MIND'S EYE

MIND'S EYE

Paul McAuley

;

f

SIMON & SCHUSTER

LONDON e NEW YORK e SYDNEY ¢ TORONTO



2 Paul McAuley

First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2005
A Viacom company

Copyright © Paul McAuley, 2005

This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.
No reproduction without permission.
All rights reserved.

The right of Paul McAuley to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by him in
accordance with sections' 77 and 78 of the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

13579108642
Simon & Schuster UK Ltd
Africa House
64—78 Kingsway
London WC2B 6AH

Simon & Schuster Australia
Sydney
A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library
ISBN HB — 0743238877
ISBN TPB — 0743238885

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents
are either a product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.
Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, events or locales is
entirely coincidental.

The lyrics quoted on page 74 and 77 are from the Viceroy's 'Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-
nego' (Dodd, Tinglin). The author and publishers have made all reasonable efforts to contact
the copyright holders for permission, and apologise for any omissions or errors in the form of
credit given. Corrections may be made in future printings.

Typeset by Palimpsest Book Production Limited,
Polmont, Stirlingshire
Printed and bound in Great Britain by
William Clowes Ltd, Beccles, Suffolk



MIND'S EYE

For Georgina, always



Paul McAuley

NORFOLK,

28 NOVEMBER 1981



MIND'S EYE 5

The day after Alfie Flowerss birthday, his tenth, his father picked him
up from his boarding school and took him to the seaside. It was the last
Saturday in November, frosty cold but bright and clear, and they drove
with the Morgan's top down. The little red sports car was Alfie's favourite
car ever, a hundred light years better than his Grammie's poky Austin
Metro or the heavy old Rover that smelled of damp and always made him
feel slightly seasick. Riding inside the Morgan's cramped, low-slung
cockpit, sturdy dials gleaming in the varnished wooden dashboard and
icy air ripping past the narrow windscreen, was almost exactly like flying
in a fighter plane, and as his father hurled it around the curves of the B-
road, Alfie pretended that he was a war ace, strafing enemies from the
hedgerows.

Mick Flowers drove with casual expertise, his leather jacket zipped to
the neck, his white silk scarf and blond hair raked back by the wind, tell-
ing his son that he had another assignment in Beirut, but it wasn't any-
thing, an errand that would take no more than a couple of weeks. Alfie
wasn't much bothered by the announcement. His father was a freelance
photojournalist who spent most of his time in the world's hot spots, cov-
ering the endgame in Vietnam, conflicts in Rhodesia, Lebanon, Biafra
and Cambodia (he'd been wounded in Cambodia), and the troubles in
Northern Ireland. Because his father was away on assignments and his
mother was no longer alive (a wild-at-heart Texas model Mick Flowers
had met and married when he was working for London's high-end fa-
shion magazines, shortly after giving birth to their only child she'd died
in scandalous circumstances involving a drunken congressman and an
illegal road race somewhere outside Amarillo), Alfie divided his time be-
tween boarding school and his grandparents' house outside Cambridge —
his grandmother's house now, his grandfather having died of a stroke a
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year ago. Alfie sometimes wished that his father was more like the fathers
of his school friends, a banker or company director or Army officer,
someone with an ordinary job and an ordinary life, someone with a wife
instead of a string of girlfriends, someone who didn't gamble away most
of his earnings, who wasn't given to turning up without any warning, ex-
hausted and dishevelled, filling the house with cigarette smoke and the
tingling thump of rock music. But he was inordinately proud of him just
the same, and clipped his photographs from newspapers and magazines
and pasted them in a scrapbook alongside postcards and airmail letters
from all around the world. When he grew up, Alfie was going to be a pho-
tojournalist too. There was no question about it.

TNl be home well before Christmas,” Mick Flowers said. 'Cross my
heart, et cetera. I'll help you with that kit your grandmother gave you. If
you need any help, that is.'

It was the Airfix 1/600 scale model of the SS Canberra, the biggest Al-
fie had ever tackled. But two years after his first, badly botched attempt
at assembling a Mark IX Spitfire he considered himself something of an
expert at kit-bashing, and told his father that, except for the bow, which
looked like it might be difficult to get exactly right, the assembly should
be straightforward.

"We'll figure it out together, Chief,' Mick Flowers said. 'Deal?’

'Deal.’

They reached the junction with the main road; Mick Flowers aimed
the Morgan at the flat horizon. When machine-gun stutters of sunlight
exploded behind a row of poplars that someone had planted to make a
windbreak, he glanced over at his son, saw that Alfie's eyes were tightly
closed, and said, 'Flashing lights still giving you a hard time?"'

They'd left the poplars behind. Alfie opened his eyes, shrugged inside
his quilted anorak.

'If anything has happened since I last saw you, Alfie, fits or bad
dreams, anything like that, I think you should tell me.'

Alfie shrugged again, stubborn, embarrassed and, most of all,
ashamed. He didn't like to talk about his fits because it reminded him of
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the accident that had set them off, knotting up his heart with shame and
guilt. He said, 'I'm getting better, Dad. Really I am.'

His father accepted the lie. Or at least, he didn't ask any more ques-
tions. The Morgan ate up the road with a steady roar. Trains of small
white clouds appeared at the edge of the chill blue sky as they neared the
coast.

A freezing wind blew off the sea, winnowing the marram grass on top
of the dunes, skirling sand across the deserted car park, cutting straight
through Alfie's anorak, school jumper, and grey flannel shirt. But he for-
got all about the cold when his father opened the boot of the Morgan and
presented him with a wide flat package wrapped in brown paper. Mick
Flowers leaned against the car, blond hair whipping about his face,
watching with a fond smile as Alfie tore open the package to reveal a di-
amond of bright red cloth, saying, 'T thought this would be as good a
place as any to try it out.’

Ten minutes later, father and son were chasing each other along the
beach, laughing and whooping as the kite caught the wind and swung
high above them. Its taut red diamond thrummed as it dipped and
soared; its long tail was studded with a dozen short lengths of plastic tub-
ing that made an eerie keening sound as air played through them. With
his favourite camera, a battered Nikon with a 21mm lens, Mick Flowers
took photographs from several angles of Alfie leaning against the strong
pull of the kite like a fisherman trying to haul in a prize catch; then he
climbed on top of the crest of dunes and took a series of shots of the boy
and his kite caught between the long, parallel planes of beach and sea.
Later, in the darkroom of his rented London flat, he printed up one of
these shots on high-contrast monochrome paper that accentuated the
glare of the winter sun on the wet beach, and sent it to his son with a
brief note memorializing the day. It was the last letter that Alfie ever re-
ceived from him.

Alfie let the kite climb the ladder of wind until it was no more than a
bright red dot pinned against the blue sky. He quickly learned how to
make it slip sideways in heart-stopping swoops, like a nimble Spitfire or
Mosquito avoiding German ack-ack, learned how to turn it into the wind
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and let it rise again, how to draw huge loops through the jolting air. But
at last he grew careless and let it dip too low, and it stalled and dropped
like a stone and crashed into the slate-grey sea. Mick Flowers kicked off
his shoes and splashed into the water as Alfie tried to reel in the kite's
dead weight, one moment scared that the string would break and his
birthday present would be swept away, the next cheering wildly when his
father snatched it from the top of a wave.

Breathless with excitement, father and son carried the kite back to the
car, tied it to the rear bumper so that it could dry in the wind, and wolfed
down the birthday tea that Alfie's grandmother had packed into a small
wicker hamper. Fish-paste and watercress sandwiches cut in crustless
triangles; sausage rolls with flaky, golden pastry; an iced sponge-cake
stuck with ten sparklers which fizzed smartly but all too briefly.

The short winter day was nearly over. It was beginning to grow dark.
Mick Flowers pulled a tartan blanket from the boot and told Alfie that
they were going to build a fire — it would be a lot of fun.

'It's still officially your birthday, Chief. We have permission to stay out
late and howl at the moon.'

Alfie, knowing what the fire was really for, felt a sudden dip in his
stomach. He'd known all along that the day would probably end like this,
but until now had managed to put it out of his mind.

The sun was setting behind a line of pine trees that hunched beyond
the dunes. The empty beach stretched away for a mile on either side un-
der a huge sky the colour of cut plums. Alfie helped his father build a
small wigwam from driftwood and stuff it with marram grass and dry
seaweed. Once lit, the fire burned briskly, tossing scraps of flame into the
cold breeze, crackling blue and yellow as salty seaweed crisped. Mick
Flowers produced a packet of marshmallows from the inside pocket of his
leather jacket. He and Alfie skewered them on sticks and toasted them in
the flames. The fire seemed to grow brighter as the air darkened around
them. It was as if they were in a cave of light, an intimate space that in-
vited confidences.

'T suppose we'd better get it over with,' Mick Flowers said at last, and
took out a tobacco tin.
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Alfie felt the knot in his chest, hot and hopelessly complicated. 'Dad,
how long do we have to do this?'

'T don't know, Alfie. That's the honest truth.’

'Grammie says—'

'If we did what your grandmother wants and went to the doctors,
they'd give you medicine you'd have to take every day of your life. This
way is better, isn't it?"'

'T suppose.'

They'd had this argument several times. It always ran along the same
lines, and in the end Alfie always submitted. It was either Mr Prentiss's
treatment or the hospital, and hospital would definitely be worse. Hos-
pital meant obscure medical procedures. Hospital meant that strangers
would find out what he had done — what he'd done to himself.

It hadn't seemed like anything at the time. A minor bit of trespassing,
curiosity about what was hidden in the secret compartment in his grand-
father's desk. It hadn't been his fault that he'd been hurt by what he'd
found, not really. It had been a mistake, a horrible accident.

Last year, early in the morning of Christmas Eve, Alfie's grandfather
had suffered a major stroke in his sleep. He had never woken up, had
died later the same day. A week after the funeral, two men had come to
clear out his shed.

This was no ordinary garden shed, but a kind of chalet set on tall,
cross-braced wooden posts like the observation tower of a prisoner-of-
war camp, its walls painted bright yellow, its roof pillar-box red. It stood
in a copse of Scots pines, silver birches, young oak trees and rhododen-
drons at the end of the long, rambling garden of the Victorian villa where
Alfie lived with his grandparents. A wooden stair ran up one side to the
balcony where Alfie's grandfather had liked to sit and smoke his pipe
while gazing at the view across fields and patches of woodland towards
the level Cambridgeshire horizon.

Alfie watched from his hiding place beneath a big rhododendron
bush, lying as quiet and still as a spy monitoring the activity of enemy
agents, while his father and the two men moved to and fro inside the
shed, their shadows appearing and disappearing behind its dusty win-
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dow. He watched them come back down the stairs, each carrying two or
three cardboard boxes, took careful aim with the cap pistol that his father
had brought back from Singapore, one of the presents he'd opened with
little enthusiasm the day after his grandfather had died, and carefully
shot them over and over again. He was a sniper; he was the last valiant
defender of a fortress overrun by its enemies; he was a detective thwart-
ing desperate criminals. He watched as the two men, both of them much
older than his father, stacked the boxes in the boot of their grey Jaguar,
watched as his father shook hands with them, watched as they climbed
into their car and drove off, and his father disappeared inside the house.
He watched and waited until he was as certain as he could be that the
coast was clear, then snuck through the scanty cover of the little copse to
the shed and scampered up the stairs, his blood thrilling.

At first glance, nothing seemed to have changed. The two overlapping,
threadbare oriental carpets still covered the floor. The leather armchair
where Alfie, as long as he promised to be extra quiet, had been allowed to
sit and read while his grandfather worked, still slumped next to the
black-leaded cast-iron stove that, stoked full of glowing coke, had grown
so hot that when Alfie spat on it the spit danced around before vanishing
with a satisfying hiss. The stove was unlit now, of course, and the shed
felt cold and damp, and smelled faintly but definitely of his grandfather's
funny tobacco, a smell that touched something deep inside Alfie and
made him feel sad and alone.The floor-to-ceiling shelves were still stuffed
to bursting with piles of books and papers, and the photographs from his
grandfather's time in Iraq still hung here and there, but his collection of
ancient artefacts — fragments of unglazed pottery, clay tablets marked
with neat rows of cuneiform writing, a clay lamp shaped like a slipper,
stone and flint axes and hand tools and arrowheads, bone needles and
pieces of bone incised with pictures of reindeer or horses, some bought at
auction or from other collectors, some from archaeological excavations in
Iraq where Alfie's grandfather had worked in the 1930s — had been
cleared away, and the roll-top desk had been stripped of its familiar clut-
ter of papers and stood bare and forlorn.
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Alfie's grandfather, kindly, patient, sweet-natured and utterly remote
from ordinary life, had worked there every day. Perched on the edge of a
swivel chair, writing in neat copperplate with a green, gold-nibbed foun-
tain pen pages of notes for his monumental, never-to-be-completed the-
sis, letters to other experts, and articles for publication in learned jour-
nals — Alfie's grandmother would later type copies of these, using an an-
cient black typewriter — or closely examining patterns on pieces of pot-
tery or notches on fragments of bone with a huge magnifying glass whose
cracked ivory handle had been thriftily mended with parcel tape, or mak-
ing careful, minutely cross-hatched drawings with a set of Rotring pens
on creamy sheets of heavy art paper. Now the stacks of notes and draw-
ings, the neatly filed letters and every other scrap of paper had been
cleared from the desk and its rack of pigeon-holes. Alfie tiptoed to the
window and looked at the house through the bare winter trees, then tip-
toed back to the desk like a burglar. There was something he simply had
to know.

Last summer, barefoot, practising being as silent as an Indian brave,
he had stolen into the shed just as his grandfather had been taking out a
rolled-up sheet of paper from a compartment hidden inside the desk. The
old man had calmly put the roll of paper away and had made Alfie swear,
hand on heart, that he would not tell anyone about it, that it would be
their own private secret, and that he would never, ever try to open the
drawer and look at what was inside. Now Alfie reasoned to himself that it
was his duty to see if the two men had taken this mysterious piece of pa-
per. With his pulse beating in his throat, he pulled out the shallow central
drawer, full of pencil stubs and half-used rolls of Sellotape, odd lengths of
string and the metal rulers and the device like a compass with two points
with which his grandfather had made measurements of his shards and
stones and bones, carefully set it on the floor beside the desk, and
reached inside the space into which it fitted and pressed the panel at the
back. It yielded with a solid click and sprang loose; Alfie pulled it open
and withdrew the rolled-up sheet of paper. It was yellow with age, and
tied with a piece of black ribbon. There was also a soft leather pouch fas-



12 Paul McAuley

tened with a drawstring — the pouch in which Alfie's grandfather had
kept the powder that he'd added to his pipe tobacco.

Alfie remembered the clean thrill he'd felt when the secret drawer had
yielded its treasure, remembered how he'd made a commando-style dash
across the lawn and safely reached his bedroom, out of breath, his heart
pounding. But he couldn't remember what had happened after that.
There was a gap, a blank, and then he was lying in bed, feeble and con-
fused, with his father sitting beside him.

Mick Flowers, angry and upset and, worst of all, trying to hide the fact
that he was more than a little frightened, told Alfie that he'd had a fit af-
ter he'd tasted his grandfather's secret powder and looked at something
he shouldn't have looked at. Alfie supposed that he must have untied the
ribbon and unrolled the sheet of paper, but he couldn't remember doing
it, and couldn't remember what he'd seen, either, couldn't remember if it
had been a drawing or a diagram or a magic spell. Whatever it was, it had
done more to him than give him a fit. It had put a twist in his brain. It
had left its mark. That night, Alfie was possessed by vivid nightmares in
which monstrous faces took shape from clouds of swirling dots and lines;
the next day, he suffered another fit and, against the wishes of his
grandmother, was taken to see an old friend of the family, Mr Prentiss,
who devised the treatment that had more or less cured him.

A year later, Alfie still had the occasional minor episode. He'd get a
funny taste in his mouth, sharp and sour as burning metal, and the world
would jump like a bad splice in a film, but it was no big deal, not much
worse than a stutter or a nervous twitch. He hadn't once been struck by a
full-blown epileptic seizure like those suffered by the pale, nervous boy in
the year below his at the boarding school. He didn't fall down and jerk
about and make animal noises, and he no longer woke sweating and
mute with terror from dreams of monsters that swam out of garish pat-
terns, but although Mr Prentiss's treatment kept the bad fits and night-
mares at bay, it didn't mean that Alfie liked it. It wasn't only that it re-
minded him of what he had done, but it was creepy and weird, too. He
knew that it was necessary, but he also knew that he would never get
used to it.
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Mick Flowers glued together four cigarette papers to make a square,
creased it down the middle, and dropped strands of tobacco in the bot-
tom of the crease. He unwrapped a little cube of aluminium foil and
crumbled a little of the rich black Moroccan hash into the tobacco, then
reached inside his jacket and lifted out a small bag of soft leather that
hung on his chest from a loop of soft black twine. With his back to the
wind, he tugged at the drawstring that held the neck of the bag closed,
took out a pinch of grey dust and sprinkled it on the mix of tobacco and
hash, rolled up the joint and sealed it at either end with a neat twist.

Alfie watched this ritual with a hollow feeling. The little bag was his
grandfather's, the very same bag that he had found in the secret com-
partment, along with the piece of paper. His grandfather had used the
dust it contained to salt his own special tobacco mix, made up for him in
a little shop on Charing Cross Road. Once upon a time, in a rare expan-
sive mood, he'd told Alfie that the dust was the dried extract from a plant
called haka, which had sprung up in the footsteps of Adam and Eve after
their expulsion from the Garden of Eden, somewhere to the north of
Baghdad.

Mick Flowers lit the joint with a snap of his Zippo, breathed in a deep,
crackling toke and passed it to Alfie, who dutifully sucked on its wet teat.
He'd been sick the first time he'd smoked one of these special cigarettes,
but he was used to the rich sweet taste now. Without being told, he took
the smoke deep into his lungs and held it there before exhaling. Mick
Flowers watched sidelong, idly drawing dots and wavy lines in the sand
with a stick. When Alfie had smoked the joint down to a nubbin, he
passed it to his father, who pinched it in a little piece of rolled cardboard
and took a final drag before tossing the roach into the glowing embers.
Looking sidelong at his son, saying, 'Do you see them?'

Alfie nodded. He was staring into the heart of the fire, where sparks
snapped and jumped among glowing embers. His father leaned in and
stroked his neck, murmuring the incantation that put him under. Alfie
knew that he was being hypnotized and slyly thought to himself that this
time he would resist, or he would suddenly jump up and chase around
the fire or run off into the dark. But it was easier to do nothing, to sit with
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the fire parching his face and the wind chilling his back while the familiar
patterns crawled through the shivering heart of the fire and his father's
voice rose and fell with the sound of the waves collapsing on the beach, a
meaningless but soothing murmur. . .

Presently, Alfie passed from a light hypnotic trance into sleep. Mick
Flowers stood, worked the stiff knee where a fragment of shrapnel was
still lodged, and gathered his son's slack body into his arms. He kicked
sand over the embers of the fire and carried Alfie through the dunes to
where the little red sports car crouched. Behind him, the tide crept up the
beach, touching and retouching with fingers of lacy foam the patterns
he'd idly drawn in the sand. Then, with a sudden bold surge, it erased
them and with another put out the fire.

The next day, Mick Flowers flew to Beirut. A week later, the flat he
rented in London was destroyed by a fire. Three days after that, the Brit-
ish embassy in Beirut received an envelope containing his bloodstained
passport.

His body was never found.
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1

Alfie Flowers's past returned to him through the window of a 73 bus, in a
flash of black light.

It was a sunny afternoon in London, the last week in May. Alfie had
been photographing lichens on gravestones and trees in Abney Park, a
large, overgrown Victorian cemetery that widened out in unexpected di-
rections from its entrance on Stoke Newington Church Street. Volunteers
were restoring it section by section, clearing graves of brambles and elder
and sycamores, uncovering heaved and tumbled headstones, revealing
new perspectives of sunlight. After several hours of wandering along
paths softly heaped with fresh sawdust, Alfie, pleasantly tired, had
snagged the prime position on the double-decker bus: on the top, the
front seat on the left-hand side. The bus had almost immediately become
stuck in a traffic jam because one of the utility companies was digging up
the road and had reduced it to a single lane, but Alfie didn't mind. He
wasn't in a hurry. He was a street photographer, a snapper of the city's
unconsidered trifles and cast of eccentrics, scraping by on an exiguous
income of royalties and residuals from pictures reprinted from his fa-
ther's archive. He didn't have a schedule; currently he had no ties. There
was no one waiting for him at home. He had all the time in the world. He
sprawled in luxurious disarray on the front seat, sipping a banana-
flavoured milk shake and watching people passing along the pavement
on the other side of the street, which, where the bus had stalled, was
pinched like a wrung neck.

That was when Alfie saw it. Bright as a shard of sun glancing off glass,
except that it was black — a black circle splashed on the window of a res-
taurant, nagging at his attention, doubling into broad iridescent discs
floating behind his eyelids when he tried to blink it away. It tickled his
brain, woke old memories. It was an unscratchable itch, a sneeze that
wouldn't come, a word lurking on the back of his tongue.
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Some way up the street, in front of the trench where no one was cur-
rently working, the temporary traffic light turned green. The bus snorted
and shuddered and started to move; Alfie blinked, gathered up his cam-
era bag, stumbled along the gangway and down the stairs, jumped from
the open platform to the pavement.

The splash of black on the plate-glass window of the restaurant, a Ja-
maican place painted yellow and green and red, seemed to swim and
wobble, like the kind of optical illusion that keeps reversing its perspec-
tive. It reached out with a snaky maw, it was a tunnel or whirlpool hoo-
vering up every speck of Alfie's sensibility. He took an involuntary step
towards it and a van brushed past less than a foot away, sounding its
horn. He danced back, saw a man in the black trousers and white shirt of
a waiter come out of the passageway at the side of the restaurant, carry-
ing a zinc bucket slopping suds.

Alfie's heart was suddenly pounding. There was the taste of burnt
metal in his mouth. On the other side of the road, the waiter dipped a
wad of steel wool in the sudsy bucket, wrung it out, and began to rub at
the edge of the black circle. Alfie called out, asked him to stop please for
just a moment, but his voice didn't carry over the noise of the traffic and
the unheeding waiter continued to scrape away at the pattern, so he
pulled his Nikon from his bag, jammed on the zoom lens, focused with
trembling fingers, and fired off several shots.

By the time the traffic light changed back to red and Alfie was able to
cross the road, the circle was already half-erased. The waiter, a slim
young black man, watched him approach, a wary hostility beginning to
harden in his gaze. Alfie was used to that look: many people, seeing his
height, the breadth of his shoulders barely contained by his distressed
leather jacket, the bland dish of his face under blond hair cut short in no
particular style, assumed that he was an off-duty or plain-clothes police-
man. A few days ago, while he had been waiting to cross Caledonian
Road, a vagrant had wandered up and accused him of following him. Al-
fie made the mistake of looking around. The vagrant, bouncing on his
toes, his fists balled up inside the pockets of his denim jacket, probably
clutching a length of pipe or a sharpened screwdriver, eyes red and ten-
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der in bruised sockets from too much toking or snorting, leaned in close,
his breath metallic and awful, saying, 'You can't fool me, man. I know
you're police. I know you been following me.'

Alfie did what he always did in situations like that. He behaved like a
policeman, staring straight into the man's face, asking him where he was
going. The man's aggression evaporated in the glare of this frontal chal-
lenge. He averted his blood-charged eyes, meekly pointed with his elbow,
up the hill, past the high white walls of Pentonville prison. 'I'm going
straight on across the road,' Alfie said, 'so I won't be following you, will
I?' Adding as the man began to shuffle off, unable to resist it, ' Mind how
you go.'

Now, confronting the waiter's incipient hostility, Alfie fished a busi-
ness card from his leather jacket and said, with what he hoped was a
winning smile, 'T'm a photographer. A freelance photographer. Would
you mind waiting for a moment while I take a picture of that?'

It was a thorny ring encircling a stencilled cartoon of an American
soldier about to stamp on the head of a prostrate, large-eyed child. Dash-
es and circles, grids and sway-backed lines, zigzags like exploding
lightning, several dozen bold, simple shapes interlocked like an insanely
complicated clock mechanism, the whole thing about a yard across. Half-
erased, it no longer had any power over Alfie. It was just a weird pattern
framing a simple-minded piece of political graffiti.

The waiter studied Alfie's card, said doubtfully, 'T have to clean it off
right now, we're about to open.'

Alfie reached into his pocket again, extracted the folded ten-pound
note he kept there in case he needed extra persuasion and held it up,
cocked between thumb and forefinger. 'For your trouble. It'll only take a
minute.'

The waiter took the note, shrugged. 'Why you interested in this shit?"

Alfie was changing the lens of his Nikon. 'T'm interested in all kinds of
things. People, the things people do, anything on the streets. Stand just a
little to the left, could you, out of the light? Thanks.'

He took three shots, bracketing the exposure, took out the little
Olympus he used for candid photographs and took two more shots, just
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in case. The waiter told him that he hadn't seen anything like it before, he
had no idea who had done it, it hadn't been there when the restaurant
had closed up last night.

'Someone put their name to it, though,' he said. 'See?"

Alfie didn't, until the waiter pointed it out. Neatly printed beneath the
cartoon, curved to fit inside the thorny ring, was the signature of the art-
ist.

Morph.

'So you saw the first one on a restaurant window," Toby Brown said, a
week later. 'What about the others?’

'Basically, Hackney and Bow,' Alfie said. 'Elliot drove me around and
about, and we managed to spot more than twenty of them. Four different
cartoons, all in the same frame, all signed by Morph. But I found the best
examples, like the one you're looking at, when I took a walk along the
canal. It seems to be his favourite spot.’

It was the middle of the morning, the sun playing hide-and-seek
among an armada of stately white clouds. Alfie and Toby were sitting in
the scruffy little patio garden of Toby's basement flat. Alfie was nerved up
because he had come here to ask his best friend to help him to look for
Morph, find out who he was. He'd already tried to ask his grandmother if
she had ever seen anything like Morph's graffiti, but it had been one of
her bad days, and she had completely ignored the photographs he'd
shown her. He'd shown them to his agent, too, had asked her if his father
had ever taken pictures of graffiti — Lucinda had also been his father's
agent, back in the day.

'Not that I recall, darling,’ Lucinda had said. 'T can check the files, of
course, just to be sure . . .'

'T'm sure you're right," Alfie had said hastily, knowing that Lucinda
had more or less complete recall of every one of her clients' photographs.
She'd asked if this was a new project and hadn't looked convinced when
he'd told her that it was nothing really, just something that had caught
his eye. But she'd given him the benefit of the doubt and had changed the
subject, telling him about a nibble from a German publisher who was
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thinking of reprinting a collection of Mick Flowers's early work as a street
photographer in the 1960s, documenting London's street markets, grey-
hound tracks and coffee bars.

'T can't promise much in the way of an advance, darling, times being
what they are, but I'll keep you informed.'

Alfie had managed to avoid explaining to Lucinda why he was so in-
terested in Morph's graffiti, why he thought it might have something to
do with his epilepsy and his father's disappearance, but he knew that if he
was going to persuade Toby to help him, he would have to tell his friend
the whole sorry story. He'd spent all last night nerving himself up, re-
hearsing what he was going to say and how he was going to say it, con-
vincing himself that it was for the best, that it was the only way forward.
Now, on the brink, he felt the yawning anticipation of a parachutist about
to make his first jump, his palms pricking with nervous sweat while Toby
frowned his way through the sheaf of photographs.

Toby Brown was a deep-dyed Grub Street hack a couple of years older
than Alfie, slightly built, habitually dressed in black, and recently di-
vorced; the basement flat was rented, its living room stacked with boxes
of books he hadn't yet unpacked. He wrote interest pieces and movie re-
views for local newspapers, hustled the occasional article or news story
into the nationals, and reviewed every kind of book for newspapers and
magazines. If you wanted an intelligent and entertaining overview of the
memoirs of a minor cabinet minister, a popular history of the Third Cru-
sade, a travelogue written by a best-selling author on his year off, or of
the biography of a minor seventeenth-century courtesan, then Toby
Brown was your man. Unlike most of his peers, he was neither a failed
novelist nor an aspiring screenwriter. He believed hack-work to be an
honourable profession, and earned a comfortable living by juggling mul-
tiple deadlines and tirelessly badgering editors for further employment.
He and Alfie had long ago evolved a loose but profitable working rela-
tionship. When Alfie had to supply a couple of hundred words to accom-
pany a photograph he'd sold, he'd ask Toby; when Toby needed a photo-
graph to illustrate one of his pieces, he'd ask Alfie.
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Toby said now, 'These are all by the same kid? Morph — that can't be
his real name.'

'It's his tag — his street name, his handle, the name he uses to sign his
pieces, his flicks. Elliot has a cousin who knows the scene. He says that
Morph has been on the street for a month now, but no one knows who he
is. No one has seen him, no one has talked to him, he doesn't hang out
with anyone or use any of the tagger bulletin boards on the internet. But
he's admired by the cognoscenti, even though he uses stencils to make his
pieces, which I'm given to understand is usually frowned on. Hard-core
taggers do their throw-ups and their four-colour burners — those giant
cartoons with the balloon lettering? They do them freestyle. Morph uses
a stencil, and always just the one colour, black. But even so, he's getting a
good reputation.There's a talk-show host on a pirate radio station who's
bigging him up.'

Alfie paused, out of breath, realizing that he'd been babbling and dis-
covering that he didn't care. He was fired up by reckless exhilaration. He
was ready to jump.

""Hard-core taggers". "Bigging him up". You're getting very "street",
Flowers.'

As usual, Toby's lopsided smile was clamped around a cigarette. He
used up two or three packs a day. His black jeans and his faded black li-
nen shirt, its sleeves rolled up above his elbows, were liberally speckled
with cigarette ash. He had a pale, sharp-chinned face under a flop of dis-
ordered black hair. His dark eyes, set close together, regarded Alfie with
fond amusement.

'T'm quoting Elliot's cousin,' Alfie said. He refused to be embarrassed.
This was too important.

'Well, Morph may be famous on the street, but I've never heard of
him. Why the interest?"

"Take another look at his pieces.'

Toby shuffled through the photographs again. 'I suppose they're not
bad, as graffiti go. So this guy, this tagger, seems to have a political agen-
da. Is there anything else I should know? Because if you think I can turn
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this into a story, think again. Even with the anti-American angle, it's
pretty thin stuff.'

'Forget the cartoons for a minute,' Alfie said. 'The cartoons aren't the
point.Take a good look at the pattern that frames them.'

Toby picked up one of the photographs and held it close to his face,
held it out at arm's length, turned it around. 'I'm missing something,
aren't I? What am I missing?"'

'Tt doesn't do anything to you? It doesn't look odd, it doesn't jump out
at you?'

'If this is about some kind of hidden image or message, you'll have to
spell it out. Remember those optical illusions that were everywhere for a
couple of years in the early 90's? A bunch of wavy lines that if you looked
at them in the right way were supposed to turn into a 3-D picture of a
bunch of galloping horses? You were supposed to relax your eyes, and it
would somehow jump into focus, but I never got it. Same here. You're
going to have to tell me what this is all about, Flowers. You're going to
have to clue me in.'

Alfie sat back, took a breath. Geronimo. 'It's something from my past.
And from my father's and my grandfather's pasts too.'

'From when your father was a spy?"

'He wasn't exactly a spy.'

'From when he was working for MI6 on a casual basis, then. What do
these cartoons have to do with it?'

'It's the pattern around the cartoons.'

Toby scrutinized the photograph again. 'I still don't see it.'

"That's the point.'

You'll have to be clearer, Flowers. There's a lot of static coming
through. Try telling it from A to B in words of one syllable or less.'

"You know that I have epileptic seizures.'

Toby nodded. "When you go away inside your head for a moment or
two.'

"They're what's called clean absence seizures. The kind caused by clas-
sic petit mal epilepsy, except mine are atypical because they're not gener-
al seizures that affect the entire brain, they're focal seizures that affect
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only part of it. And they're accompanied by an aura, a weird sort of thun-
derstormy feeling. The aura, the weird feeling, is the focal onset of the
seizure. I can feel myself going away. I can watch the part of my brain
that's having the seizure.' Alfie realized that he was babbling again, and
cut to the chase.'T had a lot of tests when I was a kid. The doctors identi-
fied the part of my brain where the seizures were taking place. It's in the
visual cortex.'

Soon after his father had disappeared in Lebanon, Alfie had suffered
two major fits in a single day and had been admitted to Addenbrookes
Hospital in Cambridge, where he'd been diagnosed with atypical partial
epileptic seizures with secondary generalization and prescribed the seda-
tive phenobarbitone. He was still taking phenobarbitone, was in fact
chronically dependent on it, trying to keep the dosage to a minimum by
supplementing it with benzodiazepine or clonazepam obtained from an
acquaintance who worked in a drug-dependency clinic. He took Valium
too, to maintain his equilibrium. He was an expert in self-medication,
constantly monitoring and modifying his emotional weather.

Toby said, 'And this has what to do with these cartoons?"'

'Tt doesn't have anything to do with the cartoons,' Alfie said. 'But it
does have everything to do with the pattern that frames them. It has eve-
rything to do with what I see, and what you don't see. I mean, what do
you see?"'

'T suppose it looks a little like a crown of thorns.'

'Tt doesn't seem to move?"'

'T told you, when it comes to spotting optical illusions, I'm not the
sharpest ship in the harbour.'

"You see a static pattern. I see something alive. Something that pulses
and spins.'

'Because of your epilepsy.'

'How long have we known each other?"'

Toby Brown gave Alfie a serious look. 'Can I ask — no kidding around
— are you okay?'

'Something like eight years?"'

'Because you look a little on edge. More than a little, actually’
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'Eight years? Nine?'

'Around nine, I suppose.'

'T want to tell you something. Something I haven't told anyone else.'

'As long as you won't have to kill me afterwards, I'm all ears. Sorry,'
Toby said, when Alfie gave him a look. 'T know. This is serious shit. What
is it?'

'Some old family history,’ Alfie said, and with a sense of falling
through airy space told Toby about what had happened after his grandfa-
ther had died. The two men who had taken away his grandfather's papers
and his collection of ancient artefacts. How he'd sneaked into his grand-
father's study and looked at the sheet of paper hidden inside the secret
drawer of the desk, and what it had done to him.

When Alfie was finished, Toby lit a fresh cigarette, snapping his ligh-
ter and bending to its pale flame. 'How can you be sure that it did some-
thing to you? That it wasn't just shock or, I don't know, grief?'

'T was all right before I looked at it. And afterwards, I had epilepsy.'

'But you don't remember what you saw. What was on this famous
sheet of paper.' Toby was leaning forward, excited and pleased by Alfie's
story, his close-set eyes shining with intelligence. 'Tt could have been a
magic spell, or it could have been a picture of Barney the dinosaur.'

'T think it was a little before Barney's time.'

'"The point is, what makes you so certain that whatever was on that
sheet of paper has something to do with Morph's little artworks? How are
you going to convince me that you aren't as nutty as a fruit bat?"

"This is going to sound nutty, actually, but Morph's graffiti affect me.
Or rather, the pattern around them affects me. It's like the sun in my
eyes, or fingers stirring around inside my head. It's a little like the aura I
mentioned, the feeling I get before an attack. Also, I remember that my
grandfather had a couple of flat stones, he called them plaquettes, that
were incised with the same kind of patterns as the stuff Morph puts
around his cartoons. And there's something else.'

Alfie rummaged in his camera bag, brought out a small flat box, and
took off the lid.
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Toby Brown leaned further forward and looked at the thumb-sized
shard of time-blackened stone, framed with silver filigree, that nestled on
time-yellowed cotton wool.

"That's very nice. But it doesn't mean we're engaged or anything, does
it?'

"Tell me what you see.'

'T see marks,' Toby said. 'Dots over a wavy line. What is this, one of
your grandfather's bits of stone? One of those plaques?"'

'Plaquettes. No, they were taken away with the rest of my grandfa-
ther's stuff. This belonged to my father. He gave it to one of his
girlfriends, the day before he disappeared. But the pattern on it is the
same kind of pattern that was on my grandfather's plaquettes, and you
can see the same kind of thing in the frame around Morph's cartoons.'

Toby sat back, favouring Alfie with his liquid, conjoined gaze. 'So,
what are you trying to say? That these mysterious patterns not only
caused your epilepsy but also have something to do with the graffiti pat-
terns?'

Alfie twirled a finger next to his temple. 'T know, crazy as a soup
sandwich.'

"You should definitely check your roof for loose pigeons.'

'She lived in Lebanon,' Alfie said.

"This girlfriend.'

'In Beirut.' Alfie paused, then said, 'T met her once.'

'Before you tell me the rest of the story, let's refresh our drinks.'

'T have a milk shake right here in my bag, thanks.'

'Of course you do. Bear with me while I get a refreshing beverage. It's
a couple of hours before I usually indulge, but what the hell.'

After Toby had settled back in his chair, Alfie said, 'When I inherited
my yard, there was an old caravan on the site. It hadn't been touched
since my father disappeared. Since he died. He was something of a ladies'
man, and he'd stashed letters from his various girlfriends there. I found
them in a sugar tin. I suppose he didn't want one of his girlfriends rum-
maging around his flat and finding billets-doux from old flames. There
were a dozen or so from a woman in Beirut, and I wondered if she might
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know something about what happened to him. So I played detective. I
looked up a copy of the Beirut telephone directory in the Camden Li-
brary, spent a small fortune on long-distance telephone calls, and even-
tually got through to one of the woman's brothers. He told me that she'd
married and moved to America, but wouldn't tell me where. I thought
that was that, and I more or less forgot about it until she phoned me out
of the blue, about a year later. She was in London, on holiday. We met,
we talked about my father, and she gave me this piece of stone.'

Alfie remembered waiting for the woman, formerly Miriam Haddad,
now Mrs Miriam Luttwak, in the lounge of the Savoy Hotel. Nervous and
uncomfortable in his only suit, which seemed to have shrunk at least a
size since he'd worn it last, at his graduation ceremony at Bristol Univer-
sity. He remembered that Miriam Luttwak had been older than he had
expected, a trim middle-aged woman, hair piled high in a glossy blonde
beehive, moving straight towards him through the clutter of plush arm-
chairs and low tables. He remembered how she'd kissed him on both
cheeks and said that he was definitely his father's son, she would have
recognized him anywhere.

Over tea and scones, she explained that she had married an American
doctor, a surgeon who had been doing voluntary work in the Palestinian
refugee camps. When her husband's tour of duty had finished she had
gone with him to America, to Boston. Before that, she had been working
as an interpreter; she had worked with Mick Flowers when he had first
come to Lebanon to cover the civil war, and they had quickly become
close friends. She told Alfie that his father had stayed with her that last
time in Beirut, that he had come and gone on business he would not tell
her about, something that had involved another Englishman, although
she'd never met her father's friend and didn't know his name. They had
hired a car to drive to Syria, and that was when they had disappeared.

'"The war was five years old then. It was a bad time for Europeans to
drive alone through the country. I pleaded with him, Alfie,’ Miriam Lutt-
wak said, her gaze steady and serious. 'I told him to wait, I would arrange
an escort. My brother was in the Christian militia, the Phalangists. With a
little money it would have been possible to arrange an escort as far as the
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border. With a little more, to arrange for someone to help your father and
his friend once they reached Syria. But your father said that it was a deli-
cate negotiation, that if he turned up with a third party it would frighten
off the people he and his friend were going to meet.'

"Where exactly were they going? Who were they supposed to meet?"

'Tdon't know. But I can tell you that when he left, he was carrying a lot
of money in American dollars.'

'He was going to buy something.'

'T believe so.' Miriam Luttwak reached into her handbag and took out
a small box, setting it in the middle of the low table between their arm-
chairs, next to the silver teapot. 'A few days before he left, he gave me
this. He said that it was very old. He also said that he wanted me to have
it, for safe keeping. Later, when I knew that he would not be coming
back, I had it mounted.’

Alfie picked up the piece of stone and ran his finger over the incised
markings.

Miriam Luttwak watched him closely. 'You know something about it, I
think.'

'My grandfather collected things like this. Very old things.'

'T think that your father and his friend were involved with tomb-
robbers and smugglers. In the Middle East, people can make good money
digging up treasures and selling them on the black market to collectors,
or to agents who work for museums. Perhaps your father was trying to
buy something important.'

Suddenly, unexpectedly, Miriam Luttwak tipped her head back. Alfie
realized with a pang of embarrassment that she was crying, that she did
not want the tears to ruin her make-up.

She drew a handkerchief from the sleeve of her jacket and dabbed
carefully at her eyes, saying, 'He was very dear to me. He was quite the
bravest man I knew, and a true artist with the camera. Every one of his
photographs held a truth.' She sniffed delicately, folded the handkerchief
away.'T am sure you know that your father was famous for taking very few
photographs. The other photographers would take a picture in black and
white, and then shoot the same scene in colour, for coverage. Your father
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always used either one or the other. He said that some things demanded
black and white, others colour, and it did not do to mix the two. He once
rode with the Phalangists for three days, was involved in a battle that left
two of them dead and five wounded, and in all that time he shot only two
rolls of film. Another time, he came across some Christian youths cele-
brating over the body of a teenage Muslim girl. He was told by his escort
that he would be Kkilled if he took any pictures, but he took one anyway.
He once told me, perhaps he told you this too, Alfie, that it was not worth
taking a picture simply for the sake of taking a picture. That it was best to
know when to take one, and when not to. He saw the world very clearly.
More clearly than anyone else I have ever met. He had a poetic eye for the
truth of the world — does that make sense to you?"'

'Yes. Yes, it does.'

You must keep this too,' Miriam Luttwak said, pushing the box across
the table. 'His letters, I burned those before I married, you understand.
And I am ashamed to say that I also burned the few photographs I had of
him. But this, this is yours.'

'T can't take—'

"You will." Miriam Luttwak glanced at her expensive gold watch and
exclaimed that she had an appointment that she must keep. She and Alfie
rose together, air-kissed awkwardly across the table, above the little
shard of stone, and then she was gone.

In the scruffy, sun-dappled patio garden, Toby Brown said, 'And then
what?'

Alfie said, 'And then I never saw her again.'

'T mean, is that it? She gave you this piece of stone, which your father
gave her just before he disappeared, and you didn't try to find out what it
was?'

'T knew that it was from something very old, I knew that the markings
on it were like those on some of the Stone Age artefacts that my grandfa-
ther collected. What I didn't know was what it meant, and no, I didn't try
to find out. I did ask my grandmother about it, but she told me that it
wasn't her business, and it wasn't mine either. She told me to forget
about it. She told me to let the past stay in the past, where it belonged.
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And for a long time that's just what I did. I was trying to maintain some
kind of equilibrium in my life because stress increases the frequency of
my seizures, and, frankly, I sort of forgot about it. And then I saw my first
example of Morph's graffiti, and it all came back to me, all at once.'

There was a pause. An airliner dragged its roar above the fleet of
clouds. A bird essayed a few experimental notes somewhere beyond the
ivy-covered walls of the little garden.

At last, Toby said, 'So, how can I help you?"

Alfie smiled. 'Am I so transparent?"’

"Why else would you have coughed up this painful confession?’

'T want to find this graffiti artist because he knows something about
these patterns. Perhaps he can help me understand what happened when
I looked at something I shouldn't have looked at. And what happened to
my father. Perhaps . . . This is such a long shot that I don't really want to
think about it, but if one of these patterns damaged me, perhaps there's
another that can cure me.'

'And you think that I can help you find this guy'

'T thought that your extensive contacts in the media might turn up
something about him. If it's any help, I think he's from Iraq.'

'Because of his cartoons? I'm not so sure. There are plenty of people
living right here who are against the invasion of Iraq. Alison marched
against it twice. As she keeps reminding me, it did her sense of self-worth
no end of good.'

Alison was Toby's ex-wife. Although they had obtained a no-fault di-
vorce several months ago, she and Toby were still bickering as much as
ever.

Alfie said, 'My grandfather worked in Iraq, before the war. That's
where he became interested in ancient history, and I think that's where
the plaquettes came from — the stones with the patterns on them.'

'Or he could have picked them up at an auction, or the local church
jumble sale.'

'Also, Lebanon and Syria are next door to Iraq.'

And the drug that Alfie's grandfather had smoked, which had also
been part of Mr Prentiss's treatment, had come from Iraq, but Alfie
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wasn't ready to tell Toby about that. He already felt that he'd told him too
much.

'If you want me to help you,' Toby said, suddenly all business, 'you're
going to have to let me do it my way.'

'Absolutely.'

'Leave these photographs with me. I'll get right on it.'

Half an hour later, Alfie was riding the bus home when his mobile
rang. It was Toby. 'One of your photographs is going to be published in
tomorrow's Independent’, he said.

Alfie felt a sudden knot in his chest. 'You're writing this up? Toby, that
wasn't the deal.'

'I pitched an article about Morph, not you and your weird family. The
news-desk editor wouldn't take the story, but he asked me to send over
your photographs. So I scanned a couple and emailed them to him, and
he's going to use one to illustrate a piece about the results of an opinion
poll about whether we should have invaded Iraq, the effect on the gov-
ernment's credibility, et cetera, et cetera.'

'And how will this help me find Morph?"

'First, it earns you five hundred quid, less my very reasonable com-
mission. At some stage we'll probably need to bribe someone in Customs
and Immigration to get hold of the names of all the refugees who recently
arrived from Iraq, so don't turn your nose up at it. Second, it's possible
that the photo will tickle Morph's ego. Maybe he'll ask for a copy. It'll be
printed over your name, and maybe he'll get in touch. Any time you want
to thank me, go right ahead. I won't mind.'

Alfie was wondering who else might be interested in the photograph
— in Morph's graffiti. He was still in free fall, but now that the ground
was rushing up to meet him there was no going back. He said, 'I suppose
it's a plan.'

'It's my plan,' Toby said. 'How can it not work?'
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Harriet Crowley's family had an affiliation with the British secret service
that went back to the Second World War. Like most traditions in these
brave new egalitarian times, that no longer counted for much, but be-
cause she'd helped Six unravel a nasty little affair in Nigeria three years
ago, it took only a week to arrange a face-to-face meeting with her new
handler. (The agent with whom she'd worked previously, a courtly, silver-
haired man who'd possessed a colourful collection of bow ties and the
driest sense of humour she'd ever encountered, had died of lung cancer
last year.) But now, at eight in the morning, the new man was half an
hour late, and Harriet was starting on her third cup of coffee and begin-
ning to wonder if she was going to have to deal with the plague of glyphs
and all it implied without any official help.

She was waiting in the corner of an Italian restaurant — tables cov-
ered with red and white chequered tablecloths scattered between fat pil-
lars, the usual football memorabilia tacked to the wall behind the hissing
Gaggia — in the basement of an office building close to Vauxhall Cross,
the unlovely headquarters of MI6 that squatted beside Vauxhall Bridge
like the offspring of an unwise coupling between an Aztec temple and a
nuclear power station. Wearing her best trouser suit, a pearl-grey num-
ber from Karen Millen, blonde hair scraped back from her pale face, the
temporary ID badge required for entry into the building clipped to her
lapel, she was quietly anonymous among the dozen or so customers, just
the way she liked it, reading her Penguin Classics edition of David Cop-
perfield, taking a tiny sip of coffee each time she turned a page. She was
used to waiting — it was a large part of her regular job — and she knew
better than to phone and ask why her handler was late, or if he was even
going to arrive. She decided that she'd give him another half-hour, if he
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didn't show then que sera sera, she'd have to try to chase down Morph
on her own, to hell with the consequences.

He slid into the chair opposite Harriet's a few minutes before her
deadline, calling to the waiter by name, asking for a glass of tap water. A
tall man in his late thirties, sun-streaked brown hair worn collar-length,
his face deeply tanned, a button-down blue linen shirt, sunglasses
hooked in the breast pocket. A perfect specimen of the raffish public-
school, Oxbridge-educated former special services type that haunted the
Cross, telling Harriet, with a lazy smile that revealed half an acre of white
teeth, 'T had the idea that the Nomads' Club was no more than a couple of
crusty codgers left over from the good old days of the Empire. May I say
how pleased I am to discover that I was very much mistaken.'

'T'm not exactly a member,' Harriet said.

'T understand you're in a flap about something or other. I can give you
—'the man made a production of looking at his watch, a chunky number
with so many dials and buttons that it might well have been the remote
control for a nuclear submarine '— ten minutes. Fire away at will.'

'Do you have a name?'

'"They didn't tell you? What am I thinking, of course they didn't tell
you. I'm Jonathon Nicholl. My friends call me Jack.'

'T'll call you Mr Nicholl.'

'Do I detect a smidgen of hostility?"'

'T was good friends with a charmer very like you a few years ago.'

'And I suppose he broke your heart.'

'Something like that.'

'Name the rogue and I'll call him out for you. Pistols at dawn on
Hampstead Heath.'

'Or rocket launchers on the Millennium Dome?'

Jack Nicholl grinned. 'Whatever you like. Seriously. Was this
heartbreaker anyone I would know?"

Harriet couldn't help being a little charmed by him — MI6 handlers
were trained to be charming — but she knew that his charm was velvet
over steel. She gave him her nicest smile and said, "That's classified in-
formation.'
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'Classified information is my business. And talking of business, I sup-
pose we should get back to the matter at hand,' Jack Nicholl said, thank-
ing the waiter when he placed a glass of water on the table.
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'T have the samples right here,' Harriet said. She drew the A5 envelope
from her compact leather rucksack and tipped half a dozen photographs
onto the tablecloth, next to the little cut-glass vase which held a spray of
silk flowers.

Jack Nicholl swept them up and with the brisk snap of a Las Vegas
blackjack dealer turned them face down. 'I rather think you ought to be a
little more discreet.'

"You asked me to meet you in public.'

"Touche. Suppose you tell me what they are.'

'Photographs of graffiti. Specifically, graffiti with an anti-invasion-of-
Iraq flavour.'

Jack Nicholl showed his teeth again. 'T believe that "liberation" is the
politically correct term.'

'Someone who signs himself Morph is putting them up all over East
London.'

'And we should be interested because . . .'

'Because he's using a glyph to frame his cartoons.'

'Ah yes. I flicked through the files, of course. Very interesting and all
that, but ancient history in more ways than one, isn't it?'

'T assume you read the file about the debacle in Nigeria. That hap-
pened just three years ago.'

'Mmm, and a nasty business it was too. But what isn't, in this line of
work? So, what's the connection between your Nigerian adventure and
this graffiti artist?"'

Harriet had thought long and hard about that, making lists of names
and dates, tangling them together with arrows. There were question
marks beside most of the arrows. She admitted, 'T don't think that there's
a direct connection. I think it has more to do with the source of the
glyphs.'

Jack Nicholl considered that, then said, 'If that's true, it might cause
complications, given the present situation. The glyph he uses, is it —
what's the word?'
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'Potent. Yes, it is. It's a version of the fascination glyph used in propa-
ganda leaflets dropped over Occupied France during the Second World
War. Without the drug, the effect is very weak, of course—'

'Of course,'Jack Nicholl said, raising one eyebrow.

Harriet couldn't tell if he was mocking her or not, and decided to give
him the benefit of the doubt. She dug out the previous day's copy of the
Independent and showed Jack Nicholl the photograph on page four.
'"There's a possible complication. Someone else has spotted Morph's
work.'

Jack Nicholl shrugged. 't doesn't necessarily mean anything.'

'Look at the byline.'

'Alfie Flowers . . . Hmm, that does ring a dim and distant bell.'

'His father died during an operation in Lebanon.'

'Of course, the photojournalist. A man after my own heart, by all ac-
counts. But his son isn't one of ours, and I don't believe he's one of yours,
either, so how did he stumble into the picture?'

Harriet was impressed. Jack Nicholl's languid air disguised a sharp
mind. 'As far as I know, he doesn't know anything about the Nomads'
Club, but he was hurt by a glyph when he was a boy — an accident after
his grandfather died. From what I understand, the accident could have
sensitized him.'

Jack Nicholl thought about this. 'So Mr Flowers sees these graffiti and
knows that they are unusual, but he might not know why they are un-
usual.'

'And then again he might.’

'Have you made contact with him?"

'Of course not.'

Clarence Ashburton and Julius Ward, the two surviving members of
the Nomads' Club, had advised against it. "There's no need to stir up that
muddy little pond,’ Clarence had said. 'We must respect the wishes of his
grandmother,' Julius had said. Harriet had been certain that the two old
men shared a secret that they wanted to keep from her, but she hadn't
pressed them for an explanation. The Nomads' Club was a tangle of old
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secrets, failed intrigues, and half-forgotten conspiracies that no longer
had any meaning. Secrets were about all that it had left.

Jack Nicholl said, 'Do you want us to make contact with him?"

'T think he might need to be watched, for his own good. If he goes
looking for Morph, he might stumble into trouble by mistake.'

'What about the graffiti artist?'

'Obviously, he should be found as quickly as possible.'

'T suppose that "Morph" is his nom de plume. Do you have any idea
who he really is?"'

'He doesn't have a police record, but I do wonder if he might not have
an immigration record.'

'T thought those shepherds or whatever they were had been wiped out
long ago.'

'"The Kefidis. They're no longer living where they used to live, but it's
possible that some of them might have survived. And it's also possible
that one of them might have made his way here, legally or illegally.'

'Tt rather sounds as if it's a matter for the plods over at MI5.'

'T no more want to share information with MI5 than you do.'

'Nicely put.' For the first time, Jack Nicholl looked at her with real in-
terest. 'Well, I rather think we'll leave Mr Flowers alone for the time be-
ing. He'll have to look out for himself. Or perhaps the Nomads' Club can
do something for him, as he's the son of a distinguished former member.
As for Morph, I suppose I could put out a feeler or two. If I come up with
something, I'll get back to you.'

Meaning, I'll call you, don't even think of calling me.

"Thank you,' Harriet said, and meant it. It was a lot more than she had
expected.

"Think nothing of it," Jack Nicholl said, and picked up the photo-
graphs. 'May I keep these? I'll tip them into a new file. I suggest you de-
stroy the negatives or erase the jpeg files, of course.’

'T already have. And I've dealt with the graffiti, too.'

'Nothing too rash, I hope.'

Harriet took the can of black spray-paint from her rucksack and set it
on the table.
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Jack Nicholl laughed. 'T suppose that would work, wouldn't it?'

'T've been painting over every one I spot. Of course, there are probably
plenty that I haven't found. There's only so much one person can do.'

After a beat, Jack Nicholl said,'If that's a request for help, I can pass it
upstairs, but I can't promise anything.'

'T thought it might be useful training for your latest recruits.'

'T'm afraid that all of our latest recruits are in language laboratories,
learning Arabic. Have you asked for help outside the charmed circle?'

'T'm as eager as you to keep this under wraps.'

'Of course you are. Well, this has been an unexpected pleasure for me
as well as you,' Jack Nicholl said, and pushed back his chair and stood.
'Please don't bother getting up, Harriet. I'll see myself out.’
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3

Alfie's grandmother told him about his inheritance on his twenty-first
birthday, eleven years after Mick Flowers had disappeared, and three
years after leave to swear to his death had been granted by the Cam-
bridge registrar. Alfie believed that his father had left nothing behind
except for the Morgan sports car — sold long ago to help pay off gambling
debts that had surfaced after his disappearance — a box of LPs and a
wardrobeful of clothes at the house in Cambridge, and a set of photo-
graphic prints in his agent's files. Everything else that Mick Flowers had
ever owned, including his archive of negatives and notebooks, had been
lost in the fire that had gutted the flat he'd rented in London. So Alfie was
surprised to learn, at his birthday lunch at an expensive, old-fashioned
French restaurant in Bristol, where he was in his final year at the univer-
sity, that for the past eleven years his grandmother had been looking af-
ter a patch of land his father had owned in North London. Land which
was Alfie's to do with as he wished now that he had come of age.

"Your father won it in a poker game,' his grandmother explained.
'From a gentleman from Malta who, I believe, was later shot to death in a
public house in the East End. Your father sometimes associated with very
vivid types, Alfie. He was like your grandfather, he had a wild streak in
him. But unlike your grandfather, God bless him, he never had the
chance to grow out of it.'

Alfie's grandmother, Elizabeth Flowers, was a small, slender woman
with a vivacious, gypsyish air, still attractive at sixty-five, her hair dyed
glossy black, bangles on her wrists, a necklace of heavy wooden beads at
her throat. She'd been a real beauty when Alfie's grandfather had met her
during the Second World War, a demure knockout in her Army uniform.
She'd been a driver then, chauffeuring high-ranking officers around Lon-
don and the Home Counties, quite fearless in the blackout because she
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had acute night vision and could navigate the streets by starlight if neces-
sary. She'd once driven for Field Marshal Montgomery, whom she re-
membered as quite the most bad-tempered man she'd ever met. She'd
driven for General Sir Frederick Pile, Commander-in-Chief of Anti-
Aircraft Command. She'd driven for a clutch of Yanks and an assortment
of spooks. And she'd driven for Maurice Flowers, who'd been working at
the SOE offices in Baker Street, and Maurice Flowers had fallen for her
and she'd fallen for him. It had been a May-September marriage between
a beautiful twenty-year-old and a fortysomething bachelor-scholar, but
far stranger things had happened during the war. Elizabeth Flowers was
briskly competent when she had to be, never more so than in the after-
math of her only son's disappearance, and always open-hearted and ge-
nerous towards her grandson, but she had a sly, secretive side, too. Six
months later, she would surprise Alfie again, when she invited him to
meet the man she was going to marry —until that moment, Alfie had
known nothing at all about her deepening love affair.

That evening in Bristol, she had another surprise for him, taking a
London A-Z from her handbag and showing Afie where his inheritance
was situated: a sliver of land in Islington, next to the North London rail-
way line. She laid two keys on the table. For the padlock which fastened
the gates, she said — and for the caravan.

'Caravan?'

Alfie was having trouble taking all of this in.

His grandmother gave him a level look across the table. 'Don't get
your hopes up, dear. This isn't going to make your fortune. It isn't much
more than a patch of waste ground, with nothing on it but a caravan
that's quite rotted away, and a kind of garage that pays a peppercorn
rent. As yet, there's no planning permission for anything more perma-
nent, but Islington is an up-and-coming area, and if you sold it to an
honest property speculator, if you could find such a person, I'm sure
you'd make a useful sum. But it's up to you to decide what to do with it.
I've looked after it all this time, and now it's your responsibility.'

