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For Jeremy




Izena duen guztia omen da.
‘All that has a name exists.’


Old Basque proverb





Author’s Note



This is a work of fiction written to illuminate, entertain, inspire and intrigue, and should be read as such. Any similarity to a living person or actual institution is entirely coincidental. However, I have endeavoured to depict the history of the Lincoln Brigade and the experiences of both the Basques under Franco and the French and Germans who fought with the International Brigades as realistically and as empathetically as is possible. Again, many thanks to all those who have contributed to the writing of this book.





Prologue



Tyburn gallows, London, 1613


The bitter wind blew flurries of icy flakes around Shimon’s ankles. His feet – bare and bleeding from the heavy chains – were frozen beyond pain. If only the rest of me were as blessed, he thought, a wish that was instantly carried up by the erratic snow, whirling high above the jeering crowd running alongside the prison cart. A minute later it was brought crashing down by a rotten apple that hit him squarely in the chest. He fell back onto the sharp wooden stakes that fringed the cart. Painfully, he steadied himself against the jostling of the vehicle. The crowd shouted words that shot into him as sharp as arrows – ‘Spy! Traitor! Devil lover!’ The young Spaniard closed his eyes against the angry English faces, shutting out the grinning woman holding up her infant grandson to see the spectacle, the screaming hate that roared down the lane.


He knew he was going to die. He’d seen it. He had been given the gift of the eyes of God. The Eyes of God. He had seen his own burning body and yet he’d chosen not to run. And now his secret hung like an oasis, tantalisingly out of reach, the last hope before death.


‘¡Soy inocente! I am innocent!’ he shouted, but his voice was lost in the laughter and in the clatter of horses’ hooves. Suddenly, the cart swung into a small courtyard hidden behind high walls, guards swiftly pulling the gates shut behind the two noblemen escorting it on horseback, preventing the rabble from entering.


Shimon, looking from under his long matted hair and now far beyond fear, wondered whether they planned to execute him in secret, and if so how?


In the centre of the courtyard sat an ornate lacquered sedan chair, two uniformed footmen stood patiently at either side of it. The curtain across the window was drawn, but the chair, varnished in black and gold, was the transport of a nobleman. Recognising the coat of arms adorning the centre of the door panel, Shimon felt his heart begin to pound pitifully against his gaunt ribcage – a desperate hope flooded his tortured body as he was dragged from the cart to the ground and forced to kneel.


The two noblemen dismounted their horses and approached the sedan chair. One pulled the curtain across, while the other bowed low, the feather plume of his hat brushing against the cobbles as the man inside stepped out.


He stood before Shimon, austere in black, except for the royal emblem of the lion and the unicorn embroidered on the breast of his doublet and a plain silver cross a blatant declaration of the pious hanging over the quilted satin. An expression of both suspicion and curiosity was the only flicker of life in his bulbous eyes. Shimon knew this was the king who had drawn and quartered the Spanish sympathiser and heretic Guido Fawkes, but he also knew the monarch was a father in mourning.


‘Does the wizard speak?’ King James leaned heavily on a cane, his thin legs chicken-like under the pleated breeches, stuffed like the doublet to guard against the knife of the assassin. Pressing a scented posy against his nose to block the foul smell of the filthy prisoner, he swung around to the taller of the noblemen, Henry Howard, the elderly Earl of Northampton. The earl was about to translate the King’s words when the prisoner, a Shimon Ruiz de Luna, a Spanish Jew whom the English had suspected of spying, and, to the earl’s great frustration, had nothing humble about his demeanour except for the rags they had clad him in, bent forward, the chain around his ankles rattling as he did so.


‘Your majesty, I am not wizard, spy nor alchemist, I am a physic,’ he croaked, in English, his breath foul from starvation. ‘I come as a friend of England, I come to bring you warning of a war. A war that has not yet happened, a war that will set Christian against Christian, brother against brother, and will poison Europe for thirty years or more—’


‘Enough! I will not have my time wasted by such nonsense! You are just a commonplace agitator!’ the King interrupted.


‘Your majesty.’ The earl stepped forward, his aged frame placating, his hands seeking to calm. ‘The Spaniard has told us of events that had not yet taken place, and then Time proved him correct. I can’t tell you how, but the alchemist has the powers of a seer, he is to be taken seriously.’


‘A war! A thirty-year war? How am I to prevent this?’


‘We found maps upon his person, perhaps they are clues to the future, your majesty. Think how it would serve both yourself and England to have such information, think how such knowledge would play against your enemies.’


King James turned back to the prisoner. After pulling both his gloves up to stop his skin from being contaminated by contact with the Spaniard, he lifted one of Shimon’s filthy hands and, turning it, examined both the palm and fingers. His courtiers, the earl and Justice Humphrey Winch, looked on, knowing they had no choice but to indulge the monarch’s self-professed ability as a witch-finder.


‘Have you interrogated him as a wizard?’ the monarch finally enquired.


‘Extensively, your majesty,’ Justice Winch replied. ‘As the marks and bruises on his body will testify, but over and over again he would not reveal the methods by which he has gained this knowledge of what is to come.’


‘And the maps?’


‘Strange gardens, caves and mountains, perhaps locations of future battles – none of which appear to be on English soil, your majesty.’


‘Then they do not concern us. Execute him as a wizard,’ the King declared, before signalling to the guard that he wished to leave.


The earl and Justice Winch exchanged a glance behind the King’s back.


‘Your majesty, we have been deliberating – it might be more politic to make the charge that of spy,’ Winch ventured. ‘The people have begun to tire of the burning of witches and wizards. The charge of spy has more gravitas. It would also send another warning to King Philip that we will not be toyed with.’


‘And I should listen to the people? I am the King, I have divine right.’


Justice Winch nudged the earl sharply in the ribs. Reluctantly he stepped forward. ‘Given the popularity of your dear departed son, the late Henry, Prince of Wales, it would be prudent to do so.’


King James sighed. ‘Spy it is.’ He glanced back at the prisoner, who stared up at him. ‘Pity, he has a certain beauty for a Hebrew,’ he observed, before turning away.


Shimon, struggling in his chains, threw himself at the monarch’s feet. ‘But I have brought you a huge gift, the gift of the future! You must listen! Your majesty!’


King James turned. ‘I might consider a pardon if you tell me how you arrived at your magical maps and stories of battles and deaths to come.’


Northampton dropped to his heels and grabbing Shimon’s narrow matted head, jerked it up. ‘Save yourself, Jew, tell the King the method by which you came by this knowledge and you will live.’


‘I cannot. If I did so, everything would become undone!’


‘Then why come to these shores and demand an audience with his majesty – if not to spy?’


‘To stop a war but not betray Time itself.’ The consequences of his odyssey loomed over Shimon, and the blind tenacity with which he had pursued his one hope – to find a man with the power and intelligence to understand and use what he had discovered. He thought King James this man, now he’d lost everything, but there was still the map he had made – carved into landscapes someone in future years, decades, centuries would surely find, then follow.


‘What does the prisoner say?’ King James did not like this foreign muttering, the hysteria that seemed so unchristian. The earl stood and bowed his head.


‘He will not reveal his methods, your majesty.’


‘Then he must burn.’


‘Burn, your majesty? Spies do not burn,’ Justice Winch interjected.


‘This one will,’ the King announced, before hauling himself into the sedan chair and pulling the curtain closed. A moment later Shimon was dragged back onto the cart.


Outside, the rabble was waiting and the prison cart trundled out again into the jeering. As it entered the lane Shimon caught sight of a woman standing back from the crowd, her black cloak wrapped around her statuesque figure, the long red hair concealed beneath a cowl. Shocked, he stared over at her. He would have recognised her anywhere, and, for the first time that day, he felt terrified. It was his sister’s tutor, an Englishwoman who had betrayed his family to the Inquisition a lifetime ago, and one of the reasons why he had been forced to flee Spain.


‘¡Maldita seas!’ he spoke out. ‘I curse you with my death and those of my parents, brother and sister.’


The earl, now back on his stallion and following the cart, noticed the prisoner’s sudden agitation. He turned to Justice Winch.


‘I still think it a strange execution for a spy.’


Winch, his long face shaped by grievance and avarice in equal parts, spat down onto the cobblestones. Then, concealing a loathing of Catholics – secret or otherwise – he turned back to Northampton, his features now smoothed into neutrality.


‘You know how stubborn the King is when it comes to the persecution of occultists. However, by burning him we can be reassured his power as both wizard and spy will be vanquished.’


The earl glanced over at the shivering prisoner. Despite the marks of torture on his hands, feet and face, and despite the shower of rotten fruit and ridicule raining down, the Spaniard had managed to stay upright, his thin frame infused with a dignity Northampton would normally associate with religious martyrs and not foreign heretics. Wizard execution and all other manner of witch-burning were practices the earl only supported in public and then to appease King James, who’d taken a personal interest in such persecution since his days as a Scottish ruler, when he had even written a book on the subject: Daemonologie. It had been because of political pressure that the earl, now an elderly statesman of seventy-five, had agreed to represent the King at the execution at all.


‘Nevertheless, Justice Winch, ’tis a pity you did not manage to squeeze the location of the Spaniard’s great “treasure” out of him during his interrogation. I have it on good authority that the King wanted the treasure himself to present as a gift to King Philip of Spain.’


This time the judge did not bother to address the earl to his face but kept his eyes fixed on the swaying prisoner.


‘If there is any great treasure … Besides, my dear Northampton, can’t you see that it’s because Ruiz de Luna was able to use his wizardry to block his pain that I failed to procure the information you needed. If his great treasure involves witchcraft, ’tis perhaps better his secret dies with him. When England fights it fights with Christ by its side.’


‘Amen to that,’ the earl added, just to clarify where his own politics lay.


Before them the narrow lane suddenly opened out into the town’s marketplace. Beside the gallows a huge pyre of wood had been constructed with a pole rising up through the middle like a ship’s mast. Already the crowd stood waiting, oblivious of the snow gathering upon their heads and shoulders, faces sharp with anticipation.


Leaning forward, out of hearing of the King’s guards who rode with them, Northampton snarled into the judge’s ear, ‘Just remember, Winch, such magic might be mistaken for courage. If there has been treachery afoot here, I promise you I will find it. And if not me – History. At the end of the day she will judge both of us and that day, my friend, is not far for either you or I.’


