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About the Book

Before his death in 1609, the brilliant Elizabethan spy and astrologer John Dee hid his most astonishing secrets, trusting his descendants would one day bring them to light. That time has come.

In 2003, Will Stafford inherits a strange legacy from his mother: a key and an ancient script with an enigmatic note. Intrigued, he travels Europe seeking answers to Dee’s riddles, unaware that someone is following every move. Back in London, Lucy King becomes entangled in Will’s cryptic labyrinth. As its mysterious twists take her from France to New York and from literature to myth, in search of its hidden treasure, she has never been closer to the truth, nor in graver danger.
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For my husband, Gavrik Losey,

who is my peace whenever the Tempest blows.


In great contests, each party claims to act in accordance with the will of God. Both may be, and one must be, wrong. God cannot be for and against the same thing, at the same time.

—Abraham Lincoln
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‘Vexilla Regis prodeunt inferni

verso di noi; pero dinanza mira’,

disse’l maestro mio ‘se tu’l discerni’.


PROLOGUE


ST GEORGE’S DAY, APRIL 1600,
AT AN INN ON THE ROAD TO LONDON


A snow-bearded, elderly man is seated at the head of a refectory table, close to a fire, with his head bowed. He grasps a dark, shiny object in the slender fingers of his right hand. Blooms of Rosa Mundi – white petals streaked pink-red – carpet the table in front of him. Thus, all those who are seated at the trestle know that what will unfold here is secret, a marriage of the spirit and the soul of everyone present, and the birth of something unique, which they await: the Philosopher’s Child. Against the bubbling din of other inn patrons behind closed doors in adjacent rooms, they are hushed, waiting for his words. A door softly opens and closes, then a sudden shuffle of feet around him intrudes into the silence. A note from a servant, who has entered largely unobserved, is put into his fine hands. This he reads slowly; his high forehead – surprisingly smooth for a man of his years – creases into a dark frown. After a long moment, he looks at every face in turn, gathered around the long table. Finally he speaks, his voice hardly more than a vesper.

‘Some little time ago, in the month of lights, Signor Bruno was burned at the stake in the Campo de’ Fiori. He had been given forty days to recant his heresies: that the earth was not the centre of this world, that there were many such suns and planets beyond our own, and that the Saviour’s divinity was not a literal truth. Monks offered him a crucifix to kiss in repentance of his errors, but he turned his head from them. As a demonstration of mercy, the clerical authorities placed a necklace of gunpowder around his head before they set the fire – to hasten his end. They also nailed his tongue fast to his jaw to stop him from talking.’ He raises his eyes to each of his dinner companions, and takes some moments to speak again.

‘For some of us, then, the thread now begins to unravel, and another journey starts here.’ His eyes rest on one man, sitting hunched over a tankard just to the left of the head of the table at the opposite end. His neighbour is nudging him, whispering to him, alerting him to the gaze of the speaker, which has settled on him alone. Both men stare, quite locked together, until the younger allows a half-smile to soften his features, prompting further quiet words from the senior man.

‘Is there a way,’ he asks, in a stronger cadence now, ‘to use all the fierce endeavours of our wit, to keep his thoughts of love, and universal harmony, as fresh as dew? May it ever be that Love’s Lost Labours can be Won?’
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A blackbird’s song broke into his uneasy dreams, but the shutters on the cottage windows were still tightly closed.

Will had arrived late, the faded September twilight long gone, but the moon had been bright enough to find the secreted house key among the geraniums. He woke now in panic in the darkness, strangely disorientated, though a tiny shaft of light was trying to force its way in. Without his noticing, morning had come.

He leaped from the bed in a rush, and worried at the window catches. The wood had swollen in the rainy weather, and the shutters stuck for a moment before his fingers understood them. Then instantly he was bathed in intense light. It was a perfect early autumn morning, the low-lying mist already pierced with sunshine. The myrrh scent of roses came in with the light and the moist air, blending with the distinct note of French lavender from a hedge somewhere below. Such bittersweet memories stole in with the smell, but at least they restored some sense of calm and drove the haunting faces that had crowded his dreams from his mind.

He had forgotten about the immersion heater last night, but he was desperate to shower off the dust from yesterday’s long ride from Lucca. He found the cool water refreshing, sorry only to lose the heat that might have eased the stiffness in his body. His Ducati 998 was definitely not a touring bike: it was like a tetchy supermodel. Breathtakingly quick, absurdly demanding yet exhilarating to ride, it suited Will’s humour and eccentricity to perfection; but over long stretches without a break it was uncomfortable, if he were honest. His knees had been cramping a little in the leathers late yesterday, but he shrugged that off. You had no business riding such a bike if you were faint-hearted.

His face in the mirror confirmed his mother’s view of him as ‘an angel a little fallen’; he resembled an extra in a Zeffirelli film, he thought, his jaw-line outlined with dark stubble. He laughed with shock, recognising that at this moment the look would unsettle even her. There was something manic in the face laughing back at him, and he knew he hadn’t kept the demons of his journey from getting a little too close to his soul.

He pared – rather than shaved – away the growth of several days, and wiping soap from the razor he suddenly noticed a slightly faded rose which had dried perfectly in an old ink bottle by the sink. Perhaps his brother, Alex, had brought someone there in the last couple of weeks? He had been so immersed in his own thoughts lately, he hardly knew anyone else’s movements. He smiled, intrigued at the idea.

‘I’ll call him early this evening,’ he said aloud, surprised at the unfamiliar sound of his own voice, ‘once I get to Caen.’ The ferry wasn’t leaving until nearly midnight; but right now, he had things he wanted to do.

In the serene morning light of the kitchen he started to relax for the first time in weeks, losing the disturbed, fugitive feeling he’d found shadowing him recently. The smell of apples in the orchard spilled through the open door – bringing the comfort of the thirty-one autumns he’d enjoyed before this one. He’d run from everything and everyone, but it felt good that he was coming home. He rinsed the blood-red wine stain from the glass left from last night, and threw what was left of the French loaf into the oven to encourage it for a few minutes. He decided to check the bike, as he barely remembered how he’d parked it: all that had kept him going during those last grinding miles at speed from Lyon was the thought of refuge, breaking into the pungent Meaux brie he’d packed in his rucksack, with a baguette, a glass of his father’s St-Emilion, and bed.

Outside, everything was disarmingly peaceful. There was a late flush of wisteria scrambling over the front of the cottage. Apart from superficial signs of neglect betrayed by an uncut lawn and unswept path, the house didn’t reveal the family pain that had shaped its solitude for many months. Following the sudden and terrible loss of Will’s mother from cancer late in January, no one had appeared to want to visit it. Easily accessible on any three-day weekend from their home in Hampshire, this had been her space, her escape, her joy to paint and garden in; and her ghost haunted every corner even now, in broad morning light. His father was grieving quietly and saying little, working as hard as ever to avoid thinking too much; and Alex seemed somehow to cope with all events without letting others in on the depth of his feelings. But Will was proudly his mother’s son, emotional in his response to life and passionate in his relationships. And here, in her enchanted space, he missed her.

His eyes swept the short pebbled lane from the road to the door, but nothing exceptional caught his attention. The emptiness was almost an anti-climax – but a welcome one. It seemed that no one knew, or cared, where he was – at least for now. Unconsciously his fingers toyed with the small silver object suspended from a short chain around his neck, suddenly closing on it possessively. Then he headed towards his mother’s rose garden. She had spent more than twenty years gathering a collection of old blooms, in homage to the great rose growers, that would have looked perfectly at home in Malmaison. She had painted them, embroidered them, cooked with them; but if they noticed she was gone, they whispered it to no one. Set into the fountain among the beds was a bright mosaic tiled with broken china, which she had made herself when he was small. It was a spiral with a motif of Venus, patroness of roses, in the heart of it. It exerted a magnetic pull on him.

Vaguely noting that the sunshine-yellow bike was grimy with the miles, but perfectly safe in the shade by the house, Will retraced his footsteps. The smell of good coffee brought him back to the present as he went into the kitchen. He ran his hands through his untidy curls. His hair was clean and already dry from the warm air, but badly in need of a cut. He’d better do that before Alex’s birthday lunch on Sunday: things were frosty enough between his father and him already, without his looking quite so vagrant. His fairer brother, with straighter hair, was always neat and untangled, but after more than a month in Rome Will had started to resemble a local. And that suited him; he preferred to blend in wherever he could.