They agreed that they would visit it together when Alfie came home
from university at Christmas, but Christmas was a month away, and Alfie
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had acdiscovered that he couldn't wait that long. He went up to London
the very next weekend, trying to behave like an adult on a business trip —
just going to inspect my property, don't you know — but feeling the same
airy thrill that had possessed him when he'd made another clandestine
trip to London several years ago, to look for Mr Prentiss's house.

It was raining in London, drenching down from clouds that sagged
just above the crowded rooftops. Two in the afternoon and already so
dark that the streetlamps were lit, communing over their own reflections
in the wet roads. Cars sped by with their headlights on, splashing gouts of
water onto pavements slippery with fallen leaves. Alfie's army-surplus
grey wool coat was quickly soaked through and had easily doubled its
weight by the time he found his way through a tangle of residential
streets to the plot of land that his father had left to him.

It was squeezed between the back of a terrace of dilapidated four-
storey Victorian houses and the cutting which contained the North Lon-
don railway line. There was a pair of rusty mesh gates next to a small,
temporary-looking building constructed from steel-framed concrete
shuttering, with a roll-up door facing the street. Alfie's heart beat quickly
as he turned the key in the heavy padlock. It popped open in his hand
and he pushed the gates back and stepped through, feeling like a tres-
passer about to be menaced by a shotgun-wielding landowner. There was
a wide pan of cracked, weedy concrete fringed on the railway side by
brambles and leafless hawthorns and sycamores, black and dripping in
the rain. A kind of garage stood at the end, a big open-ended shelter like
a Dutch barn built of wood and corrugated iron where an old-fashioned
red London bus was parked next to a caravan set on railway sleepers.

The second key opened the caravan door. Inside, it smelled of damp
and mice. Mouse droppings lay everywhere on the cracked linoleum
floor. The foam cushions of the seats at one end of the caravan had been
deeply mined. The bottoms of the floral curtains were ragged. There were
more mouse droppings on the Formica surfaces of the kitchen area. A
dead mouse lay mummified in the tiny aluminium sink.

A newspaper lay on the folding table, its top pages brittle yellow lace.
Alfie brushed off commas of dry mouse-shit, found a page where the date
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was still legible. Saturday, 28 November 1981. The day after Alfie's tenth
birthday. The day Alfie had last seen his father.

Alfie locked the caravan and walked the boundary of his property,
stood in the unforgiving rain and looked down at the railway lines. He
discovered that he was happy. The property wasn't much, but it had been
his father's and now it was his. He knew then that he would never sell it.

Elizabeth Flowers remarried soon after Alfie graduated. She'd met her
new husband, Harry Walker, on a cruise along the Norwegian coast. He
was an architect and a jazz buff, an energetic, gregarious man with a glass
eye and a mane of white hair who played trombone in a pub band every
Sunday and, as a party piece, was given to reciting poems by Tennyson
and Browning that he'd been forced to learn as a schoolboy. Alfie liked
Harry and liked his three sons too, but chose to live in North London, on
his plot of land, rather than move into Harry's Victorian pile in Rich-
mond. He bought a new caravan and had electricity and mains water laid
in, and later bought a second, smaller caravan, which he turned into a
photographic darkroom.

He'd been there ever since. Eleven years. He'd become a familiar sight
in the neighbourhood. Slouching along in his worn black leather jacket,
his camera bag bumping his hip. Thumbing through stacks of old maga-
zines at the antiques market in Camden Passage on Saturday mornings,
looking for examples of his father's early work. Eating special fried rice
and spring rolls in the Golden Dragon Chinese takeaway on Caledonian
Road, or spaghetti carbonara in the family-run Italian restaurant oppo-
site Pentonville prison, or Thai green curry in his local pub. He was a
regular at the pub, habitually snuffing out the candle stuck in its wax-
covered bottle before sitting at the table in his corner, where he drank
lemonade and lime in the shadows under shelves bowed with dusty, un-
read, unreadable books, and gossiped with other regulars — journalists,
musicians, book dealers, men in the antique trade, men who inhabited
the demi-monde of self-employment and scruffy bachelorhood. Un-
discovered geniuses of the city exchanging gossip about rumours and
conspiracy theories, doing bits of business with each other. Cash in hand.
A favour for a favour. London characters. London geezers.
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Living in a caravan on a piece of forgotten wasteland in the middle of
London wasn't much fun in winter, but summers were a gift. In summer,
the living was easy. In summer, Alfie's little yard was like a sliver of para-
dise glowing fresh and green among the sooty bricks and buckled streets.

Two days after his photograph of Morph's graffiti had been published
in the Independent, nine in the morning, Alfie was lounging outdoors in
his dressing gown, sitting in his plastic chair at his plastic table, sipping
orange juice and munching a croissant. White clouds sailed the sky; the
air was already warm. Birdsong in the hawthorns and the sycamores,
butterflies fluttering around the dusty purple flower spikes of the bud-
dleias that grew behind George Johnson's workshop, the thin scrape of a
radio in one of the houses that backed onto the patch of land, the white
noise of the city like a vacuum cleaner running in a far-off room in an
enormous house.

The sycamores were taller, there was a Dennis F15 fire engine parked
in the yard, and two double-decker buses now shared the big open-ended
garage with Alfie's caravans — his tenant, George Johnson, who restored
vintage Jaguars in the workshop next to the gates, had last year bought
one of the obsolete Routemasters that London Transport was selling off
cheaply — but otherwise the patch of land had changed little since Alfie
had first seen it. Even without planning permission it was now worth a
very useful sum indeed and because of the crazy spiral in property prices
its value was increasing significantly every day. Alfie sometimes enter-
tained a fantasy of selling up and buying a nice little flat, perhaps in one
of those spiffy new developments in Clerkenwell, but the truth was that
he was more or less content with his lot, especially on days like this, the
city waking around him, birds singing each to each in the trees, the sun
warm on his back. He was idly thinking that he'd take a stroll along the
canal and see if Morph had put up anything new, ask any likely-looking
kids what they knew. He'd phone Toby Brown first, see if he wanted to
come along. Today might be the day when they found the end of the
thread that would lead them to the graffiti artist.

Alfie knew that he might cause himself considerable grief by stirring
up the past, but he was discovering that he didn't care. He would be thir-
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ty-three this year. He was no longer young, and knew that he'd never be
half the photographer that his father had been. He was technically profi-
cient and he had a good eye, and occasionally, with a lot of luck, he ma-
naged to take the odd exceptional picture, but by now he knew enough
about himself and his trade to realize that he didn't have the instinct of a
truly great photographer, the perfect sense of the mood or immediacy of
a situation or emotion or landscape and the ability to burn it into the
heart of a shot. His father had had it; Don McCullin had it; Larry Bur-
rows had had it in spades; Alfie didn't. Well, c'est la vie. He'd never Kkiss a
princess, either, or become an astronaut, or a jet-fighter pilot. He was
dug in here, protecting himself with an armoury of habits, maintaining
his equilibrium, floating through life.

His last girlfriend had said that he was like one of those hermits that
noblemen used to keep in a corner of their estates. She'd been making a
joke, but it had the sting of truth. His biggest ambition at present was to
mount an exhibition of his lichen photographs in some little bookshop, or
on the walls of a cafe. In Antarctica's Dry Valleys, which were fantastical-
ly cold and lacked any form of precipitation, there were lichens that on a
good day took in a single molecule of carbon dioxide, made a molecule of
sugar, and exhaled a molecule of oxygen. Tiny stains on the rocks, thou-
sands of years old, growing a millimetre each century. Like those lichens,
Alfie had made a virtue of his marginal existence, but in the last week,
while searching for Morph, he'd felt as if he'd been waking from a long
sleep. For the first time in years, he'd begun to feel that the world was
crammed with unfurling possibilities. For the first time in years, he'd be-
gun to feel properly alive.

A car horn sounded outside the entrance to the yard. Alfie wandered
over, holding his glass of orange juice, wondering if one of George's cus-
tomers had arrived early. But then he saw the man in the pale blue suit
and buttercup-yellow T-shirt who stood beside the silver Audi slewed in
front of the gate, and called out, 'Don't waste your time. It's not for sale.'

Because there wasn't a week when some estate agent or property spe-
culator didn't stop by and try to convince him about the benefits of sell-
ing up, or drop their business card in the box bolted to the gatepost.
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'Mr Flowers?' The man held up a copy of the Independent, folded to
show Alfie's photograph. He was in his forties, stocky and nicely tanned,
his black hair clipped short, beginning to fade back from his forehead.
'Alfie Flowers?'

'"That's me.'

'T'm Robbie Ruane,' the man said, smiling at Alfie through the gate's
wire mesh. 'I believe that we have a mutual interest in Morph.'

"We do?'

'When I saw this photograph, I knew I had to track you down.' The
man extracted a business card from the top pocket of his jacket and held
it out to Alfie through the mesh of the gate. 'I run a little gallery in Brick
Lane. Urban Graphics.'

Alfie suddenly felt exposed and vulnerable and foolish, his shanks
bare beneath the hem of his dressing gown, the glass of juice clutched in
his hand. He'd shown himself to the world, and the world had responded
with this sharpie in his crisp suit and his paste-on smile.

'T wonder if I could talk to you about your photograph,' Robbie Ruane
said. 'T believe that it's one of the pieces our mutual friend put up along
the canal.'

'Do you represent him, Mr Ruane? Are you his agent?'

'Not at all. But, to be frank, I hope to represent him. Naive art, spon-
taneous art, street art that comes from the heart and the gut, art that re-
sponds to the anonymity of the city and the human condition — it's the
next big thing. Very exciting, very provocative, very now. I already look
after a number of so-called street artists, and I'm very interested in
Morph's work.'

'T'm sorry to disappoint you, but I don't have the first idea who he is.'

'Nor do I. Which is why I'm following up every clue I can. Which is
why, when I saw your photograph, I simply had to talk to you.'

'Well, we've talked.'

Robbie Ruane waggled the card he was still poking through the mesh.
'T'm very eager to contact Morph. I'm even, because I'm so foolishly des-
perate, offering a finder's fee.'
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There was something unsettling in the man's stare, a manic glint like
that of a zealot, or a junkie desperate for his next fix. Alfie wondered if
Robbie had been affected by Morph's pattern. If he was somehow sensi-
tive to it, if he'd been hooked by it without knowing why.

'T'm a photographer, Mr Ruane. I think you've mistaken me for some-
thing else.'

'You found Morph's work and saw something in it, just like me. If you
know anything, anything at all, I promise you that you'll be handsomely
rewarded.’

Behind him, back on the plastic table outside his caravan, Alfie's mo-
bile phone began to ring. 'I have to answer that," Alfie said. 'And if I were
you, I'd move that expensive car of yours before my tenant arrives. He
has a short, sharp way of dealing with people who block the gates.'

As Alfie walked away, his whole back tingling, Robbie Ruane called
out to him, saying that he'd leave his card, saying that they'd talk again,
very soon.

The mobile had stopped ringing when Alfie reached it. He picked it up
and checked the answer service, watching with a flood of relief as Robbie
Ruane slid into his car and drove off. Toby Brown's voice said in his ear,
'T've got a couple of hot new leads, Flowers. Call me back.'

Alfie called him back.

"You know the industrial estate in Kentish Town?"

"Which one?"

'Regis Road, where the big UPS building is.' Toby sounded excited and
out of breath. 'Get over here, quick as you can.'

"You've found something, haven't you?"'

'Don't even think of walking, and don't get a bus. For once in your life
take a minicab. Tell the driver to find Pronto Delivery, the far end of Re-
gis Road. And tell him to get a move on. If you don't get here soon, they'll
all be gone.'

"What will be gone?"

'Don't be late,' Toby said, and cut the connection.
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Pronto Delivery occupied a warehouse unit in the far corner of a triangu-
lar industrial estate that was bounded on two sides by a tangle of railway
lines. When Alfie arrived in the minicab Toby Brown was waiting for him
outside the gates, smoking with furious concentration. Saying, as Alfie
paid off the driver, 'You're late. Why are you always late? And don't forget
the receipt.'

"What's this all about?’

'Come and take a look.'

He led Alfie down the road that ran beside the prefabricated ware-
house. Alfie told him about Robbie Ruane, and Toby said that he
sounded like an asshole, but harmless.

'T called my agent,' Alfie said. 'She's going to ask around, see if he's
who he says he is.'

'T wouldn't worry about him.'

'Suppose he finds Morph before we do?’

"'Why would he? He hasn't found this,' Toby said, leading Alfie around
the corner of the warehouse into a yard where more than a dozen white
vans were parked. A gang of men in boots, oilskins and heavy rubber
gauntlets were washing them, scrambling about with hoses and buckets
and brushes, scrubbing at their sides, sluicing them down.

Toby lit another cigarette and told Alfie that he'd heard about it first
thing this morning. "The courier who delivered a piece-of-shit biography
for review is a friend of mine. Well, not exactly a friend, but he comes
around to my place just about every day, there's no end to the books
people want me to review, thank God, and we exchange the odd word. He
told me about this because he thought there might be a story in it.'

Some of the vans had already been cleaned, their white flanks wet and
gleaming and still faintly marked with what had been spray-painted on
them. Men were scrubbing down the others with industrial cleaner and
big sponges, with hoses with brush attachments, scouring the big graffiti,
Morph's flicks, that were centred on the side of each van. The wet vans
steamed in the sunlight. Water ran everywhere across the tarmac, swirl-
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ing around the boots of the men, the tyres of the vans. Islands of white
foam drifted on cross-currents.

Toby said, 'He did every van in the yard. These are the last to be
cleaned up — you only just made it. What do you think, Flowers? Are
these the genuine article? Are they ringing a bell in that weird brain of
yours?'

Every flick was the same cartoon in black spray paint of a grinning
mullah cutting the throat of a sheep marked US ARMY, and they were all
framed by the same thicket of interlocked patterns, glittering like rings of
shattered black glass, spinning, pulsing in and out, against the white
sides of the vans.

'A very loud bell," Alfie said, reaching inside his bag for his camera.

He squared off and focused on an untouched flick, concentrating on
the cartoon of mullah and sheep in the centre, its frame pulsing, pulsing
with the pulse beating in his temples, in his eyes.

Toby said, T've already snagged a spot in the local rag. A recap on our
boy's exploits, a couple of meaty paragraphs about the latest outrage.
Two hundred easy quid, less the drink I owe the guy who tipped me off.
We'll split it half and half

'You can keep it," Alfie said, and took the shot, took another. It was
like trying to focus on chains of sunlight burning off the heaving skin of
the sea. He zoomed in and out. He bracketed exposures. He took general
shots of the men working on the vans. The pulse was right inside his head
now.

When Alfie had shot off the entire roll of film, Toby said, "There's
something else you need to see,' and led him into the warehouse, where a
young black man was slinging boxes stencilled MEDICAL SUPPLIES —
URGENT — FRAGILE into the back of a freshly washed van. Toby
stepped up to him and asked where Barry had got to.

'Office, innit,’' the man said, and threw another box into his van.

The office was a long hut that stood behind stacks of empty pallets. A
sign, No Entry For Drivers, was taped to the half-glassed door which
Toby opened without knocking. Two black women sat in front of comput-
er monitors, talking into their telephone headsets and typing; a heavy,
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balding black man in shirt and braces looked up from his clipboard. This
was Barry. Toby introduced Alfie and said that he needed another squint
at the tape.

'"Police took the original,' Barry said, feeding a cassette into a video
player, 'so it's lucky I made a copy.'

Alfie said, 'You have him on video?'

'We have security cameras inside and out,' Barry said. 'The little bas-
tard spray-painted the lenses of two of the cameras that cover the yard,
but he missed the third. My boss is over at the firm that's supposed to
monitor the cameras, giving them hell because no one noticed.'

"Two minutes-plus of the artist at work,' Toby told Alfie. 'Roll the tape,
Barry.'

But when Barry switched on the little TV that sat next to the video
player, Alfie, already primed by Morph's flicks, found that the black-and-
white flicker hurt his eyes. He looked away, and Toby sighed and said,
"Try freeze-frame, Barry. Right there. Cool. Can't you at least glance at it,
Flowers?"'

Alfie risked a glance. A grainy still shot from a corner high above the
triangular yard, deep shadows and the roofs of parked vans shining like
radioactive tombstones.

'Just there,' Toby said, and tapped the lower right-hand corner of the
TV screen with his forefinger.

Alfie bent closer to the TV. A pale smudge resolved into a face looking
up at the camera. His mouth tasted like the inside of a kettle. Was that a
hand holding a spray-can, etched against the pale glimmer of the van's
flank?

"That's the best shot," Toby said. And then said, in a different voice,
'Flowers? Are you all right?'

Alfie felt a presence behind his eyes, an assassin stepping out of the
darkness in his skull, flowing forward. He jerked away from the TV and
then he was sitting in a chair, his head tipped back, looking up at the
raddled ceiling tiles of the office. People were crowding around him, and
someone, Toby Brown, was saying, 'He gets turns like this sometimes.
He'll be okay if you let him get some air.'
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'T'm okay now,' Alfie said.

'You really don't like TV, do you?' Barry said.

"You looked like you'd been struck by lightning,' Toby said. And then
you fell straight down.'

'Just be grateful you didn't get the full monty,' Alfie said. He washed
down half a phenobarbitone and half a Valium with a couple of gulps of
cold mineral water from a bottle that one of the women gave him. A
needle of bright pain vibrated behind his left eye, but otherwise he felt
fine. When they were outside in the sunlight and the bustle of the gang of
van cleaners, he said to Toby, 'I'm not sure if that was worth the price of
the cab. Is that the best shot of him you have? Because, frankly, it looks
like anyone.'

Toby shrugged. 'Maybe the police will enhance it with their battery of
powerful computers and put out an all-points. But I doubt it.'

'T suppose Elliot could try to do something with it,' Alfie said.

Elliot Johnson, George's nephew, was a freelance web-site designer.
He also helped out various members of his family with their various bits
of business, and helped out Alfie, too, when he needed to digitize his pho-
tographs.

Toby said, lighting a cigarette as he walked, 'T guess it's worth a try.'

Alfie said, 'T suppose Morph hit these vans because they go all over
London. Like mobile billboards advertising his prowess. But why this
particular courier company? It's way off his usual beat, and he would
have got greater coverage if he'd hit UPS, which is just up the road. They
must have a hundred vans.'

Toby shrugged. "UPS vans are painted brown — the cartoons wouldn't
show up so well. And I imagine security is tighter at UPS, too: it's a twen-
ty-four-hour operation, harder to crack.'

'T suppose.'

"The point is to make sure that he knows you're interested in him.
There's a minicab office on Fortess Road. You need to get back home to
print up those photographs, and I need to get back home to write a
couple of paragraphs of deathless prose. What are you doing on Monday
evening, by the way?'
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'T'll have to check with my social secretary’

'Have her cancel everything. There's a party you need to go to.'

'Because?"

'T've been a busy boy. Seeking Morph here, seeking him there, seeking
him every-fucking-where. Among other things, I've been listening to that
pirate radio talk-show host, the one who was, as you put it, "bigging up"
Morph. It seems that Morph has been booked to appear along with a
bunch of other spray-can artists at a wrap party for — you're going to love
this — The Elemental.’

"You're kidding.'

Alfie had worked briefly as unit photographer on the set of The Ele-
mental, a low-budget, direct-to-video horror movie. But he'd quit after
just two weeks, when he'd realized that the director had no intention of
paying his expenses, let alone the fee he'd been promised.

"To quote someone or other,’ Toby said, 'it's a small world, but I
wouldn't want to paint it.’
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4

The next day, a Sunday, Alfie took the train out to Kew to see his grand-
mother. This was his routine after she had moved into the care home.
Last Sunday, when he'd tried to ask her about Morph's graffiti, had been
one of her bad days. She'd been withdrawn, locked inside her head, refus-
ing to look at his photographs, ignoring his questions, growing agitated
when he'd pressed her. He was hoping that today would be better; when
he'd called the care home just before setting out, the nurse had said that
his grandmother had been very talkative at breakfast and had just taken a
short stroll around the garden.

Alfie's grandmother had grown increasingly eccentric after Harry
Walker had died. By then, Harry's three sons had all married and moved
out of the big house in Richmond, and she had been living on her own.
Gradually, most of the rooms had fallen into disuse. She hardly ever went
out, and spent most of her time in a reclining chair in a corner of the sit-
ting room, puzzling her way through romance novels or listening to the
radio, while beyond the French windows the lawn grew lank and mossy,
and the rose bushes she'd spent hours pruning, mulching and spraying
against black spot and aphids knitted great tangles of canes. Often, her
only topic of conversation was the past. Her childhood, the war, her
courtship with Alfie's grandfather. Increasingly, she mistook Alfie for her
son — for Alfie's father. An itinerant builder persuaded her that the drive
of the house needed urgent repairs, and charged her two thousand
pounds for a couple of hours of work. Luckily, she paid him by cheque,
which Alfie managed to stop before it was cashed, but it cost nearly a
thousand to clean up the sump oil that the man had sprayed over the
drive's perfectly good tarmacadam. She had never been very interested in
housework, but now dust silted everywhere, pots and dirty dishes fes-
tered in greasy water in the Belfast sink of the big, quarry-tiled kitchen,
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and the fridge was a repository of limp vegetables and experiments in
advanced mycology. Alfie arranged for a local woman to come in twice a
week to clean and do the laundry. He bought his grandmother a micro-
wave because he had bad dreams about the gas cooker. She'd turn on one
of the rings and forget to light it and wander off . . . Alfie and Harry's
three sons took turns to try to persuade her that she should find a smaller
place or think about sheltered accommodation, but she refused to talk
about it. 'T'm perfectly happy here,' she'd say.'T have everything I need.
Why do you want me to move?'

The crisis came when Alfie got a call from the police. His grandmother
had been found wandering in her slippers and housecoat in a street two
miles from her house, so confused that she didn't even know what year it
was, let alone where she lived. After she was diagnosed with early-stage
Alzheimer's, there was a family conference. Alfie and Joe, Harry's oldest
son, assumed joint power of attorney. The big house in Richmond, which
Harry's sons would inherit when Alfie's grandmother died, was rented
out; the income from this, together with the interest on the substantial
sum she had salted away after she'd sold the house in Cambridge, was
more than enough to pay for her place in a residential care home.

It was a model of its kind, a rambling Victorian pile set well back from
the road, with a long gravel drive between pleached lime trees and a
large, landscaped garden. Every room had its own en suite bathroom.
The kitchens were spotless, the menus imaginative and varied, and there
was a small shop where the residents could buy sweets and cigarettes,
magazines and newspapers. Trips were organized to the seaside and the
theatre. There was ballroom dancing in the spacious lounge every Friday
night.There were art classes, lessons in flower arranging and local histo-
ry. The place was as well-appointed as any four-star hotel, but no one
ever planned or looked forward to staying there.

Alfie's grandmother lived with the other disabled and confused resi-
dents in a long, single-storey annexe at the back of the house, rooms
opening on either side of a corridor with polished brass handrails fas-
tened to its walls, and doors wide enough to allow access by the wheel-
chair-bound. At the brightly lit reception area, the young, smoothly
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plump Antiguan charge nurse confirmed that Elizabeth Flowers was in a
good mood, and Alfie found her sitting in her reclining chair by the win-
dow. Her white hair, no longer dyed, was fanned loosely around her
shoulders. Alfie had brought a box of pastries, as he always did, and she
ate an apricot turnover with a kind of absent-minded delicacy while he
told her about his adventures in the last week. He wasn't sure how much
she understood. She lived entirely in the past now, retreating further and
further from the present as the memories and skills that she'd acquired in
her long life were progressively lost to her disease.

She had long ago forgotten who Alfie was, confusing him with either
his father or his grandfather, but this time she did look at the photo-
graphs, and seemed to pay attention while he explained how Morph's
flicks affected him. On some visits, as now, she seemed to be reasonably
alert; on others, like last Sunday, she would stare off into an unimagina-
ble distance without saying a word. Worst of all were the times when she
clung to Alfie's hand in mute distress, tears leaking from the corners of
her eyes, when she seemed to be aware of what was happening to her but
was unable to articulate her horror, and Alfie was unable to comfort her.
Today, she listened and nodded, and when he was finished she said, '
don't know why you're telling me all this, Michael. You know it isn't any
of my business.'

'What isn't your business, Grammie? What was Michael involved in?
Was it something to do with pictures and patterns like these?'

'Now you're trying to . . . you know, like the men.'

When she couldn't find the word she wanted, she wrinkled her nose in
frustration, and Alfie could see for a moment the little girl she'd once
been.

"The men?"'

"With their top hats and rabbits.'

'Magicians?'

She nodded.

'T'm not trying to play a trick on you, Grammie.'

'Don't think you will,’ she said, with a touch of her old sharpness.
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'T wouldn't dream of it. Really. Did Maurice have any pictures like
this?'

Alfie had looked for his grandfather's papers when he had helped to
clear out the house in Richmond, hoping to find souvenirs of his grandfa-
ther's time in Iraq. Diaries and photographs, details of archaeological
digs. He had hoped to unearth the manuscript of the thesis that his
grandfather had worked on after he had retired, or a sheaf of his careful
drawings of shards and sherds, but it seemed that everything had been
cleared away by the two men who had visited the house after the funeral.
All Alfie had found was a packet of letters and postcards dating back to
his grandmother's courtship with his grandfather, sweet nothings ex-
changed by two lovers separated by the business of war.

His grandmother said, 'You must give it up, Michael. You have your
little boy to think about. He needs his father now. He needs to be made
well again.'

Alfie realized that his grandmother was repeating an argument she'd
had with his father twenty years ago. He said, "Was it something to do
with these patterns? Take a look at them again, Grammie. Please. Tell me
if you recognize them. Tell me if Grandad, if Maurice, ever showed you
anything like this.'

A sly look stole over his grandmother's face. She smiled and put a fin-
ger to her lips and said, 'You won't catch me out like that.'

Her voice was light, girlish. Her eyes were bright. She still had most of
her own teeth — both sides of Alfie's family had little need for dentists.
She had her good bones and her good health. Her mind was being erased,
but her body carried on regardless, blindly renewing itself.

Alfie said, 'How am I trying to catch you out?'

'T've never once let you down in that respect.’

Alfie wasn't sure if his grandmother thought that she was talking to
his father now, or to his grandfather. He said, 'T know you haven't. But
just this once, I need to know if these are the same patterns.'

'Tdidn't tell them.'

"Tell them what, Grammie? Tell who?'
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'"They wanted everything, but I had to keep something, Maurice,' his
grandmother said. You wrote so beautifully about your adventures in
Iraq and your work, I couldn't let them have everything. That wasn't so
very wrong of me, was it?'

'Do you mean the letters? The letters Maurice wrote to you?'

The bundle of letters was kept with two photograph albums and other
mementoes in a box file on the table by his grandmother's bed. Every
week, a volunteer would visit her and attempt to spur her failing memory
by asking her to tell stories about the people in these old photographs.
Sometimes Alfie would do the same thing. Now he pulled the letters from
beneath the photograph albums, unpicked the knot in the ribbon he had
tied around them four years ago, and showed them to his grandmother,
fanning them out in front of her face. Torn envelopes with green and red
stamps that bore the profile of a dead king. Lined blue paper, tissue-thin
airmail forms torn along their creases. Ink faded to brown. Words or
phrases or whole sentences blanked out here and there by the censor's
black pencil. Alfie showed them to his grandmother but she looked at
them blankly and shook her head when he asked if these were all she had
kept from the two men who had come for her husband's things.

'T couldn't let them have everything. Say you'll forgive me. Please say
you'll forgive me. . .'

Alfie told her that he would, of course he would. He felt filthily
ashamed, knowing that he'd asked too much of her, but he also felt an
eager spark of excitement. They walked around the gardens. His grand-
mother tried to name every flower she saw. Some of the names were
right. At the end, after he had given up trying to make her understand
that he would come and see her next week, she said suddenly, 'T never let
them down.'

'Who didn't you ever let down, Grammie?"'

'In all this time I never once let the nomads down.'

"The nomads? Which nomads? Who are the nomads?'

'T never once,' she said, and kissed Alfie on the lips, and clung to him
so hard that when he disentangled himself from her grip he was frigh-
tened that he would break her bones.
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The train that Alfie rode back into the centre of London was crowded
with kids and pushchairs and parents laden with bags and backpacks
bulging with polar-expedition amounts of kiddie kit. He leaned in a cor-
ner at one end of a carriage, sipping a lukewarm banana milk shake while
the little three-unit train dragged itself over the bridge across the
Thames, groaning as it picked up speed, spitting sparks as it shuddered
along tracks elevated above the red roofs and treetops of Chiswick,
through Acton, Kensal and Hampstead, past walls covered in scrawled
tags and the exuberant explosions of three-and four-colour throw-ups.
The interior of the carriage was also covered with tags, and the naive felt-
tip assertions of school kids. Marcus is a batty boy. Maxie = Lorraine.
Someone who called himself Venger had signed his name over and over
in fat pillows of red ink, and the window beside Alfie was defaced too, its
margins frosty with names scratched into the glass in angular scripts.
Assertions of ownership. Advertisements of secret identities in secret
codes.

Alfie slumped in his corner, a large, somewhat shapeless man, like a
bear that hadn't been properly licked into shape by its mother, his blond
hair a disarrayed halo, wearing a red check shirt and baggy black ele-
phant cords, his bag clutched to his belly, his large feet in strap sandals.
He had prehensile toes, long and double-jointed, thatched at their second
joints with pads of dark hair. He was thinking about what his grand-
mother had said. He'd taken half a phenobarbitone tablet and a whole
Valium to calm himself down and his thoughts moved slow and sure
from point to point, station to station.

He was certain that his grandmother had recognized something famil-
iar in the pattern that framed Morph's cartoons. He was certain that she
had seen something like it before, that it had set free a clutch of memo-
ries about her husband, his artefacts, and the interminable thesis on
which he had laboured for so many years. He was certain that he'd been
right all along, that the pattern around Morph's cartoons was definitely
linked to his grandfather's work, to the piece of paper that had been hid-
den in the secret compartment in the desk in his grandfather's study. Al-
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so, he was pretty certain that his grandmother had kept back some of his
grandfather's papers, that she had hidden them from the two men who
had cleared out the study. It was possible that she'd kept nothing more
than the letters he'd brought away with him, but he thought it unlikely
because the few lines he'd read at random when he'd first found them,
feeling like an amateur burglar trampling on family secrets, had con-
tained no more than the usual endearments between two new lovers, how
much his grandfather had enjoyed the Coward revue and the walk along
the river afterwards, fond memories of their picnic on Hampstead Heath,
how he looked forward to returning to London and seeing his naughty elf
again — the ordinary stuff of life refracted through the rose-tinted lens of
love. Still, Alfie knew that he would have to read through them all, and he
would also have to check through the rest of his grandmother's stuff.
Everything to do with the house in Richmond was stored in Joe's attic;
he'd probably have to look through all of that, too.

The documents and papers which Alfie hadn't had the heart to throw
away after his grandmother had moved into the rest home were stuffed
into a plastic crate that he kept in the caravan he used as a darkroom.
Telephone bills and gas bills and electricity bills; cheque books and
statements for accounts long closed; bills for repairs to the house in
Cambridge; a scrapbook bulging with recipes clipped from newspapers
and magazines; a box of postcards; schoolgirl essays and three Letts di-
aries; the deeds for the clothing shop her parents had owned before the
First World War; a plastic bag full of sepia and black-and-white photo-
graphs of people in funny clothes and hats. Alfie spent most of the even-
ing reading the letters and looking through everything else. Laying it all
out on the floor of his caravan, bent almost double as he sat on the edge
of the couch and sifted through papers fanned on the overlapping orien-
tal carpets his grandmother had given to him when she had sold the
Cambridge house, moths flattening themselves on the window behind
him, his shadow moving across the low ceiling of the small caravan, the
radio on the crammed bookshelf muttering to itself, a mug of raspberry
tea forgotten and long gone cold beside his bare feet.
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A fine, bitter-sweet sadness seeped through Alfie as he sifted through
the litter of documents and bills, his fingers stained with the peculiarly
clinging dust that old paper generates. The photographs were especially
poignant. Men and women crowded gleefully together to fit into the gaze
of the camera or posed alone with formal stiffness or with theatrical or
comical flourishes, smiling or frowning at him out of a vanished past,
frozen in particular moments that had lost all meaning. Several appeared
again and again, in different costumes, at different seasons, sitting on a
pebbly beach, standing with their bicycles in front of a wide cornfield,
under an arbour of blowsy roses. Alfie supposed that they were friends
and relatives of his grandmother's, but he didn't recognize any of them.
Here was a birthday card to his grandmother from someone called Essie,
who had signed herself 'your true best friend now and always'. Here was
the death certificate for his grandfather, folded into an envelope with the
bill from the undertaker, a bill from the florist, and a bill from the caterer
— Alfie remembered sitting under the table in the dining room, hidden
behind the stiff pleats of the starched white tablecloth, eating little sau-
sage rolls one after the other and watching the legs of the people who had
come back to the house after the funeral pass to and fro. Here was an or-
der of service from the funeral, with a piece of paper, a bill from a safe-
deposit company, slipped inside it. Alfie stared at this for a long minute
before he realized that he had found what he had been looking for.
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Harriet's instructions took her to the edge of the London A-Z, to Enfield
and a small cafe in the middle of a short row of shops hunched in the
thunder and diesel wind of the A10's busy dual carriageway. Her handler,
Jack Nicholl, had arranged the meeting with an MI5 agent, Susan Black-
more, and an informer in the Kurdish community. 'She'll be very protec-
tive of the guy,' Jack Nicholl had said. 'If anything looks funny to her,
she'll blow the meet and I won't be able to fix you up with another. So be
cool, and do everything she asks.'

Harriet allowed Susan Blackmore to pat her down in the cafe's toilet.
The MI5 agent searched Harriet's handbag and confiscated her mobile
phone for the duration.

'If I see any sign that my man is going to be followed, I'll call this off at
once,' she said.

'Tunderstand.'

'And I'll also call it off if I think someone is eavesdropping, using a
video camera, or taking photographs.'

"You don't have to worry—'

'And I will sit in while you talk with him. That's not negotiable.'

'Of course.'

Harriet bought two coffees and followed Susan Blackmore to a table
outside the cafe. The MI5 agent was in her late twenties, only a year or
two older than Harriet. She wore her mouse-brown hair in a ponytail
pulled back tightly from her pale, scrubbed face, and was dressed in her
street uniform of supermarket denim jacket, tracksuit bottoms, and
trainers. All she needed was a baby in one of those all-terrain pushchairs
and a clutch of plastic bags from Iceland or Costco, and she could have
blended into any high street or social security office in the country She
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smoked with a stabbing motion, telling Harriet, 'He's already risking his
life for me. He doesn't deserve any trouble from the Friends in Legoland.'

The Friends was MI5's nickname for MI6; Legoland was what they
called Vauxhall Cross. Harriet knew all about the rivalry between the two
main branches of the British secret service — MI6 thought that MI5
agents were little more than jumped-up police; MI5 thought that MI6
agents were public-school amateurs playing games for glamour and glory
— and made what she hoped were the appropriate soothing noises, say-
ing that she realized that she was being done a tremendous favour, prom-
ising that she wouldn't compromise the informer. 'T just need to ask him
a few simple questions about a young man I believe is living in his com-
munity.'

"This graffiti artist.'

'If your friend doesn't know anything about him, that'll be the end of
it.'

'Am I allowed to know anything about this young man of yours? Such
as why you want to find him, or what you'll do if you do find him?"'

'T don't know very much myself.'

Susan Blackmore gave Harriet a shrewd look. 'You're not actually with
the Friends, are you?'

Harriet, wondering what Jack Nicholl had told this woman, said care-
fully, 'The case seems to cross several boundaries.'

Susan Blackmore smiled for the first time since they'd met. 'Exactly
how much were you told about my man?"

'T know that he's a Kurd, that he's originally from Iraq. He was on one
of the Mukhatarat's death lists and escaped to Turkey, he got into some
kind of trouble there, and fled to this country and claimed asylum. For
the past five years he's been living here as a bona fide political refugee.'

This was what Jack Nicholl had told her over the phone. He'd also
said that he was pretty busy right now, but perhaps in a day or two they
could get together . . .

Susan Blackmore said, 'He's also a poet. A nationalist poet, with a
strong following back home. Do you know anything about Kurds and
Kurdish politics?"
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'T was sitting in a restaurant in Islington a few years ago, on Upper
Street. It was May Day, a parade went past. There seemed to be about
half a dozen different Kurdish communist and socialist parties taking
part.'
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'"There's an awful lot of them, all right, but they all have, funda-
mentally, the same goal. The Kurds are an ethnic group whose homeland
includes parts of Turkey, Syria, Iraq and Iran. They've been campaigning
for an independent Kurdish state ever since the end of the First World
War. Various groups in Iraq staged an uprising after the first Gulf War,
and there has been about twenty years of civil war between the Turkish
government and the biggest of the separatist groups, the PKK,' Susan
Blackmore said, pronouncing it Peh Ka Ka. 'The Partia Karkaris Kurdis-
tan, the Kurdistan Workers' Party. After he was arrested back in 1999,
the PKK's leader ordered a peace initiative, and at the same time the
Kurds were given more human rights, in part because Turkey is despe-
rate to join the European Union. But it's a very fragile truce, and the libe-
ration of Iraq has complicated things. The Turks want to assert an old
claim on the oilfields in northern Iraq; the Kurds believe they can finally
establish their independent state. And the armed wing of the PKK, which
evolved into the KGK, Kongra-Gel, the People's Congress of Kurdistan,
sees a chance to establish its influence. It's just now ended its ceasefire
and resumed its terrorist activities in south-east Turkey. We have an in-
terest in all this because Kongra-Gel gets a lot of its money from the he-
roin trade.'

'How does your man fit into this? Which side is he on?'

"The Friends really didn't bother to tell you much, did they?"

'T suppose they expected you to do the job for them.'

'T suppose they did. Well, apart from his poetry, he's also the brother-
in-law of the leader of a political movement based in south-east Turkey
that's campaigning for the peaceful establishment of an independent
homeland. He has a part-time job in a bookshop off Green Lanes, which
is where he heard about a little group of hotheads who wanted to assassi-
nate his brother-in-law and create a martyr, a figurehead for Kongra-
Gel's nasty little war. He came to us, we helped the Turkish government
deal with the would-be assassins, and for the past year he's been feeding
us tips and gossip about the micropolitics of various little Kurdish gangs
and associations in London. He's an excellent source,’ Susan Blackmore
said, giving Harriet a cool, hard look, 'and I want to keep him sweet.'
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'Either he's found out something about the man I'm looking for,' Har-
riet said, 'or he hasn't. That's all I care about.'

'T'm sure he's found something. Of course, whether or not it's useful is
another matter.'

'Let the buyer beware,' Harriet said. 'T don't have a problem with that,
and if you don't have a problem with me asking him a few questions, why
don't you give him a call?'

"The way it works is that I only call him if I think there's something
phoney about this little get-together,' Susan Blackmore said. 'You can
relax, by the way. I believe you're kosher. Your handler, he's a different
kettle of fish, but let me worry about that.'

"Why are we meeting him here? Was it your idea or his?"'

'T don't think Enfield is anyone's idea of anything in particular. It's
one of those places that just sort of happen, like the state of my kitchen.
Why we're here, my man works in the bookshop more for love than mon-
ey. He has a day job as a fork-lift driver in one of the trading estates
nearby,’ Susan Blackmore said, looking at her watch, 'and he should be
here in five or ten minutes, as soon as he starts his lunch break. Mean-
while, we can relax and enjoy the local ambience.'

Harriet fetched two more coffees. Fifteen minutes later, Susan Black-
more's informant arrived in a battered blue Nissan saloon with a brass
tissue-box holder on the rear shelf and a brace of pine-tree air fresheners
dangling from the rear-view mirror. He was older than Harriet had ex-
pected, streaks of silver in his black hair, a hawkish face, the kind of
stubble so impacted that no razor could touch it. His name, she learned,
when Susan Blackmore introduced her to him, was Sivan Ergiiner.

"We do this quick,' Sivan Ergiiner said. 'So no one sees us.'

'If you didn't want to be seen with us,' Susan Blackmore said, 'you
should have asked to meet somewhere really clandestine. The Tower of
London, or, I don't know, the zoo.'

'T've been to the zoo," Sivan Ergiiner said. He had a charming smile.
'Except for the penguin house, I was not impressed. And the penguin
house, it does not even have any penguins.'

'You look tired,' Susan Blackmore said.
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'Do not worry, it is not the strain of my work for you. I had a double
shift yesterday. Another reason why we do this quick — I have to go to
work." Sivan Ergiiner turned his smile on Harriet. 'So, you want to know
about this graffiti artist who calls himself Morph. Can I ask why?'

'He's making a nuisance of himself. Have you found out who he really
is?'

'T do much better than that,’ Sivan Ergiiner said. He asked if he could
borrow a cigarette from Susan Blackmore and held her wrist steady as he
bent to the flame of her lighter, all the while looking at Harriet with his
soulful dark eyes. There were flecks of hazel and gold in them, and he had
lashes to die for. 'It turns out I know the boy. He used to come in the
bookshop.'

Harriet, who knew that informers had a habit of passing on what they
thought their handlers wanted to hear rather than the truth, said, 'Are
you sure? Do you have proof?'

"You said that you would bring photographs of his work. May I see
them?'

Harriet pulled the envelope from her rucksack and showed Sivan Er-
giiner the photograph of one of Morph's pieces of graffiti. The man stu-
died it briefly, and said, Yes, yes, that is his.'

Harriet said, "Who is he? Where does he live?'

'T do not know him as Morph, but as Musa. Musa Karsu, that is his
real name,' Sivan Ergiiner said, smiling at Harriet and at Susan Black-
more, enjoying their attention. 'He did some work for a poster for the
Turkish Workers' Communist Association. Susan knows of them, of
course.'

"They're mostly harmless,’ Susan Blackmore said.

Harriet asked Sivan Ergiiner if Morph — Musa Karsu — still worked
for the Turkish Workers' Communist Association. She asked if he knew
where Musa Karsu lived, what he looked like.

'He is sixteen, seventeen, not quite a boy but not quite a man either. I
would say ordinary-looking, black hair, brown eyes. Nothing special to
look at. Not so tall, perhaps a little overweight. I would guess about your
height, Harriet. His family was from Iraqi Kurdistan, the so-called safe



MIND'S EYE 65

haven in the north of the country. From somewhere in the mountains, I
don't know exactly where. You know, he and his father had a journey a
little like mine. They left Iraq last year, and were living in Diyarbakir, this
is a city in the south-east of Turkey where many Kurds live, and many
refugees from Iraq, too.'

"They were sheep herders,' Harriet said. 'Once upon a time.'

'Ah, you know about that? Anyway, soon after they are living in Di-
yarbakir, Musa's father is arrested by the Turkish police, who think that
he has something to do with Kongra-Gel. You know about Kongra-Gel?'

'T've been brought up to speed,’ Harriet said.

"They are criminals who have little support among the people,’ Sivan
Ergiiner said. 'They get money from smuggling drugs and guns, and the
police think Musa's father is involved. They are wrong, but they must
torture him to find out that they are wrong. And after they release him, I
think it was about six months ago, he comes here as a political refugee,
and brings Musa with him.'

'How can I find him?' Harriet said.

Sivan Ergiiner shrugged. 'How do you find any of these poor lost
boys?'

'An address would be a good start.'

Sivan Ergiiner shrugged again. His shrugs were liquid, very eloquent.
'What can I say? He came here illegally with his father, and he's trying to
claim asylum. But there is a problem, because his father died. His heart,
it attacked him. And Musa is still a minor, he is frightened of your au-
thorities. He is frightened they send him back to Turkey, or put him in
one of your lovely immigration centres while they work out what to do
with him. So he drop out of sight.'

'Does Morph — Musa — does he have any other relatives?'

'Here? I don't know. I don't think so. He came with his father, and his
father died. This was not too long ago, I think. A month, two months, no
more than that. He used to come in the bookshop sometimes. I remem-
ber that he was always drawing. He can't help himself. He drew on any-
thing, he drew all the time. Faces, mostly, and patterns like this one,'
Sivan Ergiiner said, tapping the photograph. 'He would even scribble on
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the newspapers we put out in the bookshop. You have to take the pencil
out of his hand to make him stop. So, why do you want to find him? Are
you angry because he makes these funny pictures against the Americans?'

'T want to find him before other people do,' Harriet said. 'People who
might mean him harm.'

'What people? Americans?'

'Actually, yes.'

'I find that hard to believe,' Sivan Ergiiner said, and held up a hand,
forefinger and middle finger crossed. 'You British and the Americans, you
are so very close as this. Not that I mind so much, because you get rid of
Saddam, and soon I will go home. Yes, it's true, Susan. I must leave you.
It's a bloody shame, no?'

'He likes to tease,' Susan Blackmore told Harriet. 'Ignore him. It's just
for effect.'

Sivan Ergiiner mimed pulling an arrow from his breast, and winked at
Harriet.

'If you don't know where Musa is living now,' Harriet said, 'perhaps
you can tell me where the Turkish Workers' Communist Association has
its offices.'

Sivan Ergiiner laughed. "The Turkish Workers' Communist Associa-
tion — such a grand name! — is five or six kids who meet in the cafes or
the football club. They mostly argue among themselves, and write letters
to the newspapers, and put up posters or tear down the posters of their
rivals.'

Harriet looked at Susan Blackmore and said, 'Can I have their
names?'

'T'll talk to you afterwards.'

Meaning, Harriet knew, there's absolutely no way I'm going to tell
you, because it would risk exposing my surveillance operation.

"There is one more thing,' Sivan Ergiiner said. 'T hear Musa has been
hanging around with a pirate-radio DJ who wants to make him famous."'

'And do you have a name for the DJ?'

'Sure. He calls himself Shareef when he broadcasts, but his real name
is Benjamin Barrett.'
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'And where does this Benjamin Barrett live?'

"The pirate station he works for is Mister Fantastic FM. And that's all I
know." Sivan Ergiiner looked at his watch, a fake stainless-steel Rolex,
and smiled winningly. 'It's been lovely talking to you ladies, but I must go
back to work.'

After the man had climbed into his rusty Nissan and driven off, Har-
riet and Susan Blackmore looked at each other and burst into laughter.
Harriet said, 'Is he for real?'

'If you looked up James Bond in the Argos catalogue, you'd probably
find Sivan's photograph. The reason he left Turkey wasn't anything to do
with politics: he was having an affair with the wife of one of his brothers-
in-law — the man those hotheads wanted to assassinate. I'm fairly sure
that he's sleeping with the daughter of the man who owns the bookshop,
but his information is usually prime grade, the finest ore. He loves to
gossip, and loves to tell me all about it. I'm going to miss him," Susan
Blackmore said, 'if he ever makes good his threat to go home. I hope he
does, actually, because if he stays here, sooner or later he's going to hack
off someone who works for one of the gangs that run the heroin trade.'

'If this turns out to be useful,' Harriet said, handing the M15 agent her
business card, 'I'm going to owe you big time.'

'If you need any help,’ Susan Blackmore said, 'call me. Six likes to
think it has all the goods on the refugee communities, but if you want to
catch up with your man we're your best bet.'

Harriet said, with her nicest smile, 'Are you trying to recruit me?'

"The offer's there, if you need it. It was good to meet you, Harriet. I re-
ally hope that you find what you're looking for.'
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6

The Holborn Safe Deposit Centre occupied the vault of a bank that had
stood at the southern end of Hatton Garden until it was hit by a five-
hundred-pound bomb at the height of the Blitz. The vault, buried fifty
feet deep in London clay, survived the blast, and in 1951 was converted to
its present function. It was used by many of Hatton Garden's jewellers to
store their stock each night, as well as by several hundred ordinary cus-
tomers who deposited their valuables, important documents, and family
keepsakes in its boxes, secure in the knowledge that everything was fully
insured by Lloyd's underwriters, and the vault itself was protected by an
impregnable box of reinforced concrete and steel plate, and by the very
latest security and surveillance equipment.

Alfie learned all this from a leaflet that he found on the table of the
safe-deposit centre's ante-room. He was waiting for the manager to re-
turn after phoning both Joe Walker and his solicitor to confirm that Alfie
had power of attorney over his grandmother's affairs. Fifteen minutes
passed; twenty. The little ante-room — breeze-block walls painted white,
a worn green carpet, a battered table, two plastic chairs — was as cheer-
less as a police cell, and Alfie, expecting to be thrown out on the street or
worse, gave a guilty little start when at last the manager came into the
room. But the large, unsmiling man, wearing a pinstriped suit and club
tie apologised for the delay, said that everything was in order, and led
Alfie to a counter where a young woman checked his passport, had him
sign his name in a leather-bound register, and said that Mr Kelly was al-
ready waiting in the vault.

Alfie had been unable to find the key to his grandmother's safe-
deposit box, but this wasn't a problem. All he had to do was pay a small
fee, and the lock would be drilled out. The young woman zipped Alfie's
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credit card through a reader attached to a telephone and gave him a re-
ceipt, and the manager led him through a steel-framed portal, like the
hatch of a nuclear bomb shelter, into a disappointingly small, brightly lit
space lined on three sides with the faces of the steel safe-deposit boxes, a
neat, gunmetal-grey jigsaw puzzle of small and large squares and rectan-
gles. Mr Kelly, a sprightly old man with brilliantined yellow-white hair,
used his battery-operated drill on the lock, and stepped aside.

The steel-lined space behind the little door was about twice the size of
a shoebox. Two manila folders lay beneath four stacks of small diaries
bound in red or blue cloth, each with a year lettered in Indian ink on its
spine, each decade's-worth bound with elastic bands that had long ago
perished.

Alfie refused the manager's offer of the use of a viewing cubicle, said
that he wanted to take everything with him. The manager found him a
Marks and Spencer carrier bag for his treasure trove, and said, as they
waited for the little lift that led to the world above, 'You understand that
because we had to drill out the lock, the rest of the rental period has been
voided. Fortunately, only a few months of the twenty-five-year contract
remained.'

"'What would have happened if I hadn't found out about this?"

"We always attempt to contact the customer when the rental period
expires. If we are unsuccessful, we open the box, auction anything of val-
ue, and take our costs from the proceeds.'

'So it was lucky that I discovered the contract when I did. in a few
months you would have opened the box anyway . . .'

And found a pile of worthless paper, and most likely thrown it all out.

'If we do have to open a box, sir, we always do our best to contact the
customer. Please give me a call if you want to renew the rental,' the man-
ager said, and wished Alfie a good day as the lift door opened.

Alfie took a taxi back to his place in Islington. He felt like a spy smug-
gling secrets across a border, and resisted the temptation to look at any of
the diaries or open the folders until he had locked the caravan's door and
drawn the curtains across its windows.
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The diaries were written in a neat copperplate script that Alfie imme-
diately recognized as his grandfather's, beginning the day that Chamber-
lain declared war on Germany and ending forty-one years later, on 23
December 1980, just before Maurice Flowers suffered his fatal stroke.
The two folders were more immediately promising, for both contained
sheaves of papers photocopied from informal notebooks that he had kept
while supervising two separate archaeological excavations in northern
Iraq in the late 1930s.

Alfie took half a Valium to mash his excitement, and leafed through
the contents of the first folder, which described an excavation that had
taken place in August and September of 1936, some sixty miles to the
west of Mosul and the site of the ancient city of Nineveh, uncovering the
church and other buildings of a small Christian community from the fifth
century. There was a log of the daily progress of the dig, annotated by
terse comments about the beastly heat and dust storms. One entry noted
laconically that a group of bandits had been repelled by 'sustained gun-
fire for a period of a quarter of an hour, which came near to exhausting
our ammunition'. There were details of payments to the workers, and to
the traders who had supplied food and water. There was a carefully ex-
ecuted plan of the dig, and pen-and-ink drawings of various finds.

And there, among sketches of clasps, brooches and pins, several small
knives and an unornamented crucifix, was a meticulous rendering of pat-
terns of hash marks and dots sprayed among riverine curves: some of the
elements that Morph used to frame his cartoons.

Alfie felt a fist in his stomach. Felt a tingling pressure at the back of
his head.

According to a brief note at the bottom of the drawing, it was part of a
larger design or glyph incised into the face of 'an anomalous stone I be-
lieve to be very much older than the structure into which it was incorpo-
rated'. There was no mention of this stone in the diary entries, but tipped
in among the photocopied pages were a few browning photographs. A
young man on the back of a camel — Alfie's grandfather in his youth,
wearing puttees and baggy shorts and a pith helmet. A gang of men in
burnouses using a crude hoist to lift a stone from a pit. A panoramic view
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of a stepped excavation, men working with crude picks and shovels on its
different levels. An old man with a lined face, a long wild beard and a
dignified expression, holding a large clay tablet against his chest. Four
European men in pith helmets posing stiffly beside a large piece of stone
that lay on its side in a trench, irregularly rounded at one end and
cracked diagonally for half its length. Alfie's grandfather was a head taller
than the other three, who looked to be in their teens.

On the back of this photograph was written, in a spiky script not Al-
fie's grandfather's, Maurice, Clarence, Julius and David ~ Four Nomads,
and an Anomalous Stone.

Alfie remembered what his grandmother had told him yesterday —
that she had never once let the nomads down. He also remembered that
Mr Prentiss's first name had been David. He stared at the photograph for
a long time, but couldn't decide which if any of the three youths posed
with his grandfather was a youthful David Prentiss. He couldn't make out
any markings on the face of the stone, either. Judging by the absence of
shadows, the photograph had been taken at noon, and it was slightly
overexposed.

The second excavation had taken place two years later, in a small val-
ley in the Zagros Mountains of northern Iraq. There was a detailed map
showing the location of the site, and a plan of the second church, twin to
the one uncovered on the first expedition and of a similar age. This time
the diary entries mentioned unseasonable rain and fog, and attacks on
the baggage ponies by wolves. There were several sketches of fragments
of a glyph found on something called Anselm's stele, badly eroded but
almost certainly identical to that carved into the anomalous stone found
at the first site, and the expedition had also discovered something com-
pletely unexpected beneath the church: a system of underground cham-
bers with paintings and carvings 'of some considerable antiquity' on the
walls. Maurice Flowers had made careful drawings of some of these, and
among his renderings of ibexes and antelopes were 'examples of the ele-
ments of large abstract patterns': hash marks and grids and sprays of
dots, zigzags and jagged rainbows, and nested curves like a child's draw-
ing of a flock of seagulls.
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Alfie couldn't help wondering if the piece of paper he'd found in his
grandfather's desk had been an exact copy of one of those large abstract
patterns.

He studied the detailed map of the three underground chambers, read
an account of a failed attempt to clear fallen rocks blocking a passage that
might once have led to other chambers, and discovered that there were
pages missing from the journal, gaps in its day-by-day narrative. There
was another small cache of photographs: a grainy view of snow-capped
mountains; a picture of a lumpy meadow backed by a steep cliff; the
same meadow stripped of vegetation and littered with carefully dug
holes; four weathered pieces of stone stacked in a kind of pillar. And, in a
chamber lit by a slanting column of sunlight, Alfie's grandfather standing
next to a tall stone with a rounded top. It was just possible to see that
there were markings on the face of the stone; although Alfie couldn't
make out any real detail, even when he studied the photograph with his
magnifying lens in shadowless tungsten light, he was willing to bet his
entire yard against a child's sandpit that the markings were a complex
pattern made up of the same set of elements as the cave paintings and the
carvings on the anomalous stone and Anselm's stele, the same elements
found in Morph's graffiti and on the fragment of stone that his father had
given to Miriam Luttwak.

Alfie's long bare toes flexed rhythmically gripping at the tufts that
fringed one of the ancient oriental carpets, as he thought it through.
Heavy black curtains were drawn across the windows behind him. A
lamp glowed at his elbow, its light mellowed by a yellow and crimson silk
scarf (left behind by his last girlfriend) draped over it.

Maurice Flowers had discovered complex patterns, which he called
glyphs, on stones and in cave paintings in two places in Iraq. Alfie didn't
know much about cave art, but supposed that the paintings were very old
— much older than the church which had stood above them — tens of
thousands of years old. Years later, exposure to a similar pattern or set of
glyphs had damaged his brain. Had given him a form of epilepsy, and
made him sensitive to the set of glyphs that Morph used to frame his car-
toons. Those cartoons were anti-American, which suggested but did not
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prove that Morph was from Iraq. But the drug which Alfie remembered
his grandfather smoking, and which Mr Prentiss had prescribed as part
of Alfie's treatment after his disastrous trespass in his grandfather's study
had definitely come from Iraq. From a plant called haka, which grew
somewhere north of Baghdad.

There was no mention of haka in the photocopied pages of the journal
that Maurice Flowers had kept during that second excavation, and noth-
ing to indicate that he believed the glyphs to have anything other than a
historical significance.That discovery must have come later, but how had
he realized that haka and the glyphs were in some way connected? Per-
haps someone else had discovered that conection, Alfie thought — one of
the 'Four Nomads'. One of them had almost certainly been David Pren-
tiss, but who were the other two? Were they still alive? They must be in
their eighties now, but it was possible.. . .

Alfie was paging through the third volume of his grandfather's diaries,
looking for and failing to find any mention of the Nomads, when his mo-
bile rang. It was Toby Brown.

'T hope you're at home, Flowers, because I'm standing right outside
your gates.'

'Jesus — the party.'

Alfie had forgotten all about the wrap party for The Elemental, and
Morph's promised appearance.

'T've got a minicab here, so don't be too long putting on your glad
rags.'

'Give me five minutes.'

After Alfie's caravans had been burgled for the third time, his tenant,
George Johnson, had helped him construct a place where he could stash
his valuables. There'd once been an inspection pit running the length of
the garage. Alfie and George had placed an old office safe on its back at
the bottom of this, welded a dozen steel rods to either side of it, and filled
in the pit with three tons of ready-mixed concrete. A manhole cover set in
the floor of the garage between the two caravans gave access to the safe's
door. Alfie used a crowbar to lift it up, unlocked the door and heaved it
open, and stashed the folders and diaries, wrapped in the Marks and
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Spencer carrier bag, inside. It wasn't as secure as the Holborn Safe Depo-
sit Centre, it wasn't insured by Lloyd's of London, but it was the next best
thing.

In the minicab, Toby Brown asked Alfie if Elliot had managed to make
anything of the video grab of Morph's face, saying, when Alfie told him
that he'd only given it to Elliot that morning, 'How else are we going to
recognize the guy?'