The guards were already helping the prisoner off the cart and towards the unlit pyre. Stumbling and near fainting, Shimon was pushed through the crowd who’d now fallen silent as if the proximity of death awed them. Some even reached out and touched him as if to bring them good luck, their outstretched arms a forest of strange affection, while others spat and muttered prayers. It was not how Shimon had imagined. He had seen a greater glory, one in which his last confession had been heard loudly and defiantly across the town plaza. He reached the platform. A masked executioner stood by the piled wood, a massive, muscular man, sinister in demeanour.


As Shimon was led to the stake he tripped. In an instant the executioner was by his side, helping him up.


‘Steady, lad,’ he whispered, his gentle voice belying his threatening presence, as he tied Shimon to the stake.


A hooded priest approached offering him his last rites. Shimon shook his head. Immediately the crowd began to murmur in disgust – such a refusal proved the alchemist guilty. One man cried out, ‘Satan worshipper!’ Ignoring them, Shimon looked up into the pewter sky – utterly alien from the blue heavens of his homeland – and began to mutter his own prayers, in Hebrew. So intense was the discourse with his God, he barely noticed the whoosh of the igniting stake the executioner now held.


Glancing over at Northampton, the executioner waited for the signal. The aristocrat nodded solemnly. In a strangely graceful gesture the burly man bent and lit the pyre. In seconds it was transformed into a flaming sun against the grey of the city square.


‘The eyes of God, the eyes of God,’ Shimon said, over and over to himself, the flames now lapping at his feet. He stared out into the captivated crowd, searching for a face, his final solace.


At last he found her, standing at the back, her pregnant form hidden beneath a robe, her Basque features hooded against English eyes. Uxue. Their gaze met, and, though weeping, she smiled. Or was it his imagination? Then she held up a pendant for him to see – he recognised the symbol instantly. His secret was safe. Finally, Shimon surrendered to the searing pain that had begun shredding his feet and legs.


The earl crossed himself, thankful that the writhing figure now hung limp. He turned back to the crowd, his gaze searching for the dark young woman he’d seen the spy exchange glances with, but she’d vanished.





Catacombes de Paris, 1953


The man worked swiftly and furtively, the torchlight throwing long dancing shadows across the rows of neatly stacked skulls and bones. He was comfortable with the dead. The dark subterranean cavern, just one chamber in an endless labyrinth, with the faint scurrying of rats and dripping water, did not so much frighten him as throw his instincts on razor-sharp alert. He paused for a moment, resting on his walking cane, in front of the large iron cross set against a wall of tightly compacted bones topped by a row of skulls that seemed to stare back down at him in vacuous bewilderment. The last time he’d stood in this strange place was six years earlier, at the end of a war and the beginning of the most profound loss he’d ever experienced. That night he had come to hide something and now he was here to reclaim it.


He counted the skulls from the wall’s edge and found the one he sought. Reaching up he managed to pull it from its tight niche without toppling its ghoulish companions. Holding it in the torch beam, he found the cracked seam and lifted the back of the skull away – hidden inside was a small object folded into a leather cover. He unwrapped it with trembling fingers, finally revealing an ancient chronicle, its vellum yellowed cover cracked like veins, the small brass lock clicked shut, the handwritten Latin dancing like spiders across the front. It lay in his hands heavy like she had lay dying. It was the only thing he had left of her.


‘Andere,’ he said, softly under his breath, as if to say the name itself might make the woman manifest, the dusty scent of the book taking him back to a war, to Spain, to the poignantly simple ideals of his youth that had made him, for a moment, a hero to a people, and, perhaps more importantly, to himself. Days that had evaporated with the grief and the sun, and afterwards the other Spain and the love he’d lost his soul to and had then later lost, a violent death that had made him run and had kept him running – until now.


Fuck them, they haven’t won yet. His reverie was interrupted by a sound in the next catacomb, imperceptible to normal ears, but to his sharp musician’s hearing audible enough. He froze. A second later there was the squeaking of rats and more scurrying. He relaxed – just night creatures, like myself, he reflected with some affection.


Then, with a sudden and violent thud, the assassin was upon him, the thin wire of a garrotte gouging his neck. Immediately, the musician deliberately fell back against his attacker, toppling the slight figure to the stone floor and managing to slip a thumb under the wire as they fell, buying him the he needed to reach for the cane with his other hand. The figure pinned under his large body appeared surprisingly small, but the assassin moved with the expediency of the professional killer, pulling on the wire ruthlessly, twisting and turning to get from under him. The musician, his brain racing with the clarity of an ex-soldier, eased the tip of the cane under the wire in place of his thumb. He then jerked the cane forward with both his hands and all his strength, snapping the garrotte. Swinging around, he wrestled with the assassin who he could now see wore a balaclava. The musician, although ill, was strong and used to combat. In seconds he had his hands around the assassin’s throat – it took another minute to finish him.


The assassin fell back lifeless and suspiciously light in the musician’s arms. He laid the body out on the freezing flagstones, allowing the silence of the catacombs to close back over them. Crouching over the prostrate figure, he waited listening, half-expecting others to follow. There was nothing; apart from him and the corpse, the catacombs were empty. Reaching down he pulled the balaclava off – black hair shorn close to the skull in army fashion framed the face of a young woman, devoid of make-up, her body slight and flat-chested. Under the jacket hung a pendant, a curious symbol that seemed vaguely familiar. He pulled the chain off the corpse with an indifferent jerk. He would keep it: it might be a clue.


He turned back to the chronicle now lying under the cross. It was undamaged. Deeply relieved, he picked it up. It must be returned to the family, he told himself. He would not live long enough to take it back, but there was one man he knew, someone he had also loved and who owed him his life. This man, more than anyone, would be able to take the heirloom back and perhaps more, perhaps even unlock the stories of the strange maps within it. He glanced at his watch, it was 3 a.m., the hour of the wolf as they used to say in the trenches. He would leave tonight before they try to kill him and steal the chronicle again.
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Kensington, London, 1953


‘Harder, harder, big boy! I am yours!’ The girl, straddling August, screamed in Russian, her long hair a curtain that fell across his face, the small high breasts pushing hungrily between the strands as she pressed herself against him.


‘Big boy, da!’ August yelled back in an effort to lose himself in her pleasure. It was the fourth time they’d made love in seven hours and he’d travelled from very drunk to sober like a speeding car about to crash, the expected hangover now beginning to explode over each eyeball.


‘Da!’ She came, and he followed, an orgasm that accelerated into a pounding headache as she fell back, her slim body arching away from him like a gymnast. It was an interesting perspective, August noted, reminded of an Egon Schiele drawing. The sweep of her thin pale body topped with the thick black bush of her sex was both lyrical and erotic, but then again, he was a sap for beauty. Was this why he had let her spend the whole night? he wondered to himself, as she lifted herself off him, rolling to the other side of the unkempt bed.


Sitting up, August began rolling a cigarette then realised with a sudden panic he’d forgotten her name. Irina? Yelena? Yolanta? From Leningrad, that much he remembered. Large green eyes, a narrow cat face and an intellectual passion he had found impossibly sexy. They’d met in a jazz bar he frequented, one that was always full of students and European emigrants. Armed with a smouldering anger and a sexuality that crackled through the air, she’d approached him and asked whether he was a saxophone or trumpet aficionado, then demanded he bought her a vodka. Full of idealism and bittersweet anecdotes about occupation, she’d taken him back to his own youth and all he’d lost growing cynical, and that had been motive enough to ask her back to the flat, but he hadn’t planned for her to stay the night. He never let them stay the night, not the one-night stands. It was too messy; there were women for one thing, and other women for another, that was how he functioned, had always functioned. Besides, August had a vague feeling he’d made arrangements for that morning, he just couldn’t quite remember what they were and the hangover wasn’t helping.


‘You read my language?’


He turned. She was holding up a copy of War and Peace in Russian.


‘I speak a little, badly,’ he told her in Russian, reluctant already to expose much more of himself.


‘Is good,’ she replied then sprung up in that restless way some women get just after lovemaking. Stark naked, and in the morning light, he could now see she did indeed have both the body and grace of a dancer. She was also achingly young, younger than he remembered from the night before. She went over to the mantelpiece and picked up a photograph entitled, ‘1933, Harvard, Cambridge.’


‘This is you with father, yes?’


A shimmeringly young August stared defiantly out of the frame, an aura of privilege and entitlement enveloping him like a faint smudge. Very blond, dressed in his graduation gown and cap, optimism radiating from every pore, he stood beside his father – Senator Winthrop of the Republican Party. The patrician’s hand grasped the young August’s shoulder – the king with his heir under his command. August lit the roll-up then exhaled a long cool plume of white smoke, the nicotine dampening down his hangover.


‘Once upon a time,’ he answered, more bitterly than he’d intended.


‘Once upon a time? This is not a fairy tale, this is your life, no?’


‘I haven’t seen him in a long time. We argued.’


‘Argued?’ She put the photograph back carefully, as if she were placing an offering at an altar.


‘About Marx, if you have to know.’


‘Ah, like we did last night.’ She smiled, and for some strange reason looked less naked for doing so.


‘No, not like last night. My father is a fascist.’


‘An American fascist, this is not possible.’


‘It is possible.’


She shrugged, moving onto the next photograph. ‘And this one, this was when you were student?’


He glanced over. It had been taken on the River Cherwell in Oxford – three students punting on a lost sunny day, suspended in memory, himself, Charlie and the girl, hauntingly beautiful. Iris? Chantelle? He vaguely remembered the lovemaking, tears and a few terse letters but that was all. But who’d been the fourth element, the photographer himself? It was odd August had forgotten but there he was, on the punt sitting between Charlie and the girl, smiling across at this unseen chronicler. God, I look so much older than in the first photograph, so formed in my determination. Gone was the air of entitlement, in its place something more vulnerable, more angry. What did I lose in those years?


Staring across, he was back there, the gentle splash of the punt as it slipped into the water, the sudden cry from a startled duck flapping its wings wildly as it skimmed across the river, the murmur of Charlie reciting Donne, and colouring all of it the sense that they were blessed, poised on the edge of something vast, eternal and incredibly exciting, perfectly placed to change the world. August’s heart beat faster just thinking about it. He could even smell the faint smoke of coal fires drifting up from houses along the bank, the scent of lilac threading the soft air like light. And there was Charlie, with his longish hair and a goatee in that workman’s flat cap he always wore, staring moodily across the water. I miss you, more than life.


