The commute was usually his time to work through permutations of and possible solutions to work problems – as if he were tackling a puzzle cube or those games where you move fifteen squares and an empty space around in a frame and try to get them into a certain order. He’d envisage staffing or resource problems as a series of coloured spaces or balls, or letters in an alphabet, and move them around until a meaningful combination came up that he could leaven with a little bribery, or flattery, or threats, to make it work for the operation as a whole. The inside of his head looked like a Mondrian painting.

He’d been in the news business for nearly twenty years, never really as a hard-charging correspondent in exotic climes like Adam; more of a safety-first company man, the kind who makes sure all the dull, necessary stuff gets done. More of a plumber than a poet, perhaps; more of a family man than a lover. You might say he was a responsible adult, always had been, ever since school days. He’d been raised never to let imagination get the better of him.

That’s not to say he hadn’t had his moments. He was sturdy. He was the unflappable man you need in the middle of a crisis. It was Robert who had commanded the news troops in New York on September 11, when the towers came down. He’d held things together during market crashes, hurricanes, assassinations, currency collapses.

Unlike Adam, though, he’d never actually caused any of those things.

A cherry-red sports car rocketed past him on the right and cut in front, quivered for five seconds and shot off into a tiny gap in the traffic to his left.

The Republican National Convention was just days away. There was the usual fine-tuning and last-minute problem-solving to be grappled with. He liked that. He liked process. He liked things to run like a well-oiled machine.

GBN was on seven floors of the former RCA Victor Building at 51st and Lexington, through some grand-fathered arrangement from the 1950s he’d never fully grasped. It was insanely Art Deco, gorgeous to walk into. Its designs had been seeping into his dreams in recent days: living lightning bolts, stylized radio waves, glorious patterns on the inside of his eyelids.

The previous night when he’d woken up, still half dreaming between the two crank calls, he’d seen a blue-white lightning bolt standing there right before him in the dark, as though frozen, and watched it slowly fade as he fully woke up.

On the great curve down to the Lincoln Tunnel mouth, in the purple E-Z Pass lane, he looked ahead and tried to gauge the level of police activity. He couldn’t describe exactly why, but it seemed higher than usual. Sooner or later someone would try to hit New York again. It was only a matter of time. That was why he had gone along with Katherine’s desire to live outside Manhattan when they’d learned she was pregnant. They’d found a modest manse in Little Falls, a pleasant leafy town. Their house with too many rooms.

At the tunnel, a couple of trucks were being inspected. The number of cops was the same as usual, the regular black-and-yellow-striped radiation detectors were there, but there seemed to be an informed alertness about everyone’s faces, a sense that there was more worrying and more surveillance going on than was immediately visible. With the Convention coming, it was hardly surprising.

It was not yet 7 a.m., and the Lincoln Tunnel’s lighting towers, hollowed-out obelisks with spiral staircases running up through their core, were still on, illuminating the late-summer drizzle.

He thought of something sexual as he entered the tunnel mouth, and the next thing he knew he was at work.

You never see the one that gets you. The Blackout and the attacks of 9/11 (and Katherine and Moss, for that matter) weren’t the only things that could come out of a clear blue sky. The tedious meetings he’d worried about on the drive in were blown away by a call he received as soon as he sat down at his desk.

‘Robert?’

‘John.’

John was his new boss. He was in Washington, DC, a city he inexplicably preferred to New York.

‘Explain, if you can, this ghastly mess?’

Robert did not think it wise to ask which ghastly mess. He made a non-committal sound.

‘This Hencott business. Ghastly. Mess.’

‘Did something happen on Hencott that I don’t know about?’

‘Depends whether their lawyers have reached you yet.’

His heart sank. Lawyers were lawyers.

‘They can fuck off.’

‘Well, not entirely, it seems. Clearly you don’t know. The CEO shot himself two hours ago.’

Hencott, Inc., was a medium-sized, privately held industrial firm with chemical and mining interests. One of GBN’s business reporters, thanks to Robert, had managed to interview the CEO, an intense man of military background by the name of Lawrence Hencott, who in the ordinary run of things would have cut off his right arm rather than talk to the press.

Lawrence had a brother, Horace, who was an entirely different kind of character, a shiny-eyed architecture enthusiast and sometime academic Robert had met on a walking tour of downtown Manhattan. Horace, an Anglophile, looked to be in his sixties but reminded Robert of a schoolboy. He wore a bowtie at all times. They hit it off, sharing an enthusiasm for New York history. Robert was the unschooled partner in their conversations.

Robert had met Lawrence at a party thrown by Horace to mark the publication of a slim volume he’d written on Egyptian Revival architecture. Several months later, having seen Horace a few more times, it occurred to Robert to ask whether his brother would talk to GBN. Not that he’d pursued Horace for that purpose, but why not ask, he figured. He could only say no.