You said that Adrian Welch is paying a bunch of graffiti artists to do
some kind of performance piece. If Morph's there, we'll know who he is
as soon as he goes to work.'

Alfie had decided not to tell Toby about his grandfather's journals and
diaries. That was family business, a kind of parallel investigation that
didn't have anything to do with the search for Morph. Instead, he told
him what his agent, Lucinda Edelman, had found out about Robbie
Ruane.

'T must say, he's something of a rogue,' Lucinda had said, when she'd
phoned back that morning. Her husky contralto was that of a twenty-
year-old siren from some old film noir, in person, she was a painfully
skinny woman in her sixties, her hair cut in a page-boy bob and dyed
deep glossy chestnut red, her face pale with powder, her lipstick vivid as a
wound. She wore vivid clothes too, shocking pink Chanel, Liberty
scarves, leopard-skin shoes, much gold jewellery. She lived a short walk
from her offices on the King's Road in a mews house in Chelsea with her
partner, a woman some thirty years younger, smoked clove-flavoured
Russian cigarettes in an amber cigarette holder, and could drink most
men under the table — she'd secured some of her best deals by outdrink-
ing unwary picture editors and advertising executives. In the 1960s, she
had represented half the fashion photographers in London; now, al-
though most of her clients were dead, she was kept busy looking after
their estates, and she also took on their relatives, as she'd taken on Alfie,
without making it seem that she was doing them a favour.
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She told Alfie that Robbie Ruane was a dealer who had made several
important discoveries, but that he also had a reputation for fleecing naive
young clients with outrageous contracts and deductions. 'He's being sued
by two of his clients right now. Also by his insurers. It seems that he sold
a painting after it had been supposedly destroyed in a flood. And he also
has a habit of telling his clients that he was forced to sell their works at
much lower prices than those which he actually receives.'

'So, basically, he's a crook.'

"The funny thing is, he doesn't need to be. He has plenty of money. He
bought up and later sold scads of the early work of the Brit Art crowd —
apparently he still has a very fine Damien Hirst vitrine. If he is a crook, it
isn't out of necessity. It's because he's born to it.'

"You sound as if you admire him, Lucinda.’'

'If there wasn't a rogue or two in our kind of business, darling, things
would be simply too boring for words. And besides, it keeps the trade on
its toes. But you, my chick, must have nothing to do with him. I won't
stand for it.'

After Alfie had told him all this, Toby said, "This is good. This gives us
anin.'

'Tt does?'

'Of course it does. We find Morph, and we warn him about Robbie
Ruane. Plus, of course, we ask him for an exclusive interview, to be pub-
lished in one of the Sunday broadsheets.'

'Although we don't have any such thing lined up.'

Toby shrugged. He was jackknifed in the rear seat of the minicab,
sucking on a cigarette and blowing smoke through the open window, a
compromise with the non-smoking driver. "'We can say that it got spiked
in favour of something else. Happens all the time. The important thing is
to get the guy talking. And also, please don't get in a fight with Adrian
Welch.'

"Why would I want to get in a fight with Adrian Welch?"'

'Because he owes you money. Because you have this dumb idea that
the world is a just place, and all sins must be accounted for. Be cool. This
is more important than a few hundred quid.'
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The wrap party was in deepest Hackney. There were parts of this blighted
borough where the middle class had dug in for the duration: painstaking-
ly restoring Victorian villas, patiently picking litter from their front gar-
dens every day, organizing Neighbourhood Watches and petitioning the
council. But this wasn't one of them. This was still a piece of London's
Wild East, a spavined cul-de-sac lined with abandoned sweatshops and
warehouses awaiting demolition or conversion into trendy live/work
units. It was eight in the evening, the cloudy sky bruising with dusk, just
dark enough to have triggered the streetlamps. Three burnt-out cars sat
in a row on their wheel-rims. A supermarket trolley stood on top of a
mound of fly-tipped builders' rubble. Two shabby men stood in the sha-
dows of a narrow entryway faces pale as chalk. One was chewing me-
chanically, dribbling some kind of dark liquid as his mouth worked.
Music boomed into the cool gritty air at the end of the cul-de-sac,
where floodlights shone like a row of baby suns above the brick wall of
the yard of a two-storey factory building whose windows, unlike those of
its neighbours, were unboarded. It had been bought by a couple of young
architects, urban-pioneer types who had converted a staggeringly cheap,
completely wrecked property in an ungentrified no-go post-industrial
area into a cool living space that doubled as an advertisement for their
practice. They also rented out the yard and the ground floor to produc-
tion companies who used it as a location for TV cop dramas and movies
about Mockney gangsters played for cheap laughs by slumming RADA
graduates. Tonight, it was the venue for the wrap party of The Elemental.
As he climbed out of the minicab, Alfie realized that the music playing
inside the yard was some kind of cut-up or dub mix of the movie's theme
song, an old-style reggae number by the Viceroys that drew a hopeful
comparison between the plight of oppressed Rastafarians and the three
prophets who had survived Nebuchadnezzar's burning fiery furnace. The
writer/director/producer, Adrian Welch, had played it on set before the
beginning of each day's shoot 'to put everyone's head in the right place'.
The Elemental was about a fire elemental a bunch of teenagers had called
up by using a Ouija board or reading something aloud from an old book
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— Alfie wasn't too sure. It was that kind of movie, made up of bits of oth-
er movies just like it. Alfie hadn't lasted until the end of the shoot, but he
believed that the teenagers began to die one by one in horrible ways in-
volving fire until the two survivors found the counter spell, or realized
that the salamander could be blown up with metallic sodium. Something
like that, anyway.

A DJ was doing some fundamental work on the song. Isolating a brief
section of the bass guitar, and playing it backwards and forwards while
bringing up the chorus, letting it lose itself in a chamber of echoes, stret-
ching a plaintive line into a kind of werewolf wail ...

While Toby tried to pay off the minicab driver and light a fresh ciga-
rette at the same time, a black cab pulled up, brakes squeaking, its engine
making the familiar loose knocking sound, like an overeager clock. A
young woman wearing little more than a white T-shirt cinched with a
gold chain climbed out and sashayed through the gate, her hips tilting
back and forth. "Thank God for show business,' Toby said with a lecher-
ous leer, as he and Alfie followed her into the party.

At the far end of the floodlit yard, the DJ, a black kid wearing fat
headphones, spidered over his decks as he tortured the reggae song to
death. Shadrach was a dreadlock, Meshach was a dreadlock, also Ab-
ednego. The high sweet voices of the Viceroys ringing out loud and clear
for a moment, before drowning in a swamp of scratches and echo that
shivered the air above the party-goers. There was the usual crowd of me-
dia people — actors and friends of actors, young novelists and film-
makers and fashionistas who genuinely believed that having famous,
rich, or famous and rich parents was a handicap, and various liggers and
hangers-on, most of them wearing at least two items of black clothing —
salted with a spattering of beautiful young things in Goa chic, cheap eth-
nic clothes and expensive sunglasses. A group of sulky peacocks from
Planet Goth lurked in a corner, among them a stunning girl as tall and
slim as a supermodel, with purple hair, purple eye-shadow and purple
lips, wearing fishnet stockings and a broad, studded belt instead of a
skirt. Technicians wore T-shirts with the slogan I Survived The Elemen-
tal in fiery lettering across their chests. The lead actress, wearing a vin-
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tage puffball dress and bright red lipstick, was talking with an older
couple, a silver-haired gentleman in a blazer and a plump woman in a
flowery dress and a cartwheel hat — they had to be Adrian Welch's par-
ents, who'd fronted the seed money for the five-minute demo which had
won the movie funding from the National Lottery fund.

Alfie, in his scuffed black leather jacket and the white shirt and black
trousers he'd put on that morning for the visit to the Holborn Safe Depo-
sit Centre, fitted right into this eclectic crowd. As did Toby, in his usual
uniform of crumpled black and fag ash. He snagged a bottle of Corona
from one of the oil drums full of crushed ice, saw that Alfie had spotted
Adrian Welch, and said, 'Remember, if you're going to talk to him, try to
be nice.'

'T should ask him how Morph got himself invited to this.'

'Just don't get us thrown out before we find the kid.'

Part of the yard was penned off with a line of interlocking crowd con-
trol barriers hung with posters for The Elemental, the monster's snarling
face composed entirely of CGI'd orange flames. Behind this makeshift
fence, Adrian Welch, an aging trustafarian in blond dreads, long white
cheesecloth shirt and combat pants, was chivvying a group of taggers
who were eyeing the party-goers with contempt and suspicion. Their
body language pure Travis Bickle: You looking at me, fool? Most wore
hoodies and baseball caps or woollen, watch-caps pulled so low that they
seemed to lack foreheads, and baggy jeans or military-surplus pants with
thigh pockets big enough to hold a couple of spray cans. Several had
pulled their hoods over their baseball caps for added anonymity. They
wrote their tags on every flat public surface they could find and dreamed
of covering entire trains from top to bottom in four-colour throw-up
burners, but the actual act of tagging was private, furtive, anonymous.

Taggers never used their real names. Their tags were part of their
street armour. Secret identities, superhero costumes. But now, with plas-
tic carrier, bags full of spray cans sagging between their brand-new train-
ers — when he'd been chasing after Morph on his own, Alfie had learned
that taggers didn't carry their works in anything that cost money in case
they had to make a run for it and leave everything behind — the taggers
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stood exposed in floodlight glare, nervous as unshelled hermit crabs. Be-
hind them were a couple of pasting tables laden with aerosol paint, cans
and fat felt-tip pens, and a row of big, stretched canvases the size of front
doors propped against the yellow brick wall of the yard. One of the kids
was chewing gum with his mouth open. One was wearing shades with
blue lenses. One had wrapped a red and white chequered scarf around
his mouth and nose, like a Palestinian street fighter. One, the oldest of
the bunch, stood with shoulders hunched and hands shoved in the pock-
ets of a red leather jacket speckled with flecks of dried paint. All of them
were pretending to ignore Adrian Welch, who had finally got them to line
up so that he could make a pan shot with his Sony digital video camera,
telling them in his faux Essex accent to relax, to hang loose and have fun,
to do their own thing. His girlfriend, a tightly wound blonde in a slinky
black minidress, trotted along the line, handing out video grabs of the
monster from the movie, just in case the kids hadn't noticed the posters.

Toby took a quick swig from his bottle of Corona, leaned towards Al-
fie, and said, over the incredible noise of feedback, "Which one do you
think is our boy?"

'If he really is from Iraq, I suppose he has to be one of the white kids.
But definitely not the one at the end of the line.'

This was a skinny, blushing boy who was obviously from some nice,
middle-class suburban home, wearing baggy jeans at half-mast, a mesh
T-shirt, and a skull-and-cross-bones doo-rag tied around his forehead,
and trying to radiate a stone-cold hip-hop killer attitude.

Alfie pointed to the trio of council-estate kids who stood with their
narrow shoulders hunched around their ears and the hoods of their
sweatshirts drawn so far over their heads that only the tips of their noses
were visible, and said, "Those are definitely home-grown, too.'

Which left the guy in the red leather jacket, or, Alfie's most likely can-
didate, the guy masked by the Palestinian scarf, who noticed that Alfie
was staring at him and gave him a sulky fuck-you glare. Alfie looked
away, and saw through a gap in the crowd Robbie Ruane, wearing a fawn
suede jacket and white T-shirt and watching through tinted Versace wra-
parounds as Adrian Welch turned through three hundred and sixty de-
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grees, camera to his face, panning across the white canvases, the crowd of
onlookers, the sullen group of taggers.

Toby was asking Alfie if he was okay.

'See that guy in the sunglasses? That's Robbie Ruane.'

'Uh-oh.'

'If one of those kids is Morph, one of us is going to have to cut him off
before he reaches the prize.'

Adrian Welch told the taggers, 'Freestyle, guys, anything you like as
long as it takes off from the salamander.'

'Sally-what?'

‘Say what?'

Two of the council-estate kids elbowed each other, pretending to
crack up.

'"The fire elemental,' Adrian Welch said. His voice loud and clear in a
moment of silence from the sound system.'The monster in the photos
you've been given. The one on the fucking posters.'

'That's not a monster.'

"We show you a real monster, no worries.'

The council-estate kids went into a huddle while the rest of the tag-
gers grabbed pens or shook spray cans before slashing bold lines across
the virgin white canvases. Palestinian Scarf worked at the tip of a felt pen
with a taped razor blade, splaying it out, then turned to his canvas and
made a big arc, and then another, defining an ellipse that he began to
ornament with a fringe of dashes and dots like jumping sweat, Keith Har-
ing-style, drawing them out to the edge of the canvas and leaving no
room for Morph's trademark framing.

None of the other artists were producing anything like Morph's car-
toons, either.

Toby, working on his second bottle of beer, asked Alfie what he
thought. Alfie shrugged.

'T agree,' Toby said.

The graffiti artists were all hard at work now, rattling their cans,
spraying outlines or filling them with bold splashes of colour, feathering
lines with delicate shading.Their shadows, flung across the canvases by
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the bright arc lights, aped their movements. Most of them were working
in black and red and yellow, although one kid was filling his canvas from
edge to edge with an interlocking pattern of green and blue cubes — ice
cubes, each with a tiny, vivid red flame at its heart. Adrian Welch crabbed
up and down the line, the DV camera glued to his face, his girlfriend
guiding him by his elbow. The air was full of the sharp-sweet smell of
acrylic paint and propellant. A few of the party-goers were watching or
taking pictures with digital cameras or mobiles, but most ignored the
show. The DJ was still working the reggae song up and down. Rastaman
invisible, invisible yeah, some kind of miracle, oh no no. One canvas
stood untouched, its luminous white rectangle floating at the far edge of
the line.

'None of those guys are our guy,' Toby said. 'At least, none of them are
working in the famous style.'

'Maybe he's late.'

'Maybe he doesn't exist. Or maybe he's in jail, or his mother wouldn't
let him out so late. Looks like the pirate-radio shock jock got it wrong,'
Toby said.

'Tt looks like we have wasted a perfectly good evening,' Robbie Ruane
said. 'Hello, Alfie. I've been waiting for your call.'

'T have to talk to someone else,' Alfie said, and Toby managed to get in
the art dealer's way as Alfie dodged past a couple of goths ransacking an
ice-filled oil drum and threaded through the crowd to the crash barriers.
He unfastened two of them and stepped through the gap, saying boldly,
'Adrian! I want a word with you!'

Adrian Welch was videoing the tagger who was filling his canvas with
tiny ice cubes. Without taking his face away from his camera, he told Al-
fie that he'd talk to him later.

'Tt can't wait. I want to know about Morph.'

'T'm working, Alfie. Comprende? I'm filming this for a nice little extra
on the DVD. Enjoy the party, why don't you?"'

Alfie caught the man as he tried to walk off, clamping a hand on his
arm just above the elbow (just barely resisting the temptation to grab a
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handful of his blond dreads), saying right in his ear, 'How did you get in
contact with him?"

Adrian Welch lowered the DV camera and glared at Alfie. He was in
his late twenties, the kind of guy who was good fun for an evening but
would wreck your life if you let him into it, who'd grown up thinking that
the world was his toy, that if things got broken there were always more
things. Still, even though no one needed another half-baked piece-of-shit
shocker like The Elemental, he had actually finished it. He'd found in the
film business an ideal venue for his instant charm and unabashed hus-
tling; all the evenings he'd spent getting blissfully wasted at all-nighters
at the Coronet and the Prince Charles hadn't gone to waste after all.

'If this is about the misunderstanding over your fee, this isn't the time
and place,’ he told Alfie, and signalled to the man who'd worked as key
grip on the shoot. 'Tom! Tom, a little help here, if you please!’

Tom, a beefy middle-aged man with a shaven head, looked at Adrian
scornfully, then turned away.

'I suppose you didn't pay him, either," Alfie said.

'If this is some kind of shakedown—'

'T want to know how you got in contact with Morph. Tell me about
that, and you'll never see me again.'

"Who?'

They were shouting at each other over the airplane-crash noise of the
sound system.

Alfie pointed at the blank canvas. 'Morph. The tagger who hasn't
turned up.'

"Tell me about it.'

'How did you get in touch with him?'

'He got in touch with me. Or, wait, it was his manager.'

Alfie said, thinking of Robbie Ruane, 'His manager?"

'Tt's what he called himself Fellow by the name of Shareef. A friend of
Frankie Fingers over there,’ Adrian Welch said, pointing across the
crowded yard at the DJ. 'They both work for the same pirate station,
which is how Shareef heard about this. He told me that his man was the
most famous tagger in London, and I told him to bring him down. Except
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that he hasn't. And that's all I know, so if you'll excuse me," Adrian Welch
said, shaking himself free of Alfie's grip, 'I have work to do.'

As Alfie headed across the yard towards the DJ, there was a sudden
blare of air-horn noise, louder than the music. Everyone turned to look at
the gate as the first of the sheep bolted through it, stopping dead in its
tracks when it saw the people staring at it, other sheep jostling in behind
it. Black-faced sheep, recently shorn, pale and skinny and knock-kneed,
with yellow eyes and twisted horns.

Several people laughed, clearly thinking that it was part of the festivi-
ties. Adrian Welch swung around, the DV camera still up at his face, as
another air-horn blast drowned out the reggae for a long moment and
something went off with a flash right outside the gate. People flinched,
shrieked, cheered. The sheep scattered in every direction with startling
agility, pursued by a billowing cloud of green, sweet-smelling smoke. Let-
ters were stencilled in black spray-paint on their flanks, one letter on
each sheep. A couple of men chased a sheep lettered with a U. A sheep
lettered with an O bolted under one of the tables, knocking it askew, scat-
tering spray cans and pens. A sheep decorated with an exclamation mark
grabbed the hem of the lead actress's puffball dress between its yellow
teeth; she pulled back in panic and fell flat on her backside when a long
strip of red material gave way. The three council-estate kids in hoodies
backed away as a sheep lettered with an N trotted towards them. One of
them aimed a spray can at it. Robbie Ruane muscled to the front of the
crowd, raising his little Ixus camera to his face. The reggae gave out with
a screech as a couple of sheep — an S and an A — cannoned off the DJ's
decks. Adrian Welch, grinning hugely, was pointing his camera here and
there while people ran from the sheep or chased after them or watched
the knockabout comedy with studied cool.

Alfie ran through thinning green smoke towards the gate. He was ab-
solutely certain, no question, that Morph had made an appearance after
all. Outside, an ancient Land Rover completed a three-point turn and
drove off. The two lowlifes he'd seen earlier chased its red rear lights,
running with strange stiff cartoonish gaits. The vehicle accelerated and
squealed around the corner at the end of the road; the two men followed.
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Alfie pulled his notebook from his camera bag and wrote down the Land
Rover's number, just like a real detective, then went back inside to find
Toby Brown.



7

'George won't be pleased, 'Toby said. 'They're shitting all over the place
back there.'

'Sheep shit's fairly clean, as shit goes,' Alfie said. 'Like pellets. We can
sweep it out when we've made our delivery.'

"This is more like green slime," Toby said, glancing in the rear-view
mirror as he drove. 'Those are some pretty nervous sheep, Flowers. You'll
have to hose down the whole van after this, and scrub it out with a couple
of gallons of disinfectant. Strong disinfectant. And listen, what if the guy
who owns the Land Rover isn't the guy who owns the sheep?"

"Why wouldn't he be?"

'Or suppose he doesn't want them back.'

"Why wouldn't he want them back? They're nice sheep. Famous sheep.
Artistically significant sheep. Or they would be, if they ever managed to
line up in the right order. . .'

'If he doesn't take them back, what are you going to do with ten
sheep?"

'T'll dig a barbecue pit and invite everyone I know. I'll even invite you.
But he'll take them back. Don't worry.'

They were driving George Johnson's battered Transit van east out of
London along the A13, past what was left of the Ford works at Dagen-
ham, past reefs of council houses, past retail parks, industrial parks,
fenced wastelands where wrecked cars were piled in uneven stacks.The
sheep jostled around each other in the back of the van, hoofs clattering as
they scrabbled for purchase on the plywood floor.

Last night, at the wrap party, the DJ had refused to tell Alfie and Toby
anything about Shareef or Morph — he'd clearly believed that they were
police, looking scornful when Alfie had offered him ten pounds in ex-



86 Paul McAuley

change for Shareef's telephone number. The technicians had corralled
the sheep in a makeshift pen lashed up from the crowd-control barriers,
and Alfie promised the architects who owned the converted factory that
he would find a good home for the animals. Luckily, they'd seen the fun-
ny side of the stunt. It helped that they were getting a puffin the Evening
Standard, courtesy of the gossip columnist who'd been covering the par-
ty.

It hadn't been so easy to persuade George Johnson to find out who the
Land Rover belonged to.

'Tt is more difficult than you think,' he told Alfie.

He was a short, burly man in his sixties, hunched in an oversized oil-
stained cardigan of indeterminate colour, its pockets sagging with the
weight of nuts, bolts, and screws of every size, scraps of wire, and half-
finished rolls of Polo mints. He'd become addicted to Polo mints when
he'd given up smoking ten years ago, after a heart attack.

Alfie said, 'You make a phone call to your friend in the police, he
makes his phone call to the DVLA. What's so hard?’

'If this was the old days, Alfie, you'd be right. But now, what with call
logs and call monitoring and form-filling . . .'

"There's a McGarrett in it for your friend. And also one for you, of
course,' Alfie said. 'Think about it.'

In the ticket-tout slang that Alfie had picked up from George, a
McGarrett was fifty pounds — cash in hand, of course.

George pinched the tip of his tuberous nose between two fingers,
twitching it back and forth as if trying to tune it to a radio station that
would give him the answer. He was always fiddling with this fabulously
sensitive organ, which, he claimed, could not only sniff out trouble or a
bad deal a mile off, but could also predict the weather. He'd been renting
the little patch of land on which his workshop stood for more than thirty
years. He'd rented it from Alfie's father, and before that he'd rented it
from Mr Chelab, the gentleman from whom Alfie's father had won it in a
poker game, and before that he'd rented it from Ira Glass, who, according
to George, had given it to Mr Chelab to save himself the trouble of having
his arms and legs broken after he'd fallen behind on paying back the
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money he'd borrowed from Mr Chelab to set himself up in the haberda-
shery business. Ira Glass had bought it cheaply after the war, when the
coach firm which had owned it had gone bankrupt, but he had never been
able to build houses on it and make his fortune because he'd tried to
bribe the wrong man on the council's planning committee, just about the
only man on the planning committee who couldn't be bribed, which was
why Ira Glass had spent a year in prison. That was where he'd met Mr
Chelab, a crooked accountant who did a little work, now and then, for the
Krays, which was why Ira Glass had so readily given up his property after
he'd defaulted on his loan.

Although George rented just one corner of the yard, he exercised a
kind of droit de seigneur over the rest, keeping the vehicles he restored as
a hobby in the airy, open-ended garage, now and then asking Alfie if he'd
mind if one or another of his extended family left a car or a van there for
a few days or a few months. In return, George did the odd favour for Al-
fie. He'd found an electrician to run a mains cable to Alfie's caravans, for
instance, and two of George's nephews had helped to dig the trench for
the mains water pipe. Alfie, who knew that arranging an illegal vehicle-
registration check was at least as big a favour as piping in water or cabl-
ing in electricity, said, 'T wouldn't ask if I didn't need it. And I really do
need it badly.'

"You're still looking for that kid that does the graffiti?'

'Exactly’

'T thought you had your journalist friend helping you out.'

'He's more of a book reviewer than a journalist. That's why I came to
you, George. You're my last best hope.'

George popped a Polo mint into his mouth and sighed. 'Seeing as it's
you, Alfie, maybe I can organize something. And listen, don't take this the
wrong way or nothing, but don't you think you're taking this detective
work a little too seriously?’

Alfie and Toby left the A13 and bumped along potholed roads through a
shabby landscape neither city nor country. Scruffy fields growing thistles
and corrugated iron sheds, a car-wrecking yard, a skip-hire business for-
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tified with cyclone fences and razor wire and CCTV cameras, warehouse
sheds that could have been phone centres, parcel depots, electronics fac-
tories, or private prisons. Articulated trucks and big vans roaring out of
nowhere, rocking the Transit in their dusty wakes. Burnt-out cars rusting
among elders and brambles. Hedgerows caught about with the tattered
flags of plastic bags. Ditches clogged with pyramids of fly-tipped rubble.
The boarded brick shed and canopy of an abandoned service station thick
with swirling graffiti — none of it, as far as Alfie could see, Morph's.

This was bandit country, a lost place where pikeys organized dog-
fights and bare-knuckle contests, and minor-league gangsters took out
the opposition with shotgun blasts. Always electricity pylons marching
away towards the low horizon. Always the sad sigh of traffic speeding in
the distance. The Land Rover was registered to an address in this Ber-
muda Triangle, but few of the roads had names, and most of them led
nowhere in particular, petering out at a gate to a junkyard or in a blighted
clump of sycamores where someone had dumped dozens of black rubbish
bags leaking some kind of toxic effluent.

At last, Alfie had Toby pull over outside a milk-powder plant and
asked the security guard at the gate for directions. The man was able to
put them right after an elaborate consultation with someone on the other
end of his mobile phone. They doubled back and turned left at the aban-
doned service station, following a lane unmarked on the map, a dusty
mane of dry grass in its centre, narrow passing places to the left and right
in ragged machine-trimmed hawthorn hedges. The sheep complained at
every jolt, scrabbling back and forth as the van swayed past a picture-
postecard cottage with honeysuckle and white roses growing up one wall,
past a fieldstone gateway framing the entrance to a track that arrowed
away between freshly ploughed fields towards a farmhouse silhouetted at
the low horizon. And there was a cast-iron sign beside an American-style
mailbox on a post — West End Field, the address that George's contact
had ferreted out of the DVLA.

It was a smallholding, basically a large field subdivided into smaller
lots by post and wire fences. A decrepit Austin Maxi rusted on its wheel
rims among rampant nettles beside a row of sheds, five: of them, differ-
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ent sizes, each painted in a different primary colour. Four polytunnels
gleamed side by side in the sun. There was a goat on a chain fastened to
an iron stake hammered into the ground. There were chickens pecking
about. In the largest of the subdivisions, sheep grazed disconsolately on
threadbare grass.

There was a caravan with plastic pots of geraniums around the steps
to its door, and a drab green Land Rover parked next to it.

'Stay in the van and keep the engine running,' Alfie told Toby.

'T don't think so,' Toby said, switching off the engine and opening the
door. 'The van's so hot I'm sweating like a scouser in Dixons, and I stink
of sheep. I think, actually, that after this I'll always stink of sheep. I think
that I'm going to have to go off to some wild crag and live like a hermit,
out of the way of ordinary society. So excuse me if I step outside and fre-
shen my lungs with a cigarette.'

Alfie climbed out of the van too. They stood in front of it and looked at
the smallholding, which simmered quietly in the sun. 'Maybe you should
get back in the van just in case,' Alfie said. 'Or at least turn it around.’

'In case someone wants to start something over a few sheep?”'

'In case it's the kind of place where the bodies are buried,' Alfie said,
and walked up to the gate. He couldn't find a bell, so shouted out a hello,
his voice a shocking intrusion in the meditative silence.

A man walked around one end of the caravan, a tall, bony black man
in his forties, his greying hair trimmed close to his skull. He wore only
frayed khaki shorts and flip-flops, and carried something that caught the
sunlight when he gestured with it — a machete, what the Jamaicans
called a cutlass. Saying, "'What can I do for you?'

'Mr Barrett?'

"Who wants to know?'

'Donald Barrett?' Alfie was trying his best to keep his gaze on the
man's face, rather than on his cutlass.

"What's this all about? Why do you people keep harassing me?’

'T have your sheep.'

The man stopped a couple of yards from the gate and studied Alfie.
He had umber skin, fox-coloured. A spray of freckles across his splayed
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nose. He said, 'My sheep are in the field right there. You don't see them,
you're more of a fool than you look.'

He had a deep, calm voice and a steady gaze, but he also had his cut-
lass.

Alfie, feeling his armpits growing slippery under the inadequate ar-
mour of his black leather jacket, said, "You sold or lent these particular
sheep to someone called Morph. Ten sheep, freshly shorn, different let-
ters painted on them? If that doesn't ring a bell I have them right here in
the van. You're welcome to take a look.'

'T don't know anyone called Morph.'

'That's funny, because he turned your sheep into a cross between a
work of art and a political statement.'

The man studied Alfie, then said, "You really have sheep in that van of
yours?'

"Ten of them.'

Toby said, 'I bet you can smell them from there.' He was standing be-
side the van, lighting his second cigarette from the butt of his first.

The man made a dismissive flourish with his cutlass. 'You're crazy,
driving around with sheep in the back of that thing on a hot day like this.
They'll die if you don't take them back to where they come from.'

'Well, that's why we're here," Alfie said.

'T told you, I have sheep. I don't need any more, and I don't need any
trouble either. You go away now. You have no business here.'

'T can help you put them back where they belong, Mr Barrett," Alfie
said, 'or I can turn them out in the lane and drive off, leave you to deal
with them.'

'How come you know my name? You police? Or are you working for
that woman?'

"What woman?'

The man said scornfully,""What woman?" As if you don't know'

'T'm not working for anyone. I'm just a concerned citizen who's wor-
ried about the welfare of your sheep. All I want to do is return them to
you, and have a word or two about Morph. Or else my friend will open
the doors of the van and let them go free.'
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'T told you, I don't know any Morph.'

'Shareef, then, 'Alfie said, and saw that the man recognized the name.

Toby banged on the side of the van. The sheep made panicky sheep
noises inside.

"They're getting frisky,' Alfie said.

'Getting ready to run,’ Toby said, and banged on the side of the van
again.

'You don't want to do that,' the man said. 'That's cruelty to animals.'

'So is painting letters on their sides and setting them free in the mid-
dle of a bunch of media wankers,' Toby said. You're lucky we're not from
the Hackney branch of the Animal Liberation Front.'

'Thad nothing to do with that,' the man said.

Alfie said, 'Shareef isn't in any trouble, and neither are you, but only
because we took charge of the sheep before the police or the RSPCA got
involved. In return for our help, all I want is that you answer a couple of
questions.'

The man beat the flat of the cutlass blade against his thigh, thinking
about this. Toby waggled the handle of the Transit van's back door. The
sheep clattered about inside, making the vehicle rock on its suspension.

'All right,' the man said. 'Anything to stop your friend tormenting
those poor animals.'

"We'll give you back the sheep and you'll tell me about Shareef and
Morph," Alfie said. 'Deal?'

'T don't know from Morph. Shareef, I do him a favour, and this is what
happens. Before I say another word, we should take care of those sheep,'
the man said, stepping forward and unlatching the gate. 'Back your van
up and let them out before they cook to death.'

After the sheep had been reunited with the rest of the flock (trotting in
a crocodile file spelling OWSUAUTON! — only the exclamation mark in
the right place), the man, Angus Barrett, offered Alfie and Toby tea. They
sat on plastic lawn-chairs on a scruffy patch of grass behind the caravan
and talked about Shareef while Angus Barrett dipped in a bucket of scald-
ing water the chicken he'd beheaded and gutted with the cutlass (its
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head, oddly small, lay on the cut surface of a tree stump like a sacrificial
offering) and ripped handfuls of dirty white feathers from its carcass.

He told Alfie and Toby that Shareef was his nephew. 'He came here
yesterday. His father, that's my older brother, Donald, he own this place.
I 'look after it for him. Shareef said that Donald had said he could borrow
a few sheep. He said that he needed them for a little bit of publicity.
Shareef, that's what he calls himself after he converted, his birth name is
Benjamin, wants to be famous in the worst way. What he planned to do
seemed like a funny idea, he claimed Donald had given him permission,
so okay, I helped him out.'

"You helped him round up the sheep,' Toby said. 'And what else? Did
you drive the Land Rover?"'

Angus Barrett shook his head. 'T don't go into town if I can help it.
Shareef came here with this big guy call himself Watty. The two of them
drove off with the sheep, and they brought the Land Rover back late last
night.'

Alfie said, 'What did this big guy look like?'

'Big. A bodybuilder, or a bouncer. Maybe both.'

Alfie said, 'He didn't look at all Arabic?'

'He was an island boy, like me. Drove a nice old Mercedes. Had a
chipped tooth, I remember, which he showed the only time he smiled. He
didn't say much, either. Anyway, I ask Shareef when he was going to
bring the sheep back and he told me to chill, he'd bring them back the
next day, first thing. I told him he better do just that, or he would be in
big trouble with his father. Only he doesn't come back, of course. Instead,
this woman comes around, asking questions, and then you turn up, also
asking questions.'

Toby said, "'What woman is this?"'

'Thave her card,' Angus Barrett said.

He dug it out of the pocket of his shorts and handed it to Toby, who
looked at it and read out, 'Harriet Crowley. Private Investigator. Do we
know a Harriet Crowley, Alfie?'

'T don't think so.'
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'She also wanted to know about this friend of Shareef s,' Angus Barrett
said. The half-plucked chicken hung between his splayed knees. A snow
of feathers stirred around his feet. 'But she have the smell of police on
her, so I didn't tell her anything. She left her card, told me to call her if T
thought of anything. Said there would be money in it, as if I was some
kind of informer. She also said that I should think hard about cooperat-
ing with her, or else she would make sure that I got in trouble for trans-
porting sheep around without a livestock movement order. Frankly, she
pissed me off. So anyway, then you turn up, and you're looking for the
same fellow. But so far you haven't yet told me why you want to find him.'

Toby showed him two newspaper cuttings — Alfie's photograph from
the Independent and the half-page story from the Camden Journal —
and explained what had happened at the party, said they wanted to fol-
low it up with an interview. 'He's after publicity,’ Toby said. 'And we're
here to help him get what he wants.'

Angus Barrett picked at pin feathers in the lax white pimply skin of
one of the chicken's drumsticks. You want to interview him, eh?"

'And his friend,’ Toby said.

Alfie said, 'How about it, Mr Barrett? You'd be doing him a favour.'

'T've already done him one favour too many.' Angus Barrett pulled out
a few more feathers, then said, 'You have something I can write on?"'

Toby handed over his notebook. Angus Barrett wrote down a mobile
telephone number. 'Maybe he talks to you, maybe he doesn't, but howev-
er it works out don't come back to me asking any more questions.’

'So,' Toby said, 'what are you doing here, Angus? Hiding out?’

Angus Barrett's smile showed every one of his teeth. 'You think I'm
some kind of gangster, white boy? You t'ink I is a yardie? A rude bwyoh?'

'Tt was just that you said you didn't like to go into town, you said you
thought we were the police . . .’

Angus Barrett laughed. 'All white people are police or immigration of-
ficers, and all black people are gangsters, is that it? The truth is, I'm look-
ing after this place for my brother while I try to get my head together. I
used to be a lecturer in media studies at the University of Middlesex, and
all kinds of pressure got to me. The usual mid-life crisis, I won't bore you
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with it. I quit my job, my marriage was on the rocks, my brother said I
could stay here. He has a couple of men who look after the sheep and the
herbs growing in those tunnels — culinary herbs, for Donald's restaurant.
The sheep also, it is hard to get proper mutton in this country. I give Do-
nald's men a hand, I go for long walks, try to write my poetry . . . Sorry to
disappoint you.'

'Apologize to the man,' Alfie said, 'for your unthinking assumptions.'

Toby Brown showed the nuked graveyard of his nicotine-yellow teeth.
'Fuck you, Alfie.'

'If you two gentlemen are going to work together in the future,’ Angus
Barrett said, 'you'll need to sharpen up your repartee. Now you'll excuse
me, but I have to feed the livestock.'

As they drove away, Toby tossed his notebook and mobile phone into
Alfie's lap, and Alfie called the number that Angus Barrett had written
down. The phone at the other end of the connection rang and rang, a
scratching in his ear, and at last a sleepy, congested voice said, "'What up?'

'Is that Shareef?'

'What you want?"'

The van went past a car parked in one of the passing places. The driv-
er was studying a map spread on the steering wheel, another victim of the
Bermuda Triangle.

Alfie said into the mobile, 'T'd like to talk to you about Morph. About
his piece of work last night, with the sheep, and his graffiti. Your uncle,
Angus Barrett, gave me your number, and I was wondering—'

The connection had gone dead.

'Never let a boy do a man's job,' Toby said. He plucked his mobile
from Alfie's hand and hit the redial button, saying as he steered the van
with one hand, 'This is Toby Brown of the Independent. Am I talking to
Shareef? No, that was my colleague. He takes the pictures and I write the
stories. Perhaps you saw the piece about the courier vans in the Camden
Journal? You did? Well, that was mine, the photographs were by my
friend. He also did the very nice picture of one of your friend Morph's
artworks in the Independent. You didn't? I can have a copy biked over
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right away if you'll tell me . . . No, I understand. Well, perhaps you'd like
to check it out on the website. Yes, that's right. Yes, a longer piece. No,
that story was bounced down to the Camden Journal because it was
thought to be too local, but the very imaginative piece of work with the
sheep is something else altogether. On its own, unfortunately, it isn't
enough for the kind of article we want to run, which is why I'm calling.
Yes, an interview, absolutely. So you're his manager, or his agent? I see.
In any case, you can arrange ... I see. No, I understand, but are you sure
that ... If that's how you feel, then we'll try our best, but you have to un-
derstand that space on the news pages is very limited, it will have to be
something very special ... I'm sure it will be. I look forward to seeing it.
You'll need my phone number,' Toby said. He recited the number, told
Shareef that he looked forward to speaking with him again very soon, and
switched off the mobile, telling Alfie, 'And that, my boy, is how a real
journalist works.'

'Bravo. When do we see him?"

'Not right away. What we have to do first is go to the Imperial War
Museum, first thing tomorrow morning. Apparently Morph is planning
another stunt. A big statement. We write it up, the Independent publish-
es it, and then, when we've proved that we're serious, we get to meet
Shareef.'

'Tt sounds like he's giving you the run-around.'

'He's a black kid,' Toby said. 'He's naturally suspicious of the media.
Plus, he's having fun. If we go along with what he wants, we'll get what
we want. So unless you have a better idea . . .’

"What kind of big statement?’

"He wouldn't tell me. I guess he wants to surprise us,' Toby said.

He stopped at the junction, stuck a cigarette in his mouth and lit it,
and turned left, towards the A13. Hot air rushed through the open win-
dows, but did little to shift the stink left behind by the sheep.

Alfie said, 'Do you think you can sell a story about this surprise?’

"That depends on how good a surprise it is. What about this myste-
rious woman? This private investigator? Think we should give her a call?'

'T think she works for Robbie Ruane.'
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'Me too.'

'He expected to meet Morph last night, and when it didn't work out he
got this private detective to find where the sheep came from, just like we
did.'

'If we're lucky, we're still ahead of the game. "We have Shareef's mo-
bile number, we've talked to him, we've sort of made a deal.'

'Meanwhile, this private detective is also looking for him.'

'Good luck to her.'

Alfie said, 'She'll have resources that we don't.'

'But we're smarter.'

'Shareef works for that pirate station, Mister Fantastic FM. Maybe we
should try to find it—'

"You don't find a pirate station that easily’

"They must have a studio—'

'All you need is a couple of decks, a mixer, and a microphone, and a
feed to a low-power transmitter. You can set it up anywhere. In your
kitchen, in your bedroom, in your garden shed. I already thought of that
angle, Flowers, and believe me, playing Shareef's little game will be a lot
easier. We're cooperating with him, we aren't harassing people who know
him, we'll come off as the good guys. Which, of course, is what we are.'

'And if that doesn't get us anywhere?"

"Then we'll have to go after the pirate station. Or we'll look up Share-
ef's dad, this Donald Barrett, and ask him where his son lives.'

'Meanwhile, I guess we should take the van back," Alfie said, 'and
clean it out.'

'"The Lone Ranger and Tonto are riding along a canyon,' Toby said.
"They make a turn around a bend and run straight into a bunch of Apache
braves in full warpaint. The Lone Ranger turns to Tonto and says,""What
do we do now?" And Tonto says,"What's with the 'we', paleface?"

'T was hoping you'd give me a hand,' Alfie said, 'because I have an ap-
pointment at five o'clock.’

'And I have an appointment with my garden, a cool glass of beer, and
an eight-hundred-page biography of a very minor seventeenth-century
Italian poet. Who are you meeting, if you don't mind me asking?"'
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'Tt's family business. Nothing important.'

97
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8

The man who had followed Alfie Flowers to the party had given Harriet
the licence number of the Land Rover that had delivered the sheep, and
she'd traced its ownership to one Donald Barrett. That part had been
easy. But when Harriet had visited the smallholding just outside London
that Donald Barrett had given as his address, it turned out that he wasn't
living there, and its caretaker had stonewalled every one of her questions.

She'd already tried and failed to find Benjamin Barrett, a.k.a. Shareef.
If he was one of the twenty-odd B. Barretts who rented a landline in Lon-
don, he was among those who hadn't answered when she'd called, and
none of the five Benjamin Barretts she'd traced through her contact in a
credit-rating agency had been her quarry either. The pirate-radio DJ
didn't appear to have a bank account, own a credit card or ever to have
entered into a credit agreement, and he either used an untraceable pay-
as-you-go mobile, or rented from one of the companies where Harriet
didn't have someone willing to access the customer database for a small
consideration. She hadn't had any luck tracing Musa Karsu, a.k.a. Morph,
either. She'd learned from a contact in the Immigration Service that a
seventeen-year-old boy by the name of Musa Karsu, and his father,
Ahmed Karsu, had entered the country illegally six months ago. Ahmed
Karsu, forty-one years old, a shoemaker, had claimed to have been tor-
tured by the Turkish police; medical records and a report from Amnesty
International had supported his case. He and his son had been given a
flat in Harringay and awarded social security pending a final decision on
their status, but Ahmed had died of a massive heart attack just five weeks
ago, and his son was missing, placed on the 'at risk' register by Harringay
Council's social services. The police were looking for him, but as Sivan
Ergiiner had said, how did you find any of these poor lost boys?
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Harriet thought that it should be a lot easier to trace Donald Barrett.
He was a property owner, and almost certainly had a bank account and a
credit history and all the other useful stuff that almost every adult accu-
mulates. A quick search through her CD-ROM database yielded just over
a hundred D. Barretts in the London area. She could waste a couple of
hours plodding through the list, or she could narrow it down by some
lateral thinking. From listening to his phone-in show on Mister Fantastic
FM, she believed that Benjamin Barrett was pretty young; it was possible
that either he was still living with his parents or he had moved out only
recently, which would explain why he didn't have a credit card or a bank
account. A relationship search on an online database that cross-
referenced the electoral rolls for the past five years gave her just one ad-
dress in London where both Donald Barrett and Benjamin Barrett were
registered to vote. Harriet went doorstepping.

It was an imposing semi-detached house in Stoke Newington. The ele-
gant black woman who answered the door turned out to be Benjamin
Barrett's stepmother, and seemed unsurprised that a white woman was
trying to find her stepson. He'd moved out last year, she said, but was
vague about his exact whereabouts. Donald would know. He's paying the
boy's rent.'

The number that the woman gave for Donald Barrett was engaged,
but his work address was just five minutes away, a minicab company on
Stoke Newington High Street. The dispatcher behind the grille in the tiny
office buzzed Harriet through into a room where several drivers were
waiting for fares, lounging in greasy armchairs, reading newspapers,
playing a game of dominoes, all of them smoking furiously and ignoring
the TV that muttered to itself in a corner. Donald Barrett's office was at
the top of a flight of listing, uncarpeted stairs. He was a large, genial man,
turning back and forth in the swivel chair behind his desk, his hands
clasped across his belly, while listening to Harriet explain that his son
wasn't in any trouble, but he had a friend who was an illegal immigrant
and was just possibly mixed up in something murky. This took a while,
because approximately once a minute one of the half-dozen phones on
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the desk would ring and Donald Barrett would raise a hand, its pale
creased palm towards Harriet, and say that he had to take the call. Spin-
ning around in his chair and staring out through the dusty bow window
that overlooked the noisy road while he talked into the telephone, turn-
ing back, setting the phone down, smiling at Harriet and saying, 'Now,
where we were?'

Harriet handed Donald Barrett a photograph of one of Morph's graffi-
ti. 'The boy I'm trying to find has been spray-painting stuff like this all
over this area. His street name is Morph; his real name is Musa Karsu. I
need to find him, and I believe that he's a friend or acquaintance of your
son, which is why I would very much like to talk to Benjamin. Just a few
quick questions.'

Donald Barrett said, 'You say my son knows the person who did this?'

"That's the only reason I want to talk to him.'

A phone rang; Harriet waited while Donald Barrett answered it..
When he put it down, she said, 'Your son won't get into any trouble, I
promise. This is entirely about his friend.'

Donald Barrett thought about this. He bent over the photograph of
one of Morph's graffiti, showing Harriet the horseshoe of bare scalp,
creased with three folds, that divided his hair into woolly clumps above
each ear, then leaned back abruptly, looking up at the ceiling, rubbing the
outer corners of his eyes with his thumbs, saying, 'Excuse me. I felt dizzy
for a moment.'

'Please take your time, Mr Barrett.'

'Spots before my eyes.'

'Did your son ever talk to you about Morph, about Musa Karsu?'

Donald Barrett gave her a cautious, considered look. 'You are working
for the government. Customs and Immigration, something like that.'

Tm a private detective,’ Harriet said, placing one of her business
cards next to the photograph.

'T suppose that if I don't help you, it will be more official, like the po-
lice?'

'Why I'm here, Mr Barrett, is to make sure it doesn't come to that.'
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One of the phones rang. Donald Barrett picked up the handset and set
it down on its cradle, silencing it. He said, "They're a plague, these graffiti
artists. I own a restaurant in Church Street, just around the corner. As a
matter of fact, I am the secretary of the Church Street Shopkeepers' Asso-
ciation. I'm sure you know the neighbourhood, very nice, up-and-coming.
We organize Christmas lights, we sponsor litter bins, we don't want the
place blighted. These spray-paint vandals are one of the things we cam-
paign against. Three times last month they attack my restaurant. Twice,
one writes his name on the door in silver paint, and then someone puts
something very like this —' he tapped the photograph with a forefinger '—
all across its window. A week later, the same things are sprayed across
the vans of a courier firm in which I have a share.'

'Pronto Delivery'

Donald Barrett smiled. 'T see that you are "on the case". You follow up
every clue.'

'Tread about it in a local newspaper,' Harriet said.

Alfie Flowers had taken the photographs, and his friend Toby Brown
had written the story. When she'd seen the article, Harriet had realized
that the two of them weren't about to give up their search for Morph, and
had decided to throw a little business in the way of an old friend, asking
him to put a round-the-clock tail on Alfie Flowers.

Donald Barrett said, 'T report it to the police, of course, but they shrug
their shoulders, tell me they are very sorry, but they can't spend all their
time chasing after kids. You say the boy who does these things knows my
son?'

"That's why I want to talk to Benjamin. He might know where I can
find this boy.'

'Do you have children, Ms Crowley?"'

'Not yet.'

'When you do—' Another phone rang. Donald Barrett picked up its
handset, put it down. 'When you do, you'll love them with all your heart.
You won't be able to help yourself. When they are little, they love you too,
in the same way, but later . . .
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He paused, studying something inside his head. This big, proud man
suddenly struck by a painful memory.

'When they grow up,' he said, 'they become their own person. They
need you less. Their interests are not always your interests. They have
secrets, suddenly, things they do not want to share with you. What I'm
saying is that Benjamin is my son, but he is also his own person. After his
mother died, and especially after I remarried, he turned away from me.
He refused to go to university, he chased his own dreams. I can't say that
I like what he has chosen to do, but it isn't for me to try to stop him. I will
admit that he has been in trouble with the police, but only for small
crimes. But after he converted last year, it seemed to steady him.'

'Converted?"'

'T raised him as a Baptist, and last year he decided to become a Mus-
lim. I did not oppose it. After all, we are all God's creatures, and also, it
seemed to help him to grow up. He has not been in any trouble for more
than a year, he has become very interested in politics, and he has his ra-
dio work. I am proud of him. I thought that we were beginning to reach
an understanding. Or at least, that is what I believed until you showed
me this,' Donald Barrett said, tapping the photograph of Morph's graffito
with a forefinger.

'Do you know which mosque he attends?"

Harriet thought she knew now how Benjamin Barrett, a new convert,
and Musa Karsu, a refugee from an area whose population was almost
entirely Muslim, might have met.

Donald Barrett looked at her across his desk. 'You say that he isn't in
trouble.'

'T'm trying to find Morph. At the moment, your son is my only lead.'

"When he turned eighteen last year, after we had our argument about
his going to university, Benjamin said that he wanted to move out of my
house. He wanted his own place. I respected his decision. I gave him the
deposit for a rented flat, paid the first month's rent, and told him that
after that he was on his own. But of course, I end up paying the rent any-
way, because he doesn't earn anything near enough from his radio work,
and his schemes for getting himself famous so far have not worked out.
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Still, I am happy to help him. He is my son, and I believe that he was be-
ginning to grow up and act responsibly. But if what you tell me is correct,
it seems that he is still angry with me. He disrespects me with these silly
spray-paint graffiti. The courier business, my restaurant . . .' Donald Bar-
rett shook his head, made the tooth-kissing noise that Jamaicans use to
show disgust. "Would you think it petty, Ms Crowley, if I gave you his ad-
dress? Would I be behaving as badly as he has behaved?"'

'What's between you and Benjamin — that's your business, Mr Bar-
rett. I wouldn't presume.’

Donald Barrett wrote on a piece of paper torn from a pad, saying, 'T'll
give you this as long as you can tell me I won't be sorry that I did.'

Harriet met his gaze. 'I'm only interested in his friend.'

"That will have to be good enough,’ Donald Barrett said, and handed
her the piece of paper.

The address was a Victorian terrace in a scruffy street behind Green
Lanes. Four bell pushes by the door; three ripe dustbins, a padlocked
scooter, and a letting agent's sign board in the overgrown front garden.
There was a piece of graffiti on the brick pillar of the gate, a hand-sized
patch of the dots and swirling lines done in silver felt-tip. Harriet took
out the spray can she always carried around with her now, shook it, and
covered the pattern with several layers of black paint. Moving the can in
little circles, making sure that she completely obliterated the pattern. A
futile gesture, really — who knew how many of these Morph had put up
around London? — but it made her feel a little better.

B. Barrett rented the flat on the top floor. No one answered when
Harriet rang its bell; no one answered any of the other bells, either. The
main lock on the front door was a three-lever mortice. Harriet used her
picks and had it open inside a minute, used a flexible, credit-card-sized
piece of aluminium to snub the Yale. Two bicycles leaned against the wall
in the dark little hallway. A side table was piled high with takeaway res-
taurant menus, cards for minicab companies, yellowing envelopes ad-
dressed to former tenants, and several pieces of mail for Mr B. Barrett.
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Harriet climbed the rickety stairs, snapped on a pair of thin vinyl
gloves, picked the lock of the top flat, noting fresh scratches on the edges
of the keyhole, and eased inside. The small living room had been tho-
roughly tossed. CDs and books — crime novels, books on Black Power
and Sufism, commentaries on the Koran, books on comparative religious
studies, a Rough Guide to Turkey — were scattered across the floor
among drifts of polystyrene granules and feathers from eviscerated cu-
shions. A sofa had been turned upside down and the fabric covering its
back ripped away, exposing the wooden frame. Harriet traced a sour
smell to the little galley kitchen, where containers of rice and flour and
several kinds of bean had been emptied into the sink, and the fridge door
had been left ajar. Everything in the bathroom medicine cabinet had
been swept onto the floor; in the bedroom, the mattress had been pulled
from the bed and ripped open, and the contents of the drawers of a cheap
pine dresser had been tipped onto the floor.

The rotting sash window of the bedroom overlooked a two-storey red-
brick extension and a small garden where an ancient apple tree stood
among waist-high grass and weeds. What first drew Harriet's attention
was a dense pattern spray-painted in black on the sagging back fence.
Even at this distance she could see that it was one of Morph's graffiti.
Then she saw that someone was standing in the alley behind the fence, a
rake-thin man with a straggling beard and grey, shoulder-length hair,
wearing an orange construction-worker's jacket. He stood quite still, star-
ing up at the house, his mouth working mechanically.

For a moment, Harriet met his blank gaze, and then she realized what
he was and bolted out of the flat, clattering down the stairs, tripping on a
fold of loose carpet in the narrow hallway and knocking over the pair of
bicycles when she tried and failed to catch her balance. She ripped the
hem of her linen skirt and got oil on her hands when she untangled her-
self from the bicycles, left a smeary palmprint on the front door when she
wrenched it open. At the gate, she looked left and right — and saw with a
heart-freezing shock that the man in the orange jacket was running down
the middle of the road towards her, leaning forward as he ran, his arms
held stiffly by his side.
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A low man. She hadn't seen one since the affair in Nigeria, three years
ago, but there was no doubt about it. Luckily, she'd found a parking space
right outside the house. She yanked open the door of her car, scrambled
inside, locked the doors, and fired up the engine just as the low man rat-
tled the handle, his slack face inches from hers, then jerking away when
she stepped on the accelerator. She almost clipped a white people-carrier
when she made a handbrake turn at the T-junction at the end of the road,
slamming over speed bumps as she sped through back streets to the main
drag of Seven Sisters Road. When she was certain that she wasn't being
followed, she pulled over, shivering from the massive jolt of adrenalin.
Her fingers felt huge and numb as she speed-dialled a number on her
mobile, but her thoughts were moving smoothly; she knew exactly what
the presence of the low man meant, knew exactly what she had to do.

Clarence Ashburton took for ever to answer. Harriet imagined the old
man rising stiffly from his armchair, moving with painful slowness into
the hallway, where the only telephone in the house, a black Bakelite anti-
que, squatted like a toad on the leather-topped side table. When he at last
picked up the phone, she forced herself to be calm, briefly telling him
what she had seen, asking him to use the CCTV system to check the street
and the back of the house.

'Are you certain it was a low man?"'

'Absolutely. Please, Clarence, check the CCTV.'

She'd had the CCTV and a state-of-the-art alarm system installed a
few years ago, after a burglary which she believed to have been commis-
sioned by someone more interested in the surviving papers and records
of the Nomads' Club than in Clarence Ashburton's antiques, archaeologi-
cal specimens and keepsakes.

'Tt will take me a minute,’ he said. But it was considerably longer than
that before he picked up the phone again and told her that he could see
nothing unusual on any of the cameras.

Harriet said, 'We've talked before about the possibility that Carver
Soborin might try to come after the Nomads.'
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'If he thought we had anything that would be of use to him, he would
have visited us long ago. Besides, the man's safely locked up in an asy-
lum.'

'Tt was definitely a low man, Clarence. Either Soborin isn't locked up
any more, or someone else is using his signature glyph.'

There was a brief silence. At last, Clarence said, "What are you going
to do?'

'T'm going to make a call and organize some protection for you right
now, and then I'll come over and check for unwelcome visitors. I should
be there in an hour or so. Meanwhile, I think you should keep the doors
and windows locked.'

'T suppose I should look out my revolver.'

'If anything happens before I get there — it isn't likely that it will, but
if it does, don't try to be a hero. Dial 999 and ask for the police.'

'Julius isn't going to like this. He doesn't like his routines disturbed.
Neither do I, as a matter of fact.'

'Lock the doors and windows. And leave your revolver where it is.'

Harriet rang a friend, Mark Mallett, and arranged around-the-clock
security for Clarence Ashburton's house. Then she navigated the layers of
Vauxhall Cross's automated phone system and reached Jack Nicholl's
voicemail box.

'I need a face-to-face as soon as possible,’ she said. 'T have good reason
to believe that Carver Soborin has been let into the country, and I want to
know why'
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Alfie decided to take a nap instead of cleaning out George's van, over-
slept, and was fifteen minutes late for his appointment with one of the
archaeologists who worked at Franks House, the annexe in Hackney
where the British Museum stored a vast collection of archaeological finds
and ethnographic objects. When they met in the dingy lobby of the facto-
ry-like building, Dr Robin Cole waved away Alfie's attempt to apologize -
presumably a few minutes were neither here nor there to someone whose
business was the curation and study of objects many thousands of years
old — and led him upstairs to a corner office with views of the roofs of the
workshops and small factories strung along the nearby canal, tower
blocks, and a distant church steeple. Alfie explained that he was thinking
of writing something about his grandfather's archaeological expeditions
while Robin Cole examined photocopied sketches from Maurice Flow-
ers's journal and the fragment of stone, pointing out something that Alfie
hadn't noticed before: traces of white pigment in the incised lines. The
archaeologist was particularly interested in the paintings that Maurice
Flowers had discovered on the walls of the caves beneath the ruin of the
second church, telling Alfie that, if genuine, they were the first examples
to be found in that region.

'Are you sure that you don't have a map, or a hint of exactly where
these caves are?' Robin Cole asked. He was a trim, tanned, athletic man
in his fifties, in a black polo-neck sweater and faded Levi 501s, a jewel-
ler's loupe hung around his neck on a silver chain, blue eyes sharp behind
gold-rimmed glasses.

There had been a map among the pages copied from the second jour-
nal, but Alfie had decided that he didn't want anyone else to know the
whole truth just yet, no matter how much he might need their help, and
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told the archaeologist that he knew only that the caves were somewhere
in the mountains in northern Iraq.

'Unfortunately, the originals of my grandfather's journals were lost,'
he said. 'Those photocopies are all I have to go on.'

But this didn't deter Robin Cole, who for the next fifteen minutes
asked all kinds of awkward questions about Maurice Flowers, his friends,
and the two archaeological expeditions. Alfie, who had taken a brain-
mashing dose of phenobarbitone and Largactil before he'd set out, to
make absolutely sure that he didn't get too excited and throw a seizure,
was hard-pressed to parry this interrogation, sweating beneath his black
leather jacket, convinced that a faint but definite odour of sheep shit still
clung to him even though he had showered and changed his clothes. As
Robin Cole pressed him for details, he was tempted to cut to the chase,
take out one of the photographs of Morph's graffiti from his camera bag,
and explain what it meant to him, why he thought it was connected with
the patterns his grandfather had found in Iraq. But the archaeologist
would probably think that he was some kind of green-ink merchant, and
he'd lose a valuable chance to find out why his grandfather was so inter-
ested in the glyphs, so he sweated it out, maintaining his cover story,
stonewalling, saying that he had only just stumbled over his grandfa-
ther's papers, at last managing to ask a question of his own. Were there
any other examples of patterns like the ones in the sketches?