The two men had met in August’s first year at Oxford, both reading Classics and Oriental Studies, but Charlie Stanwick had been a scholarship boy, a streak of brilliant rhetoric and lateral thinking, son of a Glaswegian bricklayer and teacher, and determined to transform the world. A dedicated Marxist, he’d persuaded August to join the party and volunteer with him for the International Brigade when the Spanish Civil War broke out. They both left together for Spain in January 1937.


August, now yearning for the quick oblivion of a glass of whisky, turned to the window. Outside the last-gasp spring snow fell in wilful gushes, in a determined chaos that reflected the turmoil in which he felt he had, again, stupidly placed himself.


‘Yes, I was a student, at Oxford.’


‘So you must be academic, but what is this photograph, of you as soldier?’ She held up the last picture of a burned-out and barren olive grove, in which a battalion of battered-looking makeshift soldiers posed. There were eight of them, armed with ancient Soviet rifles, some with knives pushed into their leather belts, all with the red beret pulled low over the brow. Visibly older, August stood in the second row, holding his fist up in the characteristic salute of the Spanish Republican Army. The contrast between the August in the first photograph and this August was extreme. He’d lost that tight cast of hope that defines the jittery years between fifteen and twenty, the years in which all seems possible. There was a new maturity to his face, a bleak realism in his gaze. The wound that would become the scar was now visible on his left cheek. The Abraham Lincoln Brigade and Hemingway, Jarama Valley, 1937 was scrawled in ink at the bottom of the photograph. The writer, tall and instantly recognisable, stood in the middle of the men, a rifle slung over his shoulder for the sake of authenticity, looking back at the camera acutely aware of posterity’s glare.


‘Soldier or academic, which is it?’ the Russian girl insisted. Irritated, August got up out of the bed. At thirty-eight years of age he had a rangy physique that marked him – no matter what clothes he wore or language he spoke – as definably American, of old blue-blood Bostonian, a heritage he’d done his utmost to escape. He was a striking figure: missing the tip of his signet (shot off at Fatarella by a Spanish fascist), the angularity of his face was softened only by the mouth that was curiously feminine in shape and size, a broken nose and a scar that zigzagged from the corner of the right eye down to his lip. Conflict, both inner and outer, was stamped all over his body, contributing to an air of masculinity that was fatally attractive. He stubbed out the roll-up, then took the photograph out of her hand and put it back on the mantelpiece.


‘Listen Yelena—’


‘My name is Yolanta.’


‘Yolanta, it’s getting late and I have work to do …’


She snaked her body around his, her nipples brushing against his chest, her sex touching his. She was almost as tall as him and the total effect was undeniably and annoyingly arousing.


‘You answer my question, then we make love for the very last time and then I go. Deal?’ She paused. ‘Soldier or academic?’


Now erect, he couldn’t help himself. ‘Fighter,’ he murmured into her tangled fragrant hair as he lifted her up onto his hips. Entering her with a violence that made her gasp, he carried her over to the bed. Lowering her down, he began to pound into her, the quickening of both of them pushing all thought out of his mind, the delicious tightness of her, the soft taut skin enveloping him, taking him away from himself, from all that he’d become …


‘August!’ The voice was outraged and chillingly familiar. He stopped mid-penetration, then looked over his shoulder at Cecily, his fiancée, still in her coat and with a bag over her shoulder, standing at the end of the bed, staring at them horrified.


‘How could you?’ Her voice tiny and strangulated, she seemed paralysed in disbelief.


‘What are you doing back from your holiday!’ He rolled off the girl, so shocked he found himself taking refuge in banalities. Cecily still hadn’t moved. It was as if she couldn’t believe the tableau before her.


‘I came back early, to surprise you. I thought you’d be pleased.’ She reached into her bag and pulled out a package of cigarette boxes. ‘I even brought you the cigarettes you like.’ She threw them at his head, causing him to duck. ‘Lucky Strikes!’ Now she moved, running for the front door.


August leaped off the bed.


‘Your wife?’ the Russian girl ventured from the bed, revelling in languid nudity.


‘Just get out! Get out!’ August shouted back at her as he rushed to catch Cecily. ‘I can explain!’ He caught Cecily’s arm at the door.


‘What have you done? You’ve broken us, you’ve broken us into pieces!’ Cecily told him, struggling, then burst into tears as the Russian pushed past, still dressing, slamming the door behind her as she left.


‘She means nothing, Cecily!’ He fought her flailing arms as he pulled her into an embrace. Eventually her sobbing receded into a sullen anger. It was then that she broke away and started pacing the bedsit furiously.


‘What I don’t understand is why you gave me your keys if you intended to sleep with other women!’


Cecily’s voice pounded like nails into his head, his hangover having transformed it into a fragile glass bowl out of which he now found himself peering. Yearning to escape, August glanced towards the window, the events of the evening before seeming to drift across the windowpane as elusive as the fog that cloaked Kensington. He barely noticed a black car pulling away from the other side of the kerb. Suddenly he remembered he was still naked.


He grabbed his dressing gown; with it wrapped around him he felt less vulnerable. A certain self-righteous indignation now swept away the humiliation of being caught in flagrante delicto.


‘It wasn’t like that, Cecily. She seduced me, if you have to know. Besides, I was drunk, I didn’t know what I was doing, what I was risking,’ he said.


Cecily stopped pacing. She stood in front of the small gas fire set in the old Georgian hearth. Ominously it spluttered then died. In the kitchenette over the sink the gas meter gave out a click as it switched off. In seconds the room began to cool. In ten minutes it would be freezing, even though it was April. Ignoring the heater, Cecily stared at her lover, angry with herself for desiring him even now, covered by another woman’s caresses like invisible tattoos. ‘You’re drunk a lot lately, and you’ve stopped writing. It’s like you’re careering towards disaster and I just can’t help you.’ Her eyes welled with tears again, making him feel even guiltier and even more filled with self-loathing.


‘You can help, you do help, Cecily. Listen, I don’t want to lose you.’


‘Then why don’t you share things with me? Your past? What really happened in Spain, what really happened to Charlie!’ She was shouting now and August hated shouting women.


‘Stop it, Cecily, you’re on dangerous ground.’


‘Have you ever thought that you might be unconsciously sabotaging any possible happiness you could have? It’s not just the women or the drink, what about the debtors, August? Don’t think I don’t know about them. You had a job, a well-paid lectureship and you gave it up to pursue your “research”, and now you have writer’s block …’


Close to losing his temper, August closed his eyes then opened them again. To his relief Cecily was still there.


‘Look, maybe I am just hell-bent on destroying myself, maybe I’m a lost cause, just another loser addicted to risk—’


‘We are not at war now!’ Cecily screamed, despite herself. Outside there was the soft thud of snow, as if her voice had dislodged it.


‘Do you think I don’t know that?’ he murmured, one hand twisting into another. Why couldn’t he just touch her? Staring at him, Cecily felt her anger dissipate, like a puff of air leaving her body. She didn’t want to fight any more.


‘Why did you ask me to marry you?’ Her voice had shrunk to a plea.


August shrugged, there were no words left. The pain over his temple was beginning to throb again and the whisky from the night before had started to rise up in nausea. He tried stretching his face into a smile but his scar ached – phantom trauma.


‘I guess I thought I needed saving.’ He didn’t sound convincing, even to himself.


Cecily pulled the diamond ring off her finger and placed it on the mantelpiece.


‘You’re married already …’ Her hand flew up towards the rows of books that sat against the walls, piles marked with notes that read ‘The poisoning of Germanicus by Piso – the use of poison and witchcraft in Ancient Greece’, ‘Myths and magical herbs’, ‘Virgil’s Eclogues’, ‘The Annals of Tacitus’, and other titles interspersed with Marx, Descartes and copies of Life magazine. ‘… to your work, your past, your research and that manuscript you will never, ever finish. I was an idiot to think I could change you.’ Picking up her hat, she started to walk out.


Incredulous, he stared after her, at the seams of her stockings, the neatly arranged hair, the back of her shoulders as she swung towards the door, not believing she’d actually reach it. He waited for her to turn back to him, only when her hand reached out for the handle did he spring into action, bolting across the thread-worn rug.


‘You can’t leave, not because of a lousy one-night stand!’ He grabbed her arm.


The doorbell interrupted them. Startled, they both stopped struggling then Cecily shook herself free. But it kept ringing, drilling through their argument, through August’s blinding hangover.


‘You’d better answer it, it’s probably the next woman you intend to seduce,’ Cecily stated, flatly. The doorbell rang again. It was August’s cue – he knew somewhere under his throbbing headache he didn’t want to lose her but he was too exhausted, existentially and emotionally, to win her back – not again.


He pushed past her, out into the corridor then pulled the front door open angrily. The freezing wind billowed out his dressing gown and blew against his naked legs, jolting him back into a sharp reality.


There was no one there. He stared out into the fog peppered with late snow. It wasn’t quite nine and the morning was still gloomy, the pea-souper thick enough to hide ghosts as August’s sixth sense stretched out in the white. Nothing. He turned back to the door, then heard a voice he hadn’t heard in years.


‘August?’ A tall, thin figure clutching a guitar case and a walking cane stepped out of the bushes to the side of the front path.


‘Jimmy? Jimmy van Peters?’ The battered face was now visible, aged almost beyond recognition, but August recalled the way Jimmy had always held his head, bent slightly to the side as if he were regarding the world at a certain ironic distance, the hang-dog bloodshot blue eyes that revealed none of the prowess he’d show on the battlefield or the cold precision with which he always handled a bayonet. And despite the new fragility to the heavily lined face, August knew those heavy black eyebrows and those eyes; of Irish and Russian heritage, the ex-wharfie and consummate soldier had a distinctive virility still evident in his large but shrunken frame.


‘Let me in, Gus, it’s fucking cold out here and we’re probably being watched,’ Jimmy croaked, then, as August watched in amazement, swept past him into the house. After checking the road for any unwanted observers, August followed.


