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Holy priests, in admiration of Buddha,
Went to the west, leaving the east:
Bodhidharma, disliking Buddha,
Came to the east, leaving the west.
They will meet at the tea house of Awakening..
But alas! This was in a dream.
Calligraphy by Bon-Sengai in veneration of the first Zen monastery
in Japan.
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Chapter 1

London - Monday, 16 December 2013

Lipton went to the fridge. He opened it with a shudder but he did not notice
the shoe. There was not much milk left but it was not out of date and it still
smelled okay. It would do for a cup of tea. There wasn’t much else; Nothing
fresh but nothing rotten. Although he had not been shopping regularly recently,
he was always assiduous at throwing out rotting vegetables. He rather enjoyed
it, one element of control and responsibility he had in his life. Often he would
get to the end of the week having thrown out every single vegetable he had
bought on his weekly shop the previous Saturday. And he always felt a sense
of pride and righteousness about this. The healthiest thing would have been to
cook and eat them, but failing that the next best alternative was not to have
them rotting in bottom drawer of the fridge.
It had been a busy, blurry, drunken few weeks. Not only had he not been in
the evenings to cook or eat the supermarket’s faux farm fresh fruit and veg.
But his Saturday morning hangovers had been too demanding to allow him to
contemplate shopping. He had survived on tins and take-aways. The supply of
perishables had not been replenished, and had long since been thrown out. At
least his mother would approve of that. Now, the fridge just contained jams,
pickles and intriguing intimidating jars of foreign delicacies, brought back by
Rose from all over the world, but never opened.
Until recently, when in drunken hungry midnight snacks, Lipton had started
working his way through these more eclectic provisions. It is probably a sign
that one is going o! the rails if, however drunk or however hungry you may be,
you think that rancid shark on toast would be just the thing. He had been in
decline since Rose’s permanent departure a year ago. But he never had sunk as
low as Iceland’s infamous foodstu! before last night.
He shuddered again as he warmed the teapot. The metallic ammonia taste
had lingered in his mouth all night and in his mind all day. He heaped three
large spoons of Lapsang Souchong into the pot. Its strong smoky flavour might
help permanently eradicate last night’s awful olfactory memory. Meanwhile,
something else troubled him about his fridge. He added the boiling water to