'T remember that my grandfather was very interested in these pat-
terns. He was working on them right up to his death, and I was wonder-
ing, is anything known about them?'

Robin Cole told him that this kind of abstract art was very common in
Palaeolithic and Neolithic art, that the paintings of animals were rarer
and far more important, especially considering their location. But Alfie
wouldn't be put off, insisting that his grandfather had considered the pat-
terns so important that he had devoted his life to studying them. At last,
the archaeologist led him downstairs to a room where shelving units ten
feet high held thousands of shoebox-sized metal drawers, each drawer
labelled with a neatly typed card that sat behind a perspex shield neatly
curved over at the top to form a handle. Robin Cole explained that the
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stacks contained thousands of fragments of Roman, Iron Age and Neo-
lithic pottery, as well as some of the earliest examples of pottery from the
Middle East and Northern Europe, and pulled open a drawer, saying, 'I
think that we'll find what we're looking for right here.'

Because of his overgenerous self-medication, Alfie felt as if a cold,
heavy toad was squatting on his brain, but his blood suddenly fizzed with
excitement as he stooped to examine the fragments of pottery set in black
foam rubber. The largest, a flat piece with a curved rim, was about half
the size of the palm of his hand. Time had turned their coarse clay the
colour of soot, but in the cool white fluorescent light the markings incised
into them showed clearly.

Robin Cole asked to see the sketches again, briskly pointing out simi-
larities between the markings on the fragments of pottery and the pat-
terns carved into the anomalous stone that Alfie's grandfather had found
in the remains of the first church, the patterns on Anselm's stele and in
the cave paintings. He explained that the pottery was some 8,000 years
old and had been donated by a private expedition which had unearthed it
at Tell Abu Hureyra in northern Syria. The place had first been settled by
people of the Late Palaeolithic Natufian culture, which 12,500 to 10,000
years ago had occupied a wide area of the Middle East extending from the
Mediterranean shore to south-east Turkey, building round huts with
stone foundations, harvesting the grains of wild grasses, domesticating
wild dogs, and burying their dead beneath limestone slabs. Tell Abu Hu-
reyra had been abandoned for a time, and then a much larger Neolithic
settlement had been established, its inhabitants building mud-brick
houses, cultivating wheat and other plants, herding animals, weaving
cloth and, just before the site was abandoned again, making pottery and
decorating it with abstract patterns.

'"There are similar motifs in mobile and parietal art from both the
Neolithic and Upper Palaeolithic,’ Robin Cole said. 'In the Middle East,
the Natufian culture left behind paintings and engravings of animals,
people, and abstract patterns. And there are the famous examples of
much older parietal art in caves in Northern Europe, Altamira, Lascaux,
and so on, and of course the recent, very important discovery here in
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Britain, at Church Hole in Nottinghamshire. If your grandfather really
did discover similar examples of cave art in Iraq—'

Alfie said gamely, 'From my distant memory of Latin lessons, parietal
has something to do with walls.'

'Art on the walls of caves, yes, such as paintings or carvings. Or on
large stones, like the one your grandfather found on his first expedition.
There's a particularly fine example of large standing stones carved with
geometric motifs from the Neolithic tomb at Gavrinis in Brittany.'

'So this kind of thing is very common.' Alfie was puzzled, trying to
think around the toad in his head. If patterns like the glyphs were so very
common, why didn't archaeologists know what they could do? Was it be-
cause they didn't know about the drug, about haka?

Robin Cole was saying, his eyes gleaming behind his glasses, 'Patterns
like these are very widely distributed, and they are found in some of the
earliest art made by humans. That doesn't mean that the examples found
by your grandfather aren't interesting. Far from it. He seems to have dis-
covered the first known example of Palaeolithic rock art in Iraq, and
while I'm no expert, I don't know of any examples as densely worked as
the patterns he sketched.'

'So they're like other patterns of a similar age, only more . . . intense.'

'Apart from that fragment of stone, do you have any other specimens?
If you do, I'd love to see them.'

'My grandfather had a small collection, once upon a time, but I don't
know where it is now. As I told you, even the originals of his journals
have disappeared. Can you tell me," Alfie said, choosing his words with
great care, his palms prickling with sweat, 'what the patterns were for? I
mean, apart from decoration, why were they made?"

'There's a question. Many of my colleagues believe that they were
shamanic. Personally, I don't agree. These images certainly meant some-
thing to the people who made them, but we can't know what it is because
we have lost the code.'

'Shamanic? Like trances, visions?' Alfie felt as if a lion or tiger — hot-
breathed, dangerous, marvellous — had stepped into the aisle between
the rows of neatly shelved drawers.
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Robin Cole said, with sudden chaste severity, 'T'm afraid that as far as
I'm concerned it falls into the category of what I call stories for children.
If you're serious about attempting to find out all you can about your
grandfather's discoveries — and I think you should, they may well be ex-
tremely important — I do hope that you won't waste too much time in
pointless speculation about shamanism and mystical rites.'

'But, please, would you mind telling me something about it?' Alfie
said, and saw that the archaeologist was taken aback by his sudden inten-
sity. It surprised him, too, but he couldn't let this chance go. He felt as if
he was a moment away from understanding everything.

Robin Cole studied him. 'You said that this was something your
grandfather was very interested in.'

'Yes. Yes, he was,'Alfie said.

'Was he in contact with other workers in the field? Did he discuss his
ideas with anyone?'

The previous night, Alfie had skimmed through every one of his
grandfather's diaries, but had failed to find any mention of glyphs, drugs,
or his grandfather's adventures in Iraq. Unless, as he suspected, the letter
N that occasionally appeared next to a date stood for Nomads, and indi-
cated when his grandfather had met with the men who had helped him
on those two excavations.

He said, 'T'm sure he was, but like almost everything else, all of his
correspondence has disappeared. If you could tell me why some people
think that these patterns have something to do with shamanism, it really
would be a tremendous help in reconstructing his work.'

'Come with me,' Robin Cole said, after a moment. His sandals squeak-
ing on the polished floor, Alfie followed the archaeologist down the
length of the big room to the stairs, listening avidly while he explained
that some scientists believed that the abstract patterns found in cave art
were representations of phosphenes and form constants — entoptic phe-
nomena generated by the human visual system independently of light
from an external source.

'Phosphenes are generated by physical stimulation,’ Robin Cole said.
'You can see them if you close your eyes and rub your eyelids. Form con-
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stants are generated within the visual cortex — the part of the brain that's
directly stimulated by the retina. People see form constants if their state
of consciousness is altered by psychotropic drugs, or by fatigue or pain or
fasting — by anything that can shift their state of consciousness towards
what's called the release of internally generated imagery.'

'Like dreams,'Alfie said, remembering the vivid nightmares he'd suf-
fered immediately after his accident.

'"Possibly, but I'm not an expert. The point is that these patterns are
hard-wired into the human nervous system. As I understand the theory,
there's a spatial relationship between the retina, the light-sensitive lining
of our eyeballs, and the visual cortex. Light stimulates receptor cells
when it falls on the retina, and that leads to the firing of neurons in the
visual cortex. Form constants are generated by reversing this process —
by stimulating the neurons in the visual cortex to fire, which in turn sti-
mulates the retina. That's the first stage of a hallucinatory experience.
The second is when the subject tries to make sense of the entoptic phe-
nomena by translating them into familiar images, the third when the im-
agery becomes more vivid, often with the illusion of falling down a tunnel
or into a vortex, and the hallucination displaces the real world. That
much I don't have a problem with. It's underpinned by solid neurophysi-
ological studies. But that doesn't mean that we should use it to interpret
the significance of Palaeolithic art, to promote the idea that patterns and
images in rock art are records of shamanistic vision quests.'

They had climbed a flight of stairs to a large, deserted room that re-
minded Alfie of the science laboratories in his old school, with long, wide
benches, glass-fronted cabinets, trays, sieves, and bags stuffed with dirt.
Robin Cole fussed with a huge bunch of keys, found the two which
opened a door next to a sophisticated alarm system. Inside was the or-
ganic store, a windowless chamber kept at a constant temperature and
level of humidity where delicate bone and ivory artefacts were stored in
wooden drawers that would maintain their contents at the correct tem-
perature for several hours if the air-conditioning failed. Robin Cole
pulled one of these drawers from a stack, set it on a small table, and
folded back its hinged lid.
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"Wow," Alfie said, looking at the three carefully shaped pieces in the
drawer. The largest, a curved length of what Robin Cole told him was
mammoth ivory, was carved with the images of a pair of reindeer.

'Tt's beautiful, isn't it?' the archaeologist said, unforced feeling soften-
ing his voice. "The male is following the female, and their muzzles are
raised and their antlers are tipped back in a characteristic swimming
posture, as if they are crossing a river. Do you see how the flank of the
female is densely cross-hatched? It's possible that it's meant to represent
the thick winter coat. After crossing a river, that thick coat would be
heavy with water and would slow the animals down and make them easi-
er targets for hunters. But why isn't the male, whose coat would have
been just as thick, similarly marked? Is the difference in representation
because only females were targeted, or only males? We don't know'

'Because the man who made this isn't here to explain,' Alfie said duti-
fully.

'Exactly. That's why our interpretation of all Palaeolithic art can only
ever be no more than informed guesses or stories. And those stories will
always be influenced by new discoveries, and changes in ideas about how
early cultures developed and were organized. So early ethnographic anal-
ogies, invoking hunting or fertility magic, gave way to French structural-
ism, the space age brought an emphasis on archaeoastronomy, and the
computer age a focus on prehistoric art as a means of storing and trans-
mitting information. The current dominant theory — that many examples
of prehistoric abstract art are records of visions experienced by people
who had undergone drug-fuelled shamanic rituals — is merely the latest
interpretation. It's no more true and no more false than any of the others,
even though at the moment far too many naive students and scholars
have jumped on the bandwagon and see entoptic phenomena and records
of shamanic rituals and transformations everywhere in rock art, even in
rock art which has no ethnography associated with it. In the end, all we
can know about Palaeolithic art is that it was important to the people
who made it. These were possessions that were highly valued by their
owners,' Robin Cole said, and showed Alfie how one of the other items in
the drawer, a reindeer scapula shaped into a spear-thrower and incised
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with the profile of a running horse, had been repaired after its shaft had
snapped, how that repair had broken in turn, and slivers had been thrifti-
ly cut out of the reverse side to make needles.

Alfie meekly promised that he had taken this little lesson to heart, and
Robin Cole said that he would be happy to help him with any other ques-
tions he might have.'If you find out anything else about your grandfa-
ther's expeditions, especially if you find clues that point towards the loca-
tion of these caves, please do let me know. Also, I have several colleagues
who would love to talk to you about it. Things being as they are in Iraq it
isn't possible to think of mounting an expedition at present, but in a year
ortwo...'

Alfie hastily said that he had to be somewhere else, thanked the arc-
haeologist for his time and trouble, and swam off down De Beauvoir
Road in a happy haze of speculation, settling in a Vietnamese restaurant
(it was seven in the evening, and he was suddenly ravenous), and jotting
down everything that Robin Cole had told him about entoptics and drugs
and shamans. Hunched at an end of one of the restaurant's long tables,
his short, straw-coloured hair disordered, his bland face flushed with ex-
citement, alternately scribbling in his notebook and dotting his vegetable
noodles with fiery blobs of hot sauce and forking them up with absent-
minded hunger. Making notes just like a real journalist or detective. Try-
ing to fit fragments into a shapely whole.

The small piece of stone given to Alfie by Miriam Luttwak suggested
that the patterns — the glyphs — had something to do with his father's
disappearance. And Mick Flowers had been involved with the glyphs be-
cause his father, Maurice Flowers, had discovered them in Iraq, and later
on, someone, perhaps Maurice Flowers, perhaps someone else, had dis-
covered their effect on people who had smoked or otherwise ingested
haka. Alfie wrote Nomads and his grandfather's and father's names in his
notebook, and drew lines linking them in a triangle. Robin Cole had told
him that it was possible that abstract patterns in rock art were entoptics,
patterns generated by the human nervous system during the first stage of
a hallucinatory experience. He'd gone to great lengths to explain that it
was only a theory, not proven fact, but Alfie thought now of his grandfa-
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ther's pouch of grey powder, the powder he might well have tasted before
looking at the piece of paper from his grandfather's desk. He thought
about the injections Mr Prentiss had given him, the laced joints he'd
smoked with his father. The patterns he'd seen afterwards, in fires. Pat-
terns that had been meant to accommodate him or immunize him to the
glyphs. Which were what? Intensifications of those patterns? Potent
combinations?

Alfie wrote David Prentiss's name, linked it to Nomads. The two men
who had come to take away his grandfather's things, they must have been
part of this too. Perhaps they were the other two men in the photograph
from that first expedition . . . He wrote Julius. He wrote Clarence. He
linked them to Nomads. His grandfather was dead. His father was dead.
And Alfie knew that Mr Prentiss was dead, too, because he had gone to
look for the man three years after his accidental exposure to the glyphs,
after his father's disappearance. It had been during the summer holidays,
when his grandmother had gone up to London to meet some friends, tell-
ing Alfie that she believed that he was old enough to stay at home on his
own and keep out of trouble. Alfie travelled to London on the very next
train after his grandmother's, feeling like a spy infiltrating enemy territo-
ry. He found his way to Chiswick easily enough, but spent two anxious,
frustrating hours walking around the streets without spotting Mr Pren-
tiss's white villa. In fact, he walked past it twice before he realized that it
was now painted pink, and the big tree in the front garden was gone. And
after he'd screwed up his courage and rung the doorbell, the middle-aged
woman who'd answered the door had told him that the man he was look-
ing for had died three years ago.

Now, he wrote question marks next to Julius and Clarence. He didn't
know who they were, and he didn't have the faintest idea how to find
them. He supposed that he should look through the diaries again, read
every word, but he thought that it was unlikely that his grandfather
would have entrusted the key to these secrets in an ordinary diary. He
could ask his grandmother, of course — she knew about the Nomads, it
was possible that she would know who the two mystery men had been,
would know if they were still alive — but Alfie knew that talking about



116 Paul McAuley

her husband and his research badly upset her, and he still felt guilty
about his last visit, the way it had ended. He decided that he would only
ask her about the Nomads if he ran out of leads; meanwhile, there was
still the other half of the investigation, the search for Morph. Who, even if
he wasn't from Iraq, definitely knew something about the glyphs. It was
possible, of course, that his graffiti had nothing to do with patterns on
cave walls or ancient lumps of stone. Perhaps he was simply recording
what he'd seen after puffing on some especially brain-mashing joint or
dropping a couple of tabs of acid or Special K. Perhaps it was no more
than a coincidence, except that Morph just happened to have come up
with a pattern that was potent. A pattern that attracted and held the eye.
A pattern that tickled the part of Alfie's brain that had been damaged by
his accident. A pattern denser and more vital than any to be found in the
Palaeolithic and Neolithic art collected in the vast storehouse of the Brit-
ish Museum.

A pattern, Alfie thought, that worked backwards, from the outside in.
Entoptics, form constants, were generated by the human brain. And if
they were glimpses of the brain's wiring, wasn't it possible that the dense
patterns of entoptics, the glyphs, somehow encoded basic human emo-
tions and feelings? Fascination, fear, lust, hunger, whatever. Smoke haka
and take a good long hard look at a glyph, and it would imprint itself on
your brain, or trigger something already there.

For a moment, everything seemed an inch away from falling into
place. He almost had it. But then the moment passed. He sat for a little
while longer, and when he was certain that it wouldn't come back, paid
his bill and lumbered off towards Islington.

He didn't see the man who had been sitting in a bus shelter across the
road from the restaurant fold his newspaper and follow him.
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A little after ten o'clock the next morning, Alfie arrived at the main gate
of the Imperial War Museum to find Toby already waiting for him. The
journalist stuffed the fat hardback he'd been reading in his bag, the kind
of army-surplus khaki satchel that heavy-metal fans had favoured in Al-
fie's school, and said, 'You're late.'

"The place has only just opened. Have you spotted anything likely?"'

'T thought I better wait for you and your X-ray vision.' Toby squinted
up at Alfie and said, 'Are you all right, Flowers? You look like you won the
Lottery and lost the ticket.'

Robin Cole had phoned Alfie just as he was about to leave, saying that
he'd checked the museum's acquisitions records and discovered that
Maurice Flowers had donated many of the finds from his first excavation,
but they had been withdrawn during the Second World War.

'Do you happen to know,' the archaeologist had said, 'if your grandfa-
ther ever worked for or had any contacts with the secret services?'

Alfie had lied, saying that he didn't have the faintest idea, interrupting
the archaeologist when he'd started in on what was obviously a long list
of questions, saying that he would give him a call as soon as he found out
anything of interest, but right now he was late for a meeting . . . Ringing
off with the uneasy feeling that things were beginning to spin out of his
control, but also wondering if the glyphs and the mysterious Nomads
might possibly have something to do with his grandfather's wartime work
with the SOE.

He told Toby, 'T suppose I'm a little on edge about this thing. Also, I
spent two hours last night, scrubbing sheep shit from George's van.'

"Welcome to the glamorous world of investigative journalism.
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Well, this is probably a wild-goose chase, but let's case the joint any-
way.'

As they walked anticlockwise around the museum, Toby told Alfie
that if he seemed more grouchy than usual it was because he was nursing
some bad news and a worse hangover. Last night, over several bottles of
red wine, he and his ex-wife, Alison, had had an intense discussion about
what to do about the flat they jointly owned and in which she still lived.
Something had to be done pretty quickly, because she had just quit her
job at Amnesty International, and in three weeks would be moving to
Oxford, to start a new job with Oxfam.

'Tt came out,' Toby said, 'that she's seeing someone. Some fucking
poetaster who teaches Modern English Literature at Oxford Brookes
University.'

'She's moving on,' Alfie said. 'Good for her.'

'She's moving to Oxford because of this fucker, "Toby said.

"That's right, keep everything all balled up in a nice tight knot.'

"This from someone with an advanced degree in how not to let go of
the past,’ Toby said, around the hand that cupped the flame of his lighter
as he applied it to a fresh cigarette.

'Give me your opinion of this," Alfie said, and handed Toby the prin-
tout of the video grab of Morph which Elliot had cleaned up with his bat-
tery of pixel-scrubbing programmes. Elliot had given it to Alfie in the pub
last night, apologizing that he hadn't been able to do much with it, wav-
ing away Alfie's offer of payment but accepting a pint of lager. Saying,
when Alfie asked him if he minded doing another little favour along the
same lines, 'Sure, why not?'

Toby scrutinized the digitally enhanced screen-grab and said, 'It looks
even more out of focus than it did before. I can't even tell if the guy is
black or white.'

'Elliot thinks he's wearing something over his head. A stocking, per-
haps.'

'A stocking mask. How perfect is that?' Toby said, handing back the
printout. 'You're not the only one who's been working on this case. I've
been doing a little background research.'
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"You found out something. What did you find?'

'Let's see what our little maniac has been up to first. As long as it's at
least as good as the stunt with the sheep, and it stays a slow news day, the
Guardian will take the story They might even publish one of your murky
photographs. Which means that if Shareef is as good as his word, we'll
soon be face to face with him, and maybe Morph too. Don't,' Toby said,
after a moment, 'bother to fall on your knees to thank me, by the way. It
was all in a day's work.'

"That's good. I mean, terrific.'

With a sudden uneasy sliding feeling, Alfie wondered what Toby could
possibly have discovered.

'First, we have to find the fucking thing that Morph's supposed to
have hidden here. Are you sure you didn't see anything that made your
weird little brain itch?'

'Tt must be somewhere inside.'

They'd walked all the way around the museum, were standing beside
the two fifteen-inch naval guns in front of the steps and columns of the
building's entrance.

"That's great,' Toby said. 'Do you know what this place used to be?’

Alfie shrugged with one shoulder. His camera bag weighed down the
other.

'Tt used to be Bedlam," Toby said. 'Bethlehem Hospital, the place
where they stashed all of London's head problems. Which means it's
pretty fucking huge, and we don't even know what we're looking for.'

But after he and Alfie briefly queued for admittance behind a small
crowd of tourists and a solitary veteran in a regimental blazer, Toby spot-
ted Morph's latest artwork almost at once. It was in a corner of the large
exhibits hall, where a collection of armoured vehicles and field guns, a
vintage omnibus that George Johnson would give his right arm to own,
and a massive green V2 rocket sat under a handful of fighter planes, the
originals of the Airfix models that Alfie had assembled when he'd been a
kid. There, fixed to the yellow brick wall of a niche where four neatly
folded wheelchairs were stored, was a Perspex display case, divided into
two by a shelf on which a stuffed rat wearing a miniature desert-
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camouflage jacket posed on a scatter of orange builders' sand in front of a
photograph of a burning oil well. A model gun was glued to its pink paws
and a pair of tiny wraparound sunglasses was perched on top of its head.
In the space below the shelf was a large card on which was printed Rattus
Militus Desertus Americanus: Iraq 2004 in bold black lettering over a
swirl of red squiggles and hash marks. It was signed, in familiar cursive
script, Morph.

Toby asked Alfie if it was genuine. If it was pushing his buttons.

Alfie shook his head. 'The elements are there — the curves and squig-
gles and all the rest. But they don't add up to anything.'

'Maybe they aren't supposed to.'

'Or it could be a fake.'

"Well, it's definitely what we came here to find,' Toby said, and sloped
off to look for one of the museum's attendants and raise the alarm.

Luckily, the press officer had a good sense of humour. Toby per-
suaded her to make a brief statement on behalf of the museum, and Alfie
was able to take several photographs of the Perspex case before one of
the curators removed it. It was lightly glued to the brick wall, and came
away cleanly.

'Do mention that if Mr Morph wants his piece of art,' the press officer
said, 'we'll be happy to return it to him if he gets in touch with us.'

Toby phoned his contact at the Guardian, got confirmation that the
story would go in, and led Alfie to the half-decent cafe he'd discovered on
his way to the museum. While Toby drank a mug of dark brown tea, ate a
fried-egg sandwich, and wrote up the notes of his brief conversation with
the public relations officer, Alfie sipped a gassy mineral water and won-
dered nervously what his friend had discovered.

Finally, Toby shut his notebook with a snap, lit a cigarette, fixed his
close-set gaze on Alfie, and said, 'You're a dark horse, Flowers.'

'What do you mean?"

' mean you didn't say that this was all about drugs.'

'Tdidn't. I mean it isn't.’

"That's not what my contact says. Fie says that pattern Morph uses to
decorate his cartoons is made up of images you see when you get high. In
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the case of Palaeolithic shamans, that would have been opium, bog-
standard hash, and something mysterious, lost to the mists of time, that's
called hoama or soma. Ring any bells?"'

"What contact? Who have you been talking to?"

Toby held up a minatory forefinger. The nail was badly bitten, and
stained orange by nicotine. 'After you entrusted me with your story, I did
some research on the interweb. I'm sure you've heard of it — it's some-
thing to do with computers, and sometimes it can be quite useful in fer-
reting out information.'

'So Elliot tells me. What did you find?"'

'T Googled papers on prehistoric art, and a good percentage of what I
found mentioned trances, shamanic rites, and the recurrence of basic
types of entoptic images. These cave artists used to get high so regularly
that they should have called it—'

'Please don't say it," Alfie said.

'—The Stoned Age,' Toby said, straight-faced. 'And the things they saw
when they got high were what are called entoptic images or form con-
stants. I see from the way you're looking at me that you know something
about entoptics. It's pitiable — like a dog that knows it's been caught out,
and is waiting for punishment.'

'T only found out about them yesterday,' Alfie said. Actually, he did
feel guilty about deceiving his friend, although he believed that he had
just cause. His grandfather's journal had nothing to do with finding
Morph. It was family business. 'T went to the British Museum — well, its
annexe, actually, and asked an expert for his opinion on my little piece of
stone.'

'Did you show him your photos of Morph's graffiti too?'

'T thought he'd think I was nuts if I tried to explain the whole thing.'

'Even though you are quite plainly as mad as a sock full of frogs in a
microwave. So let me take a wild leap here. This expert took one look at
your pebble and said, how about that, those patterns are actually entoptic
images, and gave you a useful lecturette on why Stone Age art is full of
them.'
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'Actually, all he said was that it was possible they were entoptics. He
also said it wasn't possible to know what any Palaeolithic or Neolithic art
meant — why it was made, what it was used for.'

"You remember Jules? Jules Martens?'

"The guy who buys your review copies.'

'T also used to work for him, back in the day'Toby said. 'He's the guy
who book collectors turn to after they've given up on all the other book
dealers. When there's one volume you absolutely must have to finish off
your collection, when you've given up on eBay and have personally sat
through auctions at Bloomsbury Book Auctions and Phillips and Biblion,
when you've combed through every second-hand bookshop and trudged
around every book fair, Jules is the man who can make you happy. He
specializes in finding the unfindable, and he does it by having a small
army of book runners in several countries who report back to him. Which
is what I used to do, when I'd just arrived in London with the ink still wet
on my First in English Literature and I was trying to find my feet as a
freelance journo.'

Alfie had once bought something from Jules Martens: a photograph of
Mick Flowers exhausted and unshaven in his special flak jacket with the
extra pockets, cradling his favourite Nikon to his chest as he sprawled on
a bare clay bank near Phnom Penh, Cambodia, in 1975.The photograph,
taken an hour before he'd been hit in the leg by a sniper's round that had
punched through the side of the jeep in which he was travelling, had been
published in the Washington Post over a brief story about his close brush
with death. Jules Martens had shown Alfie a yellowing copy of the news-
paper and explained that one of his American contacts had tracked down
the widow of the man who had taken the photograph, and she had agreed
to allow Alfie to make a print from the original negative. Alfie had bought
the copy of the newspaper and paid Jules Martens for the expenses he
and his man had incurred while tracking down the widow because Jules
had made it seem that he'd done Alfie a tremendous favour out of the
goodness of his heart — it would have been rude and inconsiderate not to
have reimbursed him. But when Jules had offered to look out for other
items, Alfie had said thanks but no, thanks. He knew how the man
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worked. A little taste, and then you were hooked. He was terrific at what
he did, no doubt about that, but he was also a sharpie, as urbane and pro-
fessionally sympathetic as a plastic surgeon or a society drug dealer, and
like them expert at spotting and exploiting vanity and appetite. Alfie
hadn't wanted to become dependent on the man; hadn't wanted to be-
come hooked on his father's past. Back then, five or six years ago, he'd
still been in what his last girlfriend would have called denial. Back then,
he was doing his best to maintain the steady, low-level hum of his equili-
brium. So he'd paid off Jules Martens, had sent the negative back to the
widow with a note of appreciation, and filed away the print he'd made
and done his best to forget about it.

Now he said to Toby, 'You told Jules Martens about this? About
Morph and everything else?’

'T had to give him a little background, but I didn't mention any
names.'

'Did you tell him about my father, and my grandfather? About my
family?"'

There was a dry bitter taste in Alfie's mouth, as if a copper penny had
been laid under his tongue.

Toby sat back, fixed him with his dark, close-set gaze. "We've known
each other nine years, man and boy. You were best man at my wedding.
You ask me to help you out and, like it or not, that's exactly what I'm
doing.'

'T told you what I told you in strict confidence, Toby'

"You're been sloping around with all this secret family history hidden
inside your head until one day you see this piece of graffiti and it all
comes rising to the surface again, like a great belch of swamp gas. Sud-
denly, you have to do something about it. You have to find the guy who's
been doing these graffiti, and when you realize that you can't find him by
yourself, you decide to enlist my help. But you only want me to help you
on your terms,' Toby said. You feed me partial information and treat me
more like someone you hired than a concerned friend. Well, buster, fuck
that shit. If you want my help, you've got to trust me to do the right thing
by you, and you've got to realize that that might not always be what you
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expect me to do. And if you don't like that, go pay someone to do it the
way you want it done, because I'm not going to do things any other way.'

It wasn't in Alfie's nature to stay angry for long, and besides, he knew
that Toby was in the right. He said, 'As long as you didn't name names, I
don't suppose there was any harm.'

'T didn't give away any sensitive information. Credit me with a little
intelligence, Flowers. Assume that I know what I'm doing.'

'Okay.’

'And don't pull any more of that how-dare-you-step-over-the-line shit,
or you're on your own.'

'Maybe you had better tell me about this expert that Jules Martens
put you on to,' Alfie said. He was thinking that if he had to confess about
finding his grandfather's journal, now was the time.

Toby lit a fresh cigarette. 'Jules has one of those memories that
doesn't let go. He can tell you what he had for breakfast on a given day
ten years ago. He says that he remembers the first word he spoke. And he
remembers everything he ever bought or sold. When I showed him the
photographs of Morph's graffiti, and gave him the story — the very care-
fully edited story — he put me on to a collector to whom he'd sold several
pieces of crank literature. A fellow by the name of Roger Anslinger, a
kind of freelance scholar who lives off a trust fund. He's an expert on
what he calls heightened states of consciousness: he's written a book on
the anthropology of drug use, and is currently working on a learned dis-
section of virtual reality He gave me this whole bit about how the path to
heightened states of consciousness begins with dilated pupils, that the
rods and cones in the retina at the back of the eye are outposts of the
brain. "Pitched at the frontier between consciousness and reality." He has
a very impressive library on every kind of drug, from sober medical stu-
dies to pulp shockers from the 1950s and 1960s with cool titles like Psy-
chedelic Sex and Drugged Into Sin. There's a big section on shamanism,
and he gave me the low-down on Palaeolithic rock art and entoptic im-
ages. Plus, of course, he has a booklet that Jules sold him. A piece of me-
retricious trash according to him, but not without interest to us.
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'Tt was self-published by some maniac who was the self-appointed
head of a cult that started up in the States back in the early'1980s, and
broke up seven or eight years ago in scandalous circumstances.The usual
horrors: brainwashing, drugs and free love, adolescent girls who used
flirty-fishing — offering sex to strangers — as a recruiting technique. Not
to mention the usual accusations of Satanism, sacrifice of babies, sexual
abuse of children. The leader of the cult committed suicide soon after his
commune was busted by the Feds, but at the height of his brief notoriety
he published this," Toby said, and drew from his khaki satchel a small
sheaf of photocopied pages. 'This is the pamphlet that Roger Anslinger
bought from Jules. He copied it for me.'

The title on the front cover, The Quest For Haoma: A Personal Ac-
count, by 'Antareus', was hand-lettered above a naive drawing of a pyra-
mid with the Eye of Horus above it, the kind of thing a reasonably skilled
child might execute, except that it was encircled by unmistakable entop-
tic images. Wavy parallel lines, dots, riverine lightning strokes, interlock-
ing arrowheads that appeared to flick back and forth as Alfie stared at
them. The same kind of effect that made Morph's graffiti seem alive,
made them seem to stand out from their background as if italicized.

Toby said, after a moment, 'Earth to Alfie.'

Alfie looked up, the taste of burning metal strong in his mouth, a dark
tingling behind his vision. He said, 'These are the real thing. The ones in
that display case back in the museum weren't, but these are.'

'Roger Anslinger said that they were special, too, but I just don't see it.
I guess I'm not a heightened-state-of-consciousness kind of guy. But
what did interest me,' Toby said, turning through the photocopied pages,
'was a brief reference to a couple of archaeological expeditions in Iraq
which discovered patterns like this one, patterns which Antareus calls
glyphs.'

'Glyphs — that's what my grandfather called them.'

'Antareus also mentions another expedition in Iraq, one that discov-
ered a tribe of semi-nomadic sheep herders, the Kefidis. Their religious
ceremonies involved use of the glyphs and a plant which was the source
of hoama, or soma. The dates tally with what you told me about your
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grandfather's adventures, so I was wondering if this means anything to
you,' Toby said, setting a page in front of Alfie.

There was a photograph at the top of the page. It was a bad photocopy
of a blurry reproduction, but Alfie recognized it at once. Four men in pre-
war colonial gear posing beside a big stone and the remains of a wall: the
Four Nomads.

Alfie's premonition of a seizure grew suddenly stronger. It was as if
something had sprung from the blackness inside his skull and was trying
to force its way past him, into the light. He pulled the bottle of Valium
tablets from his bag, shook one into the palm of his hand, reached for his
glass of mineral water.

And then he was staring at shards of glass glinting in a spreading
puddle of water on the floor between his sandals, and Toby was saying,
'Flowers? Talk to me. Tell me you're okay.'

'T'm okay.' The seizure had come and gone and Alfie was all right
again, clear and empty. He dry-swallowed the Valium, apologized to the
waitress who came over with paper towels and a dustpan and brush, and
told Toby, 'T could do with some fresh air. Let's walk and talk.'

He felt a little spacey and about a step behind the rest of the world,
but that was the Valium kicking in. Otherwise he felt alert and engaged
and excited as he and Toby walked through the dust and exhaust fumes
and slipstream wind of Lambeth Road towards Blackfriars Bridge. "This
Antareus,’ he said. "The man who wrote the pamphlet, the leader of the
cult. His real name was Christopher Prentiss, wasn't it?’'

"How did you know that? Wait, you knew all along. This is part of your
man-of-mystery act.'

'T didn't know about the cult, I swear. It was sort of an informed
guess.'

'Informed by what?'

"Tell me what Antareus wrote about this mysterious ancient drug, this
haoma, and then I'll explain.'

Once again, he was thinking of the grey dust that his grandfather had
smoked with his special tobacco mix. Haka: the same plant extract with
which Mr Prentiss had injected him, the same extract with which his fa-
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ther nad salted the joints as part of their private ritual. His last memory
of his fattier was of the time on the beach when they'd shared a joint, and
then he'd stared into the fire while his father had murmured Mr Pren-
tiss's incantation . . .

Toby said, 'Actually I got most of it from Roger Anslinger, and a
couple of hours Googling around on the interweb. It seems that about
four thousand years ago a pastoral people, the Indo-Iranians or Aryans,
split into two groups. One group went south and settled the Indus Valley;
the other remained in the original homeland in Central Asia, north of
India and west of China. The earliest texts of both groups mention a drug
used in an important act of worship. In the Indian Rig Veda it's called
soma; in the Iranian Avesta it's called haoma. Most scholars believe that
soma and hoama were two names for the same thing, but no one knows
what it was.'

'But there are theories. Antareus had a theory.'

"There are a ton of theories,' Toby said. 'That it was a kind of alcoholic
drink, or that it was derived from a species of rhubarb crushed and fer-
mented in honey, or that it was a form of hashish, or some-kind of vine.
There's a vine from the Amazon — if you drnk an extract of it, it really
blows your head wide open. One guy, R. Gordon Wasson, proposed that
it was the fly-agaric mushroom. He was a Wall Street banker and ama-
teur mycologist who was friendly with Aldous Huxley. He made expedi-
tions to Mexico and Russia, and became involved with a CIA research
programme, MKULTRA, that trialled all kinds of drugs to assess their
potential in clandestine operations and interrogations — everything from
caffeine to LSD. The CIA was hip to LSD long before the hippies got hold
of it. Anyway, Wasson was involved with all that, and he made a strong
case that fly agaric was soma/haoma, although there's an equally strong
argument that it was derived from a plant rather than a mushroom. Pos-
sibly ginseng, or harmel, or Syrian rue. Roger Anslinger favours Syrian
rue. He told me that it grows in the homelands of both Indo-Iranian
groups and said that its seeds contain psychoactive beta-carbolines,
whatever they are.'

'What about Antareus? What was at the end of his quest?"
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'He claimed to have discovered the source of the original soma/haoma
— this tribe from northern Iraq, the Kefidis. Ring any bells?"'

Alfie shook his head. 'Did he say exactly where they came from, and
what this drug of theirs was?"'

'Of course not. His kind never do. They believe they're working in the
tradition of Paracelsus — you know, knowledge is power, and open
source a sin against nature. There's a lot of bullshit in his pamphlet about
the key to the one true path to enlightenment, but he doesn't give any
clue as to what it might be. Because if he did, of course, he'd spoil the
illusion. He certainly used these patterns and some kind of drug in his
cult rituals, but apart from the name of this tribe, which may or may not
exist, he was very careful not to let slip any actual facts. Maybe there's
something useful buried among the usual crap about Atlantis and Stone-
henge and the Pyramids, but just reading the stuff gave me a powerful
headache, I don't really want to think about it. What is interesting is that
there's a long passage about his father — how his father tried to stop him
reaching enlightenment because he was part of a conspiracy dedicated to
hiding the truth. Something called the Nomads' Club. Does that ring any
bells?'

Luckily, Alfie didn't have to reply at once, because four police cars
sped past them in a blast of sirens and flashing blue lights, and he had to
close his eyes and press his hands over his ears until they were past.

'Another false alarm,” Toby said, as he and Alfie walked on.
'Hopefully.'

The cry of emergency vehicles was common all over the city, at all
hours, of course — one of the birds that hung out in the scrubby bushes
and trees along one side of Alfie's yard had taken to imitating a police
siren, when it wasn't doing car alarms or telephones — but four of them,
speeding past nose-to-tail towards the City of London, definitely seemed
like an omen. A year and counting after the invasion of Iraq, the whole
city was tense and anxious, starting at every little thing like a sleepless
householder, waiting for something to happen. ..

Alfie said, 'The photograph you showed me — my grandfather had a
copy of it.' He paused, waiting for Toby to ask where he'd seen this pho-
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tograph, but the moment passed. 'On the back were four Christian
names. One of them was Maurice, my grandfather. Another was David.'

'David Prentiss.'

'T think so. Also Clarence and Julius, I don't know who they are. But
the four of them called themselves the Nomads.'

'So these guys were digging up stuff in Iraq back before the Second
World War, and one of the things they dug up was the piece of paper that
fucked up your brain.'

'Not the piece of paper. Whatever had been drawn or copied onto it.'

'But you don't remember what that was.'

'No, I don't. But a couple of days after I had my accident, my father
took me to visit David Prentiss, to see if he could help me.'

Toby squinted up at Alfie. 'Maybe it's time you told me everything.'

"That's what I'm doing.’

Alfie remembered feeling a floating sense of detachment as his father
had driven him to London in his grandfather's roomy, seasick-making
Rover, as if everything was a movie he was watching inside his head, one
that for the rest of his life he'd be able to recall with vivid clarity. He re-
membered that when they had pulled up outside the detached villa in the
quiet residential road in Chiswick, his father had turned to him and told
him that whatever Mr Prentiss did, however strange it seemed, it was to
make him better. It would help him get past his little accident. And no
matter what, Alfie wasn't to tell his grandmother about it.

'Are we agreed, Chief?'

Alfie nodded.

'Cross your heart and hope to die?'

Alfie remembered his father's forced cheerfulness, remembered how
scared he'd felt when Mr Prentiss had opened the front door of the house
after his father had pulled a brass ring set in the wall beside it. Mr Pren-
tiss, very tall, very thin, corseted in a lumpy tweed suit, shook hands with
Mick Flowers, saying, 'We're so pleased that you kept this between
friends, Michael. A doctor would ask awkward questions, and prescribe
inappropriate drugs.'
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He examined Alfie from his remote height with wintry blue eyes, said
that he must be the boy he'd heard so much about, and that they had
both better come in.

As Mr Prentiss led them down the dark hallway, where a grandfather
clock ticked loudly and steadily, as if dropping marbles one by one into a
well, Alfie's father asked about someone called Emily, asked how she was.

'Unfortunately she has one of her headaches, and has taken to her
bed.'

'And her daughter? I suppose it must be hard for her.'

'We won't talk about that, if you don't mind,' Mr Prentiss said. 'We'll
go into the library. I have everything prepared.’

It was a square, dim room with two walls of books packed together on
mahogany shelves. Behind a sofa covered in cracked red leather, French
windows gave a view of the garden. A fire burned in the iron grate of the
elaborate marble fireplace. Hung over it was a huge, age-darkened oil
painting of a man armed with a spear and riding a horse at full gallop as
he chased a lion across a stony desert.

'T see that you have noticed the painting,’ Mr Prentiss said to Alfie.
'It's a portrait of my father, rendered by Dante Gabriel Rossetti. My fa-
ther was a soldier in Abyssinia, and he really did kill a lion while he was
there. The head of the beast in question once hung in the hallway, but
alas, it had a bad case of the moth, and I had to make a bonfire of it. Have
you ever had to burn a lion's head, young man?"

Alfie shook his head, uncertain if he was being teased.

Mr Prentiss's laugh was like the creak of a door caught in the wind. 'T
would advise against it. Very hard to burn, the stuffed head of a lion, and
the neighbours complained mightily of the smell.'

Mick Flowers told Alfie that he should go and play in the garden for a
little while. 'Mr Prentiss and I need to talk.'

'T thought everything was agreed,' Mr Prentiss said.

'T want a word before we go through with it,’ Mick Flowers said. 'T
want to clear the air.' He stood with his arms folded, looking determined,
and told Alfie that this would only take a few minutes.
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It was early January, cold and damp and cheerless. A mossy lawn
sloped between neatly dug flower beds stuck with the frost-nipped sticks
of rose bushes to a row of arthritic fruit trees that stood in front of a red
brick wall. There was a small greenhouse in one corner with lights burn-
ing brightly inside, harshly illuminating little bushes with grey leaves that
grew in a trough of sand and gravel. There was a lattice-work iron gate in
the wall, with a view of a path that ran along the bank of a wide river -
Alfie supposed that it must be the Thames.

He watched a man row past in a skiff, bending and straightening,
bending and straightening like a mechanical toy. He felt scared and angry
and lonely. He'd done something stupid and it had hurt him. His father
had told him that Mr Prentiss knew how to make him better, but Alfie
knew that his grandmother thought otherwise. Grammie and his father
had had an argument about it last night. Alfie had crept out of his bed-
room to the head of the staircase and listened to the two voices behind
the closed door of the living room. Grammie's voice quiet and calm and
firm, his father's rising and falling — Alfie could imagine him striding
about the room, as he often did when arguing with his mother. Alfie
couldn't hear what they were talking about, but he knew with a clammy,
sick feeling that they were talking about him. About what had happened.
He sat in the cold dusk on the polished wooden stairs in his pyjamas,
hugging himself, heard Grammie say that she wished Maurice had never
become involved with those horrible things, it had taken over his life and
now . . . Her voice breaking off, his father's voice muted and gentle,
murmuring something comforting, her voice again, soaring on angry
wings.

'Your son is having fits, Michael! Epileptic fits! We should call a doc-
tor, I don't know why I haven't called one already. Suppose it's done
something permanent to him . . .'

His father said something that Alfie couldn't make out. The conversa-
tion murmured on behind the closed door until Grammie said, very clear-
ly and firmly, "You should burn the filthy thing.'

'David Prentiss needs to see it first,’ his father said, and Alfie didn't
hear any more. He must have fainted or passed out, because he was in
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bed again, and his father was bending over him, silhouetted against the
glow of the bedside lamp, telling him that everything would be all right,
they were going to see someone who would fix him up.

But Alfie didn't trust the old man he'd been brought to see. He sus-
pected that he had something to do with the two men who had come to
take away his grandfather's things. He kicked stones through the lattice-
work gate and stared at the cold river, feeling sick and miserable and ut-
terly alone. Feeling as if the whole world had turned against him — and
feeling scared too, scared of the old man, scared that he was going to do
something to him that would be just as bad as looking at the piece of pa-
per.

That was when the little girl came up behind him and said in a clear
high voice, 'T know who you are.'

'Do you?' Like all boys his age, Alfie was usually indifferent to little
girls, but this one seemed unnervingly confident and knowing. A small
thin blonde girl in a calico dress, no more than four or five, staring boldly
at Alfie, mischief gleaming in her eyes.

'T'm Harriet,’ she said. 'T live here with my mummy and with my
grandpop. And you, you're a spy.'

'No I'm not," Alfie said. He tried to affect a casual scorn, but felt his
face heat up. 'My father's a friend of Mr Prentiss. I'm just waiting—'

'A spy! A sneaky spy!' the little girl said, dancing about in a transport
of unrestrained glee.

Alfie remembered Mr Prentiss appearing at the French windows and
telling the little girl, 'You run along, dear. Go and find your mother. Mas-
ter Flowers and I have a little business together. Do we not, young man?"

'T caught him,' the little girl said, proud and self-righteous.

'Of course you did. And you can be sure I will take care of him," Mr
Prentiss said, and beckoned to Alfie, who trudged the length of the lawn
towards the house, a grim hot pressure at the back of his head, the feeling
he had every time he'd been called to the front of the class to answer for
some minor misdemeanour. He clearly remembered standing in the
middle of the threadbare oriental carpet, feeling uncomfortably warm
under his clothes, not looking at either his father or Mr Prentiss while the
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old man shut and locked the French windows and drew heavy velvet cur-
tains across them. For a moment, the only light in the room was the sul-
len glow of the coal fire; then Mr Prentiss switched on a reading lamp
that stood on a little table to one side of the sofa, among a clutter of pho-
tographs in silver frames.

Mick Flowers, at the edge of the pool of lamplight, his face half in
shadow, smiled at his son and said, 'Don't be afraid.'

But Alfie was already afraid, his skin prickly hot, his pulse beating un-
pleasantly in his ears as Mr Prentiss bent stiffly over him and rolled up
the sleeve of his jumper and unbuttoned the cuff of his shirt. The old
man's hands were cold and dry. He rolled up Alfie's shirtsleeve and asked
him if he had ever been injected.

Alfie stared at him, his mouth dry, his mind perfectly blank. 'You had
a tetanus injection last year,' his father prompted. "This won't be any dif-
ferent," Mr Prentiss said. 'Sit down, just here.'

After he'd sat Alfie on a low stool, Mr Prentiss crossed to the other
side of the room and came back with a small round tray which he set on
the side table, moving several photographs to clear a space. He picked up
a bottle of clear liquid from the tray, unscrewed its top, held a piece of
cotton wool over its neck and inverted it for a moment, then wiped the
cotton wool on Alfie's arm. Alfie smelled alcohol, felt the patch of mois-
tened skin grow cold and dry, watched as Mr Prentiss picked up a small
brown bottle and a hypodermic syringe with a glass barrel and a fear-
some needle that caught a star of lamplight at its tip. The old man shook
the little bottle and then, holding it upside down between finger and
thumb, stabbed its rubber stopper with the needle of the hypodermic sy-
ringe and drew a measure of clear liquid into the glass barrel. Examining
this with a critical eye, saying, 'If you would be so good, Michael.'

Mick Flowers stepped behind Alfie, folded his arms around Alfie's
shoulders and held him tighdy against his thighs. Alfie struggled against
his father's grip, outraged by this betrayal.

'Look away,' Mr Prentiss advised, but Alfie watched from the corner of
his eye as the needle of the hypodermic pressed against the pale skin of
his arm. The skin dimpled, gave. Alfie felt a prick of pain and a coldness
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spreading under his skin as Mr Prentiss emptied the hypodermic, saw a
bead of dark red blood rise when the needle withdrew. Mr Prentiss blot-
ted the blood with a bud of cotton wool, massaged Alfie's arm with cool
bony fingers, and said cheerfully, 'That wasn't so bad, was it?'

Alfie said, 'Is it over yet? Can we go?'

"We're not quite done," Mr Prentiss said. He pulled up a wing chair
and sat right in front of Alfie, catching his chin with one hand so that he
had to look at the crystal that the old man dangled in front of him at the
end of a loop of fine silver chain. It was long and thin and triangular, ta-
pering to a sharp point at the bottom, its top girdled with small square
facets and capped with silver. Spots of rainbow light flashed inside it as it
turned to and fro about a foot from Alfie's face while Mr Prentiss talked
in a soft, low tone, telling Alfie to watch the crystal, to concentrate on it
as hard as he could, to imagine that there was nothing else in the room
but the crystal . ..

Talking on and on without pause, the crystal swinging lightly to and
fro, light flashing on its edges, colours running up and down inside it, the
colours and Mr Prentiss's soothing chatter somehow running together,
calming as a babbling brook in summer sunlight.

'All right," Mr Prentiss said, after a while. You can let him go now.'

He seemed to be speaking from another room. Or rather, it was as if
Alfie was in a space all his own, as if he was inside and outside the crystal
at the same time. Mr Prentiss showed him sheets of paper with patterns
made out of funny shapes on them, asked him to say if he saw anything
moving in them, asked if he knew what they were, if they reminded him
of anything.

"They're like the pottery. Grandfather's pottery.'

Alfie felt the words shape themselves in his mouth, but it was as if
someone else was speaking. He wasn't scared any more. He felt comfort-
able and dozy, as if he'd been on a long tramp through the countryside
and was waiting by the fire for Grammie to bring in crumpets and tea.

Mr Prentiss said softly, 'Do they remind you of anything else?'

'Sometimes when I close my eyes. And when I feel funny.'
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Mick Flowers started to ask Alfie if he remembered what had hap-
pened, but Mr Prentiss said that it wouldn't be helpful to talk about it.

'What's done is done. What we will do now is make things better,' he
said, and told Alfie that sometimes patterns like these could get inside
your head, and stick there. "They can upset the way you think. I think you
have something like that stuck in your head, Alfie. I'm going to try to re-
move it. It isn't part of you, so it won't hurt. And then you'll feel much
better.'

Mr Prentiss talked on and on, saying the same thing over and again in
slightly different ways, his voice like water running over stones, a mur-
muring that no longer contained any words — at least, not any words that
Alfie knew. He had a confused memory of staring at the banked fire in
the fireplace and seeing things living there, swimming in the yellow heat
like fish in an aquarium, or he was on a bridge and watching fish in the
river below, smooth brown trout beating their fins as they hung in the
slow current that made the green waterweed wave . . .

And then he woke up and found himself in the car, streetlamps and
the lighted windows of houses going past in the darkness outside, his fa-
ther smoking a cigarette as he drove, looking across at Alfie and asking
him how he felt.

Alfie was puzzled. He felt fine. Hed fallen asleep, but now he was
awake. He was fine.

His father looked relieved, said, 'You did well, Chief.'

'Am I better?'

'Thope so. Getting there, I think.'

'T feel funny.'

'"That's part of the treatment, Alfie. It'll pass, and you'll feel like you
always did.'

They visited Mr Prentiss twice more. Each time Alfie was injected
with the clear fluid and made to watch the way that light sparkled inside
the crystal as it swung to and fro. He saw the patterns swimming in the
fire and afterwards woke in the car, on the way home. His bad dreams
receded and he didn't have any more seizures. He couldn't remember
when he had started the sessions with his father, and the joints laced
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with haka. He supposed it must have been in the summer holidays. And
then his father disappeared and Alfie started to have seizures again, and
his grandmother took him to Addenbrooke's Hospital in Cambridge,
where he was found to be suffering from atypical partial epileptic sei-
zures and was prescribed phenobarbitone. The drug reduced the severity
and frequency of the seizures, but unlike Mr Prentiss's treatment did not
abolish them completely.

"This drug,' Toby said. 'Did David Prentiss or your father ever let slip
where it was from?'

'My grandfather said that it came from a plant called haka, which
grew somewhere to the north of Baghdad.'

"Your grandfather told you about it? I though he died before you had
your accident.'

'He used to smoke it," Alfie said.

'He smoked it?"

'In a pipe. He used to mix this grey dust or powder into his pipe to-
bacco.'

'Are you sure he never mentioned haoma or soma? He didn't mention
this tribe, the Kefidis?'

'T don't think so. Or if he did, I don't remember. It was a long time
ago. But it has to be the same drug, doesn't it?'

Alfie and Toby were standing side by side on Blackfriars Bridge. Be-
low them, the tide was running upstream, water flowing like brown silk
towards Waterloo Bridge, the Shell Building and the utilitarian cathedral
of Charing Cross. On the opposite bank, sunlight flashed on the upper
curve of the London Eye.

Toby said, You haven't explained how you knew that Antareus was the
nom de plume of David Prentiss's son.'

"The little girl told me," Alfie said, remembering the third and last visit
to Mr Prentiss's house. As on the first and second visits, he'd been told to
play in the garden while his father and Mr Prentiss talked about whatever
it was they talked about. He remembered daffodils nodding in the brisk
March sunlight, the crooked sticks of the roses softened by new red
leaves just beginning to unfurl. Remembered that the little girl had been
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hiding behind one of the apple trees, beckoning to him, telling him in a
fierce whisper that she was playing spies.

'Mummy says I mustn't talk to you, but she can't stop me because
she's lying down. She gets the most awful headaches. She gets sick and
she has to lie down in the dark. So I escaped,' the little girl said. She was
wearing blue dungarees and a yellow sweater. Her gaze was bold and
frank.

'Why doesn't she want you to talk to me?"

'Because she doesn't like your daddy,' the little girl said, as if it was
the most obvious thing in the world. 'T asked her if he was a spy, and she
said that he was.'

Alfie laughed, it was such a ridiculous mistake. 'He isn't a spy. He's a
photojournalist, a famous one. He takes pictures of wars and they're pub-
lished in newspapers and magazines all over the world.'

'My mummy said that he wasn't to be trusted, and I said why not, was
it because he's a spy? And she said yes. So when you came last time I
couldn't see you, but this time she has a headache and I escaped. My
daddy's famous too," the little girl added. 'Only he isn't here now. He's in
America.'

That's when Alfie had learned that the little girl's father was Christo-
pher Prentiss, that he had gone away to do something very important and
might not come back for a long time. 'That's why I have to use my mum-
my's name at school,’ the little girl had said. 'Because they mustn't know
who I really am.'

Alfie said to Toby Brown, 'T suppose Christopher Prentiss stole the
drug from his father, along with copies of the glyphs, and ran off to
America.'

'His father — David Prentiss. Is he still alive?"'

Alfie shook his head. 'Actually I think he died more or less when my
father disappeared.'

"You have an odd look on your face, Flowers. Odder than usual, that

Al

is.
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'After my father went missing, the flat he rented in London was gutted
by a fire. Maybe the people who disappeared my father and burned down
his flat also killed David Prentiss.'

'Or maybe, because he was an old guy, he dropped dead of a heart at-
tack.'

'Maybe they killed the other two Nomads as well. Clarence and Ju-
lius.'

'Check the newspaper archives,’ Toby said. 'If David Prentiss was
murdered, someone would have written it up. And if three old geezers
were bumped off at the same time, it'll be on the front page.'

'Unless it was hushed up.'

'Why would it be hushed up? Or do you know something else you
haven't told me?"

'T suppose I could check the newspapers,' Alfie said.

"What about Julius and Clarence? Do you know who they are? If they
weren't bumped off by Smersh or THRUSH, they could still be alive.'

Alfie shook his head. 'The photograph was taken a long time ago.
They're probably dead too.'

Toby lit a cigarette, shielding the flame of his lighter from the warm
wind blowing along the river. 'So, we have these patterns, these glyphs,
which come from Iraq. And we have this drug, haka, which may or may
not be the mythical haoma or soma, and which also comes from Iraq. The
glyphs are made up of entoptic images or form constants. Entoptic im-
ages are what you see when you begin to get high. Your brain loosens up
and starts generating signals, and those are translated as patterns on
your retina, which is the reverse of what usually happens. And the treat-
ment you were given and the mumbo-jumbo in Antareus's nut-job
pamphlet both suggest that for the glyphs to work you have to get high.
Specifically, you have to get high on haka. Nothing else will work.'

"You're going to get mad at me again,' Alfie said.

"You have another confession.'

"When I took the piece of paper from the drawer in my grandfather's
desk, I took something else as well. A leather pouch which contained the
powder my grandfather used to mix with his pipe tobacco.'
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'So you might have taken some before you looked at whatever was on
that piece of paper.'

'T don't remember," Alfie said,' but I think I must have. Because oth-
erwise the pattern wouldn't have affected me, would it?'

'You got high, and then some kind of glyph put the permanent zap on
your brain.'

'"That's what I think.'

'But now these glyphs work on you without the drug.'

'T'm' definitely sensitive to them.'

'Because you have the permanent zap. In ordinary people entoptic
patterns are hallucinations caused by drugs. But you're wired back to
front. Entoptic patterns cause you to hallucinate.'

'Not any old entoptic patterns. Just the glyphs. That's why I wonder if
what we found in the museum really was made by Morph. The pattern
was made up of the right kind of things, but it didn't do anything to me.'

'Maybe Morph had an off day. Or maybe not all of his patterns are
glyphs. The point is,' Toby said, 'that the pattern he uses in his graffiti
does the business on you. It's definitely one of these glyphs.'

'Definitely.'

'So Morph knows about the glyphs too.The question is, where did he
learn about them?"

'If he's from Iraq—'

"Which we don't know. He might be from the States, he might be a
former member of Antareus's nasty little cult, or he might be one of their
kids. Anyway, if Shareef lives up to his promise, we'll find out soon
enough. Right now, you're going home and you're going to print up the
photographs you took in the museum, and you're going to have them bi-
ked round to the Guardian lickety-split.' Toby wrote in his notebook, tore
out the page and handed it to Alfie. 'Call this guy, he'll organize the couri-
er. Meanwhile, I'm heading towards the very nice pub at the other end of
this bridge, where I'm going to buy a pint of London Pride and sit in the
sunshine and write up today's little adventure. And then I'm going to
stroll over to the Guardian's offices on Farringdon Road and drop off my

copy.'
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A tourist boat slid beneath the bridge, music thumping, its rows of
benches almost empty. The brown river shone, sunlight glittering from
its knots and whorls, its humps and eddies.Two barges at anchor beside
the Oxo Tower swung gently to and fro. The buildings on either side of
the river stood sharply against the blue sky.

Toby grinned at Alfie. 'Days like this, how can you not love this dirty
old town?"'
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Harriet met her MI6 handler, Jack Nicholl, at the new restaurant in St
James's Park, an egg-shaped wooden structure that emerged from a low
grassy mound like a breaching whale.When she arrived, dead on time,
she found him sitting at a small table at one end of the broad verandah
that faced the lake, eating a boiled egg and buttered soldiers. A neatly
folded copy of the Guardian lay on the table, next to his elbow. As soon
as she saw it, Harriet knew that things weren't going to go her way. Jack
didn't seem to be a Guardian kind of person; there could only be one rea-
son why he'd brought along a copy.

He rose to greet her, apologizing for having already ordered his break-
fast. He was wearing a pinstripe suit and a tie woven with a pattern of
crossed AK-47s that was, no doubt, some girlfriend's gift. 'T have to hop
over to Whitehall in half an hour, another briefing about the current
preoccupation. Please, let me be Mother,' he said, and poured her a cup
of tea. 'It's a pukka brew. Loose-leaf, none of your tea-bag nonsense. I
take it you've seen today's Guardian, by the way.'