Cecily stared across at the musician: the old leather coat, the mud-encrusted boots and the battered trilby, boasting a ledge of melting snow, pushed down hard onto Jimmy’s cauliflower ears, the tattooed scorpion on the top of the hand. Jimmy gawked back, a glint of bald-faced sexual appreciation beetling up under his heavy eyebrows. While August stood by the door, paralysed by the shock of seeing two of his carefully compartmentalised worlds collide once again that morning.


‘Gus didn’t tell me he had company.’ Jimmy’s voice was a smoky blast from another era. He held out a gaunt hand large enough to span Cecily’s entire waist. She looked down at his grimy palm in open disdain then swung around to August.


‘Gus?’ she repeated, as if by sounding out the moniker Jimmy had exposed a whole other persona of August’s even more alien to the one she knew he kept hidden from her.


‘Jimmy van Peters, wonderful to meet you too,’ the musician replied, sarcastically. He placed his guitar case against the wall then threw his trilby on the couch to collapse onto August’s favourite armchair with his soaking wet coat still on, his gaze falling on the low coffee table upon which a couple of half-empty glasses sat from the night before.


‘Jesus, is that whisky?’ he asked August. Ignoring him, August swung around to Cecily.


‘Jimmy’s an old friend from Spain, we were comrades together.’ But she was now halfway across the room.


‘How nice for you.’ She started to turn the door handle. Indifferent to the drama unfurling before him, Jimmy lifted one of the glasses and sniffed it.


‘Hallelujah, it is too,’ he observed.


‘Don’t go.’ August reached out to touch Cecily but found he couldn’t quite bring himself to stop her. They both watched his hand hover then drop back to his side.


‘You see, I have to,’ she concluded, quietly, then left August staring at the door closing behind her.


Over in the kitchenette above the sink the gas heater gave out another groan. For the second time that morning August found himself unable to move.


‘Great legs, pity about the personality,’ Jimmy cracked from the couch, whisky glass in hand. August burst back into the moment, his head splitting.


‘Jimmy, that’s my fiancée.’


‘Was your fiancée, right?’


August wrapped the dressing gown tighter then sat opposite Jimmy. He reached for the packet of Lucky Strikes and broke open a box.


‘Right. You want one? Cecily just brought them back from Washington. She was on a trip with her father. I thought she was due back tomorrow. Have one, they’re like gold around here.’


Jimmy shook his head. ‘Would love to, but the lungs have gone.’ He broke into a broad grin, revealing a row of badly neglected teeth. ‘Gus, I cannot tell you how great it is to see some things never change.’


‘You’re wrong. Everything has changed and how the hell are you on my doorstep, Jimmy? I haven’t seen you since—’


‘Paris, just before the occupation. I was prettier then.’


‘Prettier? You were gorgeous.’ August exhaled, trying to calm his pounding heart.


Jimmy chuckled. ‘Yeah, well, the clock turns … Your fiancée? That really was something.’


‘One day, Jimmy, one day I’ll figure out the difference between love and need.’


‘Either way you’re screwed, good and proper.’ Jimmy held up the used glass. ‘Good whisky, little corked but it survived the night, which is more than you did, judging by the look of you.’ He pointed to the lipstick smudge along the rim of the glass. It was red, Cecily’s lipstick had been pink. ‘The other woman, right?’


August didn’t bother answering, but that was enough for Jimmy who broke into another chuckle. He filled the glass up from the whisky bottle and toasted August.


‘To my comrade – cocksman supremo.’


‘I’m not proud of it. Say, are you still playing at that dive in the Latin Quarter?’


‘I was, until a month ago. Now the fingers tremble too much to get a note out.’


‘That’s a real shame, you were one of the best jazz guitarists around.’


Outside there was the sound of a car passing, then the ring of a bicycle bell. Startled, the musician jumped, his face tightening as he went to the window.


‘Jimmy?’ August asked. He’d never seen him so jittery, not even under fire.


‘Ever since I got off the ferry in Dover I’ve had this feeling.’ Fear was pinching his voice. ‘I left Paris in the middle of the night, I was sure I lost them.’ He pulled off his scarf and threw it onto the chair, revealing the vivid purple bruise around his neck. He caught August staring at it. ‘An assassin in the catacombs, some crazy chick, left me with a souvenir.’ He reached into his pocket and showed August the pendant. ‘The kind of fuck-up voodoo you’re familiar with. No one knows I’m in England, no one, right? Except your ex-fiancée.’


‘Cecily’s trustworthy. Don’t worry, you’re safe here. No one’s interested in me unless it’s a jilted girlfriend or a debt collector. Nowadays I’m just an unemployed academic and a philanderer. Amen to that.’ August poured himself a whisky.


‘You sure there’s not a watcher out there?’


‘They stand out like dogs’ balls: black Wolseley car, raincoat and cheap hat. Oh, and they hate working Sundays.’


Jimmy pulled the curtains shut. ‘No one’s safe, least of all you and me. Once a Commie, always a Commie, you think government forgets? They keep tags, buddy. The Department is watching me, that’s for sure. I’m going to have to move in the next day or so, else …’


‘Else what, Jimmy?’


‘Else they are going to kill me.’ Jimmy suddenly looked terrible, his skin was greyish and his hands trembled. He moved back to the couch. ‘Not that my death matters. I’m dying anyway, Gus, cirrhosis of the liver, I have about six months, five if I finish this glass. But I want those five months.’


‘Jesus, I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘I figured I had it coming, I mean how many times have I thumbed my nose at La Muerte. Life’s a debt, my friend – one day he’s gonna come around to collect. Good news is there’s going to be a hell of lot of soldados waiting on the other side. But I guess that’s why I’m here.’


He carefully pulled the guitar out of the case, then held it across his knees and, to August’s amazement, began unscrewing the front. Once he’d lifted it off a small parcel taped to the inside of the instrument became visible. He pulled the parcel out of the guitar and placed it reverently into August’s hands.


‘I brought you something I want you to take back to Spain for me.’


It was a book, a very old book. The cover was aged vellum, laced with fine lines, the title in Latin written in delicate flourishes, on one corner a brown-coloured stain that had soaked through, which August immediately recognised as blood, old blood, ancient even. But yet more compelling, the leaves of hand-made parchment pressed between the thick covers seemed to whisper to him as he ran his fingers down the hand-cut edges. They sang of uniqueness, of priceless antiquity.


He paused, his fingers touching the vellum lightly as he struggled to contain a wave of excitement that almost gave him vertigo. He couldn’t quite believe his eyes.


Embossed into the centre of the cover was a symbol. August glanced at it, then looked at it more closely. At first he’d assumed it was a version of the German swastika. It certainly was the same shape, and the post-war black market was flooded with valuable artefacts and antiques originally ‘appropriated’ then stamped by the Nazi regime. But on closer inspection he recognised the symbol from an entirely different era. It was in the shape of the swastika but the four arms seemingly rotating anti-clockwise were formed of petals. A little like the ancient Chinese Yin-Yang symbol, only instead of the universe being divided into two spiritual realms, this was divided into four spiritual realms – at least that’s what August remembered reading somewhere.


Last time he’d seen the symbol had been in 1938 in the Pyrenees fleeing Franco’s troops. It had been painted defiantly on the side of an old Basque farmhouse: the Lauburu, the symbol of the Basque people, evoking the old pagan worship of both the moon and the mountain Goddess Mari, a magical symbol to protect and bless.


But this depiction was different. In the centre of the symbol was the drawing of an eye. He looked up at Jimmy.


‘This is extraordinary.’


‘I know and you’re exactly the man to take it back to Spain, back to the ancient family it belongs to.’


*


Jimmy held the glass up to the flame, his face rapt, the whisky glowing amber in the light. ‘As you know it was chaos during the retreat back in March ’38. Like most of us, my name was on a CIA list, and I knew if I wanted to stay fighting Der Führer, I might have to sacrifice a few political ideals to join the main game.’


‘You changed your identity?’


‘I smuggled myself into France and hung low until 1940. When Germany invaded France I hitched a boat back to the US and enlisted immediately. By the time Pearl Harbor happened, I’d already convinced them that with my trilingual abilities, experience in guerrilla warfare and knowledge of Western Europe, I might prove useful in Wild Bill Donovan’s outfit.’


‘You got a posting with the Office of Strategic Services?’ August had trouble keeping the disbelief out of his voice.


‘Like I say, I was good at reinvention and back then they were desperate for intelligent men who could fight and were bilingual, in my case trilingual. Before I knew it I was down in Area F training with the rest of the rookies. Crazy to think I was working for what was to become the CIA, but back then the bastards believed me and I had a great war, the best, August, right up until ’45. Then things went bad after liberation day. How’s that for irony?’ Jimmy pushed his nose into the glass full of whisky and inhaled deeply. ‘Christ, it might just be enough to smell the damn thing. Sweeter than a woman’s pussy.’


‘Pussy won’t kill you.’


‘Really? I seem to recall it nearly killed you a few times.’


‘Wish I could say those days are over,’ August deadpanned. Jimmy broke into laughter that ended in a bout of coughing.


‘Boy, have I missed you.’


‘Then why did you disappear, Jimmy? We thought you were dead.’


‘I had to disappear. They’d have killed me if they’d found me.’


August looked up from his glass. The Jimmy he knew had never been given to paranoia.


‘Who are they?’ he asked, softly.


The musician got up and went to the window, this time pulling the curtains across just enough to see out unnoticed. August watched, recognising the tension in the musician’s body, the muscle memory of anticipated violence, his whole frame taut with observation. After a tense moment Jimmy turned back to August.


‘You’ve got to take the book back. I can’t go back to Spain, not after all I lost there.’ His voice was urgent and low, the desperation uncharacteristic for him, and shocking to August.


‘I can’t, Jimmy. It’s not the danger, it’s the memories. It would be like going back into the labyrinth, only this time I wouldn’t expect to find my way out.’ It was the most honest thing August had said in months, and, to his secret dismay, he knew it. Jimmy studied his face.


‘Don’t try and kid yourself, Gus, that war still burns inside of you and the only way you’re going to save yourself is if you walk right back into those flames and let them consume everything – the dying men you held in your arms, the exploding skies, the screaming women – until it all turns to ashes and then you walk out the other side. I’m dying, I’ll never get that chance. I’m giving you a gift. It’s up to you whether you take it or not.’