There was no butter, but the warm bread was good smeared with jam from his mother’s last batch in the pantry. He was licking his thumb when a postcard on the dresser took his eye: unmistakably her handwriting. ‘For Will and Siân’, it began. He reached for it. When could she have written this?


For Will and Siân. Try to rest for a few days. There’s some venison in the chest freezer – can you make use of it? Be sure to check the knot garden for me. See you at home over Christmas – D x



Last November, it must have been. He and Siân had spent most of that year quarrelling, finally splitting up late in the spring, but strife had dogged them at least since his birthday in August last year when her unceasing demands for commitment had convinced him that it would be better to abandon the idea of a week in the house in Normandy together. Siân had no other friends there at the time, and without much French she was thrown back entirely on him, which he doubted their relationship could take at that moment. So they had never come and collected the note, walked in his mother’s healing garden, nor eaten a last supper in the Pays d’Auge.

He smiled now to think of her: three months on the road had softened his anger. She was so strikingly unusual – not to everyone’s taste, but thus, somehow, doubly so to his, and he suddenly felt an unanticipated longing for her physically, as though aware for the first time of the blank space beside him and in his heart. But setting passion aside – the passion that had been the nucleus of their relationship – he knew he had been right to end it. Their love was springtime, and the skies had changed. He was not forgiving and pragmatic like Alex, nor always a finisher of what he started, and he could never be the husband she wanted – the achiever, the man to shop with on Sundays at the Conran Shop, the lover who would sell his Ducati and buy a Volvo. Having declared a passion for his wildness, she had sought from the beginning to tame him. He was happy to cook for her, make her laugh, sing to her, and make love to her as no one ever had; but he knew he could never dissolve his personality to silence the strong political opinions he held, which always led to violent arguments with her mindless girlfriends and their docile partners. Ultimately he couldn’t inhabit her safe – and in his view, bland – world. He was committed to experience life, whatever the cost.

He flipped the card over. It was the Great Rose Window at Chartres. His mother had painted it often, from inside, from out. She loved the light through the glass – the way it almost stung your eyes with its brilliance, penetrating the gloom.

He toyed with his mobile for a moment. It was now charged and, without taking his eyes from the image on the card, he texted his brother.


Have at last invaded Normandy! U’ve been here l8tly? Sailing from Caen 23.15 tonight. Will call you B4. Much to ask U. W



In one smooth motion he slid into his leather jacket, pocketed the phone and secreted the postcard against his chest, right next to the treasured document that had sent him spinning into Italy for the summer on a frantic research quest. He had started assembling some of the answers he’d come looking for, but a continuum of questions seemed to be opening up even now around him, and a sense of mystery deepened. He stepped into dusty boots and swiftly closed the house, depositing the key in its hiding place. He didn’t even chamois down the bike, just pulled on his helmet, took his gloves from the tank bag, and swung into the saddle. He’d need fuel for the seventy or so kilometres to Chartres.
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19 SEPTEMBER 2003, CHELSEA, LONDON

Lucy blinked in the stark equinox sunshine, which was filtering through heavy leaves. She was sitting under a mulberry tree of impeccable lineage at the Chelsea Physic Garden, pleased just to be there. The tree was fruiting, and a heavy scent permeated the air. She’d felt better this morning, and her doctors had cautiously agreed she could go for ‘a gentle walk’, to pass some of the time that they understood seemed so strangely suspended for her, as long as she rested often. She had walked a little too far really; but she wouldn’t tell them that, and anyway, it was so good to get away from the confines of the building, where your feelings and emotions were common property, and just have some private time alone with her thoughts. These days were a miracle, and she planned to be out in them as much as possible.

Patiently awaiting a heart operation too serious and potentially dangerous to think deeply on, and ready for transfer to Harefield at the first sign that it might be possible, she felt today newly alive, thrilled by the beauty of autumn. Keats was right: autumn was the season England did best. She was lulled by the moan of bees and lawn mowers and by a child somewhere, and especially the absence of traffic noise.

And she was contemplative and surprisingly hopeful on this bright September morning, reading from a well-thumbed volume of John Donne’s poems: ‘A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning’.


As virtuous men pass mildly away 

And whisper to their souls, to goe, 

While some of their sad friends doe say, 

The breath goes now, and some say, no: 




So let us melt, and make no noise … 



28 MARCH 1609, ON A BEND IN THE RIVER, CLOSE TO LONDON

An old man is dying in a fine, rambling house on the Thames. He has followed Signor Bruno’s fate carefully. He is a friend – a fellow philosopher and scholar, a man of learning and wisdom. He may be the only other soul alive who is privy to the same extraordinary secrets as Bruno. Elizabeth, the great Queen, had been like his goddaughter and held him in trust for many years, called him her ‘eyes’ – though she too has not very long since gone to her grave. Her successor is the dour Scottish king who is fanatical about ghosts and demons, afraid of anyone who can by any means challenge his authority. The old man has laid low at this, formerly his mother’s house, for several years now.

It is an unusually foggy night just after the March equinox. Lanterns bounce back off the mists as a boat pulls steadily up the river from Chelsea to Mortlake on the rising tide. A shrouded figure stumbles on to the pier in the half-light, and makes its way to the door. Ushered in by an upright little woman of uncertain years, the young man flies to the privy chamber of his old master. Candles flicker and almost die from the haste at which he enters.

‘Ah, Master Saunders,’ his words are spoken softly. ‘I knew you would come to me, though I was hesitant to demand this task of you. Alas, no one else can be trusted.’

‘Your Grace, I am sorry to see you this way. Are you wanting me to help prepare you for this last long journey the angels have spoken of to you?’

The old man manages a grim, ironic laugh. ‘Journey? Aye, I have lived long enough: I should in truth be on my way. Listen carefully to me, Patrick. I am certainly dying, and time is measured. I cannot answer the questions I know you will wish to ask, but I myself ask that you listen.’

The words come between increasingly short gasps, which only partly reveal the effort they must cost the old man now to speak out.

Slowly he continues: ‘Next to the three caskets you see here beside me, there is a letter penned by my own hand, which will make clear anything you don’t at present understand. At any moment we will receive three visitors who will perform an operation at my request. Please, do not fear for me, but wait while they are here. When all is ended, they will give you these three chests. Follow my instructions to the letter. Do not deviate, I implore you. It is my last wish, and such a thing is beyond the scope of my dear daughter, Kate. You know it is a lifetime’s thoughts that go with that wish.’

Three silent, cloaked figures enter the chamber, and close around the man. A rolled leather case opens, revealing surgical instruments. One fine-gloved hand reaches to the old man’s wrist, measuring his pulse. They wait. At last, she nods.


No tear-floods, nor sigh-tempests move … 



The delicate, gloved hand, now bloodied, encloses the still-warm heart of Dr John Dee in the leaden-topped casket. The other two, one of gold, and the other silver, are gathered up and given to the now bewildered Patrick Saunders, who sweeps them together with the letter and a precious gift of books, departing in shock.

19 SEPTEMBER 2003, CHELSEA, LONDON

Lucy heard the sound of an aeroplane overhead and, looking up with the trace of a smile, returned from her daydream. The skies had changed suddenly; and what was only a drop of light rain quickly became heavier. She left the tree under the inadequate cover of the poetry book. The muses would hopefully protect her. In the moist air, the fluid movement of her body in her oyster silk skirt and cream lace shirt made it appear as though she’d melted into an impressionist painting, and was about to dissolve.

Her pager rang: it was the Brompton Hospital. She had to get back urgently.
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I have a will to be what I am, and what I will be is only what I am.

The mysterious script had come to the younger brother with the modest silver key in a side-letter to his mother’s will. Family tradition decreed they should be passed from mother to daughter but, having only sons, she had agonised in her last weeks over what to do with these funny, seemingly valueless objects that had been handed down for generations. As the elder, Alex should perhaps have been the recipient in the absence of a daughter, yet Will was one with her somehow, and though she genuinely loved her boys equally, she kept returning to the feeling that Will was the rightful recipient. The document seemed to say as much.