Months had passed without a response. Then, on Wednesday, Lawrence had called to say he would do it, if Robert could send a reporter to him within two hours. In the interview Lawrence had said something market-moving about closing down several of their old, exhausted mines and some associated researchand development facilities on the sites. The reporter wrote the story, the price of gold went up a tad on it: it was a nice little scoop for them over Bloomberg and Reuters and Dow Jones.

The company PR man then called, his day clearly ruined, to demand they kill the story. He was given a polite negative. He insisted. Eventually his call came up the chain to Robert.

‘But it’s wrong,’ he sweated down the phone. ‘Very embarrassing.’

‘You mean he didn’t say those things?’

‘Your story doesn’t reflect what he meant to say. He misspoke.’

‘What he meant to say?’ Christ. Of all the interviews to go wrong.

‘I know. Robert, he made a mistake. Just said something wrong. You know he never talks to the press. He’s not used to it. The mines aren’t closing, nor are the R & D labs.’

‘Then he should fix it. Don’t ask us to. Your CEO doesn’t know what he’s talking about? Come on. We have the interview on tape. We quoted him directly, and in context. He wasn’t drunk, the ground rules were clear, he was speaking on the record. What am I missing here?’

Horace would never forgive him. That said, he found it impossible to believe that Lawrence had ever been confused about anything in his life.

‘He’s been under a lot of stress recently. You know how tightly wound he is. Health problems. Between you and me, his marriage has fallen apart. He… got confused.’

Robert had no time for this. Poor man, if true, but… He sighed down the phone, censored his more lurid thoughts, tried to help. First the professional part.

‘If this is true, you need to think about putting out a statement saying he made a mistake. In fact, I’ll put you on to a reporter and you can say that right now, and we’ll write about it right now. The market’s open and you can’t be with holding that information.’

The PR growled at the other end of the phone. Robert went on: ‘I’m sorry for his pain, but if your CEO is out spouting nonsense in interviews, that’s a fact Hencott needs to put in the public domain. But don’t go accusing us of misreporting him.’

‘I know, but –’

‘I’ll put you over to the reporter.’

They did a new story with Hencott’s flak saying the CEO had misspoken. The gold price reacted again, dipping slightly; the reporter pulled it all together in a considered piece about what it all meant for Hencott; all sides got to comment.

Robert had tried to call Horace as soon as he could to try to explain what had happened. He hadn’t been there, and his answering machine had been turned off, as usual.

‘Oh, God. Oh…’ His mind reeled as he tried to absorb the awful news.

‘He’s dead, in case I wasn’t clear. He’d been up all night drinking in a hotel room off Times Square. Left a note that makes the company’s lawyers very keen to sue us. Named you. Says he tried to speak to you last night to plead his case.’

The phone calls. Dear God. And poor Horace.

John ground on. Despite his sombre tone, he seemed pleased by the turn events had taken.

‘Senior minds wonder whether you messed up, my friend.’

Robert’s thoughts were playing catch-up. Would Lawrence have got his home number from Horace?

‘Are you there, Robert?’

‘He did call. He called me a fool and said it was time I died, if that’s what you call pleading his case. While trashing his room, from what I could tell. I told him to go to hell. I thought he was some nutcase. This is bullshit. It’s worse than bullshit.’

‘No need to get overly emotional. We’ll get the lawyers on it, of course. No one’s saying you caused this.’

‘Good.’

‘There is perhaps a question of judgement, but… Do you remember saying anything else to him?’

‘No.’

‘Robert, between us, there are a few people who are going to use this as a weapon against you. I’m in your corner, but watch out. Times are harsh.’

‘You want my badge and my gun?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘The man was drunk, for Christ’s sake.’

Robert gave a preliminary statement to the GBN lawyers. He was jumpy throughout. What a ghastly mess indeed. He recognized that he was mildly in shock, tried to snap himself out of it. He attempted to call Horace again, got no answer. Katherine the same. He didn’t know what to tell her and left no message. He got his friend Scott from the legal department involved, to watch his back and keep an eye on the others.

Then at noon John called him again.

‘Take a break. Go home,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘You’re on paid leave for the rest of the week. It’s been a terrible shock for everyone, but the company feels you, more than anyone else, should take a little rest.’

‘I don’t need a rest,’ Robert spat down the phone. ‘This is outrageous.’

‘You may not need a rest, but the company needs you to need a rest. There will be a probe.’

He made it sound more like a gleeful colonoscopy than an impartial investigation.

‘I am not leaving, John.’

‘Yes, you are, Robert.’

And suddenly there were Gerry and Dave from the security department, standing outside Robert’s office, looking embarrassed but monolithic.