August turned away, unable to bear Jimmy’s scrutiny any longer. Can’t you see? I’m not Joe Iron any more, I’m a patchwork puppet made up of fragments of memory – a pretender trying to live a normal life. God help me. ‘Listen,’ August finally told him. ‘I’ve stopped fooling myself about changing the world, knowing I might have educated a few people is enough.’


Jimmy stared at him. ‘Maybe you’re right.’ The musician swung around, wildly gesturing at the piles of books lined up against the wall. ‘Maybe I should just start believing in all this crap, because I’m telling you there’s cold comfort in being a dying atheist.’


‘I’m not asking you to believe in God. I just follow belief back to its beginnings, like making a map. A map of why people believe and what they chose to believe in. There’s a whole connection that runs up through the pagan rites of southern Europe straight into Dionysian rituals of first-century Greece. Mountain god, Pan, Satan, everything is connected to everything, nothing we do is without reason even if we don’t know it.’ By the time he was finished August was aware of how his own passion always carried him away, even when he was conscious of the indifference of his audience. Jimmy, picking up August’s chagrin, broke into a grin, his battered face puckering up around the smile.


‘Hell, you just reminded me of that time at Jarama when we were packing to move the front and you went missing. Found you later down some dried riverbed, clutching a weed like it was gold. Daddy-o, that was crazy.’


‘Angel’s Trumpet – a hallucinogen used in witches’ rites.’


‘And that time you skipped off in Córdoba, looking for a library that used to house those Jewish kabbalists, while the rest of us were at the whorehouse? You were like a kid in a candy store, reeling in all that history. The New World hungry for the Old. That’s exactly why you’re the right guy for this job.’ Jimmy moved over to the fireplace and picked up the framed photograph of the group of International Brigadiers. ‘I remember this.’


‘Remember? You took the photo.’


‘Ernest fucking Hemingway, what a phoney. Always kept his distance from the frontline.’


‘He was okay.’


‘Christ, you all look so green.’


‘We were young, you were the grand old man at thirty-eight.’ August took another swig of whisky. ‘And what do you know, I’m that age now.’


‘Happens to the best of us.’ Holding the photograph up, Jimmy pointed to the young unshaven man standing with his arm loosely thrown over August’s shoulder. ‘That’s Charlie, ain’t it?’


August got up and took the photograph from him and placed it carefully back in the exact position that it was in before.


‘You know it is,’ he said, already battling that old wave of emotion.


‘So what really happened at Belchite? Charlie cracked, right?’


‘I don’t think about it, ever.’


‘But you took over command—’


‘I said I don’t think about it.’


‘And you’re lying.’ For a moment the two men stood close to blows, heads lowered, shoulders hunched up. A lorry passed outside and there was another thud of thawing snow. What the hell have I become, that I can hit a dying man? August caught his own clenched fists before they flew in an instinct of their own. In the same instant Jimmy’s shoulders rolled forward, popping the tension between them like a balloon. August ducked but Jimmy was merely reaching out to put a hand on his shoulder.


‘There are things I can’t remember, it’s like my brain don’t allow me,’ August confessed, dropping his gaze.


‘If you go back to Spain, Charlie’s ghost will be waiting for you to make peace with him. Go back for him.’


August pulled away. ‘Somebody had to take charge. I was carrying out orders Charlie couldn’t.’ The memory rose up like bile, the misery of that dawn, the prisoners – four captured fascist soldiers and their officer, pale and drawn in his tailored uniform, the youngest not even twenty. August asking for the hundredth time whether they would consider capitulating, only to have the leader spit at his feet. His own doubts gathering like fear at the pit of his stomach. Someone’s prayer hanging – filigree on the air. Charlie’s stricken face as the men waited for his order. Then the ricochet of August’s own shouted command high above all that he believed. Thou shall not kill. Thou shall not. The report of the firing squad, the thud of bodies hitting the dusty ground, the gun smoke drifting across the square.


‘Hey buddy, we’ve all stepped over the line.’ Jimmy’s gravelly voice pulled him back into the present. ‘That’s what marks us, sets us apart from ordinary men.’


‘I am ordinary.’


‘No, no, you’re not.’ Jimmy reached across and helped himself to one of August’s cigarettes then lit up. He threw himself back into the old leather chair then smoking, stared out into the room, memory washing across his face like light.


‘At the end of the war, in ’45, I found myself in an OSS squad headed up by an operative called Damien Tyson. There were six of us – all officers with extensive clandestine experience in and out of the field. All of us had experience with hand-to-hand combat, guerrilla tactics and liaising with local resistance. But no one except me had fought in Spain. Apart from Tyson, the other five had all seen service in the Pacific theatre – two of them had been on the ground in Papua New Guinea.


‘We’d been called together for a black op set up to arm and train the remnants of Basque freedom fighters hiding out in the hills of Pais Vasco. As you know Roosevelt was worried that fascism might rise again in Europe and Franco, being one of the only fascist dictatorships left standing, was suspect. Roosevelt hadn’t trusted him, Churchill was ambivalent and Stalin positively hated the guy. So Operation Lizard had been born under the dictate of President goddamn Roosevelt, God bless FDR. He died before we were issued our orders.’ Jimmy shifted restlessly in the armchair. ‘They came in September and we were in the mountains by October. And Gus, the unit of Basque fighters we had been sent to train up and rearm was headed up by none the less than La Leona herself.’


‘The Lioness?’ August failed to keep the awe out of his voice.


Jimmy nodded.


August whistled. He’d first heard of La Leona from a Basque soldier he’d befriended during the siege of Bilbao. Famous for both her beauty and her ruthlessness, she was every Republican’s – Spanish or foreign – pin-up. He remembered the saying, if you put La Leona, Franco and a bull all in the same room, she would have the bigger balls. For many she became the shimmering Madonna that appeared over the battlefields, the woman you could fight beside during the day, make love to at night and still respect in the morning. Even August, who ridiculed his fellow soldiers’ obsession, had found himself secretly dreaming of the statuesque black-eyed revolutionary who regularly appeared in grainy black-and-white photographs in the Gaceta de la Republica. La Leona herself had disappeared after the defeat in 1939, rumoured kidnapped and executed by Franco’s men, but she lived on as a myth in the minds of many.


This was the first time August had heard her name since then and now it hung in the room like a small red banner only just unfurled, as tantalising as news of an old lover one still secretly loved.


‘I thought she was from Galicia?’


‘No, her late husband was Gallego but Andere herself came from a village in Gipuzkoa, impossible to get to by road, the perfect hideaway. Her real name was Andere Miren Merikaetxebarria. Tyson, our commander, had been liaising with the exiled Basque government in Paris, both him and the US high command had no illusions. They were well aware of La Leona’s reputation and what that alone could muster in terms of later recruitment should the operation succeed.


‘At the beginning things went fantastically well. La Leona and her men were eager to learn new combat techniques, to handle weaponry they’d never had a chance to see before. We gave them state-of-the-art Ryan FR-1s, Winchester M1 Garands, even a small rocket launcher. It was like Christmas and Los Sanfermines had arrived all at once. But you should have seen Andere. I swear she was one of the bravest soldiers I have ever had the honour to meet. We got close, I mean all of us, out there in that forest, we became like family. Maybe that was a mistake, but those people, it takes so long to win their trust that when you have it, it’s like some great profound victory. Your soul falls in love.’


‘Believe me, I remember.’ August poured another whisky out, filled with a sudden desire to get drunk, to forget. Ignoring him, Jimmy continued.


‘We’d been there about six weeks when I realised there was something more between me and Andere than rifle training. I guess I’d finally met my match.’ Jimmy paused, his voice breaking a little. He stubbed out his cigarette in the overflowing ashtray. ‘Well, better to have met your match late than not at all. For the first time in my lousy murder-filled life I felt like a child, all the cynicism fell away and I stepped out like a friggin’ new born angel, me, trembling at the touch, the very presence of this woman. I’ve never been happier, not before, not since. We had four weeks, August. Those weeks defined my life, I swear.’


‘What happened, Jimmy?’


‘One night the three of us ended up around the camp fire, just me, her and Tyson. The others were drunk, already in their tents. It was nearly the end of the training, we were just awaiting an order from HQ that would have okayed our first hit against Franco. Excitement and hope were running high. It was one of those electric full moons, you know, with the halo circling round the old man like the promise of eternity, one of those nights when everyone starts spilling their history like there’s no tomorrow …’ Just then August noticed the way Jimmy glanced at the chronicle and looked away almost like it pained him to look at it. ‘… I can’t remember exactly how it came up but I remember Tyson starting talking about the local beliefs, about their mountain goddess and the forest spirits. He seemed to know an awful lot about it, talking about some witch trial that had happened near there, centuries before …’


‘Logroño.’


‘That’s right. Tyson talked about an old chronicle that was rumoured to have been written around then, sometime in the early seventeenth century, retracing some illustrious mystic’s journey, like a map that if followed would lead you to a great treasure, but the chronicle had disappeared. Andere had been tight-lipped until then, I knew her to be religious but dismissive of the deeply superstitious people around her. But I could feel her getting tenser and tenser, sitting there, listening to all these fairy tales he was spouting. And I tell you, being in the middle of the forest with that moon staring down at us, and the occasional wolf howling in the distance, it didn’t seem so far-fetched. Then Tyson suddenly starts bragging that he has evidence this chronicle never really existed, that some eighteenth-century French prankster invented it to sell a fake antique, a fake that set up a whole mystery and cult around it, tricking people into fruitless searches for two hundred and fifty years.


‘Andere stared at him, I swear I thought she was going to explode or leap across the fire and strangle the guy. But she announces in this serious voice, like she is defending her people’s belief, that “Las crónicas del alquimista exist”. And that’s all she said. There was this silence afterwards in which me, the idiot musician, cracked a joke but Andere had turned to stone. Tyson laughed and it was like the whole thing was forgotten. Water closing over an iceberg.