Harriet waved away a waiter who offered her a menu, and said, 'If you
mean the article about the Imperial War Museum, it doesn't mean any-
thing. And that's not why I asked for this meeting.'

Jack Nicholl smiled. 'But I rather think we should discuss it. Mr Flow-
ers seems to be getting closer and closer to Morph.'

"There's another player now. And he's far more dangerous than Alfie
Flowers.'

"We'll talk about Mr Flowers first." Jack Nicholl clipped a buttered
soldier in the hull of his egg, nipped off the yolky end with even white
teeth.
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Harriet said with a sinking feeling, 'I came here to talk about Carver
Soborin.'

Jack Nicholl ignored this. 'The prank in the Imperial War Museum. Is
there anything I should know that didn't make it into print? For instance,
how did Mr Flowers and his journalist friend happen to find out about it?
Have they been in contact with Morph?'

Harriet took a moment to overcome her anxiety. She couldn't set the
agenda here; she was the supplicant. If she went along with this line of
questioning, perhaps she could get a chance to turn things around, get
back on track.

'T think they got in contact with a friend of his,' she said, and ex-
plained about the party at which Morph had been supposed to make an
appearance, the stunt with the sheep, how Alfie Flowers and Toby Brown
had returned them. 'T suppose they traced the Land Rover, just like I did.
They had a long conversation with the man who looks after the small-
holding, and got on the phone to someone as soon as they drove off. Un-
fortunately, I don't know who they talked to or what they said because
they used Mr Brown's mobile, and by the time the man who was follow-
ing them realized what was going on and managed to get a lock on the
signal, the call was all but over. He heard someone saying something
about making a big statement, then heard Alfie Flowers's journalist
friend give out the number of his mobile.'

"'Who was he talking to? Morph?"

'Tt's possible, but I believe that it's more likely that it was a friend of
his, someone by the name of Benjamin Barrett. He's the son of the man
who owns the smallholding where the sheep came from, and the Land
Rover that was used to transport them. And according to the Kurdish
informer run by your MI5 contact, he's a DJ or MC on a pirate radio sta-
tion, Mister Fantastic FM, working under the name of Shareef. I Googled
the radio station, checked out its web site, and found out that Shareef
hosts a phone-in show. I listened to it yesterday. He spent ten minutes
talking about Morph, his graffiti, and the political performance piece in-
volving the sheep at the party, and told his listeners to check out a new
piece of what he called protest art at the Imperial War Museum.'
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'Is that how Mr Flowers found out about it?'

"They turned up at the museum at ten o'clock in the morning, when it
opened. Shareef s broadcast was in the afternoon.’

Harriet had listened to it while driving to Clarence Ashburton's house,
to check the new security arrangements.

Jack Nicholl said, 'You have a man following Mr Flowers and his
friend. May I know who it is?'

"You never did come back to me with an offer of help.’

"What can I say, Harriet? I passed your request upstairs, I was told it
would be considered, and I'm still waiting for a decision.'

'Meanwhile, I need to keep an eye on Alfie Flowers in case he stum-
bles over something useful, and I need to pursue my own investigations
too. So I hired some old colleagues of mine to tail him. Don't worry, I'm
paying them myself, it won't cost the government a penny. And I haven't
told them a thing about the glyphs. As far as they're concerned it's a sim-
ple surveillance job.'

"Your "old colleagues" wouldn't be working for Mr Graham Taylor's
private detective agency, would they?'

'You read my file. I'm flattered.'

'T believe they spend most of their time investigating insurance
claims. Are they really up to this kind of work?"'

'A large part of their work involves surveillance.'

'You mentioned something about getting a lock on a mobile phone
signal. These people wouldn't happen to be using a frequency scanner?'

Harriet nodded.

'Mmm. I rather believe that became illegal after the Camillagate non-
sense. It's a bloody nuisance, of course. Some hobbyist uses a scanner to
eavesdrop on the Prince of Wales and his mistress, and all of a sudden we
have to fill in a ream of paperwork every time we want to eavesdrop on
our targets. But the law is the law.'

'If it worries you, get an order for an official tap on Alfie Flowers's
mobile. And one for his land line too.'
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'Oh, I'm not concerned about minor peccadilloes. But if I were you, I'd
make sure that your friends don't get caught. I'm afraid that I won't be
able to help if they get you into trouble with the police.'

"They know what they're doing.'

'Mr Flowers appears to know what he's doing too.' Jack Nicholl took a
small sip of tea and blotted his lips with a corner of his napkin. 'It seems
to me that you aren't entirely on top of this, Harriet. Or am I being un-
fair?'

'If Alfie Flowers arranges a meeting with Morph, I'll be right behind
him. You can count on it.'

'If only everything in this business was as certain as you, Harriet.'

Harriet smiled. 'T'll take that as a compliment.'

Jack Nicholl returned her smile with interest. 'Feel free. So, what
about this DJ friend of Morph's? Have you talked to him?"'

'Not yet,' Harriet said. She explained that she had obtained Benjamin
Barrett's address from his father, and that when she had broken into his
flat she had discovered that it had been thoroughly searched by someone.
She told Jack Nicholl about the man she'd seen in the alley at the back of
the house, and the man who had chased her car down the road.

Jack Nicholl said, 'Are you certain that he was a low man? That he
wasn't a crack addict or something similar? After all, this was near Green
Lanes.'

'T know the difference,’ Harriet said, remembering how, in Lagos, a
gang of low men had run at her and the soldiers and police when they
had gone to arrest Carver Soborin. The low men running out of the hot
black African night, running headlong with that weird stiff gait, as if they
were perpetually falling forward. Running without pause even when the
soldiers had opened fire. 'It means that at least one British citizen has
been turned. Possibly more — the man who followed Alfie Flowers to the
party mentioned that when the Land Rover that delivered the sheep left
the scene, two men chased after it. I didn't think anything of it at the
time, but now I'm sure that they were low men too.'

'Let's suppose it's true . . .
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'Let's cut to the chase,’ Harriet said. 'T know that Carver Soborin is
here, in London, and I know where he's staying. It didn't take me long to
find him, either. He always had a taste for the finest things in life, and
that narrowed the search considerably. He's staying in the Dorchester
with R6lf Most, the psychiatrist who owns the private psychiatric clinic to
which he was committed after the Nigerian incident. Dr Most is a good
friend of Carver Soborin's wife, who you'll no doubt remember is a Swiss
citizen who skipped to her home country with most of mind's i's funds
just before it was wound up. Dr Most was born in Switzerland too, emi-
grated to the USA and took up citizenship thirty years ago, sat on the
boards of some of the same charities as Mrs Soborin, and like her was a
member of something called the Swiss-American Friendship Foundation.
I think that he and Carver Soborin came to London because they are
looking for Morph.They found out that Morph is linked to Benjamin Bar-
rett, but so far he seems to have escaped them — as of yesterday, he was
still broadcasting on his pirate radio station. They searched his flat and
left a couple of low men to keep watch in case he returned to it, and I
walked right into their trap. But that's not the point. The point is that the
whole business has started up again. I think—'

'Harriet, please. There are civilians about.’

Harriet leaned across the little table and said in a fierce whisper, 'T
think that Carver Soborin and Rolf Most want to find Morph and mine
him for everything that he knows about glyphs. I think we have to find
him before they do because it's quite possible that he could lead them to
the source. The MI5 informer told me that Morph and his father claimed
asylum after they came here from Turkey, but that they were originally
from Iraq. It's obvious that they must have something to do with the
sheep herders the Nomads' Club visited before the Second World War. If
Carver Soborin and Rolf Most find him—'

'Dr Most is Dr Soborin's psychiatrist, not his business partner. Why
would he be any part of this folie & deux? If that's what it is.'

'Carver Soborin became obsessed with the glyphs while he was treat-
ing Christopher Prentiss, and I think that R6lf Most has become obsessed
too. That's what the glyphs do. They get inside your head. They change
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your mind. They're like a viral infection — they use us to reproduce
themselves.'

'Like that poem about misery handed on from man to man. Deepen-
ing like a coastal shelf.'

'If you had seen what I'd seen in Nigeria,' Harriet said, 'you wouldn't
be quite so flippant. Hospital wards full of children who had lost their
minds. Children chained to beds to stop them gouging out their own
eyes. Children who had managed to blind themselves. Row after row of
catatonic children lying on mats, not even stirring to brush off the flies
that clustered around their eyes and mouths. Wasting away because they
wouldn't eat, and there weren't the resources to put them on drips. Dying
of infected bed sores. Their mothers trying to get them to eat, to look at
them. The poor women wailing, knowing that they had already lost their
children, that they were the living dead. That's what happened the last
time someone tried to use the glyphs, Mr Nicholl.'

Jack Nicholl absorbed the full force of her anger without flinching. He
said, 'T've read the report, and I've no doubt that the reality was far
worse. Unfortunately—'

'T haven't mentioned the smells, or the sounds. Have you ever heard
the screams of a child that has used its fingers to gouge out its own eyes?'

'Unfortunately, it's out of my hands,' Jack Nicholl said, with a gesture
that showed her that his hands were indeed empty.

Harriet had half-expected something like this, but the shock was still
like a punch to her stomach. She said, 'Someone wants Carver Soborin
and Rolf Most to find Morph, don't they? That's why MI6 isn't going to
give me any help. That's why, after you've pumped me for everything I've
discovered, you're about to warn me off.'

'T'm sorry.'

'Is it us, or is it the Americans?"

'Let's say that it is part of the grand alliance to bring democracy to
every part of the poor old globe. And that's all T can tell you. I've already
had my wrist slapped, actually, for putting you in touch with the Kurdish
informer.'
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'Tt has to be the Americans. And it's not official business, because if it
was they'd be getting all the help you could give them.'

'We're trying to stay neutral,' Jack Nicholl admitted. 'And we certainly
didn't tell Carver Soborin and Ro6lf Most about Morph. Perhaps a clipping
service passed on the original newspaper story, perhaps they have their
own intel. Anyway, they are here, and I have been told to ask you to keep
away from them. My superiors would also like you to call off your search
for Morph. We don't want an incident.'

"Would you call what happened in Lagos an incident?'

'If I could help you, Harriet, I would. But this has been taken out of
my hands.'

"What's the CIA's role in this? Is it overt or covert? Do they have actual
agents hotdogging Carver Soborin and Rolf Most, or is it someone from
some proprietary company? More likely the latter,’ Harriet said. Her
thoughts were racing ahead of her. 'After all, mind's i was a proprietary
company, a front for the CIA. And the chocolate milk drink it was testing
in Lagos, the drink spiked with Carver Soborin's drug, the advertise-
ments which contained glyphs, all of that was a CIA black op disguised as
a commercial venture. Do you want something like that to happen here?"

'T've warned you to stay away,' Jack Nicholl said, dropping a twenty-
pound note on the table and standing up. 'And with that, my job here is
done. And so is yours, Harriet. That is, if you have any sense.'

Harriet realized that he'd chosen his words very carefully. She had
been given a warning, but not an order . . . She stood too, saying, 'What
will happen if I don't stay away?"

Jack Nicholl looked at her. His smile was back in place. 'T really did
read those files,' he said. 'And I do admire the hell out of what you did in
Nigeria.'

"Who is helping Carver Soborin and Ro6lf Most? Just the name, Mr Ni-
choll. It isn't so much to ask, is it?'

Jack Nicholl studied her, then said quietly, 'Check out a little scandal
involving a private op in Peshawar, last October.'

'Peshawar as in Pakistan?"'
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'Tt was nice to meet you, Harriet. Please do try to stay out of trouble,’'
Jack Nicholl said. When he reached the bottom of the verandah steps, he
turned and added, 'Good luck.'

And then he was gone, and Harriet was on her own.
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Alfie picked up a copy of the Guardian first thing Thursday morning,
found and read the story about the Imperial War Museum while walking
back to his yard, and read it again over breakfast. Four short columns
under one of his photographs of the bogus exhibit on the ninth page of
the National News section, the piece headlined Rat Invades Museum and
credited to Toby Brown's friend, the photograph credited to Alfie. They'd
gone for the colour version, and although it had been slightly stretched to
fit the space and the reds were just a shade too muted, it wasn't a bad
reproduction; Alfie felt pleasantly optimistic as he puttered about, catch-
ing up on his chores while he waited for Toby to phone and tell him that
Shareef had got in touch and arranged a meeting.

He spent a couple of hours scorching weeds from the cracks in the
concrete apron of the yard with his flame gun, drank about a gallon of
iced peach tea to rehydrate himself, ate a scratch lunch of pitta bread and
hummus and olives. It was past two o'clock now, and although Toby still
hadn't called, Alfie wasn't too worried. He'd tuned his radio to Mister
Fantastic FM, and Shareef had just begun his phone-in show; presuma-
bly, the DJ wouldn't make his call to Toby until it was finished.

Alfie took the radio into his darkroom and listened to it while he tried
to make a definitive print of one of his lichen photographs. Shareef
wasn't at all bad, putting on a convincing ordinary-man-of-the-street act
as he talked about police stop-and-searches: were they necessary in the
current climate of fear about terrorism, or were they nothing more than
another excuse to hassle minorities? 'T have my own opinion, but first I
want to hear from you,' he told his audience. Sounding like any reasona-
bly articulate North London young man, his voice pleasant, laid-back, as
he coaxed shy or tongue-tied callers and sparred with hostile callers until
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they became too aggressive and he told them they were talking nonsense
and cut them off, laughing when kids tried to hijack his show with
breathless over-rehearsed raps, laughing at himself when he garbled an
ad for the station, announcing that he was switching to a new topic, re-
minding his listeners about the big news yesterday — local graffiti artist
Morph creating a sensation after he smuggled an anti-war piece into the
Imperial War Museum.

'You heard it here first. Now you can read all about it in today's Guar-
dian newspaper,' Shareef said. 'You know I don't normally big up the so-
called "liberal" media, but just this once I'm asking you to go score a copy
of that newspaper and check out how the establishment react when our
boy Morph brought the voice of the street to the stuffy galleries of one of
white Britain's top institutions.'

Alfie listened with pinpoint attention, his whole skin tingling, shaking
a fresh print back and forth in a tray of developer while Shareef described
the piece and translated the cod Latin tag for his listeners.

'"The American Desert Army Rat, understand? Rats are unclean ani-
mals that spread plague and disease, and this particular rat spread the
disease of Americanitis to the lands of our brothers. Picture him standing
in front of a burning oil-well. We know what he feed on, sucking the oil
from the ground with his two rat teeth like a vampire sucking blood from
the neck of a virgin. We know that oil is why the war was fought,' Shareef
said, the lilt in his voice growing more pronounced as he riffed on a fa-
miliar range of anti-Bush, anti-Blair, anti-war sentiments, inviting his
listeners to phone in and comment, inviting them to phone up the mu-
seum and ask it to reinstate the piece, inviting them to write letters to the
Guardian. 'l know that some of you disagree with my man Morph. I
know that some of you have been disrespecting his pieces. Some of you
have been sneaking about and covering them up, blotting them out. I
want you to phone in too, tell me why you try to silence the voice of
truth.'

Alfie found it hard to concentrate on his work after that, and besides,
the crevices and fissures in the photograph of the lichen that he was
printing up were beginning to seem a little like a glyph: luminous shards
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were lifting free of the lichen's crazy-paving surface, swarming every-
where in the dim red light of the darkroom. He lay down on his bed, the
curtains drawn, fell asleep while listening to the rest of Shareef's phone-
in, and was woken by the warble of his mobile phone.

'Well, he called,' Toby said. 'The fix is in."'

'Are we meeting him?"

"Tomorrow at four, at some gymnasium on the Kingsland Road.'

'And Morph? What about Morph?"

'Shareef says he wants to look us over first. See if we're worthy.'

'So we're no nearer,' Alfie said. He was sitting on the side of his bed,
sleepy, cotton-mouthed, headachy. His short hair was pasted into knives
by sweat, and his T-shirt clung unpleasantly to his back.

Toby said, "'We're one step closer.'

'Did you listen to his show? Shareef's, I mean.'

'He has some mouth on him, doesn't he?'

'T fell asleep while I was listening to it," Alfie said.

Toby laughed. 'T didn't think it was that bad. I wouldn't be surprised if
he didn't get a gig with some legitimate station soon.'

'T fell asleep while he was taking people's calls, after he talked up our
piece about the museum. What I was wondering, did Morph call in?"

'It's a phone-in. Voice of the street and so on.'

'But why didn't Shareef let the guy he's so hot on promoting have his
say? Why didn't he bring him in for an interview, or to read out a state-
ment? Has he ever had Morph on his show?'

'And your point is?'

Alfie had first had the idea when he'd seen the fake pattern on the
card in the display case. Now, after listening to Shareef's phone-in show,
he was convinced that he was right. He said, 'First, Angus Barrett told us
that Shareef took the sheep away with the help of a bodybuilder type who
called himself Watty. And Watty can't be Morph, because the person
caught on the security camera at the courier firm's depot is slightly built.
He could be white or black, it's impossible to tell with that stocking mask
over his face, but he definitely isn't a bodybuilder. Second, the stunt with
the sheep could have been done by anyone. It didn't have anything to do
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with the glyphs. And third, the piece in the museum — the pattern on the
card inside it was fake.'

'Are you saying that Shareef did the stunt with the sheep without
Morph, and he did the piece in the museum too? What about the graffiti?'

"The graffiti are definitely the real thing, but the pattern on the card
wasn't. I think we're dealing with two different artists. Morph — whoever
he is — did the graffiti, but Shareef organized the stunt with the sheep,
and the bogus exhibit in the War Museum. I think that Morph might
have been friendly with Shareef once upon a time, but the two of them
have fallen out, and Shareef is trying to cover it up.'

After a moment, Toby said, 'It's definitely the kind of thing we need to
ask Shareef when we meet him. But you're going to have to think of a po-
lite, non-confrontational way of doing it. Right now he's our only lead.
We can't afford to piss him off.'

'T will. Meanwhile, I have some news of my own,' Alfie said, and told
Toby that he'd spent some time in the Guardians archives yesterday, that
he'd found a story about David Prentiss's death. 'He was badly injured by
a hit-and-run driver, and died of a massive heart attack in the ambulance
that was taking him to hospital,' Alfie said, remembering the way the tall,
thin old man had looked down at him when they had first met. His tweed
suit, his creaking laugh.

Toby said, 'You think this accident wasn't an accident? That someone
ran him down deliberately?"

'He died on the same day that someone set fire to my father's flat. It's
possible that the people my father was dealing with in Lebanon were re-
sponsible.'

'It's possible,’ Toby said. 'But unless you have some hard evidence to
link the two things, it isn't anything more than a coincidence. I think you
should focus on our meeting with Shareef. Write down what you want to
ask when we meet up with him, and we'll go through it tomorrow.'

After Toby had rung off, Alfie stepped outside to get a breath of fresh
air. On the other side of the big, open-ended garage, George Johnson was
doing some repair work on his RT bus. It had attended a rally somewhere
in Epping Forest at the weekend, and although it had for once managed
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to return under its own power, it had been blowing steam through its
radiator grille when it had finally laboured into the yard. Now the wings
of its snub-nose bonnet were raised, the component parts of its coolant
pump were laid out on an oil-stained piece of tarpaulin on the concrete
floor, and George was standing at the workbench, using a wire brush to
scrub oil from a big metal ring. When he saw Alfie emerge from the cara-
van, he walked over and said, 'You and your writer friend wouldn't hap-
pen to have got someone's back up over this graffiti merchant you're
looking for, would you?"

'What's wrong, George?"'

'Tt might be nothing, but then again it might not, which is why I
thought it best to ask. What it is, there's a pair of geezers across the way
in the park, dressed like tramps. Which is maybe all that they are, except
that they were there yesterday, and they came back again first thing to-
day.’

It was early evening, and the sun hung just above the rooftops of the
houses that backed onto the yard. Alfie, looking through a gap in the
trees and bushes that screened the yard from the railway, saw in the little
park on the other side of the cutting a hard bright star twinkling among
the swings and climbing frames of the playground where few children
played these days. Saw the two men sitting on the tongue of the slide,
leaning close together as they shared the can which had heliographed
sunlight straight into his eyes.

'T think I should have a word with them,' he told George.

'T should come with you. Just in case.'

'T know who they're working for. It's nothing sinister,’ Alfie said, and
strolled out of the gates of his yard, crossed the railway bridge, and
walked into the park.

The two scruffy, pale-faced men stood up as Alfie approached them,
then turned on their heels and walked away with identical stiff, mincing
gaits, like a pair of clockwork soldiers. Alfie called out to them, asking
them to wait a moment, telling them he just wanted a word, and they
broke into a run. They lowered their heads and tipped forward and ran,
arms held stiffly by their sides, running out of the park, running down
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the middle of the street, running far too fast for Alfie, shod in sandals, to
have any chance of catching up with them.

"Tell Mr Ruane I'm not interested in helping him!" Alfie shouted.

The echo of his voice came back from the houses around the park as
the two men swerved around a corner and disappeared. A woman sitting
on the steps of one of the houses looked up from the book she was read-
ing. Alfie walked back to the playground and discovered at the bottom of
the slide where the two men had been sitting dozens of the little packets
in which cafes supply sugar, every one torn open and empty. Junkies, he
thought, maintaining a sugar high. If that was the only help Robbie
Ruane could afford to hire, no wonder he was so desperate to find new
talent.

George Johnson was waiting for Alfie at the entrance to the yard,
clutching a wrench as long as his arm. Alfie explained about Robbie
Ruane and his interest in Morph's graffiti. "Those two, or two just like
them, were hanging around outside that party I went to. I think Robbie
Ruane hopes I'll lead him to this kid.'

'If I see 'em hanging around again, I'll call up a couple of the lads and
show 'em what's what,' George said, and swung the wrench like a baseball
bat to demonstrate what he meant.

Alfie called Toby and told him what had happened.

'Tt shouldn't be a problem,’ Toby said. "Those two were on foot, right?'

'Right.’

'So we'll borrow your friend's van again. We'll drive around until we're
sure no one is following us, and then we'll head for the place where we're
supposed to meet Shareef.'

'No sweat, George said, when Alfie asked if he could use the Transit
van. 'As long as it isn't anything to do with sheep.'

'Cross my heart. I was also wondering,' Alfie said, producing the shard
of stone, 'if you've ever seen anything like this before.'

George polished his bifocal glasses on the lapel of his cardigan,
hooked them around his ears, and peered at the scrap of blackened stone,
its cage of silver wire, the incised pattern.
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Alfie explained that it had belonged to his father. 'Did he ever talk to
you about anything like this? About old stones or pots, or cave paintings,
anything at all like that?'

"What, like archaeology? Get out of it, Alfie. We mostly talked about
the horses or the dogs. He had a soft spot for the greyhounds, did your
father. We went up to Walthamstow together a good few times, back
when it still had the old glamour.' George, fists plunged into the sagging
pockets of his oil-stained cardigan, was looking beyond Alfie, into the
past. Saying, 'Of course, he liked the horses even more. He always had a
tip for me. Half of them were good tips, too. Trouble was, as he said him-
self, you never knew which half.'

Alfie jiggled the piece of stone on the end of its chain. 'You didn't see
anything like this in the caravan? After he . . . disappeared.'

George shook his head. 'Is that where you found it?"'

'A friend of his gave it to me a while ago. Quite a few years ago, actual-

ly

'A woman, I bet. He had someone mount it up in that filigree, and
gave it to her to wear.'

'Something like that.'

'He was like catnip to the ladies, your father,' George said, with a fond
smile. 'Sometimes they'd be waiting in his car, his girlfriends, while he
talked with me and collected the rent. Very nice they were, too. Models
and such. Anyway, the police turned his caravan over, didn't they? After
he disappeared.'

"They did?'

It was the first time that Alfie had heard about it, but he'd never really
talked to George about Mick Flowers before. He and George rubbed
along in their odd relationship, talking about the weather and the gov-
ernment, the latest outrages perpetrated by traffic wardens on honest
workmen and the latest scandals concerning the local council (George
followed the ins and outs of local government as if it was a soap opera),
but they'd never really talked about the past. They'd never talked about
what had happened when Alfie's father had disappeared.
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George said, 'Couple of'em came poking around. Plain clothes. Proba-
bly from Scotland Yard, although I don't remember if they ever told me.'

"They searched the caravan?'

'T suppose they looked in it. They looked in everything else. Then your
grandmother had me put a padlock on it, and that was that until you
pitched up some years later.'

'Did they say what they were looking for?"

George shrugged.'l suppose they were looking for clues about where
your father had been and what he'd been up to. A bad business, Alfie.'

'Tknow.'

'If your father kept anything like that in his caravan,’ George said, 'I
expect the police took it away, as evidence and such. If you're lucky, they
might still have it. When someone disappears the way your father did,
the police like to keep anything that might be evidence. It's been more
than twenty years, but you might be lucky.'

Alfie told George that it was definitely worth a try, but he was certain
that the two men who had searched the caravan hadn't been policemen.
Policemen would have taken away the love letters that Alfie had found
years later in the sugar tin. No, the two men George had mistaken for
plain-clothes police had been something else. Perhaps they had been
working for the Nomads. Or perhaps they had been Russian agents, or
members of the British secret service. In any case, Alfie knew that they
would have been interested in only one thing.

The glyphs.
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A little after three o'clock on Friday afternoon, Graham Taylor, the owner
of the private detective agency that was helping Harriet surveil both Alfie
Flowers and Rolf Most's little crew of maniacs, knocked on the door of
her hotel room.

'T come bearing gifts,' he said, following her into the room and holding
up a Starbucks bag. 'Coffee and doughnuts. I bet they cost me a tenth of
what this place charges.'

'T'll have to pass,’ Harriet said, as she put on her jacket. She was wear-
ing a cream silk blouse and her good trouser suit. Her mobile phone was
attached to her belt, its microphone was clipped to the collar of her
blouse, and its earpiece was plugged into her left ear. 'Alfie Flowers and
Toby Brown are supposed to be meeting Benjamin Barrett at four, I've
been stuck here ever since Larry Macpherson went for a stroll, and if I
don't leave right now I'm going to be late. Thanks for helping out, by the
way. You've saved my life.'

Larry Macpherson was Carver Soborin's and Rolf Most's bodyguard,
and it was likely that he was also working for the CIA. Following the hint
dropped by Jack Nicholl, Harriet had discovered that he was a former
American soldier who had served in the Marines and special forces be-
fore resigning his commission a couple of years after the first Gulf War
(there was plenty of gossip about this part of his career, most of it dero-
gatory, on internet sites used by ex-members of the US special forces)
and becoming a freelance security consultant, advising companies about
counter-terrorism measures. He'd served a brief prison term for credit-
card fraud, and in 2001 had turned up in Afghanistan, where he had sup-
posedly fought with Northern Alliance soldiers against the Taliban, and
claimed to have located an al-Qaeda arms dump. Last year he had been
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arrested in Peshawar by the Pakistani intelligence service and accused of
torturing Afghani refugees for information about the whereabouts of se-
nior members of al-Qaeda, presumably in the hope of collecting the re-
wards offered by the US government for their capture. There were ru-
mours that he'd been working clandestinely for the CIA when he'd been
arrested; in any event, he'd been expelled from the country after just
three weeks in jail, and had immediately gone to work for Universal Risk
Management, a private company with strong links to the CIA, which was
supplying mercenaries and security personnel to Iraq, so-called civilian
contractors who guarded provincial outposts of the Iraqi provisional au-
thority and provided perimeter security for oil installations and power
stations. And now he was in London, riding shotgun on Carver Soborin
and Rolf Most, and possibly handling them on behalf of the CIA. The only
consolation was that if the CIA was using a rogue like Larry Macpherson
to manage the two psychiatrists, then it probably believed that the hunt
for Morph wouldn't yield anything useful and its commitment was mi-
nimal, which meant that Harriet still had a chance to get to Morph first.

'I shouldn't tell you this, but being paid to hang out in a luxury hotel is
money for old rope." Graham Taylor was looking around at the room,
which was decorated in Hollywood Baroque: fake antique furniture and a
ton of gilt and brocade. 'Talking of which, you must be coining it to be
able to afford this place and the hire of everyone in the firm bar the secre-
tary.

'T'm not going to stiff you, Graham.'

Al

But the cost of employing everyone in Graham's agency, not to men-
tion the cool five hundred pounds a night for the hotel room, was deplet-
ing Harriet's finances at an alarming rate; a couple of weeks of this, and
she would be flat broke. Luckily, her search for Morph almost certainly
wouldn't last as long as that. One of Graham's operatives had intercepted
mobile-phone calls between Alfie Flowers and his journalist friend in
which they had discussed meeting Benjamin Barrett, Morph's accom-
plice, this very afternoon. Harriet had been planning to get as close to
this meeting as she could, but an hour ago, just as she was getting ready
to leave, Larry Macpherson had decided to go for a stroll. Two of Graham
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Taylor's operatives were tag-teaming him, while Harriet had been keep-
ing watch on Rolf Most and Carver Soborin, and waiting for Graham Tay-
lor to take over.

Graham was a genial, unflappable ex-copper, neatly anonymous in an
off-the-peg suit. Harriet had worked for him for three years, her very first
job after she'd left university. His agency specialized in industrial-injury
claims — interviewing claimants and their workmates, videoing people
with alleged back injuries humping dustbins, washing windows, or play-
ing football or squash, following people who'd sworn they were too badly
injured to ever work again to their new places of employment. Although
it had been fairly mundane work, Harriet had learned enough streetcraft
and people-handling skills to be able to set up her own one-woman agen-
cy, and she and Graham had remained friends, passing bits of business
back and forth. Now she was employing him.

'If you do have money problems, I reckon we can sort something out,'
Graham said, biting into a doughnut and dropping powdered sugar on
his tie. 'You could come back and work for me, for instance.'

Harriet smiled. 'T'll think about it.'

Graham took another bite of his doughnut, and asked her to explain
the set-up. 'Tt's been a while since I was at the sharp end.'

Harriet showed him the Sony laptop that sat on the gilt side table.
Graham put on a pair of bifocals and studied its screen, which was cycl-
ing between views of two different hotel corridors, while she told him
about the video camera that was watching the door of the suite where
Carver Soborin and Rolf Most were staying, and about the camera watch-
ing the door of Larry Macpherson's room.

"They're across the corridor from each other and three floors above us,
which gives us just enough time to use the stairs to beat them to the lob-
by whenever we see them leave their rooms.'

It had been the work of moments to emplace the two tiny, stick-on
video cameras. Their tilted viewpoints and the flattening effect of their
pinhole lenses made the two different views of the same hotel corridor
look like stills from a German Expressionist movie.

Graham looked at Harriet over the top of his bifocals. 'Is that it?'
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"That's it, unless you can work out how to get into the rooms to plant
something, or how to hack into the hotel's switchboard. Janice and I were
taking turns to watch the camera feeds, and Alan was watching the front
of the hotel.'

Janice chain-smoked and was given to bitter monologues about her
ex-husband, but her company had definitely been preferable to that of
spaniel-eyed, wet-lipped Alan.

Graham said, 'Alan give you any trouble?'

'Apart from his tendency to stare at my breasts when he talks to me?"

'He doesn't mean any harm by it. Thirty-five years old, and the poor
lad is still living with his parents — I don't deny he's got what they call
personal issues. But he's a sly one with a video camera.'

'T bet he is. Anyway, he and Janice are tailing Larry Macpherson, and
I have to be somewhere else, which is why I really appreciate it that
you've come out to give me a hand.'

'T hope they know not to mix it up,’ Graham said. 'That file you gave
me suggests that Mr Macpherson is a very tasty geezer.'

'T told them that if they have the faintest suspicion that Larry Mac-
pherson has spotted them, they should drop the tail at once.'

'How about your other targets? Are they at home?'

'Rolf Most and Carver Soborin went down to the dining room to have
breakfast, and came back an hour later.They haven't stirred out of their
suite since. They had their lunch sent up.'

'Do they ever leave the hotel?'

'Rolf Most went jogging in the park yesterday, just after we set up.
Other than that, they've stayed inside.’'

'No visitors.'

'Not one. Of course, they could be doing all kinds of business by
phone, and we'd never know. And they were in London for at least two
days before I found out, and I don't have the faintest idea what they got
up to then.' Harriet glanced at her watch. It was twenty past three. 'I real-
ly have to go.'

"You're going to sit in the street, sucking up traffic fumes outside some
gym in Hackney, hoping to follow Mr Barrett to the pot of gold at the end
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of the rainbow, while I sit here in the lap of luxury and watch the world's
most boring movie on your laptop. Like I said, my part of this deal is
money for old rope.'

'If anything happens, anything at all, call me.'

Graham sat on the edge of the big, square bed, took a sip of his coffee,
and studied Harriet over the rim of the cardboard beaker. 'Are you sure
you're up for a sustained bout of fieldwork? Janice told me you've been
here ever since you first set up the cameras. If you don't mind me saying
so, you look a trifle frayed around the edges.'

'T'll be fine. And I have your best operative to back me up.'

'Michelle's the best, all right. Almost as good as I used to be, way back
when. Looks like you've got some movement, by the way.'

Rolf Most was leaving his room, wearing the electric-blue warm-ups
he'd worn yesterday when he'd puffed slowly around the Serpentine.

'Tt looks like he's going jogging,' Harriet said, grabbing her little ruck-
sack and heading for the door. 'T'll follow him down and make sure you
keep watch here.'

"What if the other guy takes it into his head to go for a constitutional
too?'

'T seriously doubt that Carver Soborin will go anywhere on his own,'
Harriet said, and banged out of the room, buoyed up by an anticipatory
jolt of adrenalin, mapping out possible moves in anticipation of tailing
Benjamin Barrett. But as she went down the stairs towards the lobby, her
mobile began to vibrate at her waist, and when she answered, Janice told
her that she and Alan had lost Larry Macpherson.

'He went into a pub. Alan followed him inside, but he must have
dodged straight through and left by the back door.'

"When was this?'

'About ten minutes ago. We did a quick trawl around the area, but no
luck.'

'Do you think he spotted you?"

'T don't know. It's possible,’ Janice said, 'but we were keeping well
back. I mean, we do know how to tail someone.'
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'Larry Macpherson is a professional. He might have pulled the trick
with the pub out of habit,' Harriet said. But she had a feeling that things
were beginning to spin out of control, was already wondering if the man
might have pulled a diversionary move, drawing surveillance away from
Rolf Most.

Janice said, 'What do you want us to do?"'

'Head straight back to the hotel. Dr Most is going for a jog, and I'd like
you to keep an eye on him, just in case he's planning to meet someone.'

Harriet phoned Michelle, the operative following Alfie Flowers, and
told her that she might be late. She reached the lobby just in time to see
the psychiatrist exit the lift and head towards the doors: a short, portly
man wearing tinted glasses and with his white hair fluffed bouffant-style,
looking a little like Santa Claus's younger brother in his blue designer
warm-ups and box-fresh trainers, walking past the plate-glass window of
the shop where guests could buy expensive souvenirs of their stay. Har-
riet waited for thirty seconds before following, hanging back as the psy-
chiatrist walked along Park Lane towards a pedestrian crossing. They
were heading south, moving in the same direction as the traffic. She was
concentrating on her target and didn't see the white Volkswagen people-
carrier that came sharking up behind her until it swerved onto the pave-
ment. Its side door slid back and there was Larry Macpherson, smiling
over the automatic pistol that he was pointing at her, saying, 'Are you
going to cooperate, Ms Crowley, or am I going to have to fuck you up?"'
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Elliot Johnson said, 'If he's supposed to be meeting you right now, how
come he's still chatting on the radio?'

Toby said, 'Because he's yanking our chain. Because he wants us to ar-
rive way before he does, and sweat it out in the presence of his intimidat-
ing muscle-building pals until he decides to grace us with his company.'

Alfie said, "That's why there's no point going inside until he goes off
the air.'

'Learn from us, young man,' Toby said. 'We have the wisdom of the
ages, and know that patience is the first and greatest virtue.'

It was five past four in the afternoon. The three of them, Alfie Flow-
ers, Toby Brown, and Elliot Johnson, were sitting in the Transit van,
which was illegally parked across the road from the entrance to the Ma-
jestic gymnasium. Elliot sat behind the wheel; Toby leaned at the win-
dow; Alfie was wedged between them. The radio was tuned to Mister
Fantastic FM, 94.7 on the dial. Shareef's phone-in show had just finished,
there'd been a string of ads for Red Stripe beer and club nights in pubs
and community centres, and now Shareef was handing over to the next
DJ, a woman who called herself Sugar Silk, chatting with her about his
own show, asking her what was coming up on hers.

'Maybe he's already inside,' Elliot said. 'Maybe he's broadcasting from
the gym. Pirates can set up anywhere. I mean, that's the point. It's do-it-
yourself radio.'

Elliot was a tall, lanky, sweet-natured kid, long wheat-coloured hair
tied back in a loose ponytail, wearing combat trousers and a Libertines T-
shirt, and sitting on the base of his spine with his frayed Converse All-
Stars up on the dash next to the steering wheel, his knees tucked against
his chest. It had been Alfie's idea to involve him. At the yard, Elliot had
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backed the van into the garage and Alfie had climbed in through the rear
doors, so that anyone who might be watching wouldn't be able to see
him; then they'd picked up Toby at a cafe on Upper Street, and had taken
a circuitous route to Kingsland Road. They'd been parked opposite the
Majestic gymnasium for half an hour now, Elliot growing more and more
fidgety while Toby smoked with a kind of absent-minded fury and leafed
through a fat biography of George Savile (1633—95), first Marquess of
Halifax, essayist and sedulously anti-Catholic member of Charles II's
court, and Alfie watched the gym and thought about the enhanced ver-
sions of two of his grandfather's photographs that Elliot had given him.

One was of the four Nomads and the anomalous stone; the other of
Alfie's grandfather standing next to the stone in the cave. Digital en-
hancement had revealed that the complex patterns incised into both
stones appeared to be identical. Alfie had made Elliot swear that he
wouldn't tell Toby about them, and Elliot had promised that he wouldn't.
Asking was he right in thinking that the patterns on the stones were like
the pattern Morph used in his graffiti?

"This has nothing to do with Morph,' Alfie had lied. "This is strictly
family business, so not a word, okay?"

Now Elliot said, 'Don't you think one of you guys should at least go in,
check the place out?'

'Shareef wants to meet us just as much as we want to meet him," Alfie
said. He'd taken half a Valium before setting out, just enough to take the
edges off the world and maintain a Buddhalike equilibrium.

'He wants us to make his protege famous,' Toby said, turning a page
of his book. He was wearing his black linen jacket over a black T-shirt,
faded black 501s. The front of the T-shirt and the lapels of the jacket were
liberally dusted with cigarette ash. 'If it comes to it, he'll wait for us. And
besides, if you haven't noticed, he's still talking on the radio. Cultivate
patience, young grasshopper.'

Shareef and Sugar Silk's banter cut off in mid-sentence, and there was
only the hiss of dead air on the Transit's radio.

When Toby reached across to fiddle with it, Elliot caught his wrist,
saying, 'They're switching transmitters again. They switch around all the
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time, which is why the signal keeps cutting out. Don't you old guys know
that?'

Sugar Silk came back on air, telling her listeners that after Shareef
had stirred everyone up, it was time to chill out with two hours of lovers'
rock. 'Don't forget: please leave your guns at home, don't get caught up in
that evil zone,' she said, and segued into a block of ads.

Elliot said, 'They switch around from transmitter to transmitter. They
have themselves a studio at a central location, and a bunch of low-power
transmitters on top of high-rises. That way the feds can only track down
and seize the transmitters, they can't work out where the pirates keep
their studio equipment, their decks and mixers, all their expensive shit.'

Toby looked at him. "The feds? Who are these feds?'

"The authorities. The law," Elliot said.

'He's pulling your leg,' Alfie said.

'Kid's been watching too much American TV,' Toby said, closing his
book and stuffing it into his khaki satchel. 'He does have a point, though.
Shareef has finished his show, and he could be mere moments away from
this place. Remember what we agreed, Alfie. I do the talking. You take
the pictures and keep your mouth shut.'

'As long as you ask all the right questions,’ Alfie said.

'Tlooked at your list, didn't I?'

"Which I thought we were going to discuss.'

"What's to discuss? Elliot, are you clear about what you have to do?'

Elliot stretched in his seat, smiled his goofy smile. 'T keep watch, see
who goes in and who goes out. And when your meeting's over, you'll
come out with the guy and shake his hand so I'll know who he is, and I do
my best follow him.'

'In the van if he gets in a car, on foot if not,' Toby said. 'Once he gets
where he's going, you phone us, and we come and find you.'

Elliot said, 'What if he uses a back door to leave? Or suppose he de-
cides to stay put when you're done?'

Toby said, 'If he goes out the back, we'll sprint out the front, pile into
the van, and away we go. And if he doesn't go anywhere when the meet-
ing is over, we'll all sit tight right here until he does.’



166 Paul McAuley

Alfie said, 'It sounds like we're making it up as we go along, doesn't
it?'

Toby said, 'That's only because we are making it up as we go along.'

"You two old guys should take care in there,' Elliot said.

'He wants to talk to us,' Alfie said. 'What's to worry about?"

But he felt a definite tingle of apprehension as he and Toby crossed
the busy road. The entrance of the Majestic Gymnasium was squeezed
between a nail parlour and a fast-food joint selling jerk chicken: a red
door with a short passageway behind it that led into a big, windowless
space cheerlessly illuminated by racks of buzzing fluorescent lights slung
under a low, water-stained ceiling. The smell of its stale warm air, com-
pounded from old sweat, floor matting and rubbing alcohol, reminded
Alfie of the gym at his boarding school. This wasn't the kind of gymna-
sium that called itself a fitness centre, the kind of place where young ur-
ban professionals used expensive running machines, rowing machines
and fixed bicycles in front of banks of TVs, with a sauna and a lap pool,
fresh flowers, lots of blond wood and pretty receptionists in tracksuits.
This was a muscle factory, a place where men came to carry out the se-
rious work of rebuilding their bodies. One man lay flat on his back on a
padded bench, raising with quivering arms and tensed face a bar bent by
the weight of the metal discs attached to either end. Other men worked
the levers and push-bars of machines that looked as if they had been
ripped out of a car plant and only very slightly modified. Heavy springs
tensing and relaxing, bars working back and forth, stacks of metal discs
rising and falling inside steel columns. A man planted solid roundhouse
blows on a canvas punchbag criss-crossed with black tape that another
man held steady by clasping it to his body. A man facing a big, age-
spotted mirror danced inside the whirling cradle of a skipping rope.
Green carpet tiles were dotted with blackened circles of discarded chew-
ing gum. Hip-hop blasted from speakers hung near the ceiling, compet-
ing with the clanking machines and the effortful grunts of men toiling
with the grim joyless effort of competitors in a masturbation contest.

There was a kind of concession stand near the door, a counter faced
with peeling wood-effect Formica, display shelves crammed with plastic
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jars of vitamin pills and amino-acid pills and protein mixes.The big man
behind the counter, dicing bananas and mangos on a chopping board,
pointed his knife at Alfie and Toby and said that they must be Shareef's
four o'clock.

'And you must be Watty,' Toby said.

The man's smile dropped a notch. He was in his twenties, wearing
white Adidas tracksuit bottoms and a black mesh T-shirt. Gold chains
tangled on the smooth keg of his chest. His muscular arms gleamed with
oil. His shaved head was wrapped in a red scarf tied with a big knot at the
back. 'So you know me, huh?'

"You have a certain fame in sheep-rustling circles,' Toby said.

'T heard you took them back. Good for you. I told Shareef we should
do something about it, but before he could get his shit together, you guys
stepped in.'

'How about Morph?' Toby said. 'Did he have anything to do with that
little stunt?'

Watty looked at Alfie and said, 'What do you press?’

"Press?’

'Press. Bench press,’ Watty said. He lifted the chopping board and
with the blade of the knife swept the chopped fruit into an industrial-
sized blender.

"You mean weights?'

'What else we talk about? Of course weights." Watty spooned white
powder from a big plastic jar over the chopped fruit, added a pint of milk.
Looking at Alfie as he screwed on the lid of the blender, saying, 'I go up to
three hundred and twenty. You think you can do that?'

'T don't know. I've never tried.'

Watty's smile broadened. You're all right,' he said, and flipped the
switch of the blender.

Toby said, raising his voice to be heard over the sturdy roar of the ma-
chine, 'Ts your friend Shareef going to show?"

Watty switched off the blender, studied the frothy yellow goo inside,
flipped the switch again. Saying to Alfie, 'You a big man, but you look
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soft. I bet you can't even lift your own weight. Which is what? One hun-
dred seventy, one hundred eighty? What you think?'

Alfie smiled. 'T think you're hustling me.'

Toby took out his packet of cigarettes. 'We can't wait long. We're busy
journalists: the news doesn't write itself. If Shareef doesn't show soon,
we'll have to move on to the next story.'

'No smoking in here," Watty said. He unscrewed the top of the blend-
er, lifted it from its base, and offered it to Alfie.

'T have my own,' Alfie said, and showed him his bottle of banana milk
shake.

Watty shrugged and said to Toby, 'You want some of this?'

Toby looked up at him through his unruly fringe. 'If it doesn't have ni-
cotine in it, I'm not interested.'

"This is all natural,” Watty said. He lifted the blender to his lips and
drank about a pint of yellow goo straight down.

'So is nicotine. One of those little miracles of Nature that make you
think that maybe there is a god after all. Unlike this stuff,’ Toby said,
picking up the plastic jar of white powder and studying the label.
'Creatine. Don't tell me that comes from some rainforest tree.'

'Tt's good for the muscles,' Watty said placidly. 'T bet I could build you
up in a month. Have you working out, have you drinking my special mix
here, have you eat a pound of egg white each day - that's the easiest pro-
tein to digest - and plenty of boiled chicken and baked potatoes.'

'Sounds dreadful,' Toby said. 'T think I'll stick to my own special diet
of coffee, cigarettes, and shredded nerves. By the way, maybe you can
settle a little bet between me and my friend. Did Morph help out with
those sheep, or was that just you and Shareef?"'

'Man, I need to forget about that. The way those fucking sheep stank?
And one of the fuckers bit me. No one told me sheep could bite." Watty
took another swig of his special mix, wiped his lips on the back of his fo-
rearm, and said to Alfie, 'A month of my undivided attention, you'll be
bench-pressing your own weight, which is something every right-
thinking man should be able to do.'
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The big man was definitely stonewalling, Alfie thought. Every time
Toby confronted him with a direct question about Morph, he veered off
at an acute angle. And if he was stonewalling, it meant that he knew
something, and was doing his best to hide it. Alfie decided to try a little
spur-of-the-moment amateur psychology and took out his Nikon, saying
casually, 'Mind if I take a few pictures while we're waiting?'

'Of what? This place?"

'Of you, actually.' Alfie fitted the flash attachment to the camera,
switched it on and said, as its mosquito-whine rose in pitch, 'I'm a photo-
grapher. I take pictures of London characters in their natural setting.
Doing what they do where they do it.’

'You think I'm a character, uh?'

'A strong one,’ Alfie said. 'No pun intended.’

Watty made no attempt to hide his interest. 'So what you do with
these pictures? You sell them?"

'When I can.' The flash was charged. Alfie casually raised the Nikon,
focused, and took a picture of the big man.

Watty blinked and said, 'Shouldn't I pose or something?'

'T want a candid look. Why don't you make up some more of your spe-
cial mix? Toby, would you mind stepping out of the way? I want a nice
clear shot of our friend behind his counter.'

'Maybe you should have me doing weights,’ Watty said.

'Anyone can lift weights," Alfie said. 'Even a couple of flabby white
guys like us. No, what looked good to me was the way you had with that
big knife and the fruit. Casual but smooth, like you've been doing it all
your life.'

Watty picked up his big knife and struck a pose, giving Alfie a big shit-
eating grin. 'So what, you want something like this?'

'Don't look at the camera,' Alfie said.' Just do your thing. Behave as if
I wasn't here. That's what I mean by the candid look.'

While the big man halved a mango and sliced out chunks of its flesh,
Alfie took several shots and made encouraging noises. He'd switched off
the flash — he'd only used it to get Watty's attention — and was working
now with the glare of the fluorescent lights. The two guys using the pun-
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chbag had stopped to watch and the man dancing around the whirling
loop of his skipping rope was looking at them in the mirror, but the other
men continued to work their machines and lift their weights, oblivious to
everything but their own efforts.

Alfie said, 'T guess you must drink a lot of that stuff.’

Watty diced a banana, his knife flashing, rat-a-tat-tat. 'About a gallon
each and every day.'

Toby, who had guessed at once what Alfie was up to, stood off to one
side in a kind of slouch. Watching quietly as Alfie framed another shot
and said to Watty, 'Do you always make it up the same way?"'

'Depends what I can get in the market. I buy in bulk, whatever is
going cheap on the day. The skill is in the mix. Getting the right balance.
See, some fruits are acid, and some are alkali. You got to be careful not to
go too far in either direction, or else your stomach react and it doesn't
take up the good stuff.' Watty glanced up after Alfie took the picture, say-
ing shyly, 'Do I get to see these when you're done?"

Alfie had started to use his camera to get Watty to relax and loosen
up, so that he might just possibly let out an indiscretion or two. But he
was getting into the shoot now, thinking that there was something nice
going on between the gleaming contours of the big man's muscular arms,
the wet sheen of the knife blade, and the shine on the greasy wood-effect
Formica that faced the counter. He could print it up on high-contrast pa-
per, flash it before printing to emphasize the bleached look of the fluores-
cent lights . . .

He said, 'T'll send over a bunch of prints. If you put one up on the wall,
let me know, I'll come back and sign it. I'm getting some good shots, so
just keep doing what you do. You make that stuff up just for yourself, or
for whoever wants it?’

'Anyone puts three pound in the box can drink as much as they want.'

'Sounds like a good deal.' Alfie got a nice close-up shot of Watty's
hands and the knife, said, 'So, do you own this place?"'

'Me?' Watty grinned. 'No way. I manage it is all.'

'For who? For Shareef?'
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'For Shareef's old man, innit. Shareef just use the place where he can
meet people. Always do business in a place of business. He's smart that
way.'

'T heard his radio show. He's smart all right. He does all kinds of busi-
ness, I bet. He's got the pirate radio, he's got Morph. . .'

"That's his big thing right now. Or it was.'

'Tt was?'

But Watty was looking at something behind Alfie now. Saying, 'Hey
Shareef. What do you say?'

A slender black teenager was coming towards them, wearing a track-
suit of some shimmering violet-hued futuristic material, wraparound
sunglasses and a white skullcap, carrying a briefcase and walking with a
kind of wincing, sway-hipped swagger, as if his suede loafers were pinch-
ing his feet. He reached across the counter and gave Watty a complicated
handshake that involved slapping palms and bumping knuckles, saying,
'My man Watty. Have these guys been troubling you?'

'T been having my picture taken. It's cool.'

Shareef looked at Alfie and Toby through his sunglasses and said that
he hoped he hadn't kept them waiting too long, he'd had to attend to
some other business first.

'We've been learning all about the goodness of fruit,' Toby said.

Shareef took off his sunglasses. He had high cheekbones and large lu-
strous eyes, a frowning air of solemn innocence. Looking at Toby as if
disappointed in what he saw, saying, 'First off, I have to see a press card,
something like that.'

Toby got out his wallet, flipped it open, held it up to Shareef's face.
"That's my NUJ card — the National Union of Journalists. I can also show
you my donor card if you want proof that I'm a caring, sharing sort of
guy.'

Shareef studied him, then said, "We can talk in my office.'

This was a small room where stacks of cardboard boxes loomed over a
small table and a few plastic stacking chairs. As he sat down, Toby said,
'So I hear you're an entrepreneur.'
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Shareef placed his briefcase on the table, took out the smallest mobile
phone Alfie had ever seen, and set it on top of the briefcase. He wore a
gold ring that yoked his forefinger and middle finger like a cut-down
knuckleduster. He said, 'T have various interests. What's that?"

'My notebook," Toby said, flipping it open. 'T wouldn't want to mis-
quote you. How about starting things off by explaining how you and
Morph got together?'

Shareef put up his hands, palms out, as if pushing something away.
'Slow down.'

'T thought we were going to talk about Morph. I thought I was going to
get the full story. How you met him, how you two got together—'

'First thing, before we get into that, I have to decide if I can trust you.'

'T thought we were past that,’ Toby said. 'My friend Alfie and me,
we've given Morph plenty of coverage. The first story about his work —
that was ours. So was the coverage of what he did to those vans, and the
piece in the museum. We wrote that up and got it published in a national
newspaper, and all we want in return is to talk to your talented friend.'

Shareef nodded, serious, unsmiling. 'T appreciate what you did, which
is why I allowed you to come here. But now I need to know if you can
help me take this thing to the next level.’

"The next level?'

'T need to establish Morph as a presence. He has to grow. He has to
become a personality. He has to become more than a curiosity, good for
fifteen minutes in the news. You understand?"'

'Why don't you explain it to me?' Toby said.

'He has to plug into the media at every level. He has to become a
brand. Like when people talk about reggae, they talk about Bob Marley
yeah? The man has been dead a long time, since before I was born, but
that who people think of first, when they think of reggae. Especially white
people, who don't know from Black Twang or Vybz Kartel or Tipper Irie.'

Toby said, 'When people talk about taggers, especially taggers who are
against what's happening in Iraq, you want them to talk about Morph.'
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'Exactly. That's why I need to know how you gonna help me. That's
why I need to know who you are, who you know, where you at, what you
can do.'

"You already know what we can do,' Toby said. You know we're inter-
ested, and you know we can help you. What we need from you, if we're
going to take this to the next level, is to arrange a meeting with Morph.
We need to interview him. We need to find out about him, put a human
face to the famous and controversial tagger, let people know who he is,
where he's from, why he does what he does—'

'T don't think so.' Shareef was smiling for the first time, smiling and
shaking his head. 'Morph doesn't do interviews in person. You want to
ask him something, you ask me. But before you start asking your ques-
tions, I need to know where this profile is going to be placed.’'

Toby gave Alfie a can-you-believe-this-guy? look, said, 'How this
works, the better the material, the better the story. And if you want a
good story, you have to give us something interesting or controversial.
Something we can use as a hook to hang the story from, something that's
going to catch the public's eye.'

Shareef considered this, then said, 'T see that. And because you al-
ready published those very useful articles, I'll cut you some slack. I'll as-
sume you'll be able to place the piece somewhere like GQ or Vogue.'

Toby gave Alfie another look and said, 'Why not?"

Shareef leaned back in his chair, regarding Toby and Alfie, his fingers
steepled together. They were long and slender, with neatly trimmed nails.
He said, 'The tagging, that's just part of it. That's just what they call a
means of expression. Like the thing with the sheep, and the thing in the
museum. A way of getting attention. But he isn't just a tagger. He's more
than that.'

"'What you're saying is, don't mistake the medium for the message,’
Toby said. Alfie noticed that so far he hadn't written anything in his
notebook.

Shareef said, 'What I'm saying, he's an artist.'

Toby said, 'Is he genuinely against what's happening in Iraq, or is that
just a pose?"
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Shareef looked at him.

Toby said, "That's what his cartoons are all about. Not to mention the
sheep and the thing in the Imperial War Museum.'

'Oh, he believe in what he say, one hundred per cent.’

'Is that because he comes from Iraq?'

Shareef paused, then smiled again. 'Sure. Why not?'

Alfie leaned forward, wanting to ask Shareef where exactly in Iraq did
Morph come from — was it from the north, the mountains there? But
Toby was already saying, 'Why is he living in London? Is he a refugee?
Did he come here legally or illegally?"

Shareef shrugged. "What does it matter how he came here? He's here,
he's making his statement about how he feels about his homeland.'

Toby said, 'You feel that you have to protect your friend. I understand
that. But I'm not going to turn him in to the authorities. The reason I ask
so many questions is that I want to find that hook I told you about. If he
came here because he felt that he was in danger in Iraq or, even better, if
he'd done something to make him a political refugee, that makes his story
more interesting, more saleable.’

Shareef said, 'As a matter of fact he is a political refugee. Or his father
"What did his father do?'
'He got himself arrested, thrown into prison.'

is.

'Do you know the details?’'

'T know it wasn't in Iraq, it was somewhere in Turkey. See, they fled
from Iraq to Turkey, and then they got into trouble there, and they come
here.'

'Morph's father was arrested in Turkey,' Toby said, writing in his
notebook.

'Morph say that it was a mistake, the police thought he was someone
else. But maybe you can put down it was for political agitation of some
kind.'

"Let's stick to the facts. Why did they leave Iraq?’

Shareef shrugged. 'Because of the situation there, why else?”’

'No specific reason?’
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Shareef shrugged again.'They settled in Turkey, and then Morph's fa-
ther was arrested.'

'Because the Turkish police mistook him for someone else. Do you
know who it was they mistook him for?'

'I suppose someone they wanted to arrest.'

'He was in prison how long?"

'About a year, maybe a little less. Then the Turks realized their mis-
take and let him go.'

'And he came here, with his son. Can I talk to him?'

'No, and not because I don't want you to. The man is dead. Had him-
self a heart attack a few weeks ago, and died of it. So you see now why
Morph does what he does, and I think that all you need to know.'

Alfie could no longer keep quiet. He didn't have any more time for this
young hustler, with his expensive tracksuit and his briefcase, his attitude
and his evasions. He said, "We're not the only people looking for Morph.'

'Forgive my friend,' Toby said, giving Alfie a hard look. 'He's a photo-
grapher. He sees things in Morph's work that I don't. He's grown very
passionate about it.'

'A gallery owner by the name of Robbie Ruane is paying men to follow
me," Alfie told Shareef. 'T bet he has men following you, too.'

Shareef didn't say anything, but from the way he looked at Alfie, Alfie
knew that he'd hit a nerve.

"He wanted me to find Morph for him,' Alfie said, 'and when I refused,
he put his men onto me. Maybe he came to talk to you, too. If he did,
don't make the mistake of trusting him. He's looking for Morph because
he wants to make a deal with him, behind your back.'

'T know all about that guy, and he needs me more than I need him,’'
Shareef said. He was trying to brazen it out, but there was a wariness in
his gaze now. 'He knows that if he wants to make a deal with Morph, he
has to come to me. Just like you guys come to me.'

Alfie dug into the pocket of his camera bag, pulled out the digitally
enhanced photograph of the anomalous stone and the four Nomads, and
thrust it towards Shareef.

'Hey, Alfie,' Toby said. 'Knock it off.'
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Alfie ignored him, told Shareef, 'Take a good look.'

Shareef glanced at the photograph, shrugged.