When Alex had married she had waited for a granddaughter: that would have solved everything. But the impossible demands of a high-pressure job that meant he was rarely at home had brought his marriage sadly to a close, and he had no daughter to show for it. And Will. Well, she knew better than to wait for him to start a family. He was talented, loving, warm-hearted and irascible. Women were inevitably drawn to her younger son, to his tousled good looks and his sheer physicality. Both of her boys were good sportsmen, both played cricket in the village, but Will might have played for the county if he’d chosen. A dangerous middle-order batsman, he square cut fours and hoisted sixes in an ungainly but effective manner; and bowling to the other team’s tail he was adept at the art of reverse swing, laughing as they prodded one way while the ball cut back in the opposite direction. He was talent-spotted a few times, but refused to put in the necessary hours of practice, wouldn’t commit his summer. He’d play for love if his day was free, but never for money, and never so anyone would depend on him – that was Will.

She had thought Siân might get her way after all and push him to the altar. Siân was so fiery and attractive, determined, and ready to settle. She had just turned thirty, and time wouldn’t wait for ever. Perhaps one day Will would have a little girl – and knowing the sensitivity that lurked behind his outward masculinity, it would be a daughter he would father, his mother felt. Whatever it was the key gave access to, it must have surely been meant for Will’s daughter: and he would hand it to her. Yes, she’d trust to time and Siân’s single-mindedness, and leave the key to Will. She’d penned a note, and put it with the key and the single ancient leaf of vellum in a huge envelope:


For Will, when he is something, or someone, that he is not now.



And she’d said not a word more on the subject, even when they bid each other goodbye in her last hours.

Will had inspected his talisman as though it were a jewel, turning it in the light, looking at it in an array of moods: over a port, late at night; in the demonic glare of his dark room; in the freezing January wind, right after his mother’s funeral; in the Valley of the Temples in Agrigento; and again in his tiny allotted space in the reading room at the Vatican, where he’d spent days searching the archives for the murky history of the Campo de’ Fiori. Such an emblematic object, a key. What lock did it turn? The lock it had fitted seemed to have vanished with time, lost in a spiral of years. He didn’t even know, he realised, who had first left it. He knew nothing really about his mother’s family; his normally mild-tempered father refused flatly to talk about the subject.


I am what I am, and what I am is what you will see. 



His mind rehearsed these closing words over again while he covered the last miles along the B road to Chartres. He knew the whole sheet by heart, and easily managed the impressive feat of focusing on the necessary road skills while contemplating the text on the aged parchment, which he had photocopied and carried with him inside his leather jacket all the summer long. Even in the heat in Sicily he’d clutched the jacket to him, rather than be parted from the precious legacy, and the small key found a home on a chain around his neck where, he’d decided, it would remain until death, if necessary. He had tried explaining his need to understand so much more about his inheritance to others, but he knew that even Alex felt it was becoming a worrying obsession. His elder brother, of course, would have approached the whole enigma very differently, fitting any conjectures into the spaces between his work, his research paper and his close relationship with his young son. Nor could Alex have disappeared to Europe for the summer because of his other commitments. But Will was a different man, consumed with a desire to know what it all meant, and unable to give his full attention to anything else until he’d solved this riddle of the sphinx and found the lock that was home to the mysterious key. His own sense of identity seemed caught up in the puzzle, and it was not the rumours of the key securing ‘the most precious treasure of our family’ that were the lifeblood of his quest. He wasn’t interested in gold or jewels, but wondered what had been so important to his family’s sense of secrecy, for them to guard this object – for ever and an age, it must have been.

Will was a freelance photojournalist, and well connected. A long-time colleague, now his closest friend, had become intrigued over a beer and offered some help, taking a fragment of the parchment to a cousin at Oxford who could do the carbon dating. At least they’d know the approximate age of the paper. Will had been clicking off photos in the Greek Theatre in Taormina on a blistering mid-June day when the text appeared tantalisingly on his phone:


Samples tested x 2. Both conclude it’s probably late C16. Any interest? C U Sept. Simon



Interest, indeed! What happened in the Campo de’ Fiori – the so-called Field of Flowers – in the late sixteenth century? This was only the very first reference on the document and, quick as he was at crosswords and anagrams, he had no idea how it might fit in with the key. After weeks of travel and research he’d begun to piece some thoughts together, but his mind was still whirling with the myriad facts that might – and as likely might not – be relevant. He’d spent the last day in Rome emailing back to himself photographs of any places that seemed of possible relevance, as well as pages of data about the political climate in Rome during the sixteenth century. He’d ordered a library list from Amazon to be waiting for him at Alex’s. He wondered about the Cenci, about Bruno, and Galileo. He’d have to peruse it all again at leisure, but it was taking his feet along some strange alleyways, past grim hooded figures in a kind of courtly dance. He’d thought of it as a ‘merry dance’ more than once, and when the alleyways dead-ended he was often left with an eerie, unsettled feeling. Rome could entice you to look over your shoulder sometimes, even when there was nothing but paranoia waiting behind you.

Despite the limited long-distance vision from under his visor, he could see the impressive mirage that was Chartres Cathedral floating above the flat plain from miles away. Approached at speed, its sheer magnitude was suddenly upon you; he could imagine how a medieval pilgrim must have felt dwarfed into insignificance, and he realised that this amazing image of the great church dominating the landscape – its many personal associations – would never lose its magic for him.

Will now propelled himself round a corner and dropped to street speed. The steering instantly felt heavy again and he concentrated in order to ride smoothly through the maze of medieval lanes. He’d twice stalled the bike while learning her idiosyncrasies, and she was petulant if you didn’t give her due attention. Slipping through the restricted zones as though he belonged there, he ignored the invitations to park in a designated site and glided towards the spires. The rumble of his Testastretta engine broke the cloistral quiet of the town as he cruised through the Place Billard and along the Rue des Changes. He sidled up to the kerb at the south side of the cathedral, and hooked out the kickstand in a pay-and-display area. It must have been nearing noon, and the powerful aroma of moules marinières and French onion soup from a bistro just opposite reminded him that he must eat something after his visit. There had been a long space between proper meals.

He glanced up at the familiar sight of the two unequal spires, then his helmet was off in a gesture of knightly courtesy as he walked under the shadow of the impressive west portal. While his eyes adjusted to the womb-like darkness, his ears picked up the whispers in different corners and in different languages from various tour groups, as the flocks all stared open-mouthed at the beauty of the stained glass above his head. But although this was what Will thought he had come to see, his gaze was immediately distracted by a sight he didn’t ever remember noticing in the dozen or so times he’d come into the cathedral over the years. Many of the chairs were removed and Will’s eyes drank in the enormous black and white circle of marble stones, inlaid in the paving of the great Gothic nave, between the pillars. Splashed with the odd jewel-bright colours from the glass, the maze breasted the whole of the width of the huge church. In the centre a girl was standing with eyes closed, but he could clearly see the flower shape that marked the middle of the pattern. He must have walked across it towards the altar many times, and never looked down to see it.

Nearby there was a young French girl informing her tour group about it, in good English and at a respectful volume. He smiled: a student with a summer job.

‘Well, this is the famous Chartres labyrinth, and labyrinths as you will know are very ancient. They are in so many different countries; but when you are seeing it here inside a medieval cathedral like Chartres, this pagan symbol is obviously invested with a strong Christianised meaning. We know there was one also inside Auxerre Cathedral, in Amiens also, and in Reims, and Sens, and in Arras. All of these were taken away because they were not understood by the people in the seventeenth and also eighteenth centuries. We understand the clergy were disturbed by the people who were walking them! But here this one is the best preserved …’

Will was hooked, and he edged a little closer. She smiled in mid-sentence, well aware that he was not one of hers; but perhaps his genuine appreciation of her knowledge was translated through his smile at her, and she carried on without missing a beat.

‘… and it dates from around the year 1200. Can you regard once again the western Rose Window of the Last Judgement behind it here, which we have just been looking at. It is from around 1215, remember? As you can see, the labyrinth almost mirrors the size and distance from the door on the ground as the rose is above the door. This demonstrates the idea that to trace the labyrinth path on the ground is a step on the stairway to the upper world. It is 16.4 metres wide at the biggest point between the pillars, and you will remember this is the widest Gothic nave in France. If you walk the whole path, like the medieval pilgrim, it is more than 260 metres. It has been referred to as “the Journey to Jerusalem”, and we understand that pilgrims possibly walked it on their knees as a kind of penitence. You see, on the maps of the time, Jerusalem was marked as the centre of the world, and for many believers even today the Last Judgement is strongly bound up with prophecies about Jerusalem and the great Temple. Now, if you will please follow me, we will go to the Adam and Eve Window.’