‘Only later when we were finally alone and in each other’s arms, did Andere confess that her family had been safeguarding this actual book for centuries. I could hardly believe it, but her terror was real and that scared me – I’d never seen fear in her face before. She told me she didn’t trust Tyson and made me promise I would take the book and safeguard it with my life if anything happened to her and her men.’ Jimmy paused, steadying his trembling hand against the whisky glass. ‘A week later the order finally came from US headquarters. Tyson wouldn’t let me read the cable – instead he tricked me into making a false supply trip back to France over the Pyrenees. While I was gone, he gave the order to close down Operation Lizard and destroy all evidence …’


‘They executed Andere and her men?’ August couldn’t keep the shock out of his voice. Jimmy’s face was now ashen with the memory, his voice tightening with emotion. ‘Ambushed them and shot them firing-squad style. They didn’t stand a chance. They were killed and buried.’ He poured himself another whisky and downed it like a dying man. ‘I’ll never forget the date, October the 31st, 1945. I’ve carried it with me all these years.’ He faltered, near tears then pulled himself together. ‘But what Tyson wasn’t calculating on was me making it back to Irumendi alive. I was lucky. Terrified, the rest of Andere’s family had escaped the massacre and had hid, waiting for Tyson to leave. Izarra, Andere’s sister, found me before I reached camp and told me what happened. At first I just wanted to kill Tyson, but the execution was a direct order from OSS HQ – my own government! What could I do? Gus, I’ve never felt so helpless and so betrayed in my whole life. There was no way I could avenge her murder. Instead I took the chronicle back into the forest, back over to France and into the chaos that was post-war Europe. I became one of the disappeared.


‘Since then, the others involved have all died, all except the commanding officer himself, Tyson. One guy went mad, one theoretically killed himself, another died suddenly of some inexplicable disease and the last was killed in an unbelievable accident – all of them under thirty, all within four years of the massacre. I’ve been hiding ever since. I’m telling you, it’s only a matter of time before they shut me up in the same way. Now I need you to return the chronicle to Andere’s sister.’


‘I don’t understand, why did the US government change their minds over supporting the Basques as a means to overthrow Franco?’


‘Simple. It was Roosevelt who originally ordered the black op, then after he died and Truman met Stalin at Potsdam the whole thinking on post-war Europe changed. Overnight Stalin and Communism became the new threat. They wanted to destroy the operation before it got politically embarrassing.’


Jimmy took a sip of the whisky then doubled over, his eyes watering. One skinny arm shot out as he steadied himself.


‘Easy.’ August helped him down onto the couch, the musician’s frame under his hands painfully gaunt.


‘What happened, Gus?’ Jimmy wheezed, staring up at him with bloodshot eyes. ‘You had the strongest moral compass of all of us – when the rest of us were lost we’d always turn to you. Like a damn lighthouse you were, shining in that almighty shitstorm of a civil war.’


‘C’mon, Jimmy, it wasn’t just the ancient weapons, the slaughter of untrained men, it was the factionalism, all that in-fighting between the Anarchists, the Marxists, the Trotskies, the social democrats and whoever had a drum to beat. The Republican movement cannibalised itself and I lost my youth watching it.’


‘Fuck you, I saved your life and you ain’t even living it,’ Jimmy retorted, softly.


August flinched, he was right.


The musician leaned over and put his hand on August’s arm.


‘Look, I know what you’ll be risking by going back into Franco’s Spain. But the chronicle’s worth it. It has properties you’d understand better than me.’


‘Properties?’


Jimmy looked over at the chronicle. In the lamplight the embossed gold-leafed symbol on the cover seemed to be glowing. ‘It’s like it’s possessed. Oh, I know it has all the history of Andere’s death for me, but it’s something else, something far older, far more haunting. Eight years and every day the presence of the damn thing in my mind seemed to grow, like it was trying to propel me into action. It’s like holding a life and a death in your hands and it’s started to scare me. Sometimes I think it might have something to do with the fact that I am dying now. The book’s got a soul, a story, and it wants that story told now. I’m telling you, Gus, you’re the man to crack it.’
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The musician lay sleeping on August’s couch, his snore a faint drone that washed in and out of the room. He’d asked August to wake him by midday – Jimmy intended to return to Paris that evening, and it was only when August reassured him that he would wake him on the very hour that Jimmy had finally relaxed enough to fall instantly asleep. As August looked down at his aged face, the skin grey in illness, it was easy to see how fine a veil lay between life and death in the musician. ‘Sleep well, old friend,’ August murmured, after laying an old blanket over him, then walked over to the window. Staring out, he wondered whether the flat was being watched, and the idea unsettled him. He couldn’t afford the surveillance, and it was hard not to feel ambivalent about his old comrade’s unexpected visit. August lifted another cigarette to his mouth then, searching for his Zippo lighter, slipped a hand into his dressing gown pocket and discovered a piece of paper and a single gold and amber earring. He unfolded the paper – on it were a couple of lines written in Russian and framed by quotation marks, with the name ‘Yolanta’ scrawled in English beneath. She must have done it last night, when he was sleeping. There was only a smattering of words he recognised from the little Russian he knew – ‘blood’, ‘river’, ‘my heart’ … it looked like poetry. How Russian to leave a poem after a one-night stand, he thought, wryly wondering if it was worth translating.


On the other side of the room Jimmy stirred in his sleep and turned on his side. August glanced over, thankful when he stayed sleeping, then held the earring up to the light. Suspended in the amber was a tiny insect, its bulbous eyes seeming to stare out at August, the veined filigree of its two tiny wings visible through the smoky gold of the stone. The insect’s drowned flight reminded him of how in some profound way his own existence hung suspended, unexamined and unresolved since Spain, since Charlie’s death. He’d been so successful in burying the past, losing himself in the daily drama of navigating a life, but now Jimmy’s arrival had upended all his meticulous reinvention.


Perturbed, August sat down at the battered campaign desk set under the window and pulled open a drawer to take out a small cardboard box. Inside were a dozen single earrings he’d collected over the past five years, twelve nights of transient intimacy with women he’d made a point of never seeing again. But every one of them had left his bed with the same fragment of history that echoed in all his nightmares – the memory of walking Charlie out into the forest, the terrible small talk that barely veiled August’s own bright fear while his revolver burned in his pocket.


August could only remember so far, to the point where they reached the ravine. The rest was too traumatic to recall. But it had made him a murderer, whether or not an army or a set of beliefs or an order had legitimised such an action. August lived with the belief he had killed his friend. This was what he’d never been able to tell Cecily, nor any other woman he’d truly loved. This is mine – my minotaur trapped in the labyrinth.


He put the letter in the drawer, then the amber earring into the box, and closed the lid. Turning back to the chronicle, August pulled the old brass lamp over and switched it on. Under the yellowish light the age of the book was clearly apparent. The vellum was etched with minute cracks and under the heat of the light bulb it now started to emit a musky sweet smell, almost like a perfume. August lifted it to his face and sniffed. It was like a woman urging him into a dangerous seduction, impossible to resist, but fatal to surrender. He hesitated, then reached into a drawer and pulled out a pair of cotton gloves he always used when handling old documents. After slipping them on he carefully opened the chronicle. As he surveyed the pages he noticed that the last page was missing, torn out – in a hurry, judging from the appearance of the frayed spine. August glanced back through the chronicle searching for some clue as to whether this had been deliberate sabotage. There was none.


The first page was covered in an urgent floral scroll, of notes beside sketches of herbs. Most of the paragraphs had been written in an archaic Spanish but some were in what August guessed was Euskara, the language of the Basques. A flower had been drawn at the top of the first page. A carnation in blood red, the frills of its petals delicately etched. Under it ran several paragraphs in Spanish. Translating as he read, August understood the book to be a seventeenth-century standard text on the medical and spiritual uses of the herbs of the Iberian Peninsula.


The carnation is often red. Red is the colour of blood, of anger and sometimes found in the threads of the brown robe of the Dominicans.


Too bland.


There was something about the prose that was too banal, too obvious – it was almost allegorical in its simplicity.


August lifted up a magnifying glass that he kept on the desk and examined the paper. It appeared to have an uneven thickness, heavier towards the middle. The surface looked waxy. Around him the temperature in the flat dropped another degree, the edges of the window now misting. Absorbed in study, August noticed nothing. He reached into another drawer and pulled out a sheaf of almost translucent paper, a small roller and an inkpad. He placed one piece of paper over a page of the chronicle, making sure the fine paper overlapped the edge slightly to ensure he didn’t damage it. He then inked the roller and, with painstakingly slow strokes – almost caresses – drew the roller over the page, covering the paper. Immediately, tiny ornate handwriting appeared in negative, almost as if a spider, its feet dipped in white, were dancing wildly across the paper, trailing the text behind it.


Running down the left side was a column of paragraphs, and opposite it a picture of a small landscape drawn with almost anatomical detail – it was somewhere between a map and a sketch. He peered closer, both through the magnifying glass and with his naked eye.


Latin. He was sure of it. As a classicist, August found it easy to recognise the letters – even in mirror form. He removed the inked paper, making sure he didn’t get any of the ink onto the original chronicle. Then, after placing a blank page over the inked sheet, he took a pressing. Now he had the reverse image of the writing. It stared up at him – no longer an incomprehensible jumble. Translating the first line, August read out loud, his words blooming like exotic flora against the dullness of the heavy wooden panelling and yellowing wallpaper of the studio flat:




This is the chronicle of Shimon Ruiz de Luna – Alchemist and Physic of ancient ways – his account of his search of a great treasure – a great mystical gift that could change the future of mankind itself. 7th of November, in the cursed town of Logroño, in the year of our Lord 1610.





The drawing opposite the writing appeared to be that of a cave, the entrance of which looked like a dark mysterious mouth. Small arrows indicated how it was hidden in a forest clearing in a valley surrounded by mountains. A scrawled Christian cross pointed to a holy shrine beside the cave – no doubt an early medieval attempt to Christianise a sacred site that was both ancient and pagan, August noted, familiar with the appropriation of such sites from his studies. The language was fascinating, drenched in arcane references and symbolism, while the personality of the physic – a Shimon Ruiz de Luna – shone out from the descriptions. He appeared a passionate young man convinced that the chronicle was of great importance. A desperation ran through his prose and August had the distinct impression Ruiz de Luna was someone running as well as discovering, someone in great danger.


As August read, the shadowy outline of the alchemist seemed to form in the dim light of the room. Narrow-shouldered, the gaunt angles of his aquiline face catching the light, the eyes burning into August’s back, the ghost leaned forward anxiously, pleading to be heard finally. Sensing the presence, August didn’t dare look up, despite his professed atheism. He felt gripped by a drive directed by some unseen power.