Alfie said, 'The pattern on the stone — it's like the pattern Morph uses
to frame his cartoons.'

Shareef looked at the photograph again, bending close. 'What's this
about?'

"The photograph is of something my grandfather found in Iraq about
seventy years ago. So you see,' Alfie said, 'Morph and I, we have some-
thing in common. Something, I bet, he would really like to talk about.'

'He don't talk to anyone but me. And even then he don't talk a whole
lot. Ask him why he does what he does? He just smile and shrug. That's
why he a true genius,' Shareef said. 'Because he is what he is. He is what
he does. It comes out of his life, and it is his life.'

'My life and his life seem to be mixed together," Alfie said. "That's why
we need to talk.'

Shareef shook his head. 'You can talk to me, but only when you think
of how you can help him get what he deserves. When you do, give me a
call. But now, if you two gentlemen don't mind, I got some other business
I need to attend to. Can you find your own way out, or do you want me to
call Watty, ask him to help you?"
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15

Dr Rolf Most climbed into the back of the people-carrier, out of breath
and happy, smiling at Harriet and saying, 'Like catching fish from a bar-
rel.'

Harriet was sitting with her hands in her lap, white plastic looped
tightly around her wrists. Larry Macpherson had pushed her into the rear
seat and fastened the plasticuffs in one fluid movement, had ripped her
mobile phone from her waist and its earpiece from her ear, removed its
SIM card and snapped it between finger and thumb. He'd been going
through her rucksack, carefully inspecting each item — her change of un-
derwear, toothbrush, tooth-paste and lipstick, two paperback novels, the
keys for her car and the keys for her flat, lock pick, notebook, pepper
spray — when Rolf Most had opened the door of the people-carrier. Now
he slid sideways to make room for his employer, and pulled his automatic
pistol from the waistband of his cargo pants.

"That will not be necessary,' Rolf Most said calmly, settling opposite
Harriet.

'Let's hope not,' Larry Macpherson said, resting the butt of the pistol
on his thigh, aiming it at Harriet's midsection. He wasn't tall, but had a
definite physical presence, deep-chested and broad-shouldered in a blue
denim jacket over a black T-shirt, black cargo pants, black boots polished
to a mirror finish. Black hair sleeked back from a widow's peak, cheeks
raddled by ancient acne, eyes masked by close-fitting mirrorshades. He
wore a Breitling Navitimer on his left wrist, a large skull ring on the mid-
dle finger of his right hand, a small gold ring in his left ear.

The driver, a wiry, sandy-haired man with a hard-core Scottish ac-
cent, wanted to know where he was supposed to go. '
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'When I am finished with Ms Crowley we will need to go first to the
river and then to where the target tries to hide from us,' Rolf Most said.
'Meanwhile, we will drive around.'

As the people-carrier pulled into the stream of traffic, the psychiatrist
started to introduce himself, and Harriet said, 'T know who you are.' Her
mouth was very dry and her heart was beating quickly and lightly, but
she felt surprisingly calm. 'Shouldn't you be looking after your patient?"'

'Dr Soborin has room service and his jigsaw puzzles, and most of all
his Ganzfeld Stimulation. He is as happy as a puppy. Would you please
tell me, Ms Crowley, what you have done with the boy who calls himself
Morph? Where are you hiding him?"'

Harriet shrugged. As long as she didn't give anything away, she
thought, they would keep her alive. There would be a chance, no matter
how small, of escape. Sunshades were pulled down across the side win-
dows of the people-carrier. They were the kind that parents buy to pro-
tect their children from sunburn, tinted pale blue and printed with happy
cartoon faces. She sat with her wrists cuffed, watched by a killer armed
with an automatic pistol, a man who was almost certainly crazy, and an
audience of insanely cheerful anthropomorphic dogs and cats.

RoOIf Most smiled. He had a white goatee and rosebud lips and rosy
cheeks. 'T know that you know who I am talking about.'

Harriet shrugged again.

'Or perhaps you are still looking for him," Rolf Most said. 'That is why
you come to my hotel yesterday, and begin watching me.'

'T don't know what you mean.'

"You will not deny you planted those video cameras. Mr Macpherson
found them almost at once, of course.’'

'All T know is that I was walking along Park Lane when your man or-
dered me into this vehicle at gunpoint and put these on me,' Harriet said,
lifting her wrists to display the plasticuffs to R6lf Most. "Which I think is
rather rude, don't you? I assume you want a friendly chat, so why don't
you take them off?"'

Trying to keep the mood light, trying to show that she was not scared,
that she believed him to be a reasonable man.
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"They're for your own protection,’ Larry Macpherson said, his voice
even and unhurried, yet creepily menacing. 'If you weren't under re-
straint, you might be tempted to try something silly, and I'd have to hurt
you.'

Harriet looked at Rolf Most and said, 'T was hoping we could have a
friendly discussion about our mutual interests.'

The psychiatrist studied her, stroking his goatee with finger and
thumb. His pale blue gaze was sharp and bright but also unfocused, as if
he was distracted by an internal dialogue. At last, he said, 'How is the
Nomads' Club, by the way? Were you ever made a member, or does it
cling still to that silly rule about excluding women?"'

"You know very well that the Nomads' Club disbanded years ago.'

'Officially, yes, after the unfortunate and very mistaken action it took
in Lebanon rebounded on it. But unofficially, I believe, it is still very
much in bed with the secret services. And even if you are not a member,
you pursue its interests. Even though your contact at M16, Mr Jonathon
Nicholl, told you to desist." Rolf Most paused, and when Harriet didn't
comment, said, 'Perhaps it is because you wish to make amends for what
your father did.'

'T never really knew my father,' Harriet said.

'No, of course not. Your father ran away and your mother took custo-
dy of you. I believe she committed suicide while you were still a teenager,
no? A few years later, you discovered that your father had committed
criminal acts for which he was arrested and sectioned, and shortly after-
wards, he also killed himself.'

Both Harriet and Rolf Most swayed sideways when the people-carrier
turned a corner. Larry Macpherson didn't move at all, his pistol aimed
unwaveringly at Harriet, his mirror-masked gaze unfathomable.

Harriet said, 'You're making connections that aren't there, Dr Most.
The sins of the parents setting their children's teeth on edge, it isn't even
kindergarten Freud. It's worse than phrenology. It's the kind of cheap
insight a fortune-teller with a crystal ball and a fake gypsy accent gives
you after you cross her palm with your Visa card.'
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'But I believe I have touched on something, have I not?' Rolf Most
said, with a kindly, engaging smile. His tone was soft and pleasant, his
accent mid-Atlantic. Your father misuses the glyphs and makes such a
terrible mess of his life and the lives of his followers, and you are worried
— no, you are frightened — that you have inherited the same weakness.
You are worried that you might be as crazy as he is. It is that which drives
you to prove yourself better than the circumstances of your birth.’

'You don't know anything about me.'

'T know a great deal about your father,' R6lf Most said. 'And I look at

you, Harriet, and I see that you are the child of the man. You project an
image of calm and resolution, but underneath that I see fear and despera-
tion. I see someone afraid that she might have inherited the tendencies of
her poor crazy father and her suicidal mother. I see someone so despe-
rate to make amends that she disobeys a direct order from her MI6 hand-
ler.'
'My father wasn't crazy because of a flaw in his genes, Dr Most. He
was crazy because he spent too much time exposed to the glyphs. As you
should know, because your patient, Dr Soborin, was also psychologically
damaged by exposure to glyphs, as were most of the people who worked
for him at mind's i. And how about you? You've been working on them
too, haven't you? That's why you're here. Before you attempt to diagnose
me, Doctor, I suggest you take a good hard look at yourself.'

Rolf Most ignored this, saying with saccharine sympathy, 'I quite un-
derstand why you disobeyed Mr Nicholl. You have a very strong sense of
duty, and also a strong moral imperative. That is why you feel you must
make the world right any way you can, even if it means disobeying a di-
rect order. That is why you have not told Mr Nicholl everything you
found out about the graffiti artist who calls himself Morph. You told him
what you had to, just enough to prove that you were doing a good job, but
you kept a lot of it to yourself, didn't you? Because you believe that you
are serving a higher cause than the interests of the British government.'

'If you get rid of these plasticuffs, I'll be happy to discuss the cause I'm
serving.'
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'You are not in a position to make any kind of deal,' R6lf Most said.
'But if you do tell me all you know, freely and honestly, it will save you
and those close to you considerable pain. Which reminds me to ask, how
are Julius Ward and Clarence Ashburton? Are they still living in that
house in South London? Perhaps I should pay them a visit, to find out
whether or not they are entertaining a young guest, and to find out what
they know about this affair.'

Harriet met his pale blue gaze and said, 'They don't have anything to
do with this.'

'But that is where you are keeping Morph, is it not? It must be, be-
cause we have already checked your flat in the Barbican and found no
trace of him there. So sad, by the way, to find that an attractive young
woman like you is living on her own.'

"That's a cheap remark, Doctor.'

'Perhaps you live alone because it is part of your ideal of purity. To
save the world, you must rise above ordinary life.'

The people-carrier turned another corner. Sun flared behind the car-
toon cats and dogs printed on the blinds. Harriet could see taxis and cars
and a red single-decker bus through its windscreen, people moving past
offices, a pub, life just an inch away from her, impossibly out of reach.

'You're wasting time,' Larry Macpherson said. 'She isn't going to an-
swer any of your questions and it doesn't matter anyway, because she
doesn't know anything we don't. We should do her and dump her.' He
shifted the pistol that rested on his thigh, angling it so that its muzzle
pointed between Harriet's eyes.

Harriet felt a cold electric spark snap inside her head. She was looking
at the man's face, not the gun, but there was nothing she could read
there.

'No, no, no,' Rolf Most said. "'We must do it my way. There will be no
unpleasant questions from the secret services or the police, and besides,
we may very well learn something.'

For a moment, Larry Macpherson looked as if he wanted to argue the
point. Then he tucked his pistol into his cargo pants, reached under his
seat and lifted out an aluminium briefcase. He rested it on his knees and
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snapped it open, took out a pair of fat black Sennheiser headphones, the
kind that club DJs wear, reached across the narrow space, and fitted
them over Harriet's ears. He plugged the lead into a cheap CD player and
set it beside her, then took out a roll of grey gaffer tape, ripped off two
short lengths, and pressed his thumb and forefinger against Harriet's
right eye, peeling back her upper eyelid and applying a strip of tape, fix-
ing it open. He taped her left eye too, then sat back and watched her go
cross-eyed as she tried and failed to blink. The noise of the people-
carrier's engine and of the traffic around it were muffled but not com-
pletely shut out by the headphones.

Now ROlf Most took something from the briefcase, a small black cy-
linder with a spray nozzle at one end. He took out a surgeon's vinyl glove
and worked it over his right hand, saying, 'Hold her still.'

Larry Macpherson caught Harriet's chin in a tight grip as the psy-
chiatrist leaned forward and spritzed cold mist up her nostrils.

'T am sure you know what that is,' he said, sitting back, carefully strip-
ping off the glove and dropping it and the black cylinder into the brief-
case.

Harriet's nostrils were numbed by the spray, but she could taste it at
the back of her throat. A nauseating oily bitterness spreading over her
tongue, crawling down her throat. She knew what it was, all right.

"That is Dr Soborin's invention,' ROlf Most said, reaching once more
into the briefcase. 'And this is mine.'

It looked like an old-fashioned sci-fi ray gun, with a pistol grip and a
flared, hooded lens.

'T call this a glyph gun,' Rolf Most said, pointing it at Harriet, smiling
when he saw her almost imperceptible flinch. 'It is a much faster way of
delivering the goods. More powerful and more intense.'

Larry Macpherson's iron grip turned her head, so that she was facing
Rolf Most. The psychiatrist set the lens of the glyph gun about a foot from
her eyes. 'T cannot promise this will not hurt," he said, and pressed the
trigger.
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16

As they walked out of the Majestic Gymnasium, Toby said to Alfie, 'And
what was that all about?’

'T think he has a better offer. Probably from Robbie Ruane.'

'T think so too. The little shit has clearly been using us to raise his
friend's market price. What I meant was, where did you get that photo? I
thought your grandfather's stuff had been taken away by his colleagues.'

Alfie chose his words carefully. This wasn't the time or place to tell
Toby about the journals and diaries he'd found in the safe deposit box. 'Tt
turns out that my grandmother held on to a few photographs. One of
them was the photograph from Antareus's pamphlet - the photograph of
the four Nomads. They uncovered a stone with a pattern cut into it, and I
thought that the pattern looked like the one Morph uses to frame his
graffiti. But I couldn't be sure of it until Elliot had digitally enhanced the
print.'

'And you think that it helps prove that there's some kind of link be-
tween your grandfather's work and Morph.'

'T thought it might interest Shareef,’ Alfie said, as they pushed through
the door at the end of the short passageway into sunlight and the rush of
traffic along the Kingsland Road.

'Shareef is a teenage hustler who wants to be the black Malcolm
McLaren,' Toby said, pausing to light a cigarette. 'He isn't interested in
the glyphs for themselves. He's only interested in how much he can sell
them for. Where's Elliot?'

The white van was gone. Alfie and Toby crossed to where it had been
parked, looked up and down the road. It was gone, all right.

'T had to move," Elliot said, when Alfie called him on his mobile. 'A
gang of traffic wardens started working the street, so I thought the best
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thing to do would be to circle around the block and wait for you to come
out.'

'Well, we're out now,' Alfie said.

'Ask him why he didn't call us,' Toby said.

'Why didn't you call us?"'

"You were in a meeting,’ Elliot said. 'Tell Toby to stay cool. I'll be right
there.'

'Stay cool?' Toby said, after Alfie had relayed this message. 'Jesus.
How can I stay cool when I've just realized that I trusted a hippy to do a
man's job?"'

On the other side of the busy road, Shareef came out of the entrance
of the Majestic Gymnasium, stopped at the kerb, set his briefcase be-
tween his feet and stood there looking north, his tiny phone held against
his ear. A battered blue Mercedes swerved out of the traffic and
screeched to a halt beside him. It was driven by the manager of the gym-
nasium, Watty. Shareef climbed into the Mercedes and said something to
the big man, who gave Alfie and Toby a big smile before accelerating
away, heading south towards the City.

Two minutes later, the white Transit van pulled up. After Alfie and
Toby piled in, Elliot began to explain again about the traffic wardens, but
Toby cut him short and told him to turn this rust heap around, head
south and keep a lookout for a blue Mercedes. Elliot waited for a gap in
the traffic and made a three-point turn, acknowledging with a cheerful
wave the horn and flashing lights of a truck that braked sharply with an
explosive sneeze.

'T can't believe this,’ Toby said. He was working his shock of hair with
both hands, staring through the dusty windscreen at the traffic ahead.

"What was I going to tell the wardens?' Elliot said. "I know I'm parked
on a double yellow but please don't give me a ticket because I'm a private
detective on an important case?’

Toby said, "'Why not?"

"They would have given me a ticket anyway'

'And Flowers would have paid it.'

Alfie said, 'T would?'
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Toby said, 'You're on an important quest. The price of a parking ticket
is a small price to pay for the knowledge you seek, blah blah blah.'

Elliot said, 'You guys should have told me that, when you made me
park on a double yellow.'

Alfie said, 'You have to remember that we're making it up as we go
along.'

Elliot said, 'What about this Mercedes?'

Toby said, 'It's dark blue, four doors, two Jamaican guys in it, one lit-
tle, one large.'

'It's that one,’ Alfie said, pointing at the Mercedes as they went past it.

It was parked outside the new mosque, just beyond the bridge over
the Grand Union Canal. Watty sat behind the wheel, head tipped back, a
baseball hat pulled low over his eyes, listening to some kind of hard-core
beat that was making the big car tremble on its shocks. There was no sign
of Shareef.

Elliot found a parking space a hundred yards down the road, and said,
'If your friend has gone into the mosque, how long do you think he's
going to be?"'

Toby adjusted the side mirror so that he could see the blue Mercedes.
"Why don't you go ask him?"

'T was sort of hoping this wouldn't take too long,' Elliot said. 'Cassie
and me are supposed to be going out tonight. Nothing special, y'’know,
just hanging in Camden with some friends, maybe catching a band. But
she's going to cook something before we go out, and I promised I'd be
over at her place by seven.'

'If you want to abandon us in our hour of need, you'll have to leave the
van,' Toby said.

'As if T could trust you old guys with it. I mean, I heard about the
sheep.'

"The sheep were Alfie's idea,' Toby said.

'T promise that this won't involve any sheep,' Alfie said.

Elliot looked at his watch. 'T guess I can stick around for another hour
or so .. .What do you think he's doing in there?'

'Given that it's a mosque,' Toby said, 'T doubt that he's playing bingo.'
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Elliot said, 'I thought this guy was Jamaican.'

Toby said, 'Which means what? He has to be a Rastafarian? Shame on
you, young grasshopper.'

Elliot shrugged. 'T just didn't expect him to be a Muslim.'

'Maybe he converted, like the guy who tried to blow up a plane with
his shoe,’ Toby said, lighting a fresh cigarette. 'We could be mixed up in
something really clandestine. Think about it, Flowers. This Shareef is a
Muslim convert who hangs out with a mysterious Iraqi who's painting
anti-American cartoons on every flat surface in London. They probably
met in this very mosque. They could be meeting in there right now"

Alfie said, 'Just because he's a Muslim doesn't mean he has to be a
terrorist.'

Toby said, 'Morph's graffiti is definitely no ordinary graffiti. It could
be the tip of some kind of insidious plot to undermine the War Against
Terrorism.'

'He's kidding,' Alfie told Elliot.

Toby said, sucking with relish on his cigarette, 'Even if I'm half-right,
it's a hell of a story. Boys, I'm rich. I think I've just struck the mother-
lode. When I write this up, I'll be able to name my price.'

Alfie leaned in close and said quietly, 'Are you really going to write
about this?'

'T've already written about this — that's why Shareef wanted to talk to
us. And you can stop making spaniel eyes at me, I promise that I won't
write one word about you.'

"You better not.'

'Cross my cold black journalist's heart.'

'Anyway, I don't think he's meeting Morph in there.'

'Again with this Shareef-is-really-Morph bullshit.’

"The more I think about it, the more I'm certain that Morph put up the
original graffiti, but he didn't have anything to do with the stunt with the
sheep or the fake exhibit at the Imperial War Museum. Watty said that
Morph was Shareef's big thing. Not is, was. I don't think that Morph
wanted to become famous, or make money from his work. I think that
was entirely Shareef's idea, and Morph walked away from it.'
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Elliot said, 'This Shareef? Is he a small guy, wearing a purple track-
suit? If he is, he just now came out of the mosque and got into the Mer-
cedes.'
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17

There was a stuttering burst of light so powerful that it seemed to burn
clean through Harriet's brain; then it was over, and Larry Macpherson let
go of her chin and sat back. She was blinded by layers of brilliant white
after-images, but felt a peculiar singing calm. She knew exactly what Rolf
Most's strange gun had done to her. Her visual cortex had been put into
an excitable state by the drug she'd absorbed through the mucous mem-
branes in her nose, and then it had been blasted by glyphs designed to
hyperstimulate a specific neural configuration and force her conscious-
ness to adopt a particular state. She was certain that it was some kind of
fascination glyph, probably a variant of the fascination glyph that Carver
Soborin had used in Nigeria. At their most potent, fascination glyphs in-
duced a kind of uncritical awe or wonder akin to a mystical experience;
more usually, they were no more than visual velcro. They made the
things they framed or underlay seem to be more interesting and attrac-
tive than they really were. The Nomads' Club had used them in the
Second World War to sex up propaganda dropped behind Nazi lines;
Carver Soborin had used them in the experimental advertising campaign
which had gone so badly wrong; Morph had used one to attract attention
to his cartoons. Several years of biofeedback training had made Harriet
immune to the static patterns of ordinary fascination glyphs; now she
hoped but couldn't be certain that her training had also made her im-
mune to the glyphs blasted into her brain by R6lf Most's gun.

The psychiatrist leaned forward and plucked off the strips of tape that
held open her eyelids, doing it so quickly that she didn't even have time
to flinch. Two sharp winces of pain, and then she could blink again. The
complex after-images were shredding into discreet, lively shapes. The
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cartoon dogs and cats on the blinds seemed to lean in and turn towards
her.

'Do not worry,' Rolf Most said. 'I do not give you enough gun to make
you low. Only enough to make you suggestible.'

Bright shapes swam in front of his smile as he explained that the
glyph gun contained an array often thousand small, powerful light-
emitting diodes controlled by a hard drive. It fired a glyph that locked the
subject's attention, and then delivered whatever had been programmed
into it, flashing its complex images at seventy-two cycles per second so
that they were detected by the brain without conscious perception.

'I find subliminal bursts to be very effective. No doubt because there is
no distortion caused by an attempt by the consciousness to make sense of
what it sees.'

Larry Macpherson's mobile phone rang. The mercenary listened to it
for a moment, then said, 'The meeting is over and my man is following
the target.'

"What about Mr Flowers?' Rolf Most said.

Larry Macpherson repeated the question into the phone, said, 'Last
my man saw of him, he was talking to his journalist friend, Toby Brown,
outside the gymnasium. The guy who drove them to the rendezvous took
off before the meeting ended. Looks like we lucked out after all. We have
the target all to ourselves again.'

The after-images were everywhere Harriet looked. It was as if she was
watching the world through an exotic aquarium inhabited by prickly
crowns and grids, dots swarming like flies and slow snaky curves rippling
in impalpable currents . . .

Entoptics. Form constants. Phosphenes. Visual percepts.

Harriet was familiar with the entire bestiary, knew that they were
caused by clusters of neurons in her visual cortex firing at random, an
after-effect of exposure to the drug and the glyphs. Even so, they seemed
to have a life of their own, jiggling and wriggling and crawling out there
in the world, beginning to form shapes, glimpses of faces and animals as
her brain struggled to decode the patterns, make sense of the random
input. When she'd been very young, she'd had a recurring dream . . . or



190 Paul McAuley

not really a dream, but a hypnagogic vision that had preceded the sur-
render to true sleep, when entoptics had bloomed and burst in the
swarming dark behind her eyelids, taking on shapes and forms, becom-
ing faces that grinned and gaped and faded away as if people were step-
ping up to a window one by one, each looking in at her for a moment and
then stepping past to make way for the next in line. The faces becoming
increasingly grotesque until one more horrible than the rest would fly
straight at her, and she'd wake up with a start, as if she'd fallen from
some great height into her own bed.

Her grandfather had first taught her how to control that dream; much
later, Clarence Ashburton's biofeedback training had built upon those
early lessons. Now, drugged and blasted in the people-carrier, Harriet
used that discipline to shape her totem animal from drifting swarms of
entoptics. It took only a little effort of concentration to find him, a famili-
ar little mouse with oversized ears, large human eyes, and a cheerful
smile, peeking out at her from behind Ro6lf Most's snowy bouffant as the
psychiatrist leaned forward to switch on the CD player connected to the
headphones clamped over her ears.

A voice began to whisper in her ears, telling her how bad she was, how
bad the world was, how much worse it was going to get . . .

"This won't do anything to me,' she heard herself say, but Rolf Most
smiled and shook an admonitory finger, told her that if she couldn't keep
quiet he'd have to let Larry Macpherson have his way with her.

Harriet kept quiet. The voice whispered on inside her head, sly and
insinuating, telling her that she was worthless, her whole life was worth-
less, there was nothing left to her but grinding grey misery with no joy or
hope . . . She thought that it was laughably cheesy, a self-help tape from
hell, and her friendly little mouse seemed to agree, winking and smiling
at her as he popped up in the different places that her wandering gaze fell
upon, now sitting on the end of Larry Macpherson's automatic pistol,
now dangling from the rear-view mirror by his elastic tail. Although she
tried to stay focused on his antics, cartoon cats and dogs were leaning in
at the edges of her vision, becoming grotesque as gargoyles, and she
couldn't help worrying that the wheedling voice was sliding beneath her
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defences like a snake slithering beneath the sill of a door, sinking in
through the fresh wounds that the glyph gun had burned into her brain,
fucking up her head beneath the level of conscious thought.

And now her hallucinatory state was moving into the third stage. The
people-carrier seemed to stretch, becoming an endless corridor; the cen-
tre of her vision brightened and everything at the edges swirled and
smeared, a swirling vortex lined with flickering grids like racks of televi-
sion screens where gargoyles leered and screamed, a tunnel of living light
like the one through which the astronaut plunged at the end of that Ku-
brick movie. Her totem was hiding somewhere in the flickering lattices —
she caught a glimpse of him now and then — but she knew that she
shouldn't look too closely because of the other things that lived there,
things worse than cartoon gargoyles, and she tried instead to concentrate
on the patch of reality at the end of the tunnel, the world of ordinary
streets beyond the windscreen of the people-carrier, a clear, bright patch
no bigger than the palm of her hand . ..

After Harriet's grandfather had died, she and her mother had moved
out of London to a rambling farmhouse in Suffolk. Her mother had
wanted to escape everything that reminded her of her husband, and be-
lieved that Harriet would be happier growing up in the countryside than
in London. In one corner of the farmhouse's walled garden, hidden in a
patch of rough grass, nettles and Queen Anne's Lace, were the remains of
an old well, a circle of crumbling brickwork a yard high, its round mouth
protected by a square concrete slab that Harriet would push to one side
whenever she wanted to commune with the strangely fascinating dark-
ness at the bottom of the shaft. Ferns and mosses grew in the rotten
courses between the old bricks; once, she found a small toad in a crevice,
its eyes like black stones, its skin mottled gold and brown. There was al-
ways water at the bottom of the well; even at the height of the hottest,
driest summer, she could feel its cool damp breath when she leaned over
the low wall. And when the sun was directly overhead it was possible to
see, nine or ten feet below, her head silhouetted at the edge of a little cir-
cle of reflected light where clouds moved like stately ships across the sky,
everything mirrored precisely in the dark, still water, yet somehow differ-
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ent, as if she was looking through a magical gateway into the sky of
another world.

It was a little like that now, as the voice dripped its poison inside her
head and she fixed her gaze with a kind of hopeless desperation on the
little patch of sunlit reality at the far end of a tunnel of whirling lattices
that threatened at any moment to topple inwards and squeeze her shut
like an eye. She didn't know how long this lasted. Later, she worked out
that it could have been no more than fifteen or twenty minutes, but at the
time it seemed like hours: the combined effect of the drug and the glyphs
stretched time as well as space.

Despite her best efforts, Harriet might have lost all sense of herself
and the real world if Larry Macpherson's mobile phone hadn't rung
again, its perky rendition of the opening bars of 'Born in the USA' dis-
rupting her trance. The mercenary told Rolf Most, 'It seems Flowers and
his two friends are following the target after all.’

'You said just now they parted ways after their meeting.'

Harriet tried to focus on Rolf Most's face. For the first time, the psy-
chiatrist sounded worried.

"They did. My man followed the target to a mosque, and then Flowers
and his two friends turned up. My man wasn't sure what was going on, so
he hung back. The target exited the mosque and moved on, and Flowers
and his friends stayed right on his tail. The target made another stop a
little way up the road, and now my man is wondering what to do: should
he go with the flow or step in?"

Harriet watched Rolf Most consider this. It was like looking at some-
one on a TV at the far end of a railway carriage. The psychiatrist tugging
at his goatee, saying, 'No doubt Mr Flowers hopes that the target will lead
him to the boy, just as we do. This is very inconvenient.'

'Should we be talking about this in front of her?'

'She is by now in another place. And I think we must decide what to
do straight away.'

'Until we know whether or not the target is going to meet the boy we
can't do anything that would risk blowing the tail.'
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'Nevertheless, now that he has talked to Mr Flowers we must talk to
him as soon as possible. They may have made some kind of deal.’

'If that's what you want, let's wait until he goes back to that flat where
he's been hiding out. If Mr Flowers and his buddies are still on his tail,
we'll move in and secure them, and you can pay a visit to the target and
do your thing.'

'And if he meets with the boy somewhere public, and Mr Flowers de-
cides to move in?"'

Larry Macpherson shrugged. 'Then we hang back, see what gives, wait
until the boy goes someplace we can snatch him with minimum fuss. If
he happens to be with Flowers at the time, what the hell, it isn't like he or
his friends are going to give us a problem.'

'All this is, as you say, "doable"?"

"Trust me, we're dealing with amateurs. What about her?"

'Ms Crowley is an amateur too. Also, I believe she is about primed. We
will go to the nearest bridge now, and drop her off." R6lf Most's face
loomed over Harriet like a falling moon as he lifted the headphones from
her head and said softly, 'T need to know just two things, and then we are
done here. Will you help me?"

Harriet nodded. She knew who he was and knew what he had done to
her, knew that she didn't have to say one word, but she was floating free
of all anxiety and fear and it seemed easier to agree with him . . .

The psychiatrist patted her hand reassuringly. His white hair like the
swirl of ice cream in a cone from the ice-cream van, his look one of fa-
therly concern. His rosebud lips moving inside the nest of his goatee.

"We know all about Morph's friend, Harriet.We know all about Ben-
jamin Barrett. He tried to hide from us, but we found him again, and we
have been following him for some little time now, waiting for him to lead
us to Morph. That's why we know that Mr Flowers had a meeting with
him just now. Tell me: why did you send Mr Flowers to talk to Mr Bar-
rett? And what did they talk about?'

Harriet was confused. She knew that Alfie Flowers and his journalist
friend were supposed to be meeting with Benjamin Barrett — she'd been
on her way to catch up with them — but she didn't know why.



194 Paul McAuley

RoOIf Most said, "'What kind of deal were you thinking of offering Mr
Barrett? Or should I say, what kind of deal was the Nomads' Club think-
ing of offering him?'

Harriet heard herself say, "There isn't any deal.’

'Really? Then why did Mr Flowers meet with Mr Barrett?'

She shook her head.

Larry Macpherson said, 'T think you gave her too much gun, turned
her brains to mush. Even if she does know something she'll never give it
up now.'

Rolf Most slapped Harriet's face twice, palm and backhand, saying,
'Look at me, Harriet. Only at me.'

She looked at him. He seemed much closer now, and the lattices flick-
ering and whirling around her were expanding into thin air, growing
fainter . . .

"Will you swear on the memory of your dear departed father that Mr
Flowers has nothing to do with you or with the Nomads' Club?'

Harriet shrugged. She didn't know where to begin to explain Alfie
Flowers s connection with the Nomads.

'Yes or no?'

'Tnaway...

'Mush,' Larry Macpherson said dispassionately. "The state she's in, I
could do her right now and it would take her ten minutes to realize she's
dead.'

ROIf Most ignored him, saying to Harriet, 'So Mr Flowers does not
work for you directly. He pursues a parallel investigation.'

Harriet nodded.

"You look for Morph, and so does he.'

She nodded again.

"Where is Morph? Do you know where he is?'

She shook her head.

'Have you met with him?'

'No.'

'Have you talked to him?"'

'No.'
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"Have you talked to his friend, Benjamin Barrett?'

Harriet shook her head again.

'Is he a guest of Julius Ward and Clarence Ashburton?'

Harriet shook her head once more.

Larry Macpherson said, 'She doesn't know shit, Doc. Let's do her and
dump her and move in on the target before these other guys screw things

up.

'We will let her go,' Rolf Most said, and turned his head to talk to the
driver. 'Pull over on the bridge itself. We let her go there.'

Larry Macpherson said, 'You really think she'll do herself?'

'If not now, then soon.'

'Easier if I do her right now'

'But this way, it is more fitting. Besides, she really is no problem to us,
and nor are the others. The Nomads' Club is a spent force. Her death will
force its last two members to realize that." Rolf Most leaned in, looking at
Harriet, saying softly, 'We are taking you to a place where you can put an
end to all your pain. All you need to do is take a single step into the air.
One step, and then you do not have to do anything else ever again. One
step, and all your pain will be taken away. Do you understand me, Har-
riet?’

She nodded. She was definitely coming down. The swirling lattices
were receding to the edges of her vision. The cartoon cats and dogs on the
blinds were more or less cartoon cats and dogs again. She caught a last
glimpse of her totem from the corner of her eye, but the small brown
mouse with his innocently cheerful human smile slid out of sight when
she tried to look at him directly. Vanished like a burst soap bubble. She
felt a pang of regret at his going. She owed him so much. He had helped
her to centre herself, had stopped her being overwhelmed by the mon-
sters and boojums that inhabited the flickering entoptics.

The people-carrier pulled up at the kerb. Larry Macpherson produced
a butterfly knife and sliced through the plastic loop that bound Harriet's
wrists, then in one smooth movement grabbed hold of the collar of her
jacket with one hand, slid back the side door with the other, and pushed
her out.
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Harriet fell to her hands and knees, but managed by careful stages to
get to her feet, paving stones see-sawing beneath her as she staggered
just a few feet from a glittering rush of traffic, all sharp edges and malice.
It was a little like being drunk, she thought, when the body grows stub-
born and clumsily self-conscious and you have to take control of it and
maintain your dignity by sheer force of will. She knew that the tilting
whirl of everything around her was an illusion caused by her jangling,
blasted senses, knew that if she could only get it together she could
straighten up and walk away, but that didn't stop her lurching forward
like a sailor on a storm-tossed boat; when she fetched up against a low
wall, she grabbed hold of its gritty stone and leaned gratefully against it.

The wall was at the edge of a high place, the sky pressing as close as a
cellar ceiling, the river sliding away below, tilting into a vast gulf that
seemed to be tumbling away into the bright centre of the world. It would
be so easy to lean out just a little more, to follow the slow tilt of the world
and swoon softly into the strong sure embrace of the river. Just like sink-
ing into a feather bed. But that wasn't her idea; that was the voice, sli-
thering into her thoughts like a snake under a door.

The hell with that, Harriet thought. Or perhaps she said it aloud, be-
cause a man walking past gave her a startled glance. She took a breath,
took another. Tried to focus. She was standing on Blackfriars Bridge,
looking downriver towards the slender span of the Millennium Bridge, St
Paul's Cathedral on one side and the industrial bulk of Tate Modern on
the other. The white people-carrier was parked a little way behind her in
the bus lane, its hazard lights flashing. Larry Macpherson was standing
beside its door, holding his automatic pistol by his thigh. The hell with
him too, Harriet thought, and turned and walked away. Someone else
might have thought that voice was their own voice. Someone else might
have surrendered to it. Someone else might have jumped, or walked
home and swallowed the contents of their medicine cabinet, or drawn a
warm bath and lain down in it and slashed their wrists. But she knew
what was real and what wasn't.

She kept up this monologue as she walked along the bridge towards
the south bank, telling herself that she was doing fine, that all she had to
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do was put one foot in front of the other and keep walking. Her back was
a single clenched muscle waiting for the impact of a bullet or Larry Mac-
pherson's implacable grip, but when she reached the end of the bridge
and looked back, the white people-carrier had gone.

They really had let her go. Either they believed that the glyph and the
drug and the tape had worked, that she was so feeble and defenceless
that she'd let that snaky voice slide in and take control, or they simply
didn't care what happened to her. I'll make the arrogant sons-of-bitches
care, she thought, and searched for her mobile phone, going through the
pockets of her jacket twice over before remembering that Larry Macpher-
son had taken it from her. The man watching her unsmilingly as he
snapped the SIM card between finger and thumb. He'd taken her ruck-
sack too, but that didn't matter, she had a twenty-pound note tucked in-
side one of the cups of her bra. She'd get it changed in the pub next to the
bridge, use a payphone to call Graham Taylor, ask him to come and pick
her up. Meanwhile, Alfie Flowers must have led Graham's operative to
Shareef, they'd had their meeting . . .

Harriet was pushing through the glass doors of the pub when she rea-
lized with freezing clarity what Larry Macpherson's phone call and that
weird conversation with Rolf Most had been about. Realized that while
Graham Taylor's operative had been following Alfie Flowers, Larry Mac-
pherson had had someone following Shareef — and now they were all on
a collision course.
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18

'Stay three cars behind," Toby advised as Elliot followed the blue Mer-
cedes, both vehicles driving south down Kingsland Road.

Elliot said, 'This is more old-geezer wisdom.'

Toby said, 'T believe I learned it from Miami Vice. Possibly the finest
cop show of the 1980s, although I don't suppose you'll have ever heard of
it, young grasshopper.'

'Actually, I think my dad has some episodes on DVD.'

'Ouch,’ Toby said, and plucked an imaginary arrow from his chest.

The Transit van followed the Mercedes as it turned left down Com-
mercial Street, left again down Fashion Street, and right into Brick Lane's
one-way system..

'Look out for a place called Urban Graphics,' Alfie said, peering
through the van's windscreen, feeling an electric spurt of excitement.

It was just past the old brewery, in the middle of a short row of shops.
Alfie and Toby spilled out of the van as soon as Elliot found a place to
park, just in time to see Watty follow Shareef into the gallery.

Toby looked at Alfie and said, 'Is this something else you haven't told
me about?'

'Robbie Ruane gave me his business card, that time he stopped by my
yard.'

'And this is his place. Classy.'

Alfie said, 'T have to admit that it looks like you were right about
Shareef. He used us to make Morph famous, and now he's going to try to
get a better deal with Robbie Ruane.'

"You should also admit that you were wrong about Shareef and Morph
falling out. Shareef wouldn't waste his time making a deal if he knows
that Morph isn't going to cooperate.'
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Alfie shook his head. 'If he can convince Robbie Ruane that Morph is
a recluse who doesn’t like to talk about his art. Shareef can keep making
and selling fakes as long as the market will bear it.'

'If you're right, why are we wasting our time following him? Elliot has
a hot date, and I have my book to finish. Old George Savile Halifax is just
about to come down really hard on the Catholics.'

'T'm hoping that I'm wrong,' Alfie said. 'Perhaps Morph really is a rec-
luse. Or perhaps Shareef is hoping to make a deal with Robbie Ruane so
he'll have a fat wad of banknotes to wave in front of Morph's face and
convince him to do the right thing.'

Toby studied Alfie, his dark, close-set gaze suddenly serious. 'You re-
ally want to find him, don't you?'

'T want to know what he knows about the glyphs,' Alfie said.

They climbed back in the van, used the wing mirror to watch the gal-
lery. When Elliot checked his watch and yawned and stretched with lux-
urious unselfconsciousness, Toby looked up from his book and said, 'I
hope we're not keeping you up beyond your bedtime.'

'T didn't get much sleep last night.There were these three helicopters
making like strafing runs. Not police helicopters, but the big Army heli-
copters, the ones with two sets of rotors. Flying way lower than police or
civilian helicopters are allowed to fly.'

Toby said, 'Chinooks. Fuckers woke me up too. It's probably some-
thing to do with the big terrorist strike they keep telling us to expect. I
heard that they've reactivated the emergency communications centre un-
der Holborn, and they're refurbishing the deep bunkers under Whitehall
and Bethnal Green. Also, there are plans to mobilize troops within an
hour of any major incident to key locations where they can control the
movement of traffic, or block it altogether. You have a dirty bomb going
off in the centre of London, you don't want millions of radioactive people
spilling into the shires. Better to let them die of radiation poisoning right
in their homes. Ditto for any kind of bioweapon. Try to get out of London
after one of those goes off, and a sniper or an attack helicopter will take
you down.'
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'Something is seriously wrong with my life," Alfie said. 'T'm only thirty-
two, I should be out in the world, having fun. Instead, I have to listen to
your bullshit conspiracy theories.'

"This is one hundred per cent bullshit-free fact,' Toby said. 'T have a
friend who works in the Home Office. He says everyone there is tre-
mendously spooked. He says they all keep survival packs in their homes.
Bottled water, freeze-dried food, a flash-light, a medicine kit. Right by
the front door, so they can grab it and run when the shit hits the fan.'

Alfie said, 'And you believe him?"'

"Why wouldn't I believe him?"

'T notice that you aren't carrying a survival kit.'

'T have something far better than that,' Toby said. He speared two fin-
gers inside the breast pocket of his jacket and took out a plastic tube,
showed Alfie and Elliot the two white tablets inside. 'Sodium cyanide.
Check it out.'

"You're kidding,' Elliot said.

Toby displayed his bad dental work. 'One is more than enough to kill a
horse. If things get bad, I'm off to the pub for the longest lock-in session
in history. And if they get really bad, I'm going to dissolve these in the
most expensive whisky I can afford, and anyone who wants to go out with
me is welcome to take a sip.'

'Jesus,' Elliot said.

'He's kidding,' Alfie said. 'They're probably aspirin.'

Toby shook the tube and said, 'A friend who works in the School of
Tropical Medicine gave them to me. He told me that if you drop one of
these babies in a jam jar of vinegar, it'll kill off an entire wasp nest in ten
minutes flat.'

"What, aspirin?' Elliot said.

'He means cyanide,' Alfie said. 'And he's still kidding.'

Toby was watching something in the wing mirror. 'Shareef just came
out of the gallery,' he said.

Elliot started the Transit van as the blue Mercedes went past. 'You
shouldn't kid around about stuff like that,’ he said.

Toby lit a fresh cigarette. "Why not?"
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'Because sooner or later it's going to happen,' Elliot said, with killing
simplicity.

They followed the Mercedes north through Shoreditch to a council es-
tate of deck-access housing and tower blocks bordering the Grand Union
Canal, not far from Franks House. The Mercedes pulled up in a car park
sandwiched between two tower blocks; Elliot parked the Transit a couple
of hundred yards away, next to a short row of lock-up garages. As Shareef
and Watty walked towards one of the tower blocks, he said, 'Leave this to
me," and started to get out of the van.

Toby said, 'Leave what to you?"'

"You want to know where those guys are going, right? You can't follow
them because they know who you are, but they don't know me.'

Toby, watching Elliot walk away across the car park, said to Alfie, 'The
kid fucks up, he doesn't get any pocket money.'

Alfie said, 'That stuff — is it really cyanide?"

'When the balloon goes up, you're welcome to join me. You can break
with teetotalism for the first and last time in your life.'

'Elliot's right. It isn't funny. What are you doing?'

Toby had opened the door. 'Since you can't drive, I'm going to have to
be the one who sits behind the wheel in case we have to make a quick
getaway.'

After Toby had walked around the front of the van and climbed up in-
to the driver's seat, Alfie said, "'Why would we want to make a quick geta-
way?'

Toby lit another cigarette. 'T have a funny feeling that we're entering
the Twilight Zone.'

'You're nervous.'

'This is a little edgier than book reviewing. I mean, at any given book
launch you're almost certain to run into an author you've displeased with
your less than fulsome praise, but usually he'll be content to give you a
dirty look or turn his back on you. A friend of mine once had a glass of
white wine thrown in his face, but that's about as far as it goes. What are
you doing?'
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Alfie washed down half a Valium with a mouthful of banana milk
shake. '"Maintaining my equilibrium.'

"This gets any more intense, I'm going to ask you for some of that.'

Elliot came back about ten minutes later, excited and out of breath,
leaning in at Alfie's window and saying, "Well, I did it.'

Toby said, 'T hope you mean you found out where they went.'

'Tt was a lot easier than I thought it would be,' Elliot said. 'T rode up in
the lift with him and his friend, and this old lady with one of those
wheeled shopping baskets who got off on the tenth floor. Shareef and his
friend and me rode the rest of the way to the top, the fifteenth. That's
where they have their flat, 1509, right on the corner looking out over the
canal.'

Alfie said, 'They didn't suspect anything?"

'"They started giving off this hostile vibe when they realized I wasn't
getting off before they did. But when we got out, they went one way and I
went the other, and then I doubled back after they went through the fire
door. Which had a window in it, so I could watch them through it and see
where they went. I think they're squatting. The whole top floor is being
fixed up or torn down or whatever. There were fresh nail-marks in the
frame of the door of their flat, like it had been boarded over, plus some-
one had fitted a new lock. So what do we do now?' Elliot said. 'Are we
finished for the day?"

"You have a nice evening with Cassie,' Alfie said. 'We'll hang out here a
while.'

'I promised George I'd bring the van back.'

"We'll take good care of it,’ Alfie said, and asked Elliot if he needed taxi
fare.

Elliot said it was okay, he had just enough time to walk to the Angel
and get the Tube. 'Also, I nearly forgot. When I was in the lift with Share-
ef and his friend, I noticed a piece of graffiti that could be by your guy.'

Alfie said, 'Are you sure?"'

'T could only look at it out of the corner of my eye, because I didn't
want them to know that I'd spotted it, if you see what I mean. But yeah,
pretty much.'
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After Elliot had gone, Toby said, 'So now I guess we sit here, eat pista-
chio nuts, and shoot the shit, like real detectives on a stake-out.'

Alfie said, 'T think we should go up there.'

"We already tried to talk to Shareef, and it ended up with him threat-
ening us with Watty.'

"We can tell him that we know he's been trying to cut a deal with Rob-
bie Ruane even though Morph doesn't want anything to do with it. We
can tell him that we know he and Morph have fallen out and he's trying to
cover it up, that we know the stunt with the sheep and the stunt at the
museum were his work, not Morph's, which is why he gave us the run-
around instead of doing the right thing after we put Morph's name in the
papers.'

Alfie had thought it through while waiting for Elliot to come back.
He'd tried to work out what had gone wrong the first time he'd talked to
Shareef, and decided that he wasn't going to get anywhere by explaining
why he needed to talk to Morph. What he had to do was work out what he
thought was going on, make a story out of what he knew and what he
thought he knew, and then confront Shareef with it, and give him a
choice.

He said, 'We'll say that either he tells us about Morph — how he met
him, where Morph comes from, his real name — or we'll go to Robbie
Ruane and tell him everything we know. We'll tell him that either he
helps us, or we'll help Robbie Ruane.'

'And then Watty throws us out of the window.'

'"Perhaps you should stay here. I'll tell Shareef you're waiting for me,
that you'll give Robbie Ruane a call if I don't come back with all my bones
unbroken.'

"Would you do that? Help Robbie Ruane, I mean.'

Alfie shook his head. 'Of course not. My agent says that Robbie Ruane
is basically a crook, and you and I have met the man, we know that he
isn't to be trusted. But if Shareef believes that we'll go to Robbie Ruane,
that we'll tell him what we know and offer to help him find Morph.. ..’
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'He'll be scared that he'll lose his deal, that Robbie Ruane will step in
and take Morph away from him.' Toby smiled and said, 'It's a not a bad
plan, but you know it probably won't get you anywhere.'

'Following him around hasn't done us any good, has it? Maybe Share-
ef knows where Morph is, maybe he doesn't, but in any case I don't think
he's going to lead us to him.'

'Elliot saw that graffiti. Maybe Morph is up there with Shareef right
now. They've stuck a pizza in the oven and are sitting down to watch the
six o'clock news.'

'And that's another reason why I should pay Shareef a visit. But even
if that piece of graffiti Elliot saw in the lift is the real thing, it only proves
that Morph was here at some point. It doesn't mean he's coming back,'
Alfie said.

That was when the black Range Rover roared up, braking hard as it
cut in front of the van. Headlights flared in the rear-view mirror —
another vehicle drawing up behind them — as the driver of the Range
Rover got out, reaching the van in two strides, jerking open the door be-
side Toby and sticking a gun right in his face.

As Graham Taylor drove Harriet away from Blackfriars Bridge, he talked
into the headset of his hands-free mobile phone, staying in touch with
Michelle, the operative who had followed Alfie Flowers and Benjamin
Barrett from the gymnasium on Kingsland Road, telling Harriet that Alfie
Flowers and his friends had followed Benjamin Barrett from an address
in Brick Lane to a council estate in Hackney, and that someone else had
definitely been following them, an unidentified white male, blond, driv-
ing a black Range Rover. Telling her that the driver of Alfie Flowers's
Transit van had followed Benjamin Barrett and his friend into one of the
tower blocks and come out again ten minutes later, talked briefly to Alfie
Flowers and the journalist, Toby Brown, and then walked off.

'Michelle thinks that he probably discovered where Benjamin Barrett
is hiding out,' Graham said.

Harriet was slumped in the passenger seat of her battered Peugeot
205, dirty warm air blowing over her face through the window that Gra-
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ham had broken when he'd hot-wired the car — the keys were in her
purse, her purse was in her rucksack, and her rucksack had been taken by
Larry Macpherson. She was coming down hard from Ro6lf Most's drug,
shivering and sweating by turns, a dull headache throbbing behind her
eyes, and she was still haunted by ghostly flickers of the glyphs. Floaters
faintly falling across her vision, shapes pulsing in the corners of her eyes,
vanishing when she tried to look at them directly.

She said, 'Where's the Range Rover? Is it in sight of Alfie Flowers and
his friend?"

'Tt pulled over just outside the council estate. Michelle left it behind
when she followed Mr Flowers and Mr Barrett to the tower block.'

'He's waiting for Larry Macpherson and Rolf Most. Graham, we can't
leave Alfie Flowers sitting there. Michelle will have to blow her cover.
She's going to have to move in and warn him—' Graham was listening to
his headset.

Harriet saw his expression change, and said, "What's wrong?"'

'Bad news,' he said, and told her that the Range Rover and a white
Volkswagen people-carrier had just boxed in Alfie Flowers's Transit van,
that Alfie Flowers and Toby Brown were being forced into the people-
carrier at gunpoint, that it was driving right up to the entrance of the
tower block. Pausing, then saying, 'Rolf Most and the blond man who was
driving the Range Rover have gone into the tower block. There's a third
man behind the wheel of the people-carrier, presumably looking after the
prisoners.'

'Is it Larry Macpherson? Blue denim jacket, black hair?'

Graham asked Michelle, then said, 'She says the driver has red hair, a
camouflage T-shirt.'

"There's no one else in the people-carrier? Just the driver and Alfie
Flowers and Toby Brown?'

'She thinks so. She can't be sure.'

'Get us there as fast as you can.’

Graham was a skilful driver, police-trained, but in the stop-and-go
rush-hour traffic that clogged Clerkenwell and Shoreditch it took twenty
minutes to reach the council estate. Michelle was waiting for them at the
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far end of a row of lock-up garages that stood at right angles to the tower
block. A slim young black woman in motorcycle leathers, reassuringly
calm and competent, she told Harriet that the situation hadn't changed:
Mr Flowers and Mr Brown were being held prisoner in the people-
carrier, and as far as she knew Dr Most and the blond man were still in-
side the tower block.

Harriet peeked around the corner at the people-carrier, but she
couldn't make out who was inside because it was parked with its rear to-
wards her and the blinds were drawn over its side windows. She said to
Michelle, 'Any sign of a fourth man? He's hard to miss. Well built, blue
denim jacket and black cargo pants, mirrorshades. He should have been
in the people-carrier too.'

'T saw only Dr Most and the driver. The driver's still sitting right there
in his vehicle with Mr Flowers and Mr Brown,' Michelle said, pointing to
the people-carrier parked in front of the entrance to the tower block. 'If
anyone else is involved, I haven't spotted them.'

Graham said, 'Mr Macpherson may be watching the rear of the tower
block. In case Benjamin Barrett tried to slip away.'

Harriet allowed that it was possible, but she had a vague feeling that
something wasn't right. She was sweating in the warm sunlight, trying to
force her thoughts through the dull pulse of her headache. She asked Mi-
chelle if she was certain that the man who had been following Benjamin
Barrett hadn't spotted her.

"That's why I ride a motorcycle,’ Michelle said. 'When you're following
someone in a car, if they suspect something, they look out for other cars.
They don't see me.'

'She knows what she's doing,’ Graham told Harriet.

'Saying that, I'm surprised Mr Flowers and his friend didn't spot the
Range Rover on their tail,' Michelle said.

Harriet said, 'They're complete innocents. They don't have the faintest
idea about what they've stumbled into, and they didn't expect to be fol-
lowed.'

Graham said, 'This Dr Most, does he mean them harm?'

'Almost certainly.'
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'And Benjamin Barrett?'

'Definitely. I know what you're thinking, Graham, but calling in the
police won't do any good. It could turn into a siege. Someone could get
hurt.'

'People are going to get hurt if we don't bring in the police.'

Harriet looked up at the face of the tower block, a grid of beige panels
and windows blankly reflecting the late-afternoon sunlight. Fifteen
floors, no point even thinking of trying to find where Benjamin Barrett
was hiding out; it would take at least an hour to do a floor-by-floor search

She said, 'If the police do manage to arrest Rolf Most, they won't be
able to hold him. He has immunity — the people who matter know that
he's looking for Morph and have given him free rein. The police will have
to let him go, and then, if he hasn't already told Larry Macpherson or
someone else where to look for Morph, he'll go to ground. He'll make
sure he shakes off any tail we try to put on him, and then he'll go looking
for Morph himself. But if we wait for him to come out, we can follow him
to wherever Morph is hiding out. Then we can call the police.'

Graham shook his head. 'Even if the police have to let R6lf Most go,
we'll have saved Alfie Flowers and his friend, not to mention Benjamin
Barrett and his friend.'

Harriet said, 'It's too late to help Benjamin Barrett. By now, Rolf Most
will have zapped him, made him spill everything he knows about Morph.
If we hang back, we can follow him—'

'Calling the police is the right thing to do,' Graham said, taking out his
mobile phone. You can't see that because you're too close to this thing,
you've lost all sense of perspective. But later—'

Michelle cried out.

Harriet turned, looked up, saw a dark shape tumble away from the
edge of the tower block's roof, a man-shaped shadow plunging headlong
past windows full of sunlight. Something, a shoe, spun away as the man
rolled in the air and smashed into the roof of the people-carrier. The ve-
hicle bounced on its shocks, its windscreen and side windows exploding
as the sound of the impact, like someone stamping a dustbin flat, echoed
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off the looming face of the tower block. Pigeons were shocked into the air
from every roof all around, and Harriet started to run across the car park.

It was like being in a car crash — a tremendous jolting noise, glass shat-
tering and falling, and then a dazed silence. Alfie and Toby had been ly-
ing on the bench seats in the back of the people-carrier, their hands
bound behind their backs. Now they managed to sit up, snowfalls of bro-
ken safety glass dropping from their shoulders and hips, saw that the roof
was buckled and bowed, saw the driver, his head covered in blood, blood
running from a deep gash in his scalp, feebly trying to push away a deflat-
ing air bag.

Then someone, a blonde woman, was wrenching at the door beside
Alfie, and a man pulled open the door beside the driver and rapped him
smartly on the head with a length of black rubber tubing. The impact
made a loud, hollow sound and the driver fell sideways and lay still. The
man leaned in and quickly patted him down, opening his denim jacket
and removing the gun with which he had menaced Toby a few minutes
before, when Toby had tried to talk to him.

The side door squealed open; Alfie and Toby staggered out. A man's
body lay face down on the people-carrier's roof, cradled in a deep inden-
tation. It was Watty, his face turned towards Alfie, congested and swol-
len, one eye half-closed in a ghastly wink. One of his arms was bent in
half a dozen places. His white tracksuit bottoms were rapidly darkening
as blood soaked into them.

Alfie looked away, and the grey-haired man who'd coshed the driver
told him to turn around, sliced through the plastic tape that bound his
wrists. The blonde woman pulled a small black rucksack from one of the
seats of the people-carrier, briefly inspected its contents. As Alfie re-
trieved his camera bag, she said, 'Where's Benjamin Barrett?'

Toby said, as the grey-haired man cut his bonds, "Who are you guys?"'

The woman stepped up to Alfie. Tall and slim in a dark trouser suit,
just a couple of inches shorter than him, saying, 'Benjamin Barrett.
Where is he?'

There was a compelling intensity in her gaze.
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For just one moment, Alfie was tempted to give it up, but then caution
won out over fear. "'Why do you want to find him?'

'Because I want to save him if I can. Where is he?"

The grey-haired man told the woman that they should wait for the po-
lice, but she shook her head, said that by the time the police arrived it
would be too late. "They made this poor guy kill himself and they've prob-
ably finished with Benjamin Barrett too, but if we move in right now
there's the slimmest chance we might be able to save him from himself.'

Toby brushed crumbs of safety glass from his hair. 'If you're not the
police, who are you working for? Maybe we could see some ID.’

'T'm Harriet Crowley; he's Graham Taylor. Graham and his people are
working for me, and I work for the Nomads' Club,' the woman said, look-
ing straight at Alfie.

The shock blew clean through him, like winter's coldest wind. He said,
'T think we can help each other.'

Harriet Crowley said, 'You don't have the faintest idea what you've
blundered into. Just tell me where Benjamin Barrett is hiding out, I'll do
the rest.'

Alfie took a breath. He said, 'Maybe I don't know everything, but I do
know that we both have an interest in this. We'll go up there together.'

Harriet studied him for a moment, then said, 'After this, we're going
to have a long talk.'

'Absolutely’

In the lobby, Harriet hammered at the call buttons of the pair of lifts,
stepping back when one of the sets of doors slid open. The grey-haired
man, Graham Taylor, raised the gun he'd taken from the driver of the
people-carrier, lowered it again as an entire family stepped out — father,
mother, and three daughters in descending size, the women all in black
chadors that left only their eyes visible, the husband in a natty
houndstooth jacket. In the lift, after Alfie had punched the button for the
fifteenth floor, Harriet asked if R6lf Most had said anything to them after
they'd been pulled out of their van.

Toby had to hold his lighter with both hands when he lit his cigarette.
'If you mean the guy with the white hair, he asked us where he could find
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Benjamin Barrett. And because his man was pointing a gun at us we told
him.'

'Did he say what he was going to do?"

Alfie said, 'He said that he was looking forward to talking to me.'

That wasn't quite it. It had been something like, 'T am very much look-
ing forward to an intimate chat." Alfie felt a chill, remembering the way
the man had looked at him. He was leaning in a corner of the lift, fum-
bling in his camera bag for his pills. There was a dark pressure behind his
eyes and a parched metallic taste at the back of his throat, warning signs
that if he wasn't careful, if he didn't maintain his equilibrium, he was
going to be struck down by a seizure. He washed down a whole pheno-
barbitone tablet with a mouthful of banana-flavoured milk shake while
Toby said, 'They made Watty jump, didn't they? I mean, I've never
worked for the Samaritans, but when we talked to him a couple of hours
ago he didn't strike me as the suicidal type. They made him jump and
told Shareef he'd be next if he didn't tell them what they wanted to know.'

Harriet said, 'R6lf Most has other methods of persuasion. He probably
made that poor man jump because he could.'