As she turned with her hand up for them to follow her, Will touched her gently on the arm. ‘Mademoiselle, s’il vous plaît; je n’ai jamais vu le labyrinth comme ça – je ne l’ai aperçu jusque ce jour … Comment est-ce que c’est possible?’

She was not offended by the intrusion. ‘Les vendredis, seule! Chaque vendredi entre avril et octobre. Vous avez de la chance aujourd’hui, n’est-ce pas?’ She laughed warmly, and was gone with her sheep.

The girl who he had seen walking in it was just now completing her full circuit of the labyrinth, emerging from the centre with her eyes wide open. She looked slightly flushed.

‘Excuse me, it’s open only on Fridays, did she say? Gosh, that was lucky for me then. I came today because it’s the fall equinox. From today, feminine energy becomes dominant again, until spring.’ She was American, fresh-faced and unreserved, and she too smiled at Will. ‘You should do it, walk it, it’s amazing. This is a good moment, and the light’s perfect. I had to wait ages till it was clear of people. You should go for it now.’

Will nodded. ‘OK, thanks. Thank you.’

He felt oddly shy. He was not a religious man – well, not in any conventional way. He had certain spiritual ideas, sensed we didn’t comprehend everything there was to understand; but essentially, he didn’t buy the whole virgin-birth thing, and he definitely wasn’t one to wear whatever ideas he had about his soul on his sleeve. But he found his feet moving without his authority as they traced the route to the starting point.

Yeah, OK, he thought. I shall too. Only on Fridays … he smiled to himself … and it’s the equinox. This last was an ironic afterthought. He was amused – though not judgemental – that it was such a special day for this rather sweet girl.

There was just one entrance, and he started forward, three paces towards the altar, and then it took a left turn into a beautiful curving path that looped right back on itself. He had to watch his feet at first to follow the direction carefully, because it wasn’t all that wide. He noticed he was following the light-coloured path, and that it was pricked out by the dark border. He was symbolically treading in the light and avoiding the dark.

Cradling his helmet closer to him, his eyes closed a little, he began to tread without such a heightened awareness of his feet. The second loop took him almost to the centre; he thought it would suddenly culminate at the flower shape. But the wondrous path coiled back on itself in a short series of bends, like a beautiful snake, until there was once again a great swooping curve that took him near the centre and then right out again, into another quadrant. He gave himself to the feeling: his eyes were drawn up to the intense colours that dappled his face from the window on the south side. He paused for a second and took in the picture: a man emerging from the gateway of a walled city, with a cobalt glass background; then, in the roundel, a man stealing behind him and pulling a sword from its sheath, with a fabulous ruby-coloured background. This man was wearing green, and was beautifully drawn, while the man in front of him wore a blue robe and carried a yellow cloak over his shoulder. The red, the blue and the yellow hues all fell upon Will’s face as the equinox sunshine, approaching noon, slanted through the glass. Will felt light-headed; the experience was unexpectedly intense and moving. He laughed slightly self-consciously, and warned himself about roads to Damascus.

No one else was walking. They had generously given him some space, it seemed, though he was dimly aware of a few faces following his movements with surprise. He didn’t care though, and enjoyed instead the sensations of his face moving from the light to the dark, and back again; and his feet tracing shorter paths and then sweeping into longer ones, turning him back and forth, as if in a sophisticated game of blind man’s bluff. The mantra from the document began again in his head …


OUR TWO SOULS THEREFORE

All that was ablaze in the Field of Flowers! Pluck forth a bloom, and think on what has been; on centuries of betrayal, and pain, and misunderstanding … 



Will’s feet wandered along without seeing properly. Only the single page was in his mind, and he touched his jacket as he continued walking and rhythmically tapping out the maze … 


I am what I am, and what I am is what I am. I have a will to be what I am, and what I will be is only what I am. If I have a will to be, I will to be no more than what I was. If I was what I am willed to be, yet they ever will be wondering what I am or what I ever was. I want to change the Wall, and make my Will.




That I am that same wall, the truth is so. 

And this the cranny is, right and sinister, 

Through which the fearful lovers are to whisper. 




Each pair adds up to every jointed piece; the bottom left is a square; bottom right is a square; top left is a square; top right is a square. The heart is a square too. 

WHICH ARE ONE




And I am halfway through the orbit. And if you take half of the whole and make up pairs to equal me, you will soon use up all of the pairs. 

Now, look no further than the day. My alpha and my omega. Make of these two halves a whole. Take the song of equal number in the old king’s book. Equal number of paces forward from the start. Equal number of paces backwards from the end – omitting only the single exit word. Amen to that.

I am what I am, and what I am is what you will see. 

Count on me very carefully. 

ENDURE NOT YET A BREACH, BUT AN EXPANSION



Will’s head had at first felt heavy, and now was growing light. He was unaware of the looks he drew – from a young boy holding his mother’s hand, an older lady who took off her glasses to watch his steps without any hint of rudeness or alarm, and from a vivacious redhead, who’d stopped chatting to her girlfriend, and found she’d become fixed on this devilishly beautiful man. A priest watched him, nodding acquiescently, and a man behind the pillar on the north side also seemed mesmerised by Will’s whole experience. He clicked off a digital picture of the man in the maze.

And Will’s feet danced lightly, his words like a rosary: ‘I have a will to be what I am … If I was what I am willed to be …’

He had reached the middle of the labyrinth, and his face was full west, the Great Rose Window straight above him. Eight bright angels watched him from the larger petals of the inner rose, sitting in pairs between an eagle, a winged man, an ox and a lion. Will was exhilarated. He hadn’t suddenly undergone a religious conversion, but he marvelled at the effect of the steps, the light, the sounds inside the great church and his own psyche, which felt ecstatic. And, more amazing still, he understood something in the message on the sheet, next to his heart, which he hadn’t seen previously. He was Will; his destiny was to uncover the home of the key, and be initiated to its meaning and its treasure. It would happen, without him forcing it any further, quite passively perhaps.

He took six strong steps out of the centre, where a plaque bearing Theseus and his vanquished Minotaur had once been pinned upon rivets that were still visible. He swivelled to the left, and caught the unmistakable perfume of roses – like an exotic attar. His feet paced on, and as he came to the 180 degree turn, he thought to see what or who had wafted the fragrance; but it was nothing, no one. He turned again towards the east, and the scent came again, with a sensation of the liquid movement of fabric, but it was a trick of the light and his giddiness, and he was able to complete the labyrinth without a soul interfering.

Almost breathless, he walked straight from the heart of the labyrinth in the nave to the rear of the altar, to the Lady Chapel; and here he lit a large candle – well worth the two and a half euros, he decided. He felt his mother here with him, watching him, and he quietly mouthed: ‘I am now what I was not then.’

He strode from the cathedral through the north porch, and his feet felt nothing of their contact with the floor, nor was he aware of a shadow slipping from the murky light behind the pillar.
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The rain eased, and for the first time since leaving the Physic Garden, Lucy slowed her footfall. Her pager beeped again, but the hospital had been a lonelier place than usual this week, and she was not yet willing to terminate her freedom. Besides, she’d done this before – scurried back to her doctors from one part of Chelsea or another only to find there was a false alarm. Twice in this last fortnight, in fact. Perhaps this time would be different – though a part of her almost hoped she might have to wait. Until he was back.

She sauntered up Flood Street for a block, then her feet chose a path to the left along St Loo Avenue. She knew she was going a little out of her way, but after an uncharacteristically good summer the trees were already turning golden and she loved the leafy avenues around this area, where the old Tudor manor house had stood and a garden had been planted with mulberries by Princess Elizabeth herself in the early 1540s. They were still flourishing a few streets away, near Cheyne Row. And just here, Chelsea Manor Street was serene. She took a road to the left into Phene Street, past the pub that was getting busy with the Friday lunchtime regulars: she remembered hearing about Dr Phene’s ‘good idea’. He was accredited as the man who had thought of planting trees up and down the street. The idea caught Queen Victoria’s imagination and then took off across Europe. Well, so the story went; it might be apocryphal, but there were still a few fine trees in the pretty pub garden to testify to his vision.