Over the next hour he inked up the first chapter of the chronicle, until he felt he had enough comprehensible pages at least to get a grasp of the book. Tired of the painstaking process and eager to immerse himself in the actual translation, he clipped the pages together in order so that he had a mirror of the chronicle itself, then turned back to the first page. There would be time to translate the rest of the chronicle over the next few days, he consoled himself.


It appeared to be a diary, beginning with Shimon Ruiz de Luna’s own introduction and account of his expulsion from his hometown of Córdoba. The diarist was prolific, his thoughts tumbled on to the page, and August skipped forward, rapt. Later on in the chapter the tone seemed to change as Ruiz de Luna started to record his search for a secret place, somewhere in the Basque country. This new urgency of the author began to take over his writing. Intrigued, August stopped to wonder how the chronicle related to the family of La Leona, turning the date over and over in his mind – there was something strangely familiar about it.


Suddenly, he remembered. He went to a pile of books stacked in the corner of the room below a bookshelf groaning with papers and hardbacks. Crouching, he found the reference book he was looking for – one he’d purchased in an old bookshop in Barcelona in 1938, on one of his rare R & R breaks from the Abraham Lincoln Brigade. The title of the book was embossed neatly into the plain cloth cover: Brujas y la Inquisición. He flicked through and found the chapter on auto de fe. There it was – the auto de fe of Logroño took place on the 7th of November 1610.




There is an argument that many of the old pagan beliefs of the Basques could be conveniently interpreted as witchcraft when seen through a Christian paradigm. Indeed there is a mountain god – Basajaun – described as a hairy man who lives on the forested slope of the mountains and sometimes depicted as a half-man, half-goat – very much in the style of Pan or Satan himself. There is also Sugaar – a snake god who is the sometime companion to Mari, the supreme female goddess in the Basque pantheon. Mari herself is rumoured to manifest in a ball of fire and is seen shooting through the sky from mountain top to mountain top. In the hysteria of the Inquisition and its propensity for witch-hunting, it was easy for the Spanish to equate Basque pantheism with sorcery – especially as the animosity between the Spanish and the Basque peoples was centuries old, and many of the isolated village communities spoke only Euskara, giving great scope for misunderstanding between them and the Inquisition forces. The auto de fe of Logroño was initiated by the return of a peasant, a Maria de Ximildegi, to her tiny remote mountain village, Zugarramurdi. Whatever motivated the young girl to voluntarily confess she had become a witch, the results were both fatal and disastrous for the tiny community.


The first to be arrested was a twenty-two-year-old Maria de Juretegia and her husband who Ximildegi accused of participating in the sabbath, a kind of mass orgy. Juretegia denied it but Ximildegi’s graphic descriptions of sexual congress with a goat, of women smearing their chests with herbal paste and flying to the field where the sabbath took place were so convincing that she was believed. To save herself, Juretegia in turn denounced her aunt and her aunt’s eighty-year-old sister – described as the queen witch of the village. At this point the matter would have been resolved if the Inquisition had not been informed. But a year later the Inquisition arrested four supposed witches and a Euskara translator. Many other arrests followed and the confessions (given under torture) were as graphic and extreme as the accuseds’ imaginations – sorcery that enabled them to pass through walls and small holes, orgies, cannibalism and extraordinary rituals involving witches’ familiars. By the time of the auto de fe in 1610, within Logroño a total of thirty-one witches were accused (only nine had confessed and already thirteen had perished in jail), and the rest who refused to confess would be burned at the stake. But the Inquisition had also condemned a further twenty-two for heresy – six of Judaism, one of Islam, one of Lutheranism, twelve of heretical utterances and two of impersonating agents of the Inquisition.





The crack of an icicle breaking off outside broke August’s concentration. He was suddenly acutely aware of being observed. Had Jimmy’s paranoia infected him? If it was true the US government wanted to suppress all knowledge of Operation Lizard and the massacre at the village, Jimmy would still be on their radar, but would they have really sent an assassin to kill him – a female one at that? August picked up the pendant Jimmy had thrown onto the coffee table. The design of the strange copper star was familiar. He studied it under the lamplight. It was a six-pointed star that if drawn would not be made of two triangles, but rather one continuous line. Abruptly, it came to August – it was a unicursal hexagram, a design that had occult connections, a curious choice for a CIA assassin, he noted. Either way, weakened by illness, Jimmy was an easy target. Had August been naive in letting him stay? He had his own secrets to hide.


He glanced up towards the window, at the band still visible running below the edge of the pulled blind. Just then something travelled across that band, a flicker of movement. He sprung up and pulled the blind open.


A large raven was perched on the sill outside, its beady eye to one side as it stared into the room. For a moment man and bird confronted each other, then in a whirl of feathers it was gone. August swung back to face Jimmy, still sleeping, one arm now flung across his face, oblivious to the world around him. Was the musician deluded? One thing was for sure, the chronicle he’d kept for all those years would be perceived as being invaluable to the right collector. That alone made it a dangerous artefact. But there was the moral issue of returning it. Jimmy had made a promise to La Leona and he had also saved August’s life – after the murder and betrayal of Leona and her men, returning the chronicle was the least he could do. There was no alternative. He knew he had to get it back to Spain. With a shiver, he realised that the apartment was freezing. He threw on an old cardigan over his dressing gown and went into the bathroom.


The bathroom, although small, also functioned as a darkroom. August used photography as a way of archiving his visual research – especially his fieldwork. A wide wooden board lay propped across the rickety chipped bath, upon which August stored his developing trays and chemicals. Overhead slung from wall to wall were lengths of cord from which he would peg the drying photographs and wet rolls of negatives. The enlarger – a machine that looked a little like a large microscope and a vertical projector – was tucked up against the side of the toilet. And an infrared light bulb – which when switched on would plunge the room into a subterranean dimly lit netherworld – hung down next to the normal light fitting on the ceiling. A stop clock was perched on top of the white tank of the toilet, the position of which had never failed to amuse Cecily.


August caught sight of himself in the cabinet mirror. He looked drawn. ‘What do you expect after a collision with the past, four hours sleep and being left,’ he told his reflection as he rubbed the two-day stubble on his chin. With a sigh he opened the cabinet, revealing an old bottle of cologne, a row of plastic canisters containing undeveloped film, a packet of French letters, a badger-hair shaving brush and a round bar of shaving soap. He filled the sink with the last of the hot water and began lathering up. The least he could do was shave. He was interrupted by the sharp ringing of his alarm clock – it was midday already and time to wake Jimmy.
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Damien Tyson stared out of the hotel room in the Madrid Ritz hotel that had served as his office for the past few months. A view devoid of people, a panorama of rectangles, horizontals and verticals, of shuttered windows, rooftops and ornate ironwork, it created a mathematical grid, a rhythm in his head he found soothing. It took him away, allowing him to focus all his intelligence into one searing point, as precise as a weapon. The CIA operative had much to think about. First there were the secret negotiations he’d been setting up – the careful courtship and angling of the Spanish generals, even of Generalissimo Franco himself, on behalf of his country. Then there was the security issue. As an agent who’d had extensive experience in the region, he’d been sent to oversee and facilitate secret talks between the US and Spanish military personnel. It was now late April, the US general – yet to be named – was due to arrive in July and Tyson had nearly all the parts in place. There was to be a deal – a military pact – one that would finance Franco’s regime and benefit the US for decades to come. The fact that such a deal would be breaking a UN embargo imposed on fascist Spain did not concern Tyson. For him there was no morality, just opportunity and a cold fascination with power – one he’d had his whole life. He glanced down at the page of parchment he held in his hand, a gift from one of the Spanish generals, Cesar Molivio, an old friend who shared a couple of propensities – apart from a love of a certain violence. The parchment was a sixteenth-century letter from a Jewish kabbalist in Cadiz to a Dutch occultist in Leyden – you couldn’t accuse the general of lacking taste, whatever you might think of his sadistic tendencies, Tyson observed, amused. Hidden in a paragraph was a sentence that he found himself returning to again and again:




In relation to your query about ‘Los ojos de Dios’, the original document is rumoured to be in possession of an old family in Córdoba, conversos, who guard it like it is a great treasure, which, in the right hands, it would indeed prove to be …





He was interrupted by the sound of the telex machine in the corner whirling into action as it punched out a message. After carefully slipping the parchment back into its folder and locking it in a desk drawer, he walked over to the machine and tore off the telex that had appeared.




‘Long-standing suspect on list Jimmy van Peters has resurfaced in England, passport number reported in Dover two days ago. Request command. Repeat request command.’





He smiled, marvelling at the synchronicity of two seemingly unlinked events – the letter and now this, an old foe re-emerging. A slow burn began to unfurl at the pit of his stomach, it was like a hunger – a gnawing excitement that made him feel gloriously sharp, gloriously predatory again. After tearing the telex into indiscernible pieces, he picked up the telephone and booked a flight to London.


The engine was dead, so August pushed the heavy Triumph Trophy down onto the tarmac and began running the motorcycle down the tree-lined street. As it putted into spluttering life, he swung himself onto the seat and roared off, the cold air swirling around his goggles and face. Calculating the amount of petrol he had left, he reasoned he had enough to get to the library at London University situated at the back of Russell Square Gardens. He’d seen Jimmy off earlier that day, in an emotional farewell, with the musician’s illness hanging over them like a cloud. Nevertheless Jimmy had made August promise to visit him in Paris after returning the chronicle, saying August could always find him at the jazz cellar he used to play in the Latin Quarter. But August sensed neither of them believed they would see each other again. A verse from a song the International Brigade would sing about the Battle of Jarama kept sounding out in his head:




There’s a valley in Spain called Jarama,


It’s a place that we all know so well,


For ’tis there that we wasted our manhood,


And most of our old age as well.


From this valley they tell us we’re leaving,


But don’t hasten to bid us adieu …





Adieu. Looming out of the fog the lampposts flew past August like sentries guarding their posts. Sometimes it was like he was still there, hiding in some mud-filled foxhole waiting for the mist to lift from a field, waiting for death. Did I ever really come back from Spain? Or is this whole existence some imagined projection taking place in the time it has taken for a fascist bayonet to pierce my heart? Sometimes it was hard for him to believe he survived, to keep a grip on reality. ‘The whole world a dream beamed into my mind by a malicious demon’ – Descartes’ quote was his favourite as a student. Then he’d found it liberating, now he yearned for a simpler mind, a simpler life. Damn you, Jimmy, what have you begun?