She was looking at the graffiti on the walls of the lift. Rhoda did
Kwame 31/5/04. Names in pneumatic lettering written with black or red
or silver felt-tip. Elaborately indecipherable swirls and curlicues that
might as well be the tags of Martian invaders. After a moment, Alfie saw
what Harriet had spotted — one of Morph's cartoons. Just the cartoon,
no glyphs framing it, a silhouette taken from the photograph that had
been on the front pages of every newspaper in April: a man, robed and
hooded, teetering on a box with his arms outstretched, the Christ figure
of Abu Ghraib prison.

Harriet saw that Alfie had seen it too. For a moment their gazes met;
then she looked away. Alfie said, 'You want to find him too.'

She nodded tightly. 'Before RoOlf Most does.'

Graham's mobile phone began to ring as soon as they came out of the
lift onto the fifteenth floor. He answered it, listened for a moment, then
told Harriet that Michelle had just seen Rolf Most and the blond man
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leave the building. 'They must have taken the stairs, or used the other lift.
They're checking out the people-carrier.'

Harriet rounded on Alfie. 'Where is he?"'

'Flat 1509, in the corner—'

She was running, crashing through a fire door. Alfie followed Graham
and Toby as they chased after her down a corridor lit by unshielded fluo-
rescent tubes. Most of the doors were boarded up. There were puddles of
water on the bare concrete floor. Harriet was banging on the door of flat
1509 with the heel of her hand, saying loudly,'Benjamin? Benjamin Bar-
rett? Don't be scared. We're here to help you.' Pausing, listening for a
reply that didn't come, then telling Graham, 'Tt's locked, and I can hear
someone crying on the other side.'

'He calls himself Shareef,' Alfie said.

Harriet said, 'Shareef? I know what they did to you. They drugged
you, they shone a light into your eyes. I know you're feeling pretty bad
right now, but I can help you.' She paused, waiting for a reply, then said,
'I really can help you, Shareef. All you have to do is open the door.'

Someone cried out inside the flat, a wordless wail that raised the hairs
on the back of Alfie's neck.

He said. 'Shareef? This is Alfie Flowers. Its safe to come out now. We
can talk, anything you want."

There was a violent crash from somewhere behind the door.

Harriet said, 'Shareef, don't listen to the voice. Do you understand
me? Don't listen to it.'

There was another crash.The fluorescent lights down the length of the
corridor went out.

Graham pushed Harriet out of the way and started to kick the door at
the point where the lock was mounted. When it snapped open, he said,
"Wait there,’ and stepped into the hallway beyond, the gun held up by his
face.

When he came out, just a minute later, he had a grim look on his face.

Harriet said, 'Shit,' and pushed past him into the flat.

Graham looked at Alfie and Toby. 'Do you know what this kid — Ben-
jamin Barrett, Shareef, whatever — do you know what he looks like?'
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Tl do it," Alfie said.

Floating above his fear on a cushion of Valium, he followed Graham
into the hot, dim hallway. There was a smell of burnt meat, as if someone
had left a roast too long in the oven; it grew stronger when Graham
opened a door and said, 'He's in here.'

Alfie didn't want to look but knew that he had to. Shareef lay on the
floor of the bare little bedroom beside a low table cluttered with electron-
ic equipment. His body in its natty tracksuit bent like a bow, resting on
its heels and the back of its head. Alfie saw a fat orange electrical cable
clamped between white teeth, saw wisps of grey smoke. He stepped back
from the doorway and said, 'That's him.'

'He ate the cable from what looks like a radio transmitter,” Graham
said.

As Toby explained that Shareef had been a DJ for a pirate radio sta-
tion, Alfie noticed something twinkling darkly at the end of the hallway.
He walked towards it, past the door to the kitchen into an L-shaped living
room lit by a bare bulb hung from the ceiling. There was a sofa with a
sleeping bag crumpled on it like a shed cocoon, a TV and a boom box side
by side on upturned milk crates, a cheap pine table littered with pizza
boxes and styro-foam clamshells, felt-tip pens and uncapped cans of
spray paint, sheets of plastic and razor blades and surgical scalpels. An
uncurtained window looked across the canal towards derelict factories
and other tower blocks. But Alfie barely noticed any of this, because eve-
rywhere over the walls were cartoons framed in swirling glyphs, dense
and agitated as swarming bees.

Harriet said, 'After all these years, they still give you trouble, don't
they?"

Alfie wrenched his gaze from the swarming glyphs, turned to look at
her.

She said, with a faint quick smile, there and gone, 'Obviously the
treatment didn't work as well as it could.'

Alfie made a connection. 'You're Mr Prentiss's granddaughter.'
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Remembering how the little girl had sneaked up behind him in the
bleak winter garden, calling him a spy, jumping about with mischievous
glee.

Slouched in the doorway, Toby said, "'Which would mean that you're
the daughter of Christopher Prentiss, otherwise known as Antareus.'

Alfie said, 'We found out about the pamphlet that your father pub-
lished.'

Harriet's expression didn't change, but something hardened in her
gaze. 'My father abandoned my mother and me just after I was born. And
if you know anything at all about him, you'll know why I use my mother's
maiden name.'

Toby said, 'It's a bit like a family reunion for you two, isn't it? How do
the bad guys fit into this? Do they have anything to do with this Nomads'
Club?'

Harriet said, 'ROIf Most is a psychiatrist who is treating a man called
Carver Soborin. And Carver Soborin was my father's psychiatrist.'

Toby said, 'ROlf Most learned about the glyphs from Carver Soborin,
and Carver Soborin learned about them from your father. And your fa-
ther stole them from your grandfather.'

He picked up a sheet of plastic from the dining table and held it up to
the light that fell through the uncurtained window. Alfie saw the shape
cut out from it, realized that it was the stencil for one of Morph's car-
toons, a cowboy riding a cruise missile rodeo-style, the edges smudged
with black spray-paint.

'We can talk about this later,” Harriet said. 'Right now, we have to
catch up with Rolf Most before he catches up with Morph.'

Alfie said, 'He did something to Shareef. Something that made him
kill himself.'

Harriet nodded. 'After he made him tell everything he knew about
Morph.'

'And Watty — the man who jumped off the roof. Rolf Most did that
too.'

'He used the glyphs,' Harriet said. 'He injected them with a drug and
zapped them with what's called a fascination glyph to put them in a high-
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ly suggestive state. He questioned them, and when they had nothing
more to tell him, he told them to kill themselves.'

Toby whistled a couple of bars of the theme music of The Twilight
Zone as he shuffled through sheets of plastic on the table.

Harriet ignored him, telling Alfie, 'That's what this is all about. Rolf
Most wants to know everything that Morph knows about the glyphs, and
that's why we have to find Morph before he does.'

Toby said, "What's with this "we", paleface?"'

Alfie shot him a look and told Harriet, "'What he means is we'll be glad
to help.'

Graham was waiting outside the flat. 'They're in the black Range Rov-
er, he said. 'Currently heading south down Shoreditch High Street. Mi-
chelle is right on their tail.'

'You don't have to come with me, Graham,' Harriet said. 'You've al-
ready done more than enough. If you want to stay here, wait for the po-
lice .. ..

Graham smiled.'T wouldn't know how to begin explaining this. And
besides, I think I had better drive. You're in no fit state.'
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Graham's mobile phone rang again as they came out of the entrance of
the tower block. Harriet led the way through the small crowd gathered
around the people-carrier. Kids had climbed onto the roofs of nearby cars
to get a better view; people stood at their windows on different floors of
the tower block on the other side of the car park. Sirens wailed in the dis-
tance. All the way down in the lift, the three men standing silently around
her, thinking about what they'd seen in the flat, she had been trying to
work out her next move. She was angry and anxious, believed that the
deaths of Benjamin Barrett and his friend were her fault, was certain that
Benjamin Barrett had told Rolf Most where he could find Morph and
knew that she had to catch up with the psychiatrist right away, figure out
some way of taking him down. ..

Her ace in the hole was that Michelle was on his tail, but now Graham
was saying into the microphone of his headset, 't isn't your fault.' Telling
Harriet, 'They abandoned the Range Rover on double yellows outside
Liverpool Street Station. Michelle followed them inside, and Larry Mac-
pherson ambushed her when she reached the bottom of the stairs.
Tapped her on the shoulder, and when she looked around, made a gun-
shape with his fingers and pointed it right in her face.'

A splinter of ice pricked Harriet's heart. 'Is she all right?"

'She's shaken up but basically okay. She says the bastard winked at
her and walked off into the crowd. She went straight back outside, circled
around in case they came out of the other entrance, but they probably
used the Tube to get away.'

'Shit. They must have been on the alert ever since they realized that
these two were trying to follow Shareef.'
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The journalist, Toby Brown, pointed at Harriet with the roll of plastic
sheet he'd taken from the flat, and said,'Don't go blaming us.'

Harriet lost it for a moment and rounded on him. 'Of course you're
not to blame. You're just an idiot who doesn't have a clue about what he's
stumbled into.'

After a brief silence, Graham said, 'The driver of that people-carrier
probably told them about us. It isn't anyone's fault. It's one of those
things.'

Trying to pick up ROIf Most's trail at Liverpool Street would be a
waste of time, Harriet thought, but there was still one angle left. She said
to Graham, 'Tell Michelle to head for the Dorchester Hotel. If they are
going to ground, they'll have to send someone to collect Carver Soborin.
We can use him to find them.'

'And meanwhile," Graham said, 'they could be picking up Morph. Or
anyone else Benjamin Barrett told them about.’

Alfie said, 'Robbie Ruane. Someone should warn Robbie Ruane.'

Harriet said, "Who is Robbie Ruane?"

Alfie said, 'After he left the Majestic Gymnasium, before he came here,
Shareef — Benjamin Barrett — visited an art dealer called Robbie Ruane.'

Graham said, 'He owns that place on Brick Lane?'

Alfie nodded. 'Urban Graphics. He came to me after he saw the pho-
tograph of Morph's graffiti in the Independent. He wanted me to help
him find Morph.'

Harriet said, '"This art dealer is looking for Morph too?"

'He thinks Morph could be the next Damien Hirst." Alfie was fishing
for something in his camera bag, a business card. 'He stuck this in my
letter box,' he said, and handed it to Harriet.

She borrowed Graham's phone, punched in the number for the gal-
lery. The phone at the other end of the connection rang; an answering
machine picked up.When she dialled Robbie Ruane's mobile, she got the
answering service.

Graham said, 'Are you thinking what I'm thinking?'

Harriet said, 'After Rolf Most zapped me, he dropped off Larry Mac-
pherson at Brick Lane. He questioned Robbie Ruane, Rolf Most came
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here and questioned Benjamin Barrett, they met up again at the station . .

They ran for her car. Alfie Flowers and Toby Brown squashed them-
selves into the narrow back seat; Harriet rode shotgun; Graham took the
wheel. As they sped out of the council estate, Toby unrolled the sheet of
plastic he'd taken from Shareef's flat and handed it to Alfie, saying, 'Tt
looks like someone was trying to make up a stencil for the pattern that
frames those cartoons.' He and Harriet watched as Alfie studied it. Toby
said, 'Is it the real thing?'

Alfie shook his head. 'It isn't finished. But it doesn't look right either.'

Harriet looked at the two of them, the journalist all in black, black
hair falling forward over his clever, pale face, Alfie twisted sideways, star-
ing at the sheet of plastic he'd laid against the window, a big, round-
shouldered man who'd sweated through a Hawaiian shirt decorated with
guitars and palm trees and hula dancers. She said, 'If you think this
means something, you had better tell me.'

Toby said, 'Flowers thinks that Shareef had taken to faking Morph's
work because he and Morph had a falling-out, and he didn't want to blow
the chance of a juicy deal with Robbie Ruane.'

"The glyphs on the walls of the flat were genuine," Alfie said.

Toby shrugged. 'So Morph was staying with Shareef once upon a time,
but he moved out.'

Harriet said, getting into it, 'That wasn't Benjamin Barrett's flat — it
was where he was hiding out. I found out where he really lives. Rolf Most
was having it watched.'

Toby said, 'Remember what Elliot said about pirate radio stations,
Flowers? They have their studio in one place, and transmitters in several
different locations. Maybe Morph needed a place to stay, and Shareef let
him use the squat where Mister Fantastic FM had put up one of their
transmitters. But he and Morph had their falling out, Morph upped and
left—'

'And then Shareef needed a place to hide, so he used the same flat,’
Harriet said.
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'And took Watty along with him as protection,’ Toby said. 'A lot of
good that did.’

Graham slowed to a crawl as he drove past the Urban Graphics gal-
lery, looking around at the street and the passersby, pulling over and
leaving the engine running.

Harriet said, 'T'll check it out. Everyone else stay in the car.'

Graham said, 'T should come with you. At least one of them is armed.'

"That's why you're going to give me the gun you took off Rolf Most's
driver.'

It was a Mark III gmm Browning High Power, the military version with
the metal grip, just like the one that Harriet had learned to use on the
Army range outside Reading before she'd gone to Nigeria. She checked
that there was a round in the chamber, held the gun down by the side of
her leg as she walked up to the gallery.

The place was fronted by a large plate-glass window, urban graphics
in a big red spray-paint swirl across it, no lights showing inside. Harriet's
reflection swam up to meet her in the glass door. She looked like her own
ghost. The door was unlocked. Her heels ticked loudly on the white con-
crete floor when she stepped inside, looking left and right, seeing some-
thing slide away from her. She raised the gun, but what she'd seen was
only an echo of the glyph with which she'd been zapped, a scatter of dots
that for a moment hung sharp and clear in the air, and then began to drift
and fade. A man-sized sculpture in rusting scrap metal stood in the mid-
dle of the stark white floor; paving slabs decorated with random dots of
colour were fixed in a neat row along one wall. The dots were chewing-
gum, Harriet realized, which someone had meticulously painted in bright
primary colours. To the rear was a desk — a slab of sandblasted steel on
concrete blocks, and a chair that looked like it had been stolen from the
deck of the Starship Enterprise — and a spiral staircase leading to the
first floor.

A pair of yellow household gloves lay at the foot of the stairs, giving
off a strong chemical smell that tickled Harriet's memory. She stood
there for a full minute, listening to the quiet still air, before daring to call
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out Robbie Ruane s name. Her voice echoed in the gallery space. No one
replied.

As she climbed the staircase, leading with the gun, the smell grew
stronger, sweetly pungent, thick in her nose and mouth, bringing the dull
pulse of her headache right into her eyes. A moment from the past rose
up inside her, a memory of dissecting a white rat in biology class in
school, and she knew that what she could smell was formaldehyde.

The whole of the first floor had been knocked through. On one side,
tucked under a gallery bedroom, was a compact kitchen that looked like
the cockpit of a jet airliner; on the other was the living space, a black
leather couch facing a widescreen TV across a glass coffee table that
stood on a cowhide rug, a bookshelf stuffed with art books, jagged paint-
ings on the walls, the biggest lava lamp shed ever seen, shaped like a
rocketship, and a large, free-standing fish tank beyond it, where a man
knelt as if in prayer.

Something gripped Harriet from the nape of her neck to the small of
her back. She found herself sitting on the floor, the gun dangling in her
lap, things swarming as busily as ants across her sight. Shed blanked out
for a second. Shock. She stood up carefully, tried to blink away tangles of
dots and wavy lines. Her scalp felt cold and tight. The silence in the flat
had taken on a dense quality, as if compressed at the bottom of a couple
of miles of ocean; she jumped when the motor of the big fridge in the
kitchen kicked in, but it helped bring her back to herself.

'Mr Ruane?'

She stepped forward, watching the kneeling man over the front sight
of the Browning, saw that he was bent over at a painful angle and his
arms were tied behind his back with electrical cord, saw that his head was
submerged beneath the surface of the liquid that half-filled the glass
tank. A black lamb, its eyes milky, its wool sodden and stinking of for-
maldehyde, lay stiffly on the birchwood floor in front of the tank and the
dead man. There was a vivid puddle of fresh blood too, maggoty white
shapes lying in it. Human fingers. One was still wearing a gold ring.

Robbie Ruane had been tortured, and when he'd given up what he
knew about Morph, or when it had become clear that he didn't know any-
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thing useful, he'd been killed. Drowned in formaldehyde. It had been
quick and brutal, and Harriet was certain that it had been the work of
Larry Macpherson; according to one of the newspaper stories about his
arrest in Peshawar, two of his Afghani prisoners had lost their little fin-
gers while in his custody.

Downstairs, she found nothing on the desk but a tangerine iMac and a
large leather-bound diary stuck with invitations to parties, gallery open-
ings and book launches that Robbie Ruane wouldn't be going to. She
briefly thought about ransacking the computer, but she was fairly certain
that the art dealer hadn't known anything useful. Larry Macpherson had
just been tidying up a loose end. She stuck the Browning in her jacket
pocket, used a handkerchief to pick up the phone and call the police, and
then got out of there.

'Head for the Nomads',' she told Graham, after she'd explained what
she'd found.

Alfie said, 'Tt really exists?"

'Just barely.'

'And you belong to it.’

Harriet shook her head. 'It's a very old-fashioned club. Men only.'

Toby said, "'Why are we going there?'

Harriet said, 'It's for your own protection. If R6lf Most didn't find out
from Benjamin Barrett where to find Morph, he'll definitely want to pay
both of you a visit.'

Alfie started to ask her about the Nomads' Club. The poor guy
hunched over his camera bag on the back seat, trying to make sense of
everything. He said, 'My father was working for them, wasn't he? When
he disappeared, I mean.'

"You can ask them all about it," Harriet said. Her head ached and en-
toptics were flashing in and out of the corners of her vision.

'My grandfather's friends — are they still alive?'

"Two of them.'

"Who else?"

"That's it.'
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Toby said, "That's it? These two guys — they must be in their eighties.
They can protect us?'

"The men I hired to protect them will protect you,' Harriet said. 'No
more questions, okay? I need to think.'

She needed to rest, to give up the struggle and slip into calm, warm
oblivion. R6lf Most had won — what was the point of trying to carry on?
She shook her head, knowing that the thought was an echo of the voice,
the snake sliding under the door, but she really did need to rest. . .

They were stuck in the usual traffic jam around the Elephant and Castle
when Graham's mobile phone rang. He handed it to Harriet. It was Ja-
nice. She told Harriet that there had been a fire alarm at the hotel and the
whole place had been evacuated. 'Where's Carver Soborin?'

Harriet felt surprisingly calm. As if the worst thing had already hap-
pened, and everything else was mere detail.

"We're looking for him right now," Janice said.

'Don't bother. He's gone.' Harriet switched off the phone and told
Graham what had happened. Leaning back in her seat, closing her eyes to
the garish rush of the world, saying ruefully, "They've been one step
ahead of us all the time.'
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The Nomads' Club was an ordinary red-brick detached house near Toot-
ing Common, looming behind a low wall and an unkempt privet hedge.
No lights showed in its windows. A small truck was parked in front of the
gate, its load-bed piled with sand to increase its effectiveness as a make-
shift barrier. The truck moved forward as the Peugeot approached, then
laboriously backed into position again as Graham Taylor parked the little
car in front of a pair of flaking garage doors.

As everyone climbed out of the car, a man wearing black trousers, a
black bulletproof vest and a black watch cap materialized out of the sha-
dows by the Gothic porch. Harriet Crowley shook his hand and they
walked to the gate, talking in low voices. Toby said to Alfie, 'What do you
think?'

Alfie was looking up at the house, its silhouette against the darkening
evening sky. 'I think it could do with a tower or two, some mist, bats . . .

'Or a drawbridge over a moat filled with sharks.' Toby's face was brief-
ly illuminated as he lit a cigarette. 'How about our new friends? Do you
think we can trust them?'

The Valium that Alfie had taken earlier was blunting the various
shocks of the past couple of hours — being held at gunpoint, Watty
smashing into the people-carrier, seeing Shareef's body. He felt calm, his
thoughts moving slowly and easily through a comfortable fog, no edges
anywhere. He hadn't found Morph, but he had found the Nomads' Club,
and believed that was even better. He said, 'T think they want what we
want. I think that, basically, we're all on the same side.'

Toby shook his head. 'Maybe they want what we want, but I'm not so
sure that they're on our side. I mean, you haven't heard from them in all
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these years, they didn't even bother to warn you about this bad guy, Rolf
Most—'

'Well, they came to our rescue, and that excuses a lot.'

'Only after Watty decided to use the people-carrier as a target for his
swan dive. And what were they doing there in the first place?"'

'T suppose they were following Shareef and hoping he'd lead them to
Morph, just like we were.'

'Or they were following us.'

"Why don't you ask them?”’

'Actually,’ Toby said, 'T think you should do most of the talking. I
know, I know, it's out of character for me to keep quiet, but your grandfa-
ther and your father were both part of this thing of theirs, and that must
count for something.'

"You want me to ask them if they were using us to find Morph. What
else?'

'T think you should ask them about everything,' Toby said.

Alfie smiled. 'Sodo I.'

The man in black took Graham Taylor around the side of the house; Har-
riet led Alfie and Toby through the front door and along a wood-panelled
hall to a large, dimly lit room where the members of the Nomads' Club
were waiting for them. There were glass-fronted bookcases along two
walls, black oak floorboards partly covered with oriental rugs, heavy red
velvet curtains drawn across a bay window. A grandfather clock with an
elaborate face that told not only the time but the phase of the moon and
the positions of several major constellations ticked in one corner. A lap-
top computer on a heavy desk cycled a star-field screensaver beneath a
huge, sooty oil painting of a European man in some kind of tribal dress,
one hand on the pommel of his curved sword, the other holding the
bridle of a lugubrious camel.

Two old men sat in wing armchairs on either side of a large fireplace
with green tiles and a mahogany mantelpiece. As Harriet led Alfie and
Toby towards them, one of the men slowly got up, using both hands to
lever himself out of his chair. Wearing an old-fashioned pinstriped suit,
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standing as straight-backed as a soldier at a memorial service, he had a
shock of white hair that stood up as if he had been electrocuted, and dark
glasses with small round lenses and wire rims.

Alfie had last seen him more than twenty years ago, when he had
helped to clear out Maurice Flowers's papers and artefacts.

After Harriet had introduced Alfie and Toby, the old man stuck out
his right hand, and said, 'M'name's Ashburton, Mr Flowers. Clarence
Ashburton. I must apologize for the circumstances, but I'm glad to meet
you at last.'

'You knew my grandfather,' Alfie said.

'Indeed I did,' Clarence Ashburton said, still holding out his hand,
looking at nothing in particular. Alfie realized that the old man was blind,
and stepped up and shook his hand. Clarence Ashburton responded with
surprising vigour, then turned to his companion and said loudly, 'Do
wake up, Julian. He's here.'

The other man was a bald, shrunken gnome with a patch strapped
over his left eye and a tartan shawl wrapped around his shoulders. An
inverted bag half-full of clear liquid hung on a hospital stand, connected
by a long loop of plastic tubing to a shunt under a sticking plaster on his
stick-thin forearm. He stirred and without opening his good eye said with
some force, 'You know very well that I never sleep. Is that the boy?’

'And Mr Brown, the. journalist." Clarence Ashburton turned back to
Alfie and Toby and said, 'Allow me to introduce you to Dr Julius Ward.
He and I are, I am very much afraid to say, the last of the Nomads.'

"Tell them to sit down,' Julius Ward said, 'and offer them all a shot of
brandy. I'm an old-fashioned doctor,' he explained, looking up at Alfie
and Toby, 'and still believe in the restorative powers of a good stiff drink.'

When they were all seated, and Harriet Crowley had set a silver tray
with a crystal decanter and balloon glasses on a leather hassock and
splashed brandy into five glasses (Alfie refused his), Clarence Ashburton
said that he hoped that they could rise above these unfortunate circums-
tances, and asked Harriet to bring him and Julius up to date.

She gave a quick, lucid account of what had happened at the tower
block, her discovery of Robbie Ruane's body, and how Rolf Most and the
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others had escaped their tail and extracted Carver Soborin from the ho-
tel. When she had finished, Julius Ward said, 'Tt sounds like a compre-
hensive shambles. No offence, my dear, but you do seem to have made
rather a hash of things.'

'You can fire me any time you want,' Harriet said calmly.

'She has done her best in an increasingly difficult situation,' Clarence
Ashburton said. 'It's clear that while our adversary may well be insane, he
has more control over matters than we had previously believed.'

'He has Larry Macpherson's help,’ Harriet said. "That doesn't excuse
what happened, but it goes some way towards explaining it.'

Julius Ward opened his good eye, looked at Alfie, and closed it again.
He was clutching his brandy glass in both hands, like a sugar-starved
child holding a lollipop. 'Let's hear what Mr Flowers has to say for him-
self. That's why we brought him here, isn't it? Perhaps he knows some-
thing that we do not.'

'T very much doubt it,' Harriet said. 'T brought him and his friend here
because I was worried that they were going to get themselves killed.’

Alfie chose his words carefully. Valium muffled the excitement of hav-
ing found the Nomads' Club, made it seem like a telephone ringing in a
distant room. 'T admit that Toby and I don't know half of what you seem
to know. So why don't you tell us your story? If there are any gaps, per-
haps we can help you out.'

Clarence Ashburton turned this around at once. 'Since you admit that
you have rather less to bring to the table than we do, I rather think that
before we consider your offer of quid pro quo, you should tell us how you
found out about the relationship between Morph and Mr Barrett.'

Alfie looked at Toby, who shrugged and took a big swallow of brandy.
'It's very simple,' Alfie said. 'T saw one of Morph's cartoons, and knew
that the glyph which he used to frame it was the real thing. Toby and I
found out about a party where he was supposed to be making an appear-
ance, but Benjamin Barrett pulled a stunt with some sheep instead. We
traced the sheep, got hold of Benjamin Barrett's mobile phone number,
and managed to convince him to meet us. When he didn't tell us anything
useful, we followed him. We hoped that he would lead us to Morph. What
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we didn't know was that you were following him too — or you were fol-
lowing us, it isn't quite clear.'

'You didn't know about Ro6lf Most, either,’ Harriet said. "Which is why
I had to get you out of trouble.’

Alfie said, 'The other thing we know — we think we know — is that
Shareef and Morph had a falling-out. We think that the stunt with the
sheep was all Shareef's work, and so was the other stunt he pulled off at
the Imperial War Museum. And just now we found stencils in the flat
where he was hiding. It looks like he was trying to work out how to fake
Morph's cartoons. If it wasn't for the fact that I started out on this whole
thing because I saw a piece of graffiti containing a genuine glyph, I could
easily believe that Shareef staged the whole thing. That Morph never ex-
isted.'

'He exists,' Harriet said. 'I talked to someone who knows him, and saw
his immigration records. His real name is Musa Karsu. He came here
with his father, seeking political asylum.'

Alfie said, 'Have you talked to his father? Does he know anything
about the glyphs?'

Harriet shook her head.'He died six weeks ago. A heart attack.'

Julius Ward said, 'How did you know that the glyph Morph used in
his graffiti was genuine, Mr Flowers? And conversely, how did you know
that the ones created by Benjamin Barrett were not genuine?'

Alfie said, 'T think you know why.'

Julius Ward said, 'Do you still suffer from epileptic seizures?'

'Not often.'

"When you do, are they serious?’

"They're absence seizures that last only a few seconds. Sometimes I get
an aura or premonition before one hits, sometimes not.'

"What have your doctors prescribed to control them?'

'Phenobarbitone.’

'And does it help?'

'More or less. I also use Valium, sometimes other sedatives.'
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'Would I be right in thinking that the reason that you have been look-
ing for Morph is that you hoped to learn more about your condition?
That the reason you agreed to come here is that you're hoping for a cure?’

The old man was sharper than he looked.

Alfie admitted,'It's one reason.'

Julius Ward said flatly, 'We can't cure you, Mr Flowers. I'm afraid that
there is no cure for what happened to you. The damage is permanent.’

He was watching Alfie with his one good eye. Everyone else around
the fireplace was watching him too. Alfie took a breath, and said, 'Do you
know what happened to me?'

"You found something that your grandfather had hidden away: a copy
of a very powerful glyph and a small supply of a powdered extract from a
certain plant,' Clarence Ashburton said. 'We believe that you tasted the
extract and were under the influence of the psychotropic drug it contains
when you looked at the glyph. You suffered a severe epileptic seizure.
Worse than that, the combination of the drug and the glyph caused a
permanent change to your visual cortex.'

'He's nodding,’ Julius Ward said. 'He already knows this much.'

'T guessed that it was something like that," Alfie said. 'But I didn't
know for sure until now.'

His disappointment twisted deep inside him, a hook planted in his
heart. He had hoped that Morph could not only have helped him under-
stand what had happened to him, but might also have known how to re-
verse it, or at least might have been able to lead him to someone who
could help him. And in a way that was how it had turned out; he'd gone
looking for Morph, and had discovered his family's history instead, had
found the Nomads' Club. But now they were telling him that nothing
could help him, that there was no undoing what the glyphs had done to
him. ..

Julius Ward said, 'We cannot cure you. No one can. But we may be
able to help you, as David Prentiss once helped you. We have a small
supply of the necessary drug.'

'Haka.'
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'Some call it that. If you wish, we could wean you off your dependence
on phenobarbitone and replace it with David Prentiss's treatment.'

Clarence Ashburton said, 'Your grandmother preferred to put her
trust in medical science. After your father died, she wanted nothing more
to do with us, and made us promise that we would have nothing to do
with you. Until now, we have respected her wishes, but if you would like
us to help you we will be glad to do so.'

"This treatment — is it any better than phenobarbitone?"

Julius Ward said, 'I believe there would be fewer side effects.'

'But it wouldn't cure me.'

'T'm sorry, Mr Flowers. I am no miracle worker, and haka is no mi-
racle plant.'

'I remember that my grandfather once said that haka was supposed to
have grown in the footprints of Adam and Eve, after they were expelled
from the Garden of Eden — which was somewhere north of Baghdad.'

"Your grandfather was a good man and a fine scholar, but he was also
something of a romantic,' Clarence Ashburton said, with a dry smile.

The light of a nearby table lamp was doubly reflected in the round
lenses of the blind man's dark glasses; photographs in silver or leather
frames crowded around the lamp's beaten copper base. When he'd first
sat down,Alfie's gaze had been immediately drawn to one of these: four
men standing in front of a large stone. Now, pressing forward, he said, 'T
know that my grandfather found the glyphs when he was working in Iraq
in the 1930s, and I know that haka was used in the religious ceremonies
of a semi-nomadic tribe, the Kefidis. Are Morph and his father members
of that tribe? Did they come here from Iraq?’

Harriet said, 'T don't think we should get into that right now.' She was
sitting stiffly in her chair, one hand cupped to her face, shielding it from
the glare of the lamp. She hadn't touched her brandy.

Clarence Ashburton said, 'What did your grandfather tell you about
his work?”'

'Very little, and I remember even less,’ Alfie said. 'But I do recognize
one of the photographs on the table there, the one of the four men and
what my grandfather called the anomalous stone. It was taken during an
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archaeological expedition he led in the 1930s. He's one of the men in the
picture, David Prentiss is another, and I believe you two make up the rest
of the party. You were excavating the remains of a religious community
from the fifth century, and discovered a large stone much older than the
church into which it had been incorporated and marked with strange pat-
terns — with a glyph. My grandfather found out about another site asso-
ciated with the glyphs, and while he was excavating that, he discovered a
system of caves. He found rock art inside them, and also a twin of the
anomalous stone.'

Toby drained his brandy glass and set it down, picked up the one that
Alfie hadn't touched, and said, 'T suppose you got all this from the same
mysterious place you got that photograph you showed Shareef.'

'T found a photocopy of my grandfather's journal that my grandmoth-
er had made,' Alfie admitted.

"You found out where your grandfather had got hold of the glyphs that
fucked up your head, and you didn't quite get around to telling me.'

'Tt was family business.'

"The whole thing turns out to be family business,' Toby said, his close-
set gaze fixed on Alfie.

'It's the business of the Nomads' Club,' Clarence Ashburton said mild-
ly, 'and we are grateful for your help. Would you like to hear our side of
the story?'

'T'd like nothing better,' Toby said, 'even though I have a strong feeling
that I'm not going to be able to write about any of this.'

Harriet said, 'Not one word.'

Julius Ward said, 'Are you all right, my dear?'

She flapped a hand. 'Just a little tired. It's been a very long day.'

'If you would like to rest—'

"We have to decide what to do. Carry on, Clarence. Now they're here,
they may as well know the whole sorry story.'

Clarence Ashburton said, 'Your grandfather, Mr Flowers, was helping
to develop oilfields in the north of Iraq, around the city of Mosul. He was
a keen amateur archaeologist, and in the 1930s Iraq was an archaeolog-
ist's paradise. It has been home to a succession of early civilizations. The
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Sumerians, the Babylonian and Assyrian Empires, a succession of Per-
sian dynasties . . . It is a place where history is everywhere underfoot.
Time runs deep there. While the inhabitants of Britain were running
around in animal furs and daubing themselves with plant juices, Mesopo-
tamia was controlled by a vast bureaucracy that bequeathed us the calen-
dar and the basis of our mathematics. Writing was invented there; agri-
culture was invented nearby; some of the first cities in the world were
built there. At any rate, your grandfather mounted a number of small
archaeological expeditions, and in 1936 invited several of the youngest
members of the Nomads' Club to join him in an excavation of the church
of a fifth-century Christian sect.'

Alfie said, 'Then you aren't the original Nomads.'

'As a matter of fact,’ Clarence Ashburton said, 'the Nomads' Club pre-
dated the discovery of the glyphs by more than a century. It was founded
in 1818 by seven gentlemen explorers who resolved to hold meetings
once every two years to discuss their travels. And so they did, in an upper
room of a coffee shop on the Strand. The meetings continued there until
1842, when one of the founding members — my great-great-grandfather,
as a matter of fact — died of malaria in Borneo. He left a considerable
portion of his fortune to the Nomads, and they bought a property in So-
ho, a small house where they could hold their meetings and maintain a
library and map room.'

'Which doesn't mean that his great-great-grandson is in charge now,'
Julius Ward said.

'No more than I was then,' Clarence Ashburton said, 'when we were
young and foolish and carefree.'

'When we were young, at any rate,' Julius Ward said. 'The three of us
— David Prentiss, Clarence and myself — were just out of school, adven-
turing in the summer before we went up to university. We thought your
grandfather was the most tremendous hero, and quite the athlete for an
old man of thirty-two. Despite the appalling heat, the abominable food,
and a raid by armed bandits, we had a wonderful time, and we signed up
again without a moment's thought two years later, when your grandfa-
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ther proposed a second expedition to a site in the Zagros Mountains. But
if you have read your grandfather's journal, you will already know this.'

Alfie said, '"Toby doesn't know about it, and he's caught up in this too.'

And hearing the story in chronological order would help him get it
straight in his head, give him time to work out what he needed to ask the
two old men, the last of the Nomads' Club. Most of all, of course, he
wanted to ask them about what had happened to his father, how his dis-
appearance figured in all this.

Clarence Ashburton said, 'After your grandfather discovered the ano-
malous stone, and dispatched it to England as a gift to the British Mu-
seum—'

Alfie said, 'T talked to someone in the museum about the glyphs. He
told me that my grandfather's donations had been removed at some
point.'

Julius Ward said, 'Once we realized its significance, the stone and Cla-
rence's other gifts were removed from the museum by the secret service. I
would imagine that MI6 still has them somewhere — probably in the
Welsh slate quarry where it stores souvenirs of past campaigns.'

Clarence Ashburton said, "We are getting ahead of ourselves. To re-
turn to your grandfather, Mr Flowers, if I may . . .'

Julius Ward said, 'Of course you may. Just answering the boy's ques-
tion.'

Clarence Ashburton said, 'After your grandfather found the anomal-
ous stone, he searched the archaeological records pertaining to the im-
mediate region and discovered a brief description of a stele — a decorated
standing stone — that a Catholic missionary, Father Tomas Anselm, had
found in the Zagros Mountains. The pattern on Anselm's stele, although
much weathered, was clearly identical to the pattern on the anomalous
stone, and your grandfather organized a second expedition at once, plan-
ning to excavate the area around the stele.'

Julius Ward said, '"This was in a blind draw overlooking a river valley
in the mountains, very hot during the day and freezing at night. The site
was nothing much to look at, no more than a few low mounds on a flat
apron of rock, the remains of a simple church within a small compound.
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Well, we were young and enthusiastic, we set to with a will, and after a
couple of weeks we discovered the old church's secret — a shaft that led
into a network of caves running back into the hillside. And at the bottom
of this shaft was a stone engraved with a pattern identical to that on the
anomalous stone and on Anselm's stele. This stone was larger, clearly
had been shaped and carved in situ, and, so your grandfather believed,
might have been the original. But more importantly, beyond this stone,
deeper in the cave system, were wall paintings and carvings that were
clearly much older than the church.’

"They were thousands of years older,' Clarence Ashburton said. "There
were marvellously vivid paintings and engravings of horses and gazelles.
And there were numerous examples of abstract art, and several of those
were potent glyphs.'

Julius Ward said, 'Of course, we didn't really understand the signific-
ance of what we'd found until much later.'

For a few moments, the two old men contemplated their memories.
The grandfather clock dropped a handful of ticks into the silence, echoed
by drops of liquid dripping from the base of Julius Ward's inverted plas-
tic bag into its transparent regulator.

Toby jackknifed forward in his chair, holding his brandy glass in both
hands, lamplight glowing on one side of his pale face. 'So the sect that
built the two churches got the glyphs from the caves? Why? I mean, if
they were Christians, what use did they have for what were obviously pa-
gan symbols?’

Clarence Ashburton said, 'My own research established that the sect
believed that speaking in tongues — glossolalia — was an integral part of
Christian worship. It was not an uncommon belief in the early days of
Christianity. The descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apostles after the
Resurrection is the most famous instance, of course. And members of the
church which St Paul founded in Corinth most certainly spoke in ton-
gues, while verses in the Acts of the Apostles suggest that other churches
experienced it too. These practices may have been prefigured by certain
prophetical experiences of the ancient Israelites - Samuel gives us an ex-
ample in his first book, chapter 19, verses 20 to 24. And of course there
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are numerous instances of shamanistic rituals in which the participants
achieve states of ecstasy similar to those which accompany glossolalia,
while glossolalia remains part of the experience of worship in modern
Protestant groups such as the Pentecostalists and the Adventists. We
think that the Christian sect which built the churches discovered by your
grandfather made use of glyphs and the drug, haka, to achieve what they
believed was a spiritual union with God. They flourished for less than a
century before the Byzantine Empire conquered the area; after that, they
were persecuted as idolaters and their communities were destroyed or
dispersed.'

'So they got high on drugs and zapped themselves with these glyphs,'
Toby said. He was caught up in the story and had forgotten that he had
asked Alfie to do all the talking. 'But where did the original glyphs come
from? Who carved the stones and painted the paintings in the caves?
Was it this tribe, the Kefidis?'

'"The Kefidis certainly used glyphs in their religious ceremonies,' Ju-
lius Ward said, 'and they claimed to have been using them long before
the arrival of the Christian sect. But they also said that they had nothing
to do with the cave art we found, and I believe that they were telling the
truth. The glyphs we found in the caves almost certainly dated from the
Late Palaeolithic. They are at least ten thousand years old, made by a
people who vanished long before the Kefidis settled the area.’

'Abstract patterns similar to those which make up the glyphs are
found almost everywhere Palaeolithic cave art has been found,' Clarence
Ashburton said. 'But the complex patterns we discovered are, as far as we
know, unique. Of course, here I must invoke the law of taphonomy, or
grave law. And the law of the grave is one of the most important and in-
tractable problems with which archaeologists must deal. All archaeologi-
cal specimens are merely the lucky survivors of a much larger sample.
The further back in time one looks, the greater the taphonomic distortion
of the record. And so with prehistoric art. Some did not survive because it
was temporary, in the form of unbaked clay or charcoal drawings. Or be-
cause it was in the form of carvings in the landscape — geoglyphs, like the
White Horse at Uffington, a rare example which survived only by chance.
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And then there are dendroglyphs — carvings on trees — and drawings on
wood and on leaves, and drawings and tattoos on the body. All of these
were ephemeral, and very few have ever been found. Art made on the
walls of caves is more permanent, but even so not all rock art can be ex-
pected to survive. Or, if it does survive, can be expected to be found.'

Julius Ward said, 'Which is to say that after all these years we still do
not have the faintest notion why glyphs have not been found at any other
Palaeolithic site.'

Clarence Ashburton said, 'When we discovered the glyphs, we did not
have any idea what they were for, or what they could do. At the time, we
believed that the representational paintings of animals were far more
important than mere abstract patterns. Fortunately, we were sensible
enough to keep our power dry. We did not rush into print, and we did not
tell anyone outside the Nomads' Club about our discoveries. I say fortu-
nately, because the very next year, David Prentiss, Harriet's grandfather,
discovered that the semi-nomadic people who lived in the same part of
the Zagros Mountains, the Kefidis, still made use of the glyphs.

'David was the brightest of us, a scholar of anthropology, and at the
tender age of twenty-one was already fluent in Arabic and Kurdish. He
heard about the Kefidis when he visited a local market to buy fresh food
and fell into conversation with the village elders, who told him that the
Kefidis worshipped the Devil and performed what they called "filthy
dances" before graven idols. David was intrigued, and resolved to find
out more. After we returned home, he discovered a description of one of
the "filthy dances" by the same Catholic missionary, Father Anselm, who
had discovered the stele that had led us to the site of the church, and to
the caves beneath. Early next spring, he returned to Iraq—'

'And I went with him,' Julius Ward said

'Quite right,' Clarence Ashburton said. 'Perhaps you should tell this
part of the story.'

Julius Ward looked at Alfie and Toby, surveying them from the shel-
ter of his armchair like a wise, wrinkled, one-eyed turtle. 'Perhaps these
young men are tiring of our stories.'
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Alfie told him that they weren't. Toby poured a finger of brandy into
his glass and said gloomily, 'T suppose this is all off the record too.'

Clarence Ashburton said, 'Every bit of it, I'm afraid.’'

Harriet said, her voice peevish, pinched, 'You've already told them far
too much.'

Clarence Ashburton said, 'It's ancient history now. Tall tales from
another age.'

Julius Ward said, 'T should think Mr Flowers deserves to hear about
his family history.'

'He isn't family,' Harriet said, meaning Toby.

'I promise not to reveal a thing,' Toby said. 'Cross my heart and hope
to die if I do. Go ahead with your story, Dr Ward — don't pay any atten-
tion to me.'

'David Prentiss and I returned to Iraq early in the spring of 1939," Ju-
lius Ward said. 'T had some Arabic and a smattering of Kurdish, but Da-
vid spoke both languages like a native. He dressed like a native too, and
politely turned down the Administrative Officer's offer of three police-
men to escort us. He believed that we would learn more if we did not
have armed guards, and so we rode alone into the Zagros Mountains, to
the village where the Kefidis spent each winter, not far from the site
where we had discovered the caves.

'"The Kefidis were a proud but peaceful people, cheerful, friendly and
welcoming. The men wore long white shirts and white coats over baggy
trousers, but unlike their neighbours did not routinely go about armed.
Although they did not enjoy good relations with their neighbours, who as
David had learned the previous year despised and feared them, their
long-barrelled rifles were used only against wolves that attacked their
sheep in the mountain pastures. We stayed with them for three weeks,
and quickly learned that they knew about the old church. They were in-
tensely curious about what we had found there. They had visited the
caves after we had left the previous year, but claimed that their own pic-
tures were more holy, and promised that we would see them by and by.
David spent much of the time in conversation with their elders, while I
spent much of my time in a makeshift surgery. The Kefidis had never
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been visited by a doctor and were terrified of hospitals. Most of my pa-
tients had only minor ailments — colds and minor fevers and infected
cuts or insect bites and so on — and were easily treated with aspirin and
sulphonamide powder and bandages. But even those for whom I could do
nothing, a young girl with tuberculosis and an old man with liver cancer,
thanked me for my attention.

"When we had arrived at their village, the Kefidis were preparing to
move to summer pastures high in the mountains, where they lived in
tents until the autumn when the migration was reversed. The whole tribe
went, from the smallest baby to the oldest woman, with everything
loaded on ponies, which the women led, while the men drove their herds
of sheep with the help of fierce dogs. We travelled with them, six or seven
miles each day. I remember how hot and dusty the days were, and how
cold and clear the nights, the stars bright and looking so close that you
felt you could reach up and prick your finger on them.'

Julius Ward paused, looking at something far beyond the dim, over-
heated room. Then he said, 'On the night the Kefidis arrived at the place
where they made their summer camp, while the women and children
were setting up the tents and unpacking everything, the men slipped
away, walking silently in single file, carrying musical instruments and
other things in leather sacks, and faggots of wood on their backs. We
were allowed to go with them, climbing above the snowline to a natural
basin or arena set among steep bare rocks. At one end, a small grove of
gnarled holly oaks grew around a flat shelf of rock as big as this room.
That was where the men built their fire after they had scraped away the
snow and ice. When they had lit it, they stripped off their sheepskin coats
and their shirts, and on each other's bare chests and backs they painted
in ochre and charcoal the various kinds of geometric design which made
up the glyphs. Several of them took from their bags long strips of birch
bark into which intricate patterns had been burnt, and hung them from
the bare branches of the oaks. When they were done, the patriarch of the
tribe stepped forward, unfolded a sheepskin, and with the help of two
young men hung it from a branch of the largest oak and stretched it out
with cords pegged to the ground, revealing the intricate pattern painted
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on it in red and black. All this was done with as much reverence as a
priest setting a chalice of consecrated wine upon the altar. A brazier was
set up in front of the sheepskin, and a fire lit in it. Then the men sat fac-
ing it, and David and I sat with them, stripped to the waist but not
painted, shivering in the crisp cold of the mountain air — shivering with
excitement, too. Pipes were lit and passed around, and that was where I
tasted for the first time the drug from the plant that the Kefidis called
haka.

"The patriarch recited a long story in the language of his tribe, and at
some point I saw that the pattern on the sheepskin stretched above our
congregation, fit by the flickering fire in the brazier, had come alive. It is
the only way I can describe it. I looked away, and it was with me still. It
was inside my head. David was smiling blissfully while tears ran down his
cheeks, and so were the men around us. And then the music and the
dancing began.

'If you have ever seen the dances of the Mevlevi dervishes, or the ri-
tual flagellations of the Shi'ite Muslims on the day that celebrates the
martyrdom of their saint, you will have some idea of those dances. The
mountain people did not flagellate themselves, but when they danced
around the fire that burned on the rock shelf, tossing flames higher than
the tops of the oaks, there was the same wild abandon, as if every man
had given himself utterly to the dance. Until it seemed, as T.S. Eliot once
put it, that they were nothing more nor less than the still point of the
turning world. Or as in Yeats's poem about the leaves of a chestnut tree
fluttering in summer wind and sunlight, it was no longer possible to tell
the dancer from the dance. It was a ritual that seemed as old as the hu-
man species. It took us outside of time. We were in neither the past nor
the present nor the future . . .'

After a moment, Alfie said, "These people, the Kefidis — do you think
that Morph is one of them?"

Julius Ward focused on him. '"The Kefidis no longer exist. I returned
to Iraq after the Second World War, but as a saboteur rather than an arc-
haeologist. At the time, there was considerable unrest in the north-east of
Iraq. The Kurds were threatening to start a war of independence, and
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they had the support of the Soviet Union. Britain sent in troops to make
sure that the oilfields were secure. David Prentiss and I went too, to de-
stroy the source of the glyphs in case they fell into the hands of the So-
viets. We brought down a section of the cliff, and we blocked up the out-
let of a stream that ran through part of the cave system. The whole place
was buried and flooded. We dug up Father Anselm's stele too, and
brought it back to the Nomads' Club.'

Alfie wondered if they still had it, if he could see it.

'Alas, it was destroyed when the Nomads' Club was burned down,'
Clarence Ashburton said. 'The stones fell through into the basement
when the floor gave way, and the fall and the heat of the fire shattered
them. The original of your grandfather's journal was lost too, and so
much else. ..

Julius Ward said, 'After we had flooded the caves and sealed the en-
trance, we went to look for the Kefidis. But there had been outbreaks of
partisan fighting throughout the region, and it seemed that the neigh-
bours of the Kefidis had taken the opportunity to massacre them. I sup-
pose it is possible that this graffiti artist of yours is a descendant of
someone who escaped the massacre and kept the old traditions alive, but
until I meet him I cannot say for certain that he is.'

Clarence Ashburton said, 'All these years, we have believed that only
the Nomads' Club knew the secret of the glyphs. In 1939, Julius and Da-
vid returned from Iraq with the story of their adventures among the Ke-
fidis, and they also brought back seeds and dried leaves of haka. Soon we
had all been educated in the true nature of the glyphs, and that was the
beginning of our downfall.’

'We experimented with haka, and we experimented with the glyphs,’'
Julius Ward said. 'Fortunately, most of the glyphs we had discovered
were not particularly potent, but we were young, yes, and foolish, and full
of curiosity. We saw too much.'

'And at one time we were working for the war effort,' Clarence Ash-
burton said. 'Tt wasn't all foolishness. It had a point to it then.'

'Not a very effective one," Julius Ward said.

'We agree to disagree,' Clarence Ashburton said.
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Alfie, remembering that his grandmother had met his grandfather
while he had been working for SOE during the war, said, 'You were spies.'

'Officially, we have never worked for any government agency, except
in an advisory capacity,' Clarence Ashburton said. He was gently patting
the air beside his chair, and when he found the edge of the tray on top of
the hassock he leaned over and carefully set down his empty brandy
glass.

'Unofficially,’ Julius Ward said, 'the glyphs made a significant contri-
bution to the war effort. That's why the anomalous stone was removed
from the British Museum, you see. They were especially useful during
interrogation sessions of captured spies — use of haka and the fascina-
tion glyph helped to smash the Nazi spy ring in Britain, and helped to
turn many of those spies into double agents who fed false or misleading
information back to their controllers.'

Clarence Ashburton said, 'There was a glyph that cast what your
grandfather, Mr Flowers, liked to call "glamour" on documents in which
it was embedded. Just as fairy glamour in the old stories could make
glass seem to be jewels or stones gold, this glyph helped made fake doc-
uments seem authentic. Another caused distraction, preventing those
affected by it from concentrating on a single thread of thought; a third
affected the deep part of our brain that generates fear, just as the mark-
ings of a poisonous snake automatically make us step away from it, even
though we may not know why. But although their effects were statistical-
ly significant in the mass, the glyphs had only a very mild effect on any
individual exposed to them without the benefit of haka. After the Second
World War, their use was abandoned. The Nomads' Club continued to
have links with the secret service, but we were considered to be old
school, gentlemen spies, eccentric relics of an earlier age.'

Julius Ward said, ""Eccentric" is a kind way of putting it. To be blunt,
we have spent altogether too much time studying the glyphs, and over the
years our work has exacted its toll. I can no longer eat solids, and must
subsist on broth and this blasted drip. Clarence is blind, although it's a
peculiar kind of blindness, what the psychiatrists call blindsight. If you
make to slap him in the face, for instance, he'll flinch from the blow, but
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he won't do it consciously. His eyes work perfectly well, but his mind
doesn't register what they see. Your grandfather, Mr Flowers, and Har-
riet's grandfather, they weren't so badly affected. Perhaps they were ob-
sessive about the glyphs, but nothing beyond that. And your father most-
ly kept away from 'em. By the time he was old enough to join the No-
mads, we knew what they could do to a man.'

Alfie said, 'It didn't end after the Second World War, did it? When my
father disappeared he was on some kind of business or mission to do
with the glyphs.'

'He already knows half of it," Toby said, splashing more brandy into
his glass. 'You'd better tell him the rest.'

'Tt was a bad business,' Julius Ward said. 'Almost as bad as this.'

"We really should not talk about it,’ Clarence Ashburton said.

'Oh, I rather think that the statute of limitations has run out by now,’
Julius Ward said.

'Tt never runs out where affairs like that are concerned,' Clarence Ash-
burton said.

Julius Ward dipped most of his face into his balloon of brandy, like a
hummingbird feeding at a flower, took a sip, and said, 'The boy deserves
to know'

'Nevertheless, this is a matter of national security.'

'Tt may have been a matter of national security during the Cold War,
but the Cold War is over,' Julius Ward said. 'In fact, as we now know, it
was over before it began. The Russians were a threat only because we
made them a threat. Most of their so-called deterrence was no more than
hollow posturing. It took us forty years to discover that, and the lives of
many of my friends. And the life of my son, too. Mr Flowers, would you
promise not to mention any of what you learn here outside this room?
And you too, Mr Brown.'

'Of course,' Alfie said.

Toby Brown said cheerfully, 'Tmagine I'm not here.'

Julius Ward said, in that steady voice that seemed so at odds with his
shrunken body, 'Unless you have a copy of the Official Secrets Act to
hand, Clarence, I believe that will suffice. When your father disappeared,
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Mr Flowers, he was indeed engaged on a vital mission. He was working
with my son, who was also a member of the Nomads. A dealer in black-
market antiquities was offering what he called a unique carved stone for
sale, and we discovered that the pattern with which it was engraved was
identical to that on your grandfather's anomalous stone, Anselm's stele,
and the original that was by now buried in the caves in the Zagros Moun-
tains. Our first thought was that someone had found those caves. But
according to the dealer it had been discovered at the site of an ancient
monastery in eastern Syria, close to the border with Turkey.'

Clarence Ashburton said, 'It seems that the sect did not have two
places of worship, as we had supposed, but at least three.'

Julius Ward said, 'In any case, the stone had made its way to Leba-
non. My son and your father posed as potential buyers and made a bid
for it, but were trumped by a man they believed to be working for the So-
viets. After they were unsuccessful in their attempts to interest the Brit-
ish secret services, my son and your father decided to take matters into
their own hands, and blew up the stone and the place where it was being
stored. But the Soviets had their revenge. My son and your father were
lured across the border into Syria with the promise that they would be
taken to the place where the stone was found. Then they disappeared.
After perestroika I learned from a colonel in the KGB that they had been
ambushed and shot dead, and their bodies burned in the desert. I'm sor-
ry, Mr Flowers, but there it is.'

'Tt was over twenty years ago, Alfie said, but he felt the hook in his
heart twist again.

Julius Ward said, 'As soon as they learned about us, the Soviets
moved against the Nomads' Club itself. They ransacked and set fire to my
son's home and your father's flat, and did the same to our premises in
Soho. It was a very bad time . . .'

He paused, looking at something inside his head.

Alfie was thinking about the blackened piece of stone that his father
had given Miriam Luttwak, that she had then given to him, and won-
dered if it was a fragment of the much larger stone that his father had
destroyed. 'Some people will tell you that when you're in the middle of
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the shit, you don't have time to be afraid,’ Mick Flowers had once told
Alfie, during one of their rare father-son talks about his photojournalism.
'Tt isn't true. But if you fix on what you have to do, you can deal with your
fear. You can put it to one side and get on with what you have to do." Alfie
thought now of his father, racing across the desert with his friend to-
wards the Syrian border in an open-top car, not the Morgan but definite-
ly some kind of sports car, a white scarf around his neck, his blond hair
blown back by a hot wind, doing what he had to do without hesitation.

'Tt was a very bad time," Clarence Ashburton said again. 'It was the
end of the last vestige of any influence the Nomads' Club had with the
government and the secret services. That was when we decided that we
should withdraw from the sphere in which we had once been active, and
allow ourselves, as it were, to wither on the vine.'

Alfie said, 'But here we are. It's still going on. You discovered the
glyphs, my father died because you wanted to keep them secret, but now
someone else knows about them.'

Toby said, 'This guy, the one who tried to kidnap us. Christ, who did
kidnap us, at gunpoint. He's the psychiatrist who's treating Harriet's fa-
ther's psychiatrist. And Harriet's father was using the glyphs in the cult
he founded after he moved to America and started to call himself Anta-
reus.' Toby was on his fourth or fifth glass of brandy, speaking carefully
but lucidly. Looking at the two old men, saying, 'All that's part of your
history too, right? What I'd like to know is, what does this guy want?
What does he want with Morph, with the glyphs? What does he want
with us? So let's cut to the chase and talk about him. Talk about what
we're going to do about him. I mean, you brought us here to protect us,
but we can't stay here for ever.'

Julius Ward said, 'Harriet?' Turning his head to look at her and saying
her name again, more urgently.

At first sight, she seemed to have fallen asleep. Slumped stiffly in the
wing armchair, her blonde hair loose around her slack face. But her eyes
were wide open, staring at nothing at all, a strong regular tremor was
passing through her body, and her hands — when Alfie saw this, he
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started to his feet, realizing that she wasn't asleep at all — were fluttering
in her lap like panicked birds.
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Afterwards, when Harriet's seizure had passed from rigid tremors to lax
sleepy confusion and she had been put to bed (Julius Ward had un-
hooked himself from his drip and had gone upstairs to tend to her, the
tartan shawl still wrapped around his shoulders as he laboriously
climbed the staircase step by step), Alfie sat with Graham Taylor at one
end of a long refectory table in the big, old-fashioned kitchen. Toby sat at
the other end with one of the men who were guarding the house, sharing
a takeaway pizza with him, sipping brandy and Coke. Definitely drunk
now, but holding up his end of the conversation as he talked with the
burly man about his recent spell in Iraq where he'd worked as a body-
guard for oil company executives. An automatic pistol, a big Mag-Lite
flashlight and a walkie-talkie lay on scarred pine next to a stack of pizza
boxes and a laptop whose screen flipped through different views of the
exterior of the house and its garden in fuzzy whites and greys. Now and
then the walkie-talkie emitted little staticky bursts, the men on watch
outside talking to each other.

Alfie told Graham that Harriet would be fine. 'All I ever wanted to do
after one of my major seizures was sleep. And after a few hours' sleep I
would be back to normal.’

'She pushed herself too hard,’ Graham said, and told Alfie that when
he'd picked Harriet up at Blackfriars Bridge after R6lf Most had let her
go, she'd been weaving on her feet and muttering to herself like a punch-
drunk boxer. 'She refused to talk about it, but I know that this Dr Most
did something bad to her. I think he injected her with some sort of drug,
something to make her talk. She managed to pull herself together, but the
effort just about finished her off — you saw how she was after she came
out of the gallery, after she'd discovered that Larry Macpherson had
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killed the owner. I shouldn't have let her go in. I should have checked it
out myself, but she's too bloody headstrong for her own good,' the private
detective said. He blew on his mug of coffee before taking a sip. His suit
jacket was hung on the back of his chair and his shirtsleeves were rolled
up above his elbows, showing the blurred blue tattoo of a swallow on his
forearm.