She prompted a wink from a thirty-something man with an appealing, impish grin who was walking into the pub, and she smiled at the compliment. So she couldn’t be looking all that bad then. She felt like a waif, but she still had strength despite her physical fragility and, even if her ego had failed to notice recently, she raised high brows from low brows wherever she walked. She’d just been too ill and preoccupied to care.

As she neared the immense block that bounded the hospital she felt a sharp thrill: she was tempted to do something really naughty and not go in – like a child playing truant from school. All of her days were in a spin: time for her stood in a separate place outside the real world, so that she constantly felt like Alice falling the wrong way up the White Rabbit’s hole. Nothing seemed real, and she had to force herself to make a mental note of what day, what month, what time she was inhabiting. One hour blended with another; she’d gradually read her way through Wordsworth, J. M. Barrie and some Schopenhauer – more books on a diversity of subjects than at any time in her life – to help her think deeply. The quilt she was patchworking slowly grew; but everything else seemed as though it happened in slow motion. Outside, there was a memory of another life; and just now she wanted to stay in the midst of that energy and not to return to her cloister. But that would be so unfair to the astonishing team of people who were looking after her. Attending one of the leading cardiothoracic hospitals in the world – one that was at the forefront of so much pioneering technology – she had expected to witness a vibrant performance of clashing egos and a polite lack of engagement with the seriously ill patients; but the opposite was true. Mr Azziz was one of the most extraordinary people she had ever met, and however busy his surgeries or appointments, he frequently dropped in on her to chat informally, asking her dozens of personal questions and demonstrating real interest in who she was. Sister Cook was all business on the outside, but wonderfully personable once you knew her; and Dr Stafford never left for the evening without calling in on her and sharing anything with the merest shade of humour that had happened in the hospital that day. With no real family of her own to speak of – and those few relatives she had far away in Sydney – they had adopted her and seemed committed to keeping her smiling as far as possible. They were so keen for her to recover, so determined that she would get through it. Self-doubt wasn’t allowed, they applauded her courage, and she absolutely couldn’t disappoint their faith in her.

An ambulance was at the entrance with its rear doors open: nothing unusual, and yet she shuddered in the sunshine. ‘Transfer to Harefield Hospital, love. I’ll bet it’s you we’re waiting for.’ He smiled at her kindly, as though holding the reins of Pegasus who would fly her to the moon. She tried to return his enthusiasm, but she suddenly felt very small and alone, and not in the least romantic about the course that lay ahead. The line at her mouth was thin. The great front doors swallowed her.

The Phene Arms was heaving with people starting their easy weekend a few hours early, wanting food, so Simon went through to the garden to look for more space. The weather had dissuaded most of the patrons, but he checked a bench with his hand to see how wet it was, then chose a touch-dry table that had been fairly sheltered under a tree. He sipped his beer, and scribbled off a postcard with a Union Jack on it: ‘Welcome back. You must have noticed the lines from Midsummer Night’s Dream? But what does it mean …? Is there a secret garden with a key into a wall …?’ He hadn’t had time to complete what he wanted to write when a tall, slender figure wearing a white trench coat over fitted designer jeans appeared through the doorway. He pocketed the card secretively.

‘You’re such a Spartan, Simon.’ Siân folded her coat and put it on the seat to combat the damp.

‘Good to see you, hottie.’ Somewhat self-consciously he used the name he always called her by to try to maintain a friendly tone without it being mistaken for any hint of flirtation, to settle his mild anxiety about meeting a mate’s very sexy ‘ex’ for lunch. Her signature scent was like a room full of exotic lilies and jasmine, and she oozed sensuality. He did feel a bit guilty. ‘You look like a danger to the parish today. What’s been happening?’

‘Work’s been totally manic; loads of jobs. After so long away from the action, it’s a good feeling to hit a period of frenzy. I’ve been through a lot, but at least my bank balance is looking healthy again. Everyone I’ve ever worked for seems to have called, which is great. I got a few days in the Seychelles styling a commercial last week – took my mind off things entirely.’

Simon was a gritty, hard-news journalist, and though he travelled often for work, he never got assignments that took him to exotic A-list locations like the Seychelles. ‘I’m sure you went under sufferance?’ he asked her with exaggerated irony.

She laughed, and he was pleased to see her looking so sassy and strong, not at all weepy – which he’d been worried might be the case when she’d called to ask him to meet her. He knew very well Will was due back tomorrow and his mind had been flying through a list of possible favours she might be about to demand. But she seemed in control.

‘It’s strange, isn’t it? I didn’t push myself when I was with Will … seemed to go completely into autopilot. I always thought my work annoyed him a bit, so my career took a nose-dive. But you know, I’m a good stylist. I don’t mind the hard work, and if the job’s interesting it kills the time. It’s no sacrifice.’ She giggled and tidied her perfectly applied lip gloss with a finger. ‘Even if it means adjusting the model’s décolletage for hours – which is what I was doing in paradise last week. But they paid me well for it. God knows, I need the money now I’m on my own.’

‘Mm. But you’re positively smouldering, Siân. Something beyond work must be going right?’ He felt encouraged to find out the lie of the land. He was Will’s mate, and his loyalty rested there; but he couldn’t help liking Siân, certainly noticed her considerable attributes, and he wanted to see her survive the heartache of a bad break-up. Will wasn’t an easy man to be in love with, and he was sure his friend would want to see her move on and be happy again.

Siân looked down at her Chablis, and answered the glass. She was unsure how Simon would take this, but she did want to talk about it – wanted a friend of Will’s to tacitly give his approval. ‘There is someone new, sort of …’

Simon nodded for her to continue. She was now laying her head against the inside of her arm; the body language was invitingly coy. She continued without consulting his eye. ‘Not sure where it might go; but he’s quite special, really very sweet. Not my usual vodka and tonic, maybe, but fascinating. I still can’t quite make him out. He’s just got back from America – from the East Coast, I think, but he’s been studying somewhere in the Midwest, like Kansas. He’s doing a part-time research degree in something or other – very clever. Cute style, too – almost preppy. Blond – not very up-front. Very different from Will, in spite of their relationship.’

Simon was caught off guard. She communicated – in a flash, with a mock demure look – a picture that was much more full-on than he’d expected. He was surprised to find himself offended. Will was demanding, yes; even difficult sometimes, but in a league of his own. Uniquely himself, a copy of no one. He’d always believed Siân knew this too; and here she was selling him a new lover’s credentials. A bit low, he thought, but he said what he didn’t truly mean from a long habit of finding good manners when they were needed. ‘As long as you’re happy, Siân; I think you deserve that. You got through the break without losing your dignity or your cool. Don’t rub it in Will’s face, though – unless you want to see if he’s jealous?’

‘Simon …’ She hesitated in a way that was completely foreign for someone who had Siân’s confidence. ‘He’s … I was just saying … related to Will …’ She swallowed some wine while Simon tried to decide how he would cope with the idea, suddenly flooding his mind, that she was somehow going to tell him she had started seeing the blonder, rather intriguing Alexander. What appalling taste. But Alex wouldn’t let this happen, surely? Would Siân be his type? No, don’t be absurd; of course, she’d already said he was an American, hadn’t she? What a ridiculous leap of the senses, he thought, and winced unconsciously. Who was it then?

‘Calvin is a cousin of Will’s. At least, they’ve never actually met, but his mother and Will’s are cousins.’ While she tried to untangle the branches of Will’s mother’s family tree, Simon relaxed and could hear properly again; his heart was no longer pounding against the casing of his brain. He didn’t care about this – and it wouldn’t bother Will either. Strange, even a bit kinky perhaps? Yes, it was a little on the kinky side – but it was unquestionably better than putting on Mahler’s Fifth and opening a vein. His mind picked up her commentary again.

‘… And when he came to London to study this summer, he wanted to look them all up. Apparently the cousins exchanged Christmas cards and the odd letter, but not much more; and when Diana died early this year, and Calvin’s mum couldn’t make it over for the funeral, Calvin thought it would be the right thing to pay them a visit, and to say sorry in person – you know. It’s the kind of well-mannered thing he does. And the funny part is, he knocked on my door, and Will had already gone off to Italy, and Alex was away lecturing in some country or other …’

Simon was nodding again, blood had returned; Will could handle this.