He passed a bus and wove his way west through Kensington. There were still gaping holes between the buildings, many of which remained boarded up – bombed-out vacant lots, the legacy of the war, playgrounds of ragged-trousered children shouting wildly and pelting each other with snowballs.


August swerved around a cart and horse as a rag and bone man in a battered cap and overcoat atop yelled, ‘Any old iron!’ optimistically.


Britain was on its knees, reeling from an economy that had failed to redefine itself after the industry of the Second World War, a nation now deep in debt to the United States and a power that had yet to admit its hold on the colonial world was rapidly becoming symbolic – Britannia was floundering on the rocks. Churchill had been re-elected in 1951, swing bands had returned to the concert halls and the Festival of Britain had been opened on South Bank for the last eighteen months, offering some respite to the frugality and grimness of the last decade, but in reality little had changed since the war. Itinerant tribes of the unemployed – the returned soldiers – wandered the city streets. You could still see these men walking in threadbare overcoats, trying to conceal the newspaper in their shoes, looking hopefully at every corner shop notice board, perplexity and disappointment marking their faces – was this the utopia they fought to defend? It was not the world they fantasised returning to, on the ships, in the air, in the trenches, not remotely. Everything was drab, the clothes, the shops, the grocery shelves with their rows of canned rationed food: Spam, sardines, powdered milk, broken only by the occasional locally grown tomato or apple. Only in Mayfair and Piccadilly was it possible to see imported luxury items brightening up store displays, on New Bond Street, like Christmas lights, outrageously overpriced for most. The last time August could remember attending a large party full of brightly dressed people unmarked by anxiety and fear was in the late 1930s upon his return from the Spanish Civil War. Beaten and demoralised from witnessing the ravages of both Franco and Hitler, he’d been flabbergasted by the naivety and optimism of his peers, as well as Chamberlain’s vacillating diplomacy. But now, after all the bloodshed and conflict, when everyone had expected a miraculous return to prosperity and hope but instead found themselves facing more rationing, more grim governance, August had secretly begun to yearn for the colour and heat of the old Spain, even the glittering jangle of the New York he remembered as a child, anything to break the relentless monotone of London. Perhaps shadows from the past had begun to claw him back.


August hadn’t seen his parents and sister in America since before the war. Then it had been a question of principle, now he wasn’t so sure. Was it possible for a man to divorce himself from his childhood completely, from what formed him? He used to think so, but after nine years of reinvention, the construct he’d made of himself – this benign apolitical academic whose only weakness seemed to be hedonism and rare books – had begun to fragment. The monster was pushing through. August felt it more and more – in his nightmares, when he stared into the mirror, in inexplicable emotions and rages that swept through him. Jimmy was right – he had to go back to be freed.


The imposingly tall art deco block of Senate House appeared above the mist, a monolithic white stone building that looked like it belonged more in Washington or some futuristic version of ancient Rome than here. The fact that August conducted his research in the same building that the Ministry of Information had been set up in during the war amused the American. He had given lectures at the London University and had an honorary membership to the library, and it had become his intellectual safe house. Turning the throttle, he raced towards it, hoping the searing wind might blast away the rising sense of loss he felt, despite the intrigue of the manuscript. So he had loved Cecily after all.


The reading section of the University of London library was a long rectangular auditorium filled with benches and desks, lined by dark wooden walls. The space felt older than the building itself, as if the hours of study that had occurred within its four walls had imbued it with an antiquity. The gallery above was lined with full-length windows and bookcases, while the main bulk of the library ran off the reading room in annexes of bookshelves. The large windows allowed a great pool of natural light to cascade gently down onto the leather-topped reading desks, tranquil and still. It was the kind of atmosphere August loved to work in, the hushed silence creating a timelessness in which it was possible to lay hands on a book and become submerged in the era depicted between the pages. It was seductive, and August used the library as a sanctuary.


The American was known to many of the librarians, who were happy to put aside any sixteenth- and seventeenth-century botanical texts for him. His favourite librarian, a willowy spinster in her middle thirties, who always wore the same black long-sleeved dress with padded shoulders and a narrow belt, a single strand of pearls defining her class as aspiring, sat behind the information desk.


‘Mr Winthrop.’ She looked up in undisguised pleasure then smiled, the pink powder on her cheeks cracking in a fragile prettiness. ‘Is it botanical today? We were just bequeathed an extraordinary collection of prints – some of very rare herbs indeed.’


‘Actually, I was after some information about an individual – turn of the seventeenth century, Kathleen. It’s a long shot, he was a Spaniard. A Shimon Ruiz de Luna. He describes himself as both physic and alchemist, which is a conceit, alchemists naturally being of an earlier era.’


‘Indeed, let me look under his name first.’ She pulled out a small metal drawer and began sifting through the index cards.


‘Ruiz … ?’


‘… de Luna, as in “of the moon”.’


‘Aha, found him – a court report of a trial – 2nd of September, 1612.’


‘A court report, an English court report?’


‘Indeed, it says here, “Shimon Ruiz de Luna was to be burned at the stake for espionage”. But you should read it yourself.’


The librarian set him up in his favourite corner of the library, a small table, quiet and comparatively secluded, then left him. August switched on the desk lamp and pulled the file towards him. The sound of the rustling paper made several readers at nearby tables look over. Within seconds August made a psychological assessment of his fellow readers, a trained reflex from his SOE days. There was a couple of students, both bearded, obviously folk-music lovers, perhaps even beatniks, August decided, guessing that their chosen era of study would most likely be that of the French Revolution and its fall-out across Europe. He glanced over; appropriately one of them was reading Rights of Man by Thomas Paine.


Diagonally across from them an attractive redhead was now eyeing him flirtatiously. August, not wanting to encourage conversation or contact, smiled faintly back. Twenty-one, undergraduate, father a banker judging by the expensive imported clothes she was wearing, he mused, perhaps the eldest child with no male siblings – hence her pursuit of a career. Although she appeared to be more in the market for a husband, he suspected. The girl, sensing his scrutiny, blushed and dropped her gaze. Opposite her, hunched over a pile of books, sat a man in his late thirties. He wore his hair in a military cut and there was a gaunt severity to his posture that August recognised instantly. A mature student, one of the many returned servicemen, who, having missed out on an education, had gone back to university – the campuses were full of them. He had been the only one not to glance up at August and despite the cheap frayed shirt and slightly stained tweed jacket, August trusted him instantly.


Reassured that no one had followed him there, August opened the file. Inside were the photocopied papers of the original seventeenth-century document – the actual court report was locked in a safe in the library’s archives. He was glad to see that the handwritten scroll was legible. On the first page was the simple sentence ‘The Court Report of the Prosecution of Spanish Physic Shimon Ruiz de Luna.’ August’s heart quickened at the name, again he had the sensation that the alchemist was leaning over him, silently urging him on in his investigation.




This is the testimony of Justice Winch, his account of the trial and interrogation of the Spanish Hebrew Physic and self-acclaimed Alchemist Shimon Ruiz de Luna, accused of both wizardry and spying, an accusation that resulted in a guilty verdict and the execution of the same gentleman. Dated January 12th, 1613.





So Shimon Ruiz de Luna did reach England and was executed despite all his precautions in coding his chronicle, August observed, and yet Shimon’s prosecutors had failed to find the chronicle – what did it contain that Ruiz de Luna felt was worth dying for? Again, August felt a strange intimacy with this mysterious Spaniard, a curious affinity, but why?


He read on, the account describing how Shimon was arrested at St Martin’s-in-the-Fields after apparently trying to bribe a courtier to take a message to King James, a letter asking for a secret meeting with the monarch. This was interpreted as a potential assassination plot after the Spanish ambassador identified Ruiz de Luna as being one of the accused named in the witch trials of Logroño.


Shimon Ruiz de Luna and his Basque Catholic wife – named as the sorceress Uxue of Cabo Ogoño – were the only two who had escaped. Justice Winch’s prose was dry, detailed and painfully analytical and August could imagine the frustration of the unfortunate clerk whose sole job must have been to transcribe the judge’s pedantic account, the official’s objectivity only serving to heighten the horror of Ruiz de Luna’s torture.




When it was established the prisoner had some skills in foretelling of the future, I had the torturer follow the wisdom and proven techniques of revealing evidence of Devil worship and sorcery through the referring of such insightful works as the King’s own tome – Daemonologie – and the great Germanic text The Malleus Maleficarum. This involved dunking and the placing of hot irons in the areas of the body where marks of the Devil are said to be seen – the armpit, genitals and the soles of the feet … the first iron was applied to the inside of the upper arm, an area known to display flesh marks and other unusual bodily growths that are a sign of the Devil. The prisoner, tied at the time to the wheel, did scream most loudly and yet refused to surrender any further evidence of his satanic practices.





August froze, his fingers now gripping the side of the table. No, not now, not here. His rattling heart quickened his breath and a sickening panic swept through him. He closed his eyes and the face of an older man, with dark eyes and hair, flashed through his mind, the man’s patronising smile and apologetic air a brutal contrast to the searing pain August felt: fingers broken over the edge of a metal table, urine and blood pooling around his chair, wires crossing his lacerated torso, the distinctive acrid smell of curing leather, the soft murmur of Spanish, himself hovering high up in the room looking down at a naked man being tortured, then the terrifying realisation that he was that man. The cellar of a leather factory, Madrid, 1937. The memories were all there, under the surface of his waking mind. I will never escape them. Breathe, breathe yourself back into the moment.


August focused his gaze on the most ordinary, most prosaically anchoring object he could find – a pencil, sitting on the desk opposite, a blue pencil, its end neatly sharpened, ready for use. Forget, forget, you are in a library, you are safe. But his body, ignoring him, began to burn – at the back of his neck, the soles of his feet, his testicles – all the places where the fascists had attached the electrodes. He closed his eyes and tried escaping into a pleasant childhood memory – night fishing in the Massachusetts Bay with his father, under a high yellow moon, the silent rhythmic activity of hauling the nets in, one of their only truces. I will not be dictated to by the past, I will not. He took one last shuddering breath, and willed the face of his torturer General Molivio away.
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