Alfie liked the man. His amiable, creased face reminded him of the
comedian who'd been in just about every Carry On movie, and he seemed
dependable, straightforward, and pretty much bombproof. Graham stu-
died Alfie over the rim of his coffee mug, his eyes, pouched under brows
like black brush strokes, weary but alert, and said, 'You should get some
rest. You're safe enough here. These lads are all ex-special forces. I bet
they cost an arm and a leg, but they seem to know what they're doing.'

'T'm a little too agitated to be able to sleep right now,' Alfie said. He
felt fragile, ghostly, in the bright light of the kitchen. Things had gone
badly, hopelessly wrong: he'd taken a wrong turning and there seemed to
be no way out. He'd learned everything he'd ever wanted to know about
the glyphs, but nothing he'd learned was in any way useful, and he'd been
told that what they'd done to him was irreversible. And while he sat here,
while Harriet Crowley lay in a post-seizure stupor, Rolf Most was chasing
down Morph. ..

Alfie asked Graham what he knew about the glyphs, but the private
detective shook his head and said that all he knew was that Harriet had
hired him to run a surveillance operation on some bad guys.

'Very bad guys too," he said, and told Alfie about Larry Macpherson's
colourful history.

Alfie asked him about RoOIf Most and the other psychiatrist, Carver
Soborin.

'T never laid eyes on Dr Soborin,’ Graham said, 'and Harriet didn't tell
me much about him. I got the idea that he was sort of helpless, that he
was more or less dependent on Dr Most. As for Dr Most, you met the guy,
you probably know as much about him as I do.'

Alfie remembered the white-haired man peering in at him after he'd
been tied up and ordered at gunpoint to lie on one of the bench seats in-
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side the people-carrier. The way he'd cocked his head while he studied
Alfie, his bright, birdlike stare, the little lopsided smile when he'd said, 'I
am very much looking forward to an intimate chat.' Presumably, Alfie
thought, the same kind of chat he'd had with Shareef and Watty, one
which would have ended with a command to kill himself.

He told Graham Taylor, 'One of Harriet's friends said that the man is
insane. I can believe it.'

They got to talking about Harriet Crowley. Graham Taylor told Alfie
that she had worked for him before she'd set up on her own, that she'd
been the best operative he'd ever had.

'She was a quick learner, and absolutely fearless. She'd stand up to
anyone. My firm deals with fairly routine stuff, mostly surveilling people
trying to claim for permanent damage caused by work-related injury —
you'd be surprised how many people try it on with insurance firms or
their employers — but she gave it everything she had. After she'd learned
all she could from me, she went into business for herself. She specializes
in skip-tracing — looking for people who don't want to be found. People
who do a moonlight flit, leaving the rent unpaid, running out on credit-
card and utility bills . . . People who use false addresses to set up credit-
card and store-card accounts — there's more and more of that happening,
enough to keep anyone in full-time employment. And she takes on
heartbreakers, too, the kind of cases most of us won't touch. Husbands
who've disappeared after popping out for a packet of cigarettes. People
who can't stand their lives for whatever reason, and go out to work one
day and don't come back. And the worst of all the heartbreakers: missing
kids. Runaways. She spends a lot of time around King's Cross, places I
wouldn't go near after dark. You know about her father?'

'Alittle.’

'Did you know that he walked out on her when she was very young?
And later on he killed himself?'

Alfie nodded.

'Any psychologist would probably tell you that she's been looking for
him ever since. That all these missing husbands and missing kids are sur-
rogates. That by mending other broken families she's trying to fix what
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she can't ever fix for herself, and so on. Anyone who spends five minutes
with her would know it was bullshit. What it is, Alfie, is that she has this
absolute sense of right and wrong,’ Graham said. 'Which means that
sometimes she can be a real pain in the neck, because most people slip a
little, especially when doing the right thing is the hardest thing to do. She
gets a look, maybe you've seen it.'

'Sort of full on.’

'Exactly. When she makes up her mind, that's it, don't waste your time
trying to change it. But the other side of it is that she'll give you her full
attention, she'll listen to whatever you have to say. Plus, once she com-
mits, she commits. She brought you here, maybe she told you things you
didn't especially want to hear, but she did it because she thought that it
was necessary.'

Graham was telling Alfie a story about a marathon investigation in-
volving work-dodging employees in the mail room of British Telecoms
headquarters who were using their employer's facilities to run a fan club
for the Kray twins, when Alfie's mobile phone rang.

It was George Johnson. He was at the yard. Alfie's caravans had been
burgled.

Alfie insisted on going there at once. Although George had told him that
it didn't look like his safe had been touched, he was afraid that the photo-
copy of his grandfather's journal had been taken; from the little he'd
learned about Larry Macpherson, it seemed quite possible that the man
could have cracked the safe, taken everything in it, and locked it again.
Toby Brown was too crocked, Harriet Crowley had been knocked out by
the powerful sedative that Julius Ward had given her, and none of the
men guarding the house could be spared, so Graham Taylor volunteered
to drive him to Islington.

Graham reckoned that Larry Macpherson or Rolf Most or whoever
else might have broken into Alfie's place would be long gone, but he cir-
cled around the block anyway, the gun he'd taken from the driver of the
people-carrier lying in his lap. When Graham was satisfied that it was
safe, Alfie got out of the Peugeot and unlocked the chain around the
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gates, followed the car into the yard, shut the gates and padlocked the
chain. It was well after midnight. The lights of a few insomniacs burned
here and there in the houses that backed onto the yard, a police siren
twisted somewhere in the distance, but otherwise the city was as dark
and quiet as it ever got. When Graham Taylor climbed out of the Peugeot
and shut the door, it seemed as loud as a gunshot.

The noise woke George Johnson, who had fallen asleep in one of the
plastic chairs outside the big garage. After Alfie had introduced him to
Graham Taylor, George said that whoever had broken into the caravans
had tried to break into his workshop too, and had set off the burglar
alarm.

"The police have been and gone,' he said. His fists were shoved into
the sagging pockets of his cardigan. He looked belligerent and sleepy. 'A
couple of kiddie cops who gave me the usual bollocks. Took them all of
five minutes to look around, then they gave me a crime number, told me
to tell you to make a list of what had been taken and get in touch with the
cop shop. I said what about DNA or even good old-fashioned fingerprint-
ing, and they said it was hardly the crime of the century, probably a jun-
kie looking for something he could unload in a hurry to buy his next fix.'

Alfie took a crowbar and an inspection lamp from the tool locker,
pried up the manhole, and in the light of the lamp spun the safe's tumb-
ler back and forth. George helped him heave the safe's heavy door back
on its hinges, and his heart lifted on a flood of relief when he saw the
Marks and Spencer carrier bag which contained his grandfather's diaries
and journal. He pulled the bag out, kicked the safe's door shut, the solid
noise echoing off the girders of the pitched roof, and levered the manhole
cover back into place.

The lock of the door of the caravan which housed his darkroom had
been forced. Its floor was covered in papers, negatives and contact sheets
pulled from the drawers of his filing cabinets, but none of the equipment
had been touched, which Alfie thought was highly significant. A junkie
would have taken at least one of the cameras, or the little stereo system
and Alfie's collection of CDs. The box in which he'd stored the prints of
Morph's graffiti that he'd made was lying among the litter of papers on
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the floor, but a brief search failed to turn up the prints, and he was cer-
tain that they and the negatives had been taken. The caravan in which he
had his living quarters was in a similar state: every cupboard and storage
crate had been opened and everything in them had been tipped onto the
floor, including a cardboard box full of stuff that his last girlfriend still
hadn't collected.

He dumped his grandfather's journal and diaries into a holdall, threw
in a couple of shirts and a random assortment of underwear, his razor
and toothbrush, and told George he might be away for a few days.

'Are you in trouble?"

'It's nothing to do with the police.'

"That's not what I asked,' George said patiently.

'0Old family business, partly.'

'What can I do to help?'

'Could you keep an eye on the yard for me? I don't think there'll be
any more trouble — they found what they were looking for. But if you
spot anyone shady, anyone you think is watching the place, anything like
that, call the police. Don't try to deal with them yourself

'T take it you don't think this was an ordinary break-in.'

'T'll explain everything when I get back,' Alfie said.

Graham Taylor called softly. He was standing in the deep shadow of
the ragged line of bushes and trees that bordered the yard, and pointed
across the railway cutting when Alfie stepped up beside him. Alfie saw
two, three, four shadows slip over the fence at the edge of the park on the
other side of the cutting and begin to make their way down the steep
slope. One lost his footing and rolled all the way to the bottom, got up
and started straight across the railway lines. A moment later, someone
began to rattle the gates at the entrance to the yard.

George said, sounding remarkably calm, 'Whoever they are, it looks
like they came mob-handed.'

Graham said, 'T suggest we take our leave, gentlemen.The question is,
how can we unlock those gates without letting in the unfriendlies?"

Alfie said, 'Can't you drive the car straight through them?"'
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'If T had a bigger car, and if you hadn't wrapped an anchor chain
around them.'

'T'll deal with it," Alfie said.

He tossed his camera bag and holdall into the back seat of the Peu-
geot, dashed back to the garage, unhooked the weed-burner, slung it over
his shoulder and ran out, following the car as it moved forward across the
concrete apron. Two figures were pulling at the gates, hands hooked
through the mesh strung across their metal frames, swinging them back
and forth in the short arc allowed by the padlocked chain. When Graham
switched on the Peugeot's headlights, the men screwed up their eyes
against the glare and redoubled their efforts.

Alfie saw ragged, layered clothes, lank hair tangled around faces
blackened by ingrained dirt. Hands clutching at the wire mesh like star-
fish. Mouths opening and closing without a sound. Their friends were
rattling the tall boundary fence along the top of the railway cutting now.
The trees and bushes bordering it were shaking and rustling as if caught
in a high wind. Alfie snatched up the cigarette lighter that dangled at the
end of a yard of string tied to the strap of the weed-burner, cracked the
fuel valve. The propane lit with a solid thump and Alfie opened the fuel
valve as far as it would go, swept the yard-long spear of blue flame across
the hands that clutched at the gates. The two men howled like dogs and
staggered backwards, trying to shake off the flames that clung to their
sleeves. Alfie managed to jab the key into the padlock that fastened the
loop of heavy chain, but had to let go when one of the men lurched for-
ward and tried to grab him. George stepped up and swung the big wrench
he'd taken from the garage, pivoting from his hips to deliver a solid
roundhouse blow. The gates shuddered from top to bottom and the man
fell flat on his behind, howling.

Alfie grabbed the padlock, twisted the key and kicked the gates open,
then turned tail and ran for the Peugeot. A black Range Rover roared
down the street, braking hard and blocking the gates, and a man burst
out of the bushes at the edge of the yard and ran at Alfie, arms held stiffly
by his sides, head lunging forward, running so fast that he couldn't stop
when Graham reversed the Peugeot into his path. The running man
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slammed into the side of the car and fell on his back, but other men were
emerging from the bushes now, converging on George as he jogged to-
wards the fire engine. He swung his wrench at the nearest, missed. As
momentum swung him halfway around, the man closed in and wrapped
his arms around him. George head-butted him and broke free, chopped
the wrench in a short arc that connected with the back of his assailant's
head. The man dropped in a heap. George swung the wrench back and
forth, stepping forward as the other men retreated, asking them breath-
lessly if they wanted a piece of this, then threw it at them and made a
dash for the fire engine, pulled himself into its cab, slammed the door,
and started it up.

Two men climbed out of the Range Rover which blocked the entrance
to the yard. One was the blond man who'd pulled a gun on Alfie and Toby
in the car park of the council estate; his companion smiled at Alfie and
shook his finger in front of his face like a teacher admonishing a recalci-
trant child, then raised an arm to shield his eyes as the bright beams of
the fire engine's headlights caught him.

The fire engine was moving forward, gathering speed, swerving past
the little Peugeot, and the two men threw themselves left and right as it
smashed through the gate and hit the Range Rover square in the side
with a tremendous bang. It backed up a few yards, then moved forward
again, shoving the Range Rover out of the way.

Alfie wrenched open the door of the Peugeot and fell inside. Graham
stamped down on the accelerator and the little car shot through the nar-
row gap between the gatepost and the rear of the fire engine, swinging
through a hundred and eighty degrees as Graham hauled on the
handbrake, slamming over a speed bump so hard that Alfie levitated off
his seat, hit his head on the roof and bit his tongue and saw a bright flash
of white light. He grabbed the handle above the door, saw that a ragged
gang of men were chasing headlong after the Peugeot. Graham took the
corner in third gear and said calmly, 'You better put on your seat belt.'

The car rattled over two more speed bumps, flew across a mini-
roundabout.
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As he tried to marry his seat belt's clip with its buckle, Alfie said
breathlessly, 'They're mopping up loose ends."'

Graham said, 'If they came here for you. . .'

Alfie said, 'They probably went after the Nomads' Club, too.'

Light flared — a bright glare overflowing the rear-view mirror. Gra-
ham swore, and the Peugeot surged forward, all four wheels off the
ground for an airy moment when it shot over another speed bump, its
engine howling as Graham changed down from fifth to third and swerved
out onto Caledonian Road.

Caledonian Road, half-past midnight: cars and vans parked on either
side under the orange glow of streetlamps, rows of dark shopfronts, a
group of men outside a Turkish social club turning to watch as the Peu-
geot screamed past with the battered black Range Rover in hot pursuit.
Graham drove at sixty miles an hour towards King's Cross, swerving onto
the wrong side of the road again and again as he overtook slower ve-
hicles. Alfie saw a queue of cars ahead, waiting at a set of traffic lights.
Graham told him to brace himself and swerved out and drove straight
across the junction, right in front of a bus that filled the window on Al-
fie's side with the glare of its headlights and the enraged howl of its horn.
Then they were past, hurtling over the canal bridge. Alfie saw in his side
mirror that the bus had stalled, blocking the junction, and told Graham
that he could slow down.

'Are you kidding?"

The Peugeot blasted straight through green traffic lights at the junc-
tion with Pentonville Road, triggering the flash of a speed camera, and
Graham barely slowed at the sharp right turn into the one-way system of
the northern end of Gray's Inn Road, changing down to third again, using
the handbrake to make a long sliding turn. That was when the Peugeot's
offside tyre blew with a sharp explosion that Alfie thought for a moment
was a gunshot. The nose of the little car dipped as it slewed sideways
across four lanes, jolted over the kerb, thumped onto the pavement, and
took out a telecom junction box with a flat bang that sounded exactly like
the noise Watty had made when he'd struck the roof of the people-
carrier. The doorpost beside Alfie buckled; the window exploded in a
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shower of sharp granules that stung his face and hands. Graham hauled
hard on the steering wheel, dropped to second.The engine screamed and
the cabin filled with the smell of burning oil. The blown tyre made a flap-
ping noise as it shed strips of smoking rubber; the bare wheel rim
sounded like an angle grinder, shooting a comet-tail of sparks.

Graham fought the steering wheel, but as he turned onto Euston Road
the tyreless wheel locked up completely. The rear end of the Peugeot
spun out and slammed into the dividing rail; the engine died and
wouldn't start again; Graham shouted at Alfie, told him to run for it.

Alfie had to put all his weight against the buckled door to force it
open. He clambered out awkwardly, his bruised knees aching stiffly. As
he reached inside the car to grab his holdall and camera bag, the black
Range Rover braked hard a dozen yards away, headlights blazing under
the sharp orange light of the street-lamps. The doors opened on either
side and the two men got out, taking their time. Graham, bracing himself
against the roof of the Peugeot, shouted a warning, then fired a single
shot into the air. Alfie ducked down, trying to make himself as small as
possible. Graham shouted again, telling the men that if they took one
more step he'd shoot to kill.

The black-haired man in the denim jacket smiled, reached behind
himself and took out a chromed automatic pistol. Taking his time, letting
Graham get off one more shot before he extended his arm and fired. Alfie
saw Graham's head snap back, saw him collapse behind the Peugeot. On
the far side of the road, under the canopy in front of King's Cross Station,
people watched as the man in the denim jacket walked up to the Peugeot
and stepped around its snub-nosed bonnet. Alfie shouted, a wordless
denial, as the flash of the coup de grace shot lit up the man's face.
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22

Harriet woke in the musty guest-bedroom of Clarence Ashburton's house
with a splitting headache, a sore tongue which she'd bitten during the
seizure she didn't remember having, and a feeling of ineradicable dread.
As she dressed by the light filtering through the dusty curtains, her fin-
gers fumbling at buttons and snaps, she tried to remember going to bed.
The two old men had been telling Alfie Flowers and Toby Brown about
the discovery of the glyphs, and then . . . Then there was a blank, a gap.
She went downstairs and found Toby Brown, Julius Ward and Clarence
Ashburton in the study. Toby was kneeling between the armchairs in
which the two old men sat, bent over a large-scale map of northern Iraq
spread on the floor. Julius Ward was using his walking stick to point to
something on the map. 'No way,' Harriet said.

Toby smiled up at her. 'Sleeping Beauty awakes.'

Julius Ward said, 'How are you feeling, my dear?"

Harriet told Toby, 'There's no way you're going anywhere near Iraq or
the source of the glyphs. Don't even think about it. And where's Alfie
Flowers?"'

Toby said, 'T think you need to be brought up to speed,' and told her
that last night Graham Taylor had driven Alfie to his yard after his tenant
had called and told him that his caravans had been burgled, that Graham
and Alfie had been ambushed by RoIf Most's men, and Alfie had been
kidnapped. He paused, then said, 'I'm afraid that it gets worse. There's no
easy way of saying this, so I'll say it straight, no chaser. Your friend Gra-
ham Taylor was shot dead.'

For a few moments it was quiet in the room, the three men waiting for
Harriet to speak. Only Clarence Ashburton's blind, benevolent gaze was
fixed anywhere near her face.
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She said, squeezing the words past a dryness in her throat, 'Graham
has a wife — an ex-wife. Also two teenage daughters. Do they know?"

Toby said that the police would have contacted them. Harriet found
her way to a chair and listened numbly while he explained that Graham
and Alfie had borrowed her Peugeot to drive over to Islington. The police
had traced its ownership, and when they had discovered she wasn't at
home, they'd called her mobile phone — the number was in the memory
of Graham's mobile — and Julius Ward had answered.

'"They had all kinds of questions for you," Toby said, but Julius in-
sisted that you were in no condition to speak to anyone.'

"Which was quite true,' Julius Ward said.

"They came around anyway,' Toby said, 'but the guy in charge of secu-
rity convinced them to hold off.'

'You should have woken me up,' Harriet said.

"You were out cold,' Toby said. 'You slept right through everything.'

Julius Ward asked again how she was feeling. Did she have a head-
ache, did she feel strange in any way, was she seeing any flashing lights?

That was when she learned that she'd had a full-blown epileptic sei-
zure.

Clarence Ashburton cleared his throat and started to say that unfor-
tunately that was not the end of the night's excitement, but Harriet
couldn't take any more bad news, couldn't sit still for a moment longer.
She felt that the walls were closing in around her, she needed to clear her
head, and went for a long walk on Tooting Common, trailed at a discreet
distance by Mark Mallett, the owner of the private security firm that was
keeping watch on Clarence Ashburton's house. She walked very quickly,
the hollow scraped in her chest by the news of Graham's death slowly
filling with guilt and self-disgust, as a hole dug in wet ground will fill with
muddy water.

It was a perfectly ordinary Saturday, the air balmy, big-bellied clouds
sailing the sky, people walking their dogs, children running about, men
playing a pick-up game of football. A dry ache swelled in Harriet's throat
and she cried a little, hot angry tears that she wiped away with her sleeve
as she walked. The small part of her mind not taken up with trying to
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comprehend the enormity of what had happened knew that the tears
were only a symptom of her grief, not the real thing. The real thing would
come later. ..

She walked back to the house, waited for Mark Mallett to catch up
with her at the gate. He was a trim, middle-aged ex-SAS officer, his hands
jammed in the pockets of his leather jacket as he walked up, his face a
study of neutrality. She asked him what he'd told the police, and he said
that she needn't worry, he'd played a dead bat.

'T told them that my men were providing security for Mr Ward and Mr
Ashburton because a threat had been made on their lives. They wanted to
know who had made it and why it hadn't been reported; I told them that
the nature of the threat wasn't very clear, which was why, presumably, it
hadn't been reported. They weren't very happy about it, especially when
they had to come back an hour later. The detective inspector in charge
rather got in my face, emphasized that he wanted to talk to you sooner
rather than later.'

"Why did they come back?'

'Hasn't anybody told you what happened here?’

"What happened here? I thought it was at King's Cross.'

"They hit Mr Flowers's place, and a couple of hours later they hit this
place too. Or tried to.'

Mark showed Harriet a sooty place on the concrete of the driveway, a
patch of shrivelled grass. There had been two of them, he said. Two men
who had set themselves on fire while running past the truck that blocked
the drive, running straight at the front door.

'My man in the truck shot and wounded both of them, and by the time
the other guys got to the scene he'd put both of them out with a fire ex-
tinguisher. Outstanding work in my opinion — if you want to pay him a
bonus I'll happily pass it right along. Any idea why they tried to suicide-
bomb this place?’

Harriet knew at once that they must have been low men, no doubt
turned by Rolf Most's glyph gun, but she couldn't tell Mark that. She
didn't tell the police, either. She spent most of Sunday afternoon in an
interview room at Paddington Green police station, going over Friday
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night's events with two Special Branch officers, and didn't say a word
about Rolf Most and Larry Macpherson, the glyphs and the low men. The
Special Branch officers showed her photographs of the corpses of the two
men who had turned themselves into firebombs, trying to shock or
shame her with close-ups of swollen faces, cracked charred skin. Telling
her that one had been an Irish labourer of no fixed abode, the other a
vagrant who hadn't been carrying any kind of identification.

Before the interview began, Harriet had secreted a pin between the
second and third finger of her left hand, its point resting against the heel
of her palm. When she felt herself beginning to be overcome by the hor-
rors that the two Special Branch officers laid in front of her, she closed
her hand and jabbed herself with the pin. The sharp little stabs of pain
helped to keep her mind clear and focused. She thought of Larry Mac-
pherson luring men to the Range Rover with the promise of drink or
drugs, or simply snatching them off the street at gunpoint. Spraying the
drug up their nostrils, taping back their eyelids. And Ro6lf Most leaning
forward, the glyph gun in his hand . ..

She jabbed herself with the pin, told the Special Branch officers that
she'd never seen the men before, had no idea why they had set them-
selves on fire. They said that another man, a drug addict with a string of
convictions for petty theft, had been badly injured at Mr Flowers's prop-
erty, and was currently lying in a coma in the Royal Free Hospital. They
showed her his photograph, asked her if she had seen him before. They
showed her footage of Graham Taylor's murder culled from CCTV cam-
eras around King's Cross, three short, grainy movies shot from different
angles, all with the same horrible ending. They showed her photographs
of Graham Taylor's body, crumpled between the flank of her car and a set
of railings, his head turned sideways, his face resting in a glossy pool of
blood. They laid photographs of Larry Macpherson and his blond accom-
plice in front of her and asked her if she knew anything about these men,
asked her why they had shot and killed Graham Taylor, why they had
snatched Alfie Flowers.

Harriet used the pin, held in her shock and grief and anger, gave non-
committal answers. The Special Branch officers made it clear that they
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didn't believe that she was cooperating fully, and at the end of the inter-
view told her that although they had no reason at present to detain her,
they would like to talk to her again very soon. Waiting a whole minute for
her to say something, both of them looking hard into her face, before they
dismissed her.

That evening, her M16 handler, Jack Nicholl, called. 'We need to talk.
Same place as before, eight a.m. sharp.'

Harriet started to ask him if he knew where Rolf Most was, but he'd
already cut the connection.

They met at the restaurant in St James's Park and took a leisurely
stroll around the lake. Jack Nicholl listened carefully to Harriet's second-
hand story about the siege of Alfie Flowers's yard, the car chase, Graham
Taylor's execution. When she had finished, he said, "The SB officers
showed me the footage of your friend's murder. Very nasty.'

Larry Macpherson had paused before firing the shot that had killed
Graham Taylor. Looking around, finding a camera pointed at him and
smiling straight into it, a cold cruel feral smile that bared all his teeth.
Harriet had no doubt that he wanted her to know that he'd shot and
killed her friend. That he was taunting her, daring her to follow him. She
was also certain that that was why the two low men had been dispatched
against Clarence Ashburton's house.

She said, 'Are Rolf Most and Larry Macpherson still in the country?”

"They left two hours after your friend was shot, a private jet out of
Biggin Hill. It stopped in Athens to refuel. The pilot signed the fuel bill on
the apron, no one else got on or off. And then it flew on to south-east
Turkey.'

"To Diyarbakir.'

Jack Nicholl looked at her. It was a sunny morning, and his eyes were
masked with tinted sunglasses. A copy of the Daily Telegraph was tucked
under one arm.

She said, 'That's where Musa Karsu and his father were living before
they came here.They fled from Iraq to Turkey, Musa Karsu's father was
arrested and spent time in prison, and when he was released they came
to London.'
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"The plane landed at Kaplaner airport in Diyarbakir at around eight-
thirty in the morning local time, and left an hour later, heading south-
east. And that's all we know. We don't have anyone who could get to the
airport in time to see who got on or off after the plane arrived, and we
didn't think it would be a good idea to involve the local police. And al-
though we are fairly sure that the plane headed for Iraq after it left Di-
yarbakir, I'm afraid that we don't know exactly where it ended up. Flights
into and out of Iraq are still under US military control, and we thought it
prudent not to ask them, given Mr Macpherson's CIA connection.'

Harriet said, 'It probably went to Mosul. From there, it's just a short
drive up into the mountains to the place where the Nomads' Club discov-
ered the glyphs.'

After a beat, Jack Nicholl said, 'T think that's more than likely. Shall
we sit down?"'

They sat on a bench, looking towards the lake where a low jet of white
water pulsed. Geese quarrelled over crusts of bread that someone had
scattered on the grassy bank. Smartly dressed men and women walked
past, carrying briefcases and attache cases and laptops towards their of-
fices. One man wore a bowler hat, a rare and notable sight these days,
even in Whitehall.

Harriet said, 'Alfie Flowers was right. Benjamin Barrett and Musa
Karsu had a falling-out, or perhaps Musa Karsu got frightened. Perhaps
he saw the low men watching Benjamin Barrett's flat, and knew what
they were, what they implied. So he fled. He went back to where he came
from.'

Jack Nicholl nodded. 'The trouble is, there are a dozen ways he could
have left the country. I'm running a check on the obvious places — air-
ports and Eurostar and so on — but so far nothing has come up. He could
have bought a foot-passenger ticket for a cross-Channel ferry, or taken
one of those coaches that takes about five days to get to Istanbul if you're
lucky enough to catch one that doesn't break down along the way. Or he
could have hitched a ride on one of the fishing boats that make most of
their money smuggling people in the opposite direction. That is, if he did
go back. Which we still don't know for sure.'
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'We don't know for sure, but Rolf Most knew,' Harriet said. 'He went
to Diyarbakir because Benjamin Barrett must have told him that Musa
Karsu had gone there.'

'T managed to extract a big favour from our friend in MI5. She's hav-
ing her informant ask around on our behalf. If he finds anything, she can
tell you this afternoon,' Jack Nicholl said, and patted the copy of the Dai-
ly Telegraph which he'd laid on the bench between them. 'You'll find
something of interest in there. And if you decide to act on it, don't for
Christ's sake tell me.'

'Tunderstand.'

'As far as my people are concerned, the matter is over. Rolf Most and
Larry Macpherson have left the country, they're someone else's problem.
I don't happen to agree with that, but . . .'

'But your hands are tied.'

'Tt's a filthy business,” Jack Nicholl said, staring towards the lake.
"Three outright murders, not to mention the men they turned. The two
poor bastards who set themselves alight, the man in a coma, and the oth-
ers too. They're all going to die, aren't they?"'

'Low men don't last very long. The metabolic changes are irreversible.'

Jack Nicholl shook his head, repeated, 'A filthy business. I really don't
want to know what you plan to do, Harriet. But when it's all over, per-
haps you'll let me buy you a drink, and we can talk about it off the
record.'

'T'd like that,’ Harriet said, and discovered that she meant it.

"Whatever you do, be careful,' Jack Nicholl said.

After he'd gone, Harriet picked up the copy of the Daily Telegraph
and took a long, meandering stroll through the West End. When she was
as certain as she could be that she wasn't being followed, she sat in a
Starbucks and looked at the two pieces of paper that had been folded into
the newspaper. One gave her the time and place for a meeting with Susan
Blackmore, the MI5 agent who handled the Kurdish informant, Sivan
Ergtiner. The other was an infrared satellite photograph of mountainous
terrain. A narrow valley was circled in red grease pencil. An arrow
pointed to a cluster of tiny white lozenges labelled Vehicles.
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On the other side of the photograph was a brief note in a firm clear
hand.

Taken by Quick Bird satellite, 0620 GMT Monday 7 June. I think you

know where this is, Harriet. I'm afraid that the bastards are knock-

ing at the front door of your grandfather's old playground.

Susan Blackmore had some positive news. Harriet met her at one of
MIs's semi-clandestine offices, a warren of dismal rooms in what had
once been a business that supplied cheeses to restaurants, close to Hol-
born Viaduct. She told Harriet that Sivan Ergiiner had found someone
who was looking after Musa Karsu's meagre possessions. 'Musa Karsu
left them with his friend last Tuesday. He said that he had to go back
home.'

Harriet said, 'Did he say where, exactly?"'

'He thinks somewhere in Turkey.'

'Did he say anything about Diyarbakir? It's a city in southeastern Tur-
key'

'He didn't mention any place in particular.'

'Does this friend know how Musa Karsu planned to get there?'

Susan Blackmore shook her head. 'Apparently, Musa was in some-
thing of a state. He dumped his stuff, told his friend to look after it until
he got back, and took off.'

"What did he leave behind?"

Susan Blackmore consulted her notebook. 'Some clothes, a portable
TV, a box full of pens and spray-paint cans, comic books. Nothing of any
significance, according to Sivan.'

Harriet spent a little time with a travel agent and discovered that
there were half a dozen ways to get to Turkey. By road or by rail, by ferry
from Venice, Brindisi or Trieste, by ferry or hydrofoil from Greece. If
someone couldn't afford or didn't dare to use a direct flight from London,
it would take them several days to reach Turkey, and at least another day
to cross the country to reach Diyarbakir, perhaps much longer than that
if they hitched. Which meant that there was an outside chance that Musa
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Karsu was still travelling, that she could reach Diyarbakir before he did . .

When Harriet returned to Clarence Ashburton's house, Toby Brown
was waiting for her, eager to share some news. He'd leaned on his ex-
wife, who worked for Amnesty International, and she had discovered that
not only had the charity organized a letter-writing campaign on behalf of
Musa Karsu's father and a dozen other men after they had been arrested
by the Turkish police on the same trumped-up charge, but that a promi-
nent community leader in Diyarbakir had also been trying to help them.

'Musa Karsu must know this guy,' Toby said, after Harriet had told
him what she had learned from Susan Blackmore. 'If he really has gone
back to Diyarbakir, he might have turned to him for help. And even if he
didn't, I bet this guy knows his friends, and will have some idea about
where he might be staying.'

Harriet admitted that it was a good lead, that it gave her a chance to
find the boy before Rolf Most and Larry Macpherson did.

"You mean that it gives us a good chance,' Toby said, and with a flou-
rish produced two airline tickets to Diyarbakir. He told her that Clarence
Ashburton had contacted an old friend of his who could help them out,
an archaeologist who'd lived and worked in Turkey for more than thirty
years. 'We'll find Musa Karsu, and figure out some way of dealing with
the bad guys who are looking for him. Use the kid as bait to flush them
out if we have to, go to the local police, anything to find out where they've
stashed poor old Alfie.'

As far as Toby was concerned, it was a done deal. Harriet decided to
go along with it, but she didn't tell him that his friend was by now almost
certainly dead, murdered after R6lf Most had mined him for everything
he knew. She didn't tell him about the satellite photograph either, didn't
tell him that it was very likely that Rolf Most was even now excavating
the system of caves beneath the ruined church where the glyphs had been
discovered. She'd help the journalist look for Musa Karsu in Diyarbakir -
two days should be long enough to find out if the boy had returned home
— and then she would ditch him and head for Iraq, the Zagros Moun-
tains, and the source of the glyphs. She wasn't certain what she'd do
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when she got there, but she was fairly sure that she wouldn't be coming
back. She cashed out her savings account, and changed most of it into US
dollars. According to one of Mark Mallett's security men, an ex-SAS sol-
dier who had spent several months working in post-invasion Iraq as a
bodyguard, it would be easy to get hold of weapons and explosives in
Iraq. The place was littered with them.

Harriet knew that she was doing this because Larry Macpherson had
goaded her.

She knew that she was doing this to avenge Graham Taylor's murder.

She knew that she was doing this as some kind of atonement for her
father's betrayal of the Nomads' Club. She didn't care.
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PART TWO

THE SOURCE



MIND'S EYE 265

23

Harriet and Toby were more than seven hours in the air, with a two-hour
layover at Istanbul because there were no direct flights between London
and Diyarbakir. For much of the time, Toby frowned his way through a
fat biography of Sir Henry Wotton (1568-1639), a gentleman poet fa-
mously sent abroad to lie for the good of his country, making cryptic jot-
tings in a small spiral-bound notebook, topping up his complimentary
orange juice with vodka that he'd bought in Heathrow's duty-free shop.
Beside him, Harriet rehearsed over and again their cover story and her
plans, looking for flaws, trying to work out all the angles, trying to con-
vince herself that they wouldn't be ambushed as soon as they arrived,
trying to work out what to do if they were ambushed. By the time they
landed at Diyarbakir, her stomach was an acid knot, the headache which
had never quite gone away after R6lf Most had zapped her with the glyph
gun was thumping relentlessly in her temples, and she was seeing little
flashes of internal lightning from the corners of her eyes and worrying
that they were the early-warning signs of another full-blown seizure, that
the glyphs had finally done permanent damage to her, just as they'd per-
manently damaged Clarence Ashburton and Julius Ward and Alfie Flow-
ers. Just as they'd permanently damaged her father.

Their contact, Richard Effingham, was waiting outside the arrivals
gate. He was a couple of dozen years older than in the photograph of Cla-
rence Ashburton's dear friend and former colleague that Harriet was car-
rying in the pocket of her jacket. A tall, stooped man in a safari suit, with
an unruly corona of white hair and a lined and deeply tanned face, he was
holding under his chin a piece of paper with Harriet's name printed on it
in wobbly capitals for all the world to see.



266 Paul McAuley

Harriet's self-control evaporated in a quick flare of temper. She
snatched the sheet of paper from the archaeologist, ripped it in half,
crumpled the halves into the smallest possible ball, and flung it away
from her as far as she could, as if she was trying to get rid of every petty
annoyance that had distracted her ever since she'd woken up and found
out that Graham Taylor had been shot and killed, and Alfie Flowers had
been kidnapped.

Toby couldn't resist making a smart comment. 'Good move. We don't
want to draw any attention to ourselves, do we?' he said, and introduced
himself to the archaeologist, shaking his hand and thanking him for in-
terrupting his work to come all the way out here to help a couple of
strangers.

Richard Elfingham assured them that doing a favour for two col-
leagues of Clarence Ashburton was no problem at all. 'Any friend of Cla-
rence is a friend of mine, and besides, I'm repaying a very large favour he
did for me a few years ago. He scratches my back, I scratch yours, and
round and round the world goes, hmm?'

Harriet shook his hand too, and apologized for her rudeness. Her an-
ger had burnt itself out quickly, leaving only a sticky residue of embar-
rassment. 'You're not at fault: I am. I should have made it clear to you
that there could be other people looking for the boy, people who mean
him harm,' she said, then told Toby that she needed a private word with
Dr Elfingham, and steered the archaeologist to one side.

"The other favour I asked of you,' she said. "We need to talk about that
later. Meanwhile, don't say anything about it to Mr Brown.'

Richard Elfingham laid a finger next to his nose. It was a noble, twice-
broken nose that hooked to the left and gave him the profile of a Roman
emperor. 'Don't worry. I haven't forgotten how we used to operate in the
old days — wheels within wheels, need to know and all the rest. Every-
thing's in order,' he said, in a hoarse whisper, 'and I won't say another
word about it until we have a little privacy.'

The archaeologist led Harriet and Toby out of the small terminal
building to a car park simmering in the late-afternoon heat, telling them
that he'd found the fellow they wanted to talk to. 'Tt wasn't too hard.
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Mehmet Celik is a community leader, well known and well liked. If any-
one can help you find this boy, he can. I arranged for you to meet him
this evening, after prayers. Thought you'd want to do it sooner rather
than later.'

Toby said to Harriet, grinning around a freshly lit cigarette, 'What did
I tell you? Everything is going to be all right.’

Harriet said to Richard Elfingham, 'Did you tell Mehmet Celik why we
want to talk to him?"'

"Thought it best not to. If he does know where the boy is, he might
well warn him that a couple of people from London are looking for him.'

Toby said, 'But we're the good guys. We're here to save the kid's life.'

Harriet said, 'He can't know that. You did the right thing, Dr Elfing-
ham.’

Toby said, 'He'll want to help us after we've talked to him. The first
part of our mission, it's a done deal.’

'Let's not count eggs and call them chickens,' Harriet said, but for the
first time in four days she felt something relax inside her, a kinked nerve
unkinking, a cramped muscle loosening. Perhaps Toby Brown was right.
Perhaps everything was going to work out after all. Perhaps Mehmet Ce-
lik would roll over and introduce them to Musa Karsu, and Musa Karsu
would agree to come back to London; or perhaps he wouldn't need to
come back because he didn't really know anything about the glyphs, he'd
simply reproduced the fascination glyph because he'd seen it somewhere
and thought it looked good . . .

Richard Elfingham unlocked a filthy, battered Jeep Cherokee and
drove them to their hotel. He was a terrifying driver, tail-gating shame-
lessly and changing lanes on a whim, paying more attention to his pas-
sengers than to the road. Harriet hardly noticed. She spent most of her
time checking the cracked wing-mirror: to see that they weren't being
followed.

'Of course, if this fellow Mehmet Celik can't help you,' Richard Elfing-
ham said, raising his voice to be heard against the flapping rush of muggy
air at the open windows, 'you two are going to have a very interesting
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time of it, looking for a young refugee in Diyarbakir. Did you know that
it's the fastest-growing city in Turkey?"

From the back seat, Toby said, 'I know it's where many of the Kurdish
refugees from Iraq ended up.'

Richard Elfingham said, 'It's not only refugees from Iraq that have
swollen the city's population. There are plenty of internal refugees too,
from villages razed to the ground by the Turkish army during the Kurdish
insurrection of the 80s and 90's.'

Toby said, "The guerrilla war with the PKK.'

The two men showing off their knowledge of the world to each other,
as men do.

Richard Elfingham said, 'They call themselves Kongra-Gel now, and
the whole sorry business seems to be starting up again. Anyway, Diyar-
bakir is at the edge of the Tigris Basin, and the Tigris Basin is the heart-
land of the Kurdish separatist movement. After the Turkish army de-
stroyed villages in an attempt to cut off the PKK's supply lines in the
mountains, most of their inhabitants fled here, to the gecekondii, the
shanty towns. And there are Palestinian and Iranian refugees too, not to
mention refugees from Iraq. During the first Gulf War, a million Kurds
just like this boy you're looking for crossed over the mountains from Iraq.
I can't believe that he chose to come back here from London, by the way.
To most of the people living here, London seems like paradise — so you
can imagine how badly off they are, the poor sods.'

'As you know, people wanted to kill him, in London," Toby said.
'"That's why he came back here. That's why we came here, to help him
out.'

When Harriet had talked to Richard Elfingham on the telephone,
she'd told him that she and Toby Brown were coming to Diyarbakir to
look for a young Kurdish refugee who had achieved a certain fame with
his graffiti art. The boy had left London for some reason, she'd said, and
she and Toby had been hired by the owner of an art gallery who wanted
them to find the young artist and persuade him to return. Even though it
borrowed promiscuously from the truth, she'd thought this cover story
was threadbare when she and Toby had put it together, so full of holes
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that any moderately bright child would have had a hard time deciding
which one to pick on first; fortunately, Richard Elfingham had chosen
not to question it.

'If this boy is in some kind of trouble, this city is a good place to hide,’
the archaeologist said. 'Two million people live here, and most of them
are under twenty-five.'

The Cherokee had slowed to a crawl by now, caught up in nose-to-tail
traffic that with much flashing of headlights and horn music crept along a
wide avenue. People crowded the pavements in front of shops plastered
with advertisements for soft drinks and shampoo and baby food. Neon
signs simmered in the soupy air. Graffiti looped across walls. Richard
Elfingham translated some of the slogans. They wished long life to Apo.
They claimed that Apo would soon be free. Apo was Abdullah Ocalan, the
former leader of the PKK, imprisoned on the maximum-security prison
island of Imrah under a sentence of death ('Not that the government will
dare to carry it out,' Richard Elfingham said, 'now that they're so close to
joining the European Union') while his name continued to spread out
into the world.

The ancient city wall, partly shrouded in scaffolding, loomed in the
distance against a setting sun that simmered balefully behind the layers
of pollution. Richard Elfingham said that the wall had been built of black
basalt by the Byzantines on top of the remains of the original Roman
wall, and that it had inspired the city's lovely sinister nickname, the Dark.

'So tell me, what do you think of this wonderful old city, hmm?'

Harriet had been with Toby Brown long enough to know that this was
the perfect opening for one of his smart-arse quips. She turned to give
him a warning look and he smiled at her, plucking the front of his black
linen shirt from his pigeon chest, saying, "What do I think? I think it's too
damned hot; I'm sweating like a kiddie-fiddler in a Santa suit. This hotel
we're going to — does it have air-conditioning?"

After checking in at the hotel, they ate an early supper in a tiny restau-
rant in a square at the edge of the city's clothes bazaar, lingering over
tooth-piercingly sweet pastries and tiny cups of muddy coffee, killing
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time until their appointment with Mehmet Celik. Richard Elfingham kept
the conversation flowing, reminiscing about archaeological work that
he'd done with Clarence Ashburton in the 1960s, talking about his own
work at Catal Hoylik. He was part of an international team that took up
residence there each summer, working on complexes of Neolithic houses
up to 9,000 years old that were crammed together like the cells of a bee-
hive because they had been built before streets had been invented, and
were entered through holes in their roofs. There were burial chambers,
animal-head trophies, wall paintings of men being eaten by vultures, and
the earliest known landscape painting, which, anticipating the cliche of
B-movies about cavemen, depicted the eruption of a nearby volcano.
Hundreds of other smaller but no less crucial finds had helped to build
up a picture of one of the world's oldest civilizations.

Harriet wondered if the inhabitants of this fabulously ancient settle-
ment had known anything about the glyphs.

At last Toby announced that he had to go use the facilities, the hole in
the ground or whatever they had here, and Harriet could talk with Ri-
chard Elfingham about the other subject they'd discussed on the phone:
her one-way trip to Iraq.

He told her that the actual arrangements had been made by the fixer
who had helped him organize an excavation in Diyarbakir two years ago,
when restoration work on the city wall had exposed the foundations of a
Roman gatehouse. 'He's a very sound man, completely trustworthy. Ex-
pensive, of course, but these things are relative. A hundred American dol-
lars will do the trick as far as he is concerned, and you'll need another
two hundred to pay his uncle, who can get you as far as a town called
Zakho. That's only a few kilometres inside Iraq, but apparently this uncle
knows of people in Zakho, taxi drivers and truck drivers and such, who
should be able to take you further. My friend says that there will be no
difficulty getting you across the border, but his uncle can't guarantee
your safety after that.’

'T can look after myself,' Harriet said.
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Richard Elfingham studied her for a moment, then said, 'This boy
you're looking for must be very desperate indeed if he's chosen to go back
to Iraq. Let's hope that you find him here instead, hmm?"

'Even if we do find him, I have other business to attend to in Iraq. No
matter what happens, the man who can get me across the border has to
pick me up the day after tomorrow.'

'At six a.m., as agreed.'

'And please, not a word of this to Mr Brown. He insisted on coming
here to help me find the boy, but for his own sake I don't want him to go
any further. After I'm gone, I'd be really grateful if you could do your best
to make sure that he returns to England in one piece, but don't do any-
thing that will put yourself in harm's way.'

Toby came back to the table, sitting down, sniffing his fingers, saying
that he'd just taken a prizewinning dump and there was no bloody toilet
paper in the place — he'd had to follow local custom and use his hand. He
was more or less sober now. He'd taken a long cold shower at the hotel
and was wearing brand-new tan Caterpillar boots, black Paul Smith jeans
and a fresh black T-shirt under his crumpled black linen jacket. He had
passed on the chance to sample the local beer during the meal, sticking to
Pepsi-Cola instead. Harriet knew that he'd been wisecracking ever since
they'd left Heathrow because he was trying to cover up his nerves with
noise. But she also knew that, despite his smart mouth, he was clever and
resourceful, and as determined as she was to find Musa Karsu, track
down Rolf Most's people, and find out what had happened to his friend
Alfie Flowers.

Maybe he'll get his chance. Harriet thought. But only here in Diyarba-
kir. There was no way he was coming with her to Iraq. She had enough
deaths on her conscience already.
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Richard Elfingham insisted that Mehmet Celik was a good man, a public
figure famous for his work with the poor, but Harriet felt her stomach
begin to knot up as they drove through one of Diyarbakir's shanty towns
towards the community leader's office. The poverty was a shock: third-
world, brutally squalid. The stink of woodsmoke and sewage infiltrated
the Cherokee's air-conditioning as it moved slowly through narrow
streets of open-fronted shops and shacks built of corrugated iron and
breeze-blocks. It was close to nine in the evening, but everyone seemed to
be out and about. Gangs of little boys chased alongside, knocking on the
windows and calling out for para, calling out for stilo. For money, for
pens. Boys in hand-me-down clothing were selling fruit and sweets and
single cigarettes at street corners. Boys were cooking snacks on grills im-
provised from oil drums. Boys were serving tea from aluminium pots to
passers-by. So far Harriet hadn't seen a single little girl, and most of the
women wore headscarves or were wrapped from head to foot in black
chadors. With her bare head, a long, loose man's shirt and an ankle-
length skirt, she was beginning to feel as exposed as if she'd walked
straight off the beach in a clinging swimsuit.

Richard Elfingham rapped sharply on his horn, and a boy in a ragged
black robe dragged a donkey out of the way. The animal was almost com-
pletely hidden beneath a load of swollen white nylon sacks — only its
muzzle and spindly legs were visible. The Cherokee surged past it and
pulled up outside a row of shabby one-storey shops. A small boy wearing,
of all things, a red Arsenal shirt that hung off his narrow shoulders and
came down to his knees, trotted up and spoke to Richard Elfingham, who
told Harriet and Toby that this was the right place. The boy led them
through a shopfront that had been turned into an internet cafe, past tee-
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nagers and men hunched in front of old computers on rickety tables,
most of them wearing headphones and playing shoot-'em-up video
games, into the back room.

Mehmet Celik was a studious-looking man in his thirties, wearing
blue jeans and a clean white shirt, the sleeves neatly rolled above his el-
bows. Standing up behind his bare metal desk, reaching across it to shake
hands with Richard Elfingham and Toby, inclining his head to Harriet,
then indicating the plastic stacking chairs in front of the desk and saying
something in what Harriet supposed was Kurdish.

'T think he's saying that he's happy to see us,' Richard Elfingham said.

The man who had remained seated to one side of the desk, an older
man with a stocky, wrestler's build and a brush of greying hair, said,
'Mehmet Celik says he is pleased to welcome you. He asks you to sit
down. So please, sit down.'

A third man, a slender youth in a brand-new Adidas tracksuit, blue
with a red stripe, leaned against a wall, his arms folded across his chest.
The room was small and square and very hot, built of roughly mortared
concrete blocks and lit by a single unshielded bulb that, dive-bombed by
moths and beetles, dangled from the end of a cable stapled to one of the
beams of rough wood that supported the corrugated iron roof. There
were cardboard boxes stamped with Arabic writing stacked along one
wall. There was a filing cabinet with piles of paper on top, weighted with
stones. An unglazed window overlooked a small yard where, in the glare
of a string of light bulbs, small boys sat on the ground, cross-legged and
straight-backed, their arms folded across their chests while an old man
with a ragged white beard talked to them.

Mehmet Celik saw Harriet looking at the children, and made a short
speech.

The seated man said, 'He says there are very many children in the ge-
cekondii. Families with eight or ten children, they are not uncommon.
Without school, the children have no future. They become beggars, they
become thieves. With school, they have the chance to become something.
They know this. They are eager to learn.We teach them in shifts.We begin
in the morning and finish late at night.'
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Mehmet Celik said something and sat down. His interpreter said, 'He
tells you our people are very poor in all things but faith and their child-
ren.'

Harriet, Toby, and Richard Elfingham sat down too, and the young
boy in the oversized Arsenal shirt carried in a tray laden with small
curved glasses on red or white saucers, an aluminium teapot, and a fret-
ted metal bowl piled high with lumps of sugar. The boy stared at Harriet
until the interpreter said something sharply and made to cuff at him,
then giggled and trotted out of the room. Mehmet Celik filled the glasses
with black tea, set them in front of his guests, and offered the bowl of
sugar lumps to each of them in turn.

The interpreter said, 'We have only a little time for you, but we listen
carefully to what you have to say.'

Mehmet Celik nodded.

Toby looked at Harriet, said, 'May I?' and gave Mehmet Celik the cov-
er story. Musa Karsu's graffiti art; the fictitious gallery owner who
wanted him to return to London. He did a good job, speaking simply and
plainly, pausing at the end of each sentence to let the interpreter retell it
in Kurdish. He explained how they had found out that Mehmet Celik had
helped Musa Karsu's father and said, "'We're hoping that you'll help us.
And, of course, allow us to help Musa Karsu.'

Mehmet Celik said something, and the interpreter said, 'You say you
come all this way to help the boy. How do we know this?"

Toby extracted an envelope from the inside pocket of his black linen
jacket, took out the photocopies folded inside, and laid them out on the
desk. The photograph of the cartoon which had first alerted Harriet to
Musa Karsu. The story about graffiti sprayed on the sides of the vans of a
delivery company. The story about the fake exhibit in the Imperial War
Museum.

Mehmet Celik inspected the photocopies one by one, picking them up
and looking at them, handing them to the interpreter. The young man in
the tracksuit unpeeled himself from the wall and stepped up behind
Mehmet Celik, jabbed his forefinger at the photograph of the cartoon of
President Bush riding a bomb cowboy-style, staring hard at Harriet and
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Toby as he spoke, making sure that they took in the smouldering con-
tempt that tightened every muscle of his face.

'He say this artist is not a Kurd, the interpreter said. His smile
showed a gold tooth. 'He say that Kurds love America.'

'‘Amrika, Kurdi dost!' the young man in the tracksuit said, staring
fiercely at Harriet and Toby.

'He say there is a great friendship between Americans and Kurds,' the
interpreter said, and picked up his glass of tea and drained it with a lip-
smacking slurp.

The young man began to speak again. Mehmet Celik interrupted him,
but the young man shook his head angrily and spoke with some force.
The interpreter said, 'He wants you to know that because of the Ameri-
cans, Saddam is gone and for more than ten years the Kurds have a dem-
ocratic government in the north of Iraq. Soon we will have a real homel-
and. Soon we will have money from oil. There is plenty of oil in the north.
The Kurds will be rich, they will be strong. That's why they love Ameri-
cans, he says, and says why should we help you find this boy, this troub-
lemaker who does not love the Americans? That is what he asks you.'

Harriet said, ignoring the young man, looking at Mehmet Celik, You
helped Musa Karsu's father. He was arrested and put in prison unjustly,
and you worked hard to get him released. You helped the father. Why not
help the son?'

The interpreter translated this, and Mehmet Celik said in English,
'Maybe I help the boy. But why do I help you?”'

'He means, he helps his people, but you aren't his people, the inter-
preter said,

Harriet said, 'Your friend in the tracksuit is right. Musa Karsu and his
father aren't Kurds. But you helped them all the same.'

Mehmet Celik and the interpreter seemed taken aback by this. The in-
terpreter talked at length in Kurdish. Mehmet Celik replied, and the
young man started to say something too. He seemed to be disagreeing
with the other men; when Mehmet Celik held up a hand, he spat a single
word and returned to his position by the wall, arms folded across the
breast of his blue tracksuit, glaring at Harriet and Toby while Mehmet
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Celik opened a drawer of his desk, took out two photographs and set
them over Toby's photocopies with the air of a gambler revealing an un-
beatable hand.

The interpreter said, 'He wants to know if you ever see these men. He
wants to know if perhaps they are your friends.'

One was the man who had driven the people-carrier when Harriet had
been abducted; the other was the blond man who had held up Alfie Flow-
ers and Toby at gunpoint, who had been with Larry Macpherson when
Graham Taylor had been executed. Both men were staring into the cam-
era with sullen defiance. The driver had a black eye, and a bandage
strapped with adhesive tape to his newly shaven skull, above his ear.
Harriet remembered that he'd been hurt when Benjamin Barrett's body-
guard had smashed into the roof of the people-carrier, and then Graham
had coshed him, taken his gun . . . The other man had a black eye too,
more recent than his friend's, still puffing up, and there was blood under
his nostril and a raw scrape along one cheekbone.

Harriet felt a widening dismay, felt her skin turn cold, a prickling
along her arms as the fine hairs there stirred and lifted. What should
have been a simple request for help and information had turned a sudden
corner. It was as if, while paddling in sunlit shadows, a wave had lifted
her up and swept her out into the open ocean, a vertical mile of water
yawning beneath her where unknown monsters patrolled.

She met Mehmet Celik's calm gaze and said, "They're definitely not my
friends. I know them, yes, but only by sight — I don't know their names.
They work for a man who wants to harm Musa Karsu.'

The interpreter said, 'You are rivals. You both want this boy.'

Harriet felt that Mehmet Celik was trying to X-ray her. She said, 'We
want to help him. They don't.'

Toby said, "'Where did you get these photographs?’

The interpreter smiled and said, 'We take them after we arrest them.'

Harriet and Toby looked at him. Richard Elfingham sat up a little
straighter.
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The interpreter said, "They come here to Diyarbakir, start to ask ques-
tions. They look for Musa Karsu, just like you do now. They cause trouble
— they threaten people. When we hear of this, we have them arrested.'

Harriet said, "The police arrested them? Where are they now?"

Toby said, 'Was there another man with them? Tall, blond, a little
overweight?'

The interpreter shook his head and said, 'Not the police. We arrest
them ourselves.'

Toby said, 'His name is Alfie Flowers. One of those men helped to
kidnap him a few days ago, in London.'

The interpreter indicated the man in the tracksuit and said, 'His
people keep the peace here, so the jandarma, the police? So the police do
not come into the gecekéndii and cause trouble. What happen, his people
arrest those two men and bring them here. Mehmet Celik asks them why
they threaten the people. They say that this boy is a terrorist. They tell
Mehmet Celik that if he knows where the boy is he must tell them, other-
wise he is a terrorist too. They say that if he does not tell them it will be
very bad for him. They say that it will be very bad for anyone who hides
the boy.'

Mehmet Celik said, 'They are British, like you, yes?'

Harriet was beginning to get a very bad feeling about what they'd
walked into, with their laughable cover story and their naive idea that the
community leader would roll over and help them, just like that. She said
carefully, 'Would you let me talk with these men? I might be able to help
you find out more about them, and what they want.'

Mehmet Celik made a short speech, all the while staring at Harriet.
The interpreter said, 'We are not fanatics and criminals like Kongra-Gel.
We do not kidnap and kill foreigners, or assassinate policemen and poli-
ticians. We are ordinary men, peaceful men, trying to do our best for our
people by democratic means. So we do not ransom these men, we do not
cut off their heads in front of a video camera and dump their bodies by
the side of a road. But they are a problem to us. We could hand them over
to the police, but maybe the police let them go. Maybe the police take
their side, and accuse us of kidnapping them. So we give them to friends
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who take them to the mountains near the border with Iraq. They are very
beautiful, the mountains, very wild. Our friends take them there and free
them, tell them that if Allah wishes them to live they will live.'

Richard Elfingham said, 'My friends did not come here to cause
trouble. They came to you in good faith, to ask for your help.'

'For you, Dr Elfingham, it is no problem,' Mehmet Celik said, adding
something in Kurdish.

The man in the tracksuit shrugged in a way that suggested that al-
though he didn't agree with Mehmet Celik, he wasn't going to argue the
point.

The interpreter told Richard Elfingham, 'He says we know who you
are. We know you are a man of his word. But these friends of yours, we
do not know them.'

Richard Elfingham said, "They have not come here to cause trouble. I
can absolutely vouch for that.’

Mehmet Celik prodded one of Toby's photocopies and said, "Why you
come here? It is nothing to do with art.'

The interpreter said, 'He wants you now to tell the truth.'

There was a silence in the hot, brightly lit room. Outside, the sweet
treble voices of the boys rose and fell in unison, chanting the lines of text
to which their teacher was pointing on a blackboard. Harriet was sweat-
ing beneath her loose shirt. Her pulse thumped painfully in her forehead.
Toby was sweating too; wet saddles of perspiration were growing under
the arms of his black linen jacket. He looked at the man in the tracksuit,
looked at Mehmet Celik, said, 'Can I ask something? Are we under arrest
here?'

Richard Elfingham said, beginning to sound ruffled, 'T don't know
who those two men are, but they don't have anything at all to do with my
friends.'

Harriet said, 'Musa Karsu's people are nomads, just as the Kurds were
once nomads, but they lived in the mountains long before the Kurds
came to live there. They kept sheep — like many Kurds, they were
shepherds who moved their flocks to pasture high in the mountains in
the summer, and moved them back down before the snow began to fall.'
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She waited while the interpreter translated this.

She said, 'My grandfather visited them before the Second World War.
After the war, he came back to the same place, but they were gone. We
thought that they had been killed, or that they had moved away. And
then we saw this.' She pointed to the photocopies of Alfie Flowers's pho-
tographs of Morph's cartoons. 'And we knew that the people my grandfa-
ther befriended more than fifty years ago — their descendants — were
still alive. Not because of the cartoons, but because of the pattern around
them.'

Harriet did not tell Mehmet Celik everything. She didn't tell him about
the source of the glyphs, didn't explain how Carver Soborin and Rolf
Most had perverted them. Instead, she described how her grandfather
and Julius Ward had visited the Kefidis more than sixty year