‘… And he asked so much about Will, so much, Simon. And I found myself talking. To someone totally new. All about him, for hours. Days even. And it was surprisingly cathartic. I cried, and he comforted, and the rest is human nature. “Modern knight with good CV and old-fashioned values seeks damsel to rescue from her bruised ego.” Not in the least original, but welcome in the flesh.’

Simon laughed out loud, but without him using words, she couldn’t decide the meaning.

She scrutinised his expression. ‘Do you think Will’s going to mind?’

Simon challenged her. ‘Do you want him to?’

She didn’t quite answer, and said, ‘I suppose he’s not the ideal person to get involved with, but the heart seems to have a mind all its own, you know.’ She looked at him entreatingly. ‘And mine was broken, Simon. I’ve been numb since last Christmas, tears most nights until Calvin showed up at the end of June. I just tried not to do it too publicly. There’ll never be another Will, I know very well. But what choice do I have? None but to get over it. There was some painful stuff between Will and me last year that nobody but Alex knows about. Will’s never going to forgive me. I just don’t want my motives brought into question. I didn’t choose his cousin to annoy anyone. I think it’s just that fate chose us – threw us together. Calvin says he’s never given his heart away: and perhaps he won’t with me. But it feels …’ She broke off. She had no way of explaining how it felt.

Simon was impressed with her honesty; and the navy-blue eyes and coppery curls made her an irresistible Pre-Raphaelite femme fatale. ‘Siân, I think it’s fine. Will’s a big boy, and even though I admit we all probably do like to be grieved over for a while, he’s a generous human being. Maybe he’ll even like this guy?’

She smiled gratefully at him. She couldn’t imagine Will giving Calvin five minutes of his time. He was too careful with his clothes and his image, too closed to people, in a way that would drive Will mad; but she appreciated Simon’s efforts, and she was glad it was out in the open.

‘Let’s order some food.’ Simon gathered up the empty glasses to go for refills, and she touched his arm.

‘My treat, Simon: I’m in funds, remember?’

She was happy. As usual, she’d got what she’d come for.
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The vast chains rolled back, and the great doors heaved open. The huge white interior of the Mont St Michel was still packed with an assortment of vehicles, in spite of the fact that it was late September and most of the family tourists had long since passed through, returning to schools, jobs and the routines of home and hearth. The usual clutch of juggernauts, the run of questionable antique dealers and VAT dodgers, a few French couples and some university students yet to resume the new academic year were crossing to Portsmouth for le weekend; and there were a number of expensive cars – with and without dogs. The immaculate, dark blue, Rome-plated Lancia Fulvia caught Will’s eye. He’d seen a few of them on the continent, a classy restyling of the sixties model. What a classic beauty, he thought, with its slim tinted windows and low sweeping lines. Quick, really quick – the kind of car Will would love to have, maybe when he was older. For now, the Ducati would carry him swiftly through the last stage of his long journey home, where he was desperate to be.

The sharp morning air reminded Will that autumn was showing signs of coming earlier to Britain than Normandy. A watery sun was breaking through the sea mist, but the temperature was still cowering. Taking his gloves from the tank bag and checking his passport was under his leather jacket, he pushed the bike off the stand and flicked the engine into life. He kicked into first gear with his foot and let the clutch out delicately. He was a little tired: he rarely slept well on overnight crossings, even when he took a Commodore-class berth, as this time. But his mind had been racing all night, ever since Chartres in fact, and he couldn’t come to terms with all of his thoughts, discoveries, ideas that had been forming and pressing on his mind. He couldn’t think about it all again now: he’d wait until he could talk to Alex and then, he hoped, make some sense of it all.

Gently now, Claudia, we’ll be home soon, he thought almost aloud, as he manoeuvred the nervous beauty over the slippery bumps on the metal boarding ramp and down toward Customs Control. The duty officer held out his hand for him to stop. Will unzipped his jacket, pulled out his passport, and as he handed it across he lifted his helmet. The agent glanced briefly at the likeness between the man and the passport and nodded him on.

Will settled his weight in the saddle and considered the route home. Motorway around Southampton to Winchester, A34 north. He’d come off near Kings Worthy, country lanes to Barton Stacey, down the hill and over the bridge on the Test by the trout farm, then on home to Longparish. Momentarily he pondered whether to take the A34 all the way, to Tufton, then Whitchurch. But that was an accident black spot, with reckless local traffic on a Saturday. No – the back lanes reminded him that England had beauties of her own alongside the sunflowers and poppies of Tuscany, the lavender swathes of Provence, and the farms and pargeted buildings of the Pays d’Auge. There’d certainly be fog along the river at this time of the year, lying all along the valleys until the sun had a chance to burn it off. Which it would – in the next few hours. Unexpectedly he felt homesick; he was longing to see his father and his nephew and hug them, and to have some quality time with Alex in an hour or so. Then they could all enjoy a drink at the pub later over lunch. What the hell, he decided. Taking the scenic route meant he could burn some gas and the law wouldn’t bother him. There was a cow crossing before home, but he was in no hurry. God knew what time Alex would be arriving, though – perhaps not until later in the day. Will let out a soundless sigh, knowing he could do with someone there to soften the dynamic with his father.

He pulled up quite suddenly, and tried his brother’s mobile once again. ‘Sandy, where in the world are you? It’s Saturday, for God’s sake. Did you get called in late for an emergency? You’re still on shift, I suppose, as your phone’s switched off. I’ve left messages everywhere.’ Will felt a wave of disappointment. As he thought about the unanswered calls and texts he realised Alex was probably stuck at the hospital, and he was impatient to talk to him. He tried not to sound too demanding. ‘I’m heading for The Chantry now – Dad hasn’t answered, but he might not be up or he’s gone for the papers. Can we meet at the pub on our own for a while later? You won’t believe what I’ve got to tell you, but I can’t say in front of Dad. Please come down today; I need your mind alone. And, if not today …’ He stopped, not wanting to explore that option. ‘Please, ring me, would you, when you get this?’ Then, almost as an afterthought, ‘Do you know where Mum’s Bible is? The really old one? OK, later.’

The thought of the stream gliding through the woods with the shafts of sun cutting it, like long fingers through the ice-white mist, appealed to Will’s romantic side. His mind had been in freefall since noon yesterday, and he needed the calm of the river. As he crossed the A30 he noted another car had turned in behind him, and he pulled away without effort. He passed under the A303, and the road rose again before dropping along a slow bend to the valley floor, and home.

This was home more than ever at the moment. He didn’t have a new flat of his own in London yet, and he’d let Siân remain in his old flat, having paid the three months’ rent for her first when they’d split a few months before. A lot of his material self was still there; he’d have to sort things out more permanently and get a London base again. He couldn’t keep crashing at Alex’s place. But although his home was in Hampshire, had always been here along with his darkroom and his books and most of his music, there were wounds that hadn’t healed with Henry, his father, since the loss of his mother. He’d run away in June, from Henry and from Siân; he had to face it now and clean up all his relationships.

The autumn sun was now up, slightly over his right shoulder to the south-east, but as he breasted the hill he saw the valley below shrouded in a thick blanket of fog that the sun had not yet touched. ‘Season of mists’ was putting it mildly; ‘blanket fog’ was more like it, he thought – if more prosaic. From his vantage point on the bike, the road bent steeply downwards in a gentle curve, disappearing in a wall of swirling white topped with yellow where the sun touched it. Will swiftly dropped the bike to a lower gear to radically reduce speed. As he did so, the white cloak embraced him in a bright luminous light, reducing his vision to a few metres in a matter of seconds. It was like being in the Chartres labyrinth again. He smiled quietly to himself as he stared into the mist from inside his helmet. He knew the route like the back of his hand: at the end of the hill the road crossed a bridge, then straightened past the fishing lake and on to a second bridge, passing some cottages further on and then into the village at a T-junction. An easy right towards their own end of the sprawling three miles of Longparish brought him to the house that had been in his mother’s side of the family for centuries, and he wanted to get straight into her books and her garden.

The atmosphere brought her near to him now. She used to call these fogs ‘river sprites’. He remembered the white-outs, descending very suddenly at day’s end when he was younger. It could occur in minutes, sometimes, at either end of the cricket season. The fog would fall so fast that the batsman might quite suddenly see the ball appearing out of the mist as if by magic. Those days ended early, with a more prolonged session than usual at the local – appropriately called The Cricketers – as it was almost impossible to drive far until the fog had lifted. His mates usually stayed to dinner, and his mother spread sleeping bags around in the attic.