‘Do not do this.’

‘Goodbye, Robert. Until Monday.’

He was speechless. John was giving him a perp walk. As the former NYPD boys with gammy knees escorted him out of the newsroom, some of his own people looked at him as though he had suddenly become a pariah.

He walked, in a daze, through the yellow chrome light of the lobby of 570 Lex and out into the street. The rain had stopped.

He made a right, down past the great hulk of the Waldorf-Astoria, right again on 49th Street towards Park Avenue, past the unmarked bronze elevator doors that led to the hotel’s private railway siding beneath, one of the secrets of the city he’d always wanted to explore. He turned right again to head north on Park, lost in his anger and confusion, to the steps of St Bartholomew’s Church.

There was something exotic and inappropriate about St Bart’s that had always drawn Robert to it. Its great Byzantine profile squatted amid the stone and glass and steel blocks of Park Avenue like a grumpy turtle.

He walked into the narthex and paused by the bookshop under the gilded mosaics and Guastavino domes to let his eyes readjust. Eachdome illustrated a scene from Genesis, set in a field of gold. He breathed deeply.

This was bullshit; there was no way Hencott could make anything stick against him. GBN would fight the case on principle. Scott would cover his back. Robert stepped outside and called him. He left a message saying he’d been sent home and asked Scott to keep him posted. They had internal procedures for suchthings.

To be fair, he wasn’t really in a state of mind to work, though there was no excuse for frogmarching him out that way. When it was over, he’d make sure John regretted coming after him. This wasn’t how GBN worked.

He went back inside, entered the darkened nave and walked along towards the altar until the sharp blues and reds of the rose window came into view to the right. He sat at a pew. He was not a churchgoer, but there were times, especially since they’d lost Moss, when all he craved was to sit silently by himself, and be still.

Suppose they sued him personally too? It would be a low trick. He’d been haemorrhaging money as it was, with the pregnancy and the bigger house.

Robert leaned forward and rested his head in his hands, his elbows on his knees. The fear was returning. All his life he’d worked for stability and safety, for predictability. There was a dark world, a world of fear and death and hatred, and he’d pushed it as far away as possible from him and his loved ones. But now… He was so tired. He felt darkness rising around him. Seductive. Irresistible. He slept for a moment.

A deep bass note sounded on the church organ, pervading the world between dream and waking. Not musical, not a melody, just the note, sustained. He lost himself in it entirely, not knowing where he was. When it stopped he came to in an altered silence, almost in a different world. Other notes sang out, higher, without structure. Then again the bass, so low as to be almost beyond his hearing, though he could feel it in the very vibration of his bones.

In the dream of the lightning bolt was a word too, a stream of words run together like a chant that he could never remember when he woke… Just its rhythm stayed in his mind… something like: Mary, Fat Mary, Fat Mary, Fat Mary…

His cell phone vibrated in his breast pocket. He’d missed a call while dozing, and there was a message.

Horace’s tremulous voice, the dear man: ‘Robert, Horace Hencott here. I just wanted you to know that we’ve had some very sad news about Lawrence, the worst, I’m afraid. I suppose you might already know, being in the news business. I’ve had some unpleasant dealings with the company people already, so I just wanted you to know that I don’t want you to feel responsible in any way for what’s happened. Please don’t. Perhaps you could call me?’

Robert stared into the rose window.

Suddenly it was unbearable to be sitting still. He went outside and called Horace from the street.

His friend sounded terribly shaken. He spoke quietly, accepting Robert’s condolences.

Then Horace asked a question that left Robert floored. ‘Robert, I believe you know a gentleman named Adam Hale?’

How had Horace even heard of him? Robert gathered his thoughts. ‘Er, yes, how –’

‘How muchdo you know about Adam?’

‘Quite a lot, and not very much. Why do you ask?’

‘Because he went to see Lawrence at his office a few hours before he killed himself.’

Robert’s mind whirled. ‘What on earth?’

‘Robert, I need to see you. Where are you?’

‘Just outside St Bart’s, on Park.’

‘Go back inside. Wait for me. Please. It’s very important.’

On the way back in, Robert asked about the organ. It was receiving its weekly tuning, he learned. He sat and listened, his mind racing. It seemed only minutes before Horace slid into the pew next to him.

‘Thank you for waiting. We don’t have much time. Please tell me all you know about Adam Hale.’

He seemed agitated, not in bereavement now but in worry. In anger.

Robert gathered his thoughts, then spoke in a subdued tone, though he could see no one else in the church. ‘He was a friend at university. Sort of a mentor to me. Viewed me as a kind of social project, perhaps – a bumpkin from the Fens he wanted to help along. He was kind to me. A practical joker, enjoys setting up riddles and games for his acquaintances. He’s involved me in a few over the years. They
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