His mind crashed back to reality with the roar of a car engine accelerating on to the bridge just behind him, and a flash of lights. Something seemed to tear the handle bars from his grasp. The bike veered sharply to the left, driving its front wheel into the iron railing along the bridge-head that he’d known was coming. With a nauseating wrench, the fairing around Will’s knees broke and he was thrown over the handle bars, goring his leg badly as he cleared the barrier rail headfirst, and then falling the fifteen feet or so into the River Test below. Despite the searing pain in his leg, he was relaxed as he fell, worrying more about the Ducati than his own injuries. The sun through the fog cast astonishing shards of prismatic light through his mind, as he tumbled seemingly endlessly. Some idiot had overtaken him on the bridge. Didn’t see him, probably. He certainly hadn’t seen or heard anyone.

As his instincts had told him to roll forward when he realised the bike was going, he’d landed quite tidily in the very clear water on the back of his head and shoulders. Still conscious, and preternaturally calm, he momentarily registered the beauty of the pebbled bed as he lay in the freezing stream that ran rapidly away. It had a surprising slurping current, and was of a fair depth for a relatively small river. He was angry, but relieved to be able to feel all of his limbs: he was clearly not too seriously harmed except for the vicious throb in his thigh numbed by chill water. His helmet hadn’t come away completely, which he understood was a blessing, and he was aware enough to realise he should pull himself to the bank quickly or he would drown where he lay, in water deep enough for the purpose. The fierce determination of the river always impressed him, and it inspired once again his last reserves of strength as he dragged his body partially out of the water and on to the thin incline of the bank. He had enough clarity to recollect that he was only a mile or so from home before he suddenly felt nauseous and giddy, and slumped forwards, passing out completely. In an icy dream, he heard the voice of an American girl telling him to ‘go for it’, and Alex’s voice: ‘Sorry, can you leave a message after the tone …’ then the scream of the bike’s engine, like some demon lover’s wail.

Just beyond the end of the bridge, the blue Lancia was waiting. The door opened, and the tiny jewel-red warning light on its edge lit up. A fine pair of hand-made shoes at the end of a pair of grey flannel trousers descended from the car, accompanied by the figure of a man in a camel coat. The form advanced towards the moaning bike, and a gloved hand dislodged the throttle from the ironwork on the bridge and fiddled with the key. In the profound silence that followed, the rustling of Will’s tank bag seemed deafening. He opened it quickly and examined its contents. A dog at a farm somewhere along the road started barking furiously. Ignoring the sound, he walked over to the end of the bridge and around the barrier fence towards the point where Will lay, still half submerged in the icy stream. There was a film of steam above the water, where the air and water temperatures collided. Visibility was very limited. With his foot the man rolled Will’s inert body on to its back, and started to bend over him. Safe in the knowledge that the mist was obscuring them from any observer, he ignored the sound of someone stirring in a cottage, perhaps two hundred metres away in the whiteness. But then voices could be heard a little nearer, above the sound of a barking dog.

Now the man straightened quite sharply and retreated towards the Lancia. The engine purred quietly, the rear light flickered bright red for a second, then the car merged into the heavy shroud.
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Will laughed aloud. It sounded hollow inside his head, but he felt like Dante as he passed from Purgatory to Eden. This celestial being, crouched now beside him on the slope of the river bank, had such a clear voice, so piercing, like Dante’s angel. I’angel cantava in voce assai piu che la nostra viva, he thought, ‘more piercing and clear than ours …’

‘Will?’ she repeated. She tried not to be hysterical, but Melissa thought at first that he was dead. She was confronted with a dilemma: should she risk moving him and possibly damage his spine, or leave him in the freezing water? She called frantically backwards down the lane in the direction towards her cottage. His eyes were lolling, not focusing at all, and he was laughing incoherently. The signal from her mobile kept dipping: the damned fog. Now she was connected with 999, arranging an ambulance, listening to advice about the victim’s position, answering questions about his neck, describing his blood loss, the severity of his leg wound. She couldn’t control her voice, she knew; she was scared she’d do the wrong thing; but she mastered the situation as best she could, put her coat over him, and tried to look calmer than she felt.

Why is she so worried? he thought. He took in the details of her face: one of Raphael’s putti, perhaps, more than a grown angel; her gentle touch, and the warmth that spread over him from her coat. He heard words like ‘sinews’ and ‘tourniquet’ and ‘hypothermia’ and, strangely, ‘head injury’; but that was an eternity away from his own experience. He was floating freely – vaguely aware of the red spreading through the little pool of water near to him, like wasted claret – but feeling no pain, no concerns, content and serene. Shafts of colour made an extraordinary kaleidoscopic journey through his mind, like his grandmother’s emerald and ruby necklace when he was a child.

Sirens wailed around him. He shrank from them instinctively, and suddenly felt this was not a place he wanted to be. He thought of leaving another message after the tone.

The figure in a light olive jacket and faded denims looked almost relaxed as he placed a briefcase and a carrier bag from FAO Schwarz on the floor and an overcoat on the low table, then slipped into the seat beside them. The business lounge was surprisingly full, but Alex had picked a spot where he could make some calls without disturbing those bent at their laptops.

He looked at his watch, and felt it was now a bit late to be calling Anna in England to confirm his arrangements about picking up their son next morning; but he wanted to try his father once more in spite of the hour. He hit the speed dial and waited: then was a little thrown to get the answering machine again. It was a Saturday night, and Alex had expected to find his father still sitting up, talking to Will.

He frowned a little, and left a second message in a quiet voice. ‘Dad, I’ve no idea if you got my earlier message – my mobile isn’t roaming properly here and I can’t pick up my own voicemail. But assuming you did, you’ll know the conference overran last night and we never made the flight. A few of us stayed with one of my colleagues at his house in New Jersey for the night, but I’m at Kennedy now and the flight’s on time. Sorry for the changes, but I’ll still make lunch tomorrow. I had a call from my secretary so I have one small detour to make to Harefield; but the car’s at Heathrow and I’ll get Max from Anna’s on the way down. We’ll be there by noon.’ Alex broke off for a moment, sorry not to be able to talk to a person instead of a machine. He smiled, and slightly changed the tone of his voice. ‘Hey, Will, I think you got back today or yesterday, and you two are probably out for a late dinner? See you both tomorrow. Max and I have missed you. Save me a glass of good wine! Sleep well.’

Alex had stayed wide awake, hoping to have a quick word with his brother; but now he noticed exhaustion was threatening to overwhelm him. He’d been on the go for four unbroken days with late social nights, and he dreaded the overnight flight. He couldn’t sleep on planes, from an ingrained habit of being a light sleeper at work. Long years of night shifts and eighteen-hour days as a houseman had permanently inured him to deep dreams, and he only ever dozed, listening out for every noise. But he was grateful for the comfort of a business-class seat, and the food and movies would be something of a substitute for proper rest.

Nor had today been his own to unwind in, though it was usurped by a well-meaning biochemist who had given Alex and the other doctors a taste of the fall in and around Ridge-wood. It wasn’t at its best yet but was still lovely, appreciated by the whole group after three days of notepads, water bottles and film clips in a conference room without natural air or light. The trees and the company were genuinely friendly, and he’d still had just enough time to grab a cab to Fifth Avenue and pick out a gift for Max at Schwarz’s legendary toy store. He could slow down tomorrow, walk through the quiet village past the cricket field with its thatched clubhouse to the parent-friendly pub his mother had preferred, where they would celebrate the eve of his thirty-fourth birthday.

They were an all-male contingent for the first time in years. He’d wondered if Siân might join them, just to see if there was any remaining hope for her with Will. But his father had said, rather oddly, that she hadn’t replied to his invitation – it was unlike her to be so bad-mannered. Alex understood she was waiting for Will to ring and ask her himself, but that wouldn’t happen. He’d also thought Anna might come down. They had been divorced two years ago, but were still fairly close, and she fitted in with Alex for Max’s sake. But she wasn’t coming either, for reasons of her own.

And still the hardest thing was his mother’s absence. She was a kind, unjudging rock, held them all together through strife and pain, took no sides. His father coped quietly, worked as hard as ever – a country barrister with a good heart and held in respect by everyone. But he avoided talking about the life he had to get used to alone. At first, Alex and Will had tried being there more often, but if it made any difference to their father, he never told them. Someone from the village cleaned; his father did the garden at weekends; but the fire was snuffed in the hearth. And a bit of fire had gone from all of them, Alex thought.

Tomorrow there’d be laughter. Will would be back, and that was never dull. No dramas though, Will, please, Alex thought, and he laughed quietly to himself as he collected up his bags and coat to make the walk down and clear security. He and Max had grown used to having Will at the flat in London for a couple of months, and it would be so nice just to have a gentle day.

He must have dozed off. When Will woke there were figures moving around him in a sombre dance, like performances of tragedies at the Globe Theatre that closed with a macabre Bergamasque. He thought about the angel’s coat – like the stained glass in Chartres, the figure being set upon, and then given a cloak. He wished he could remember what it meant, but he’d forgotten so many Bible stories – apart from their significance in art history, which was one of his passions. Even then, he was better on his classics than the numberless Bible tales adorning all those tiny churches. He remembered Santa Fina in San Gimignano, and Santa Lucia in Sicily; but he tangled nightingales and cornfields with Samaritans and prodigals. For some reason all of those disparate images meant something to him just now.

Light streamed through a door as it opened, and he heard the angel’s voice again. She was talking to another person whose voice was soft, male, halting – possibly accented? The door closed and all was quiet. A lot of fuss, thought Will. Everyone tiptoeing around me. He wanted to touch the key around his neck, just to be sure it was safe; but oddly, his arm wouldn’t obey his command. They’ve drugged me, he realised – bloody Alex’s tribe; so he refused to worry about it. He tried to address the form quietly moving around him, to ask where he was and what had happened; but the words were lost on his lips. No sound issued from them. The frustration might have annoyed him, but he felt so unworried and unhurried, so he simply let his body sink into the cloud of white bedclothes, and his mind race at will. At Will.

His father’s voice was beside him – when did that happen? – talking gently. That made Will smile, inwardly at least. He was speaking with the other being in the room, oddly unaware that Will was listening intently, though the words made little sense. He was still thinking in Italian (or was it French?) and he couldn’t concentrate on what his father was asking. He was instead drenched with an impression of Sicilian sunshine, the smell of lemons, the taste of the delicious wine grown on Etna; and most satisfyingly, the boat trip he had taken to Fonte Ciane, the lush clumps of papyrus rising from the water. A beautiful Sicilian girl had gone with him – no, she was from Tuscany – as they were the only ones waiting for the boat to appear, even though it was high season. The day was scorching, they had shared their supplies of water, bread and fruit with each other and with the boatman. Her thick black curly tresses, hanging lower than her waist and scented like citrus blossom, floated out over the water on the warm wind. He told her, in desperately inadequate Italian, how he could imagine dolphins swimming about in her wavy hair; and she explained to him in Italian mixed with English the story of the nymph who was pursued by Alph, the ancient river, escaping his passion only with the aid of Artemis, who turned her into a spring. But the river had caught her in a last embrace, and the water turned brackish with their salty union. It had happened right here, she’d said. He hadn’t been sure if this was an invitation to a salty embrace, or a warning not to inflame the wrath of the goddess, but the day was utterly perfect in every sense. He would carry something of its scent, of its unexpectedness, and its chaste sensuality, to his last hour.

Henry Stafford’s long fingers came up involuntarily and took refuge in his grey but still thick head of hair, as though he wanted to hide himself. ‘We quarrelled. It was so senseless.’

‘Mr Stafford,’ the woman in a white uniform beside him suggested, ‘don’t go over the negative things. This is so unhelpful, really, for either one of you. Just talk to him: we never know how much they take in when they’re in a coma; but our understanding is that hearing is the last thing to go. He’s aware of things you and I can’t begin to fathom – on a plane quite beyond us. I’m a great believer in that.’

‘He wanted to know about his mother’s family, about this silly key.’ He stared into his palm. ‘I never liked talking about it. I’m a rationalist – unapologetically, I’m afraid. He spent the summer away – had gone off in a passion, unhappy with me. Today was his homecoming. I wanted to talk to him tonight, and discuss his mother. She was such an extraordinary woman, wiser than any of us. And of course he just misses her. We all do. Why couldn’t I just tell him what he wanted to know?’

Ruth Martin was wiser than almost anyone herself; and years working in the Intensive Treatment Unit had taught her to listen to the family. They needed whatever assurances she could give, much more than the patients. The last CT scan hadn’t looked good, but she wanted to give the father something to help him through these next dark, uncertain hours. ‘Whatever it was, just tell him now. He’s a captive audience, and yours is the voice he’ll most want to hear.’

But the only voice Will heard was his own, so loud in his ears that he was sure he was shouting at his brother. ‘Sandy, quel âge auras tu demain? You are a Virgo, aren’t you? Like Astraea. The last of the divine race to leave the earth …’ Will couldn’t collate the information, but he pressed on and climbed the mountain. There was a plume of smoke hovering over the caldera. It was exhausting work; but he wanted to see the view from the top, wanted to touch the volcano’s power. He thought of Demeter scouring Etna for her daughter: he must tell her he’d found her. Where had he read ‘If your soul wants to be in India, to cross the ocean, in a moment it can be done’? He couldn’t find its source. His mind searched through the great hard drive that was his memory. It was Bruno: he saw the face. He neared the top of the mountain, and the air was not sulphurous, as he anticipated, but clear and scented of limes and grapevines. And a rose.

Shh! His father was speaking to him, but the words seemed to take shape for a second, then fragment. Someone else’s words were drowning them out. ‘Living beings will not die, but like composite bodies they are merely dissolved, like the dissolution of a mixture rather than death. If they are dissolved, it is not to be destroyed but renewed. What after all is the energy of life?’

Henry Stafford had the feeling his son wasn’t hearing him, but he spoke on. ‘And he was a great man, that I know. His interest in metaphysics was not the only thing in his life worthy of comment. A great mathematician, a scientist, translator. A spy who might have worked for Walsingham – the first to call himself 007, it’s been suggested. He had the best library in England. But remembered as Queen Elizabeth’s astrologer, someone who conversed with spirits – or tried to. And I have not much patience with that. But your mother was more flexible; we just didn’t talk about it. My wish – and she complied. Whatever there is in that genetic mix of yours, Will, John Dee certainly contributes much of its richness, brilliance, and probably some of your mysticism. I believe the key opens something that belonged to him.’ Ignoring the equipment that made his son seem far away and out of touch, Henry had seized Will’s hand on the cover-sheet. His hair was tidy and trimmed, his face tanned and handsome – yet he looked frighteningly colourless.

Will may have heard him; he wasn’t sure. He was standing, all at once, in a parallel moment, in the centre of a labyrinth, with the smell of roses blissfully overwhelming him, light streaming over him: and, at the same time, on the top of Etna’s core, the air pregnant with citrus scents, flatter light, heavy heat. Kennst du das Land, wo die Zitronen blühn? he thought: Do you know the land where the lemon trees bloom? What a mistake he’d made. How much time he’d wasted, never learning the whole of any one language, just bits and pieces – never enough for an intellectual conversation with someone from another time and cultural space. How else could you see the world through someone else’s eyes, if you couldn’t complete an important sentence? The word was everything, he understood.

‘Dodone. Delphi. Delos.’

He saw a triangle in his mind’s eye; and then looked closely at the pattern on the hilt of the little key. There was a pearl upon it, in the centre of a spiral. Why hadn’t he ever taken proper notice of it before? He looked down at his hands, which were grasping something warm and leathery. A dark, old book. He turned it over. His eyes had trouble focusing on the title, lettered in gold. ‘Ah. The Old King’s Book.’ Inside the front cover was inscribed: ‘Diana Stafford’, above her drawing of a stag and a triangle.

A tear escaped from his father’s eye, and he offered no apology for it.

Will floated in a scented sea of light. His sense of humour was still with him. It seemed like Paradise but designed by Muji – all white and uncluttered and beauteous. He willed a great heavy hand on his father’s shoulder, and intellectually connected with the touch somehow. He spoke, though his lips were stone: ‘Ah! but those tears are pearl which thy love sheeds, And they are rich, and ransom all ill deeds.’
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