7



8 CHAPTER 1.

the pot and poured out a small jug of milk. Checking it again for freshness. He
did not fancy any more rancidity. In fact, he probably ought to throw the jar
of imperfectly preserved shark out while he remembered.
He went to the fridge to replace the milk. On the third shelf was a single man’s
black leather shoe. It was a left shoe, it looked expensive and it had not been
there this morning. Lipton knew without looking that it was size ten and a half.
The rainbow trout stu!ed head first into the shoe told him that.
It also told him that Camellia was back and she wanted to see him.
Lipton remembered the second time he had seen Camellia. It had been in a
lecture about the East India Company in his second term at university. Given
by one the departments more intimidating professors.
The lecturer was opening his talk, introducing them to his view of the economic
boost that the company had given to the Orient. This girl, sitting in the row in
front of Lipton, was tutting loudly. She had golden tea coloured hair and pale
milky skin. Lipton had noticed her once before at a talk about the American
War of Independence. But he had not seen her at any other of his lectures.
He assumed she must be either be one of those less assiduous historians who
did not bother with lectures, there were many of these. Or perhaps she was a
graduate student sitting in on talks she found interesting.
Not that she was finding this one interesting. She was shifting in her seat,
shaking her head frequently as the professor expounded on the benefits of colo-
nialism. The lecture only went a little further before she had enough. She
gathered her notepads, newspapers and books, all three of which she had been
reading whilst listening to the talk. She stood up to leave.
At this point, the professor’s eyes lit up. Clearly, he knew he was courting
controversy and was most likely hoping all along for a chance to humiliate a
hapless undergraduate, who thought they knew better that him. That a pretty
girl was so obviously angry with what he was saying was so much the better.
But Camellia did not try to challenge him. She just made her way towards the
door and his confrontation looked like it was escaping him.
"Has something I have said o!ended you, young lady?" he asked, unable or
unwilling to hide the glee in his voice.
"No" Camellia had replied with just a single word, but making it clear that she
was not in the least bit intimidated.
"Really?" The professor would not let go.
"Really." Her voice was level. "If you are supporting this Victorian thesis merely
to shock impressionable young minds then I pity your small town vanity. If, in
fact, you believe what you are saying then I assume that you are either a fool
or you haven’t read the relevant source materials. I am surprised but none of
this o!ends me."
"You know better?"
"It is not MY area but I have at least read Hawthorne, Narinder, Pallas and
Chatham." She spoke with a slight mid-Atlantic timbre. The professor picked
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up on this and rather than responding to challenge she o!ered he went on the
attack.
"Ah, a Daughter of the Revolution. Your country has quite a history of resenting
the ’infamous’ East India Company."
"I agree that the greed of the ’incompetent’ East India Company lead to the Tea
Act of 1773, but I think that the Americans probably thank Charles Townshend
more for the incentive to escape from the authority of the pompous and out of
touch English. And I think there is a lesson in that. Goodbye!"
The professor made some reply but she was already out of the door and though
he blustered impressively for the rest of the lecture he had been comprehensively
beaten and everyone in the room knew it. Later that year Lipton and Camellia
had become friends and remained so throught their time at university. They
had lost touch, drifted out of contact a few years after that and he had di"culty
remembering when it was they last spoke but there was no-else who could have
put that shoe there.
Lipton knew that, in Camellia’s cryptic code, that the shoe meant she wanted
to meet him. He knew where and when. Half past ten obviously. But was that
tonight, tomorrow, some other significant date he should be able to deduce from
the species of the fish? With Camellia this was not impossible. A rainbow trout
was appropriate, they had always shared a thing about rainbows. But maybe
there was to it that met his eye? Maybe a week next Wednesday was the start
of the trout fishing season and so she wanted to meet him then. It would be the
sort of thing she would do and he did not want to seem stupid for missing some
deliberate fish symbolism. But assuming that there was nothing fishy about it
then when did she mean?
It must be tomorrow morning. It could not be ten thirty tonight because she
could not know that he would have got home early enough to get the message
in time. For a second he worried that if it had been there this morning or even
if it came to that the night before. But in a second second this thought was
swept away by the shock that there was a shoe in his fridge.
Camellia had put it there.
She had broken into his house, bringing a shoe filled with sexual overtones and
stu!ed with a fish of significance and left them in his fridge. Granted that she
could not have been expected to leave them anywhere else or the fish might
stink. But could she not have left a memo stuck to the fridge door instead? Or
maybe even posted through his letter box? She even had his phone number. It
had not changed in the three or four years since he had last seen her, since she
had e!ectively vanished from their social circle.
Now she had reappeared and wanted to see him. Tomorrow at ten thirty. Maybe
for some nookie.
With a smile on his face, Lipton grilled the trout with some wasabi paste that
Rose had brought back from Japan and ate it served with some cloudberry jam
from Finland. He tidied the flat (just in case), had a bath and an early night.
*
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Camellia was very tired, so very, very tired. The lack of peace was wearing her
down. The murmur of the million alien thoughts that were invading her head
never ceased. They had been for nearly a week now. She had not got used to
the information onslaught. The minds of passing people were a cacophony of
interior monologues on which somehow she could eavesdrop. A swirl of facts
that never stopped. They were not interesting. What people had for breakfast
and what they wanted for their tea. The worries of a policeman who was
waiting for his boyfriend to call, the dead-reckoning of a teenager fighting his
way through some video game maze, the worries of another struggling with
Henry the Eighth’s reformation.
She had often fantasised about what it would be like to go mad and had decided
that maybe she would quite like it. Not for a while just yet and not for long time
but a mild surreal psychosis or a blackening passing depression could give one an
interesting new perspective on one’s sanity. She did not expect the experience to
be pleasant but she was not afraid of madness in itself. As long as she did come
through it, although maybe later she might welcome a gradual deterioration
into dementia which had an appeal with its escape from responsibility. She had
not expected madness to be like this.
It was not just her helpless inability to avoid reading peoples minds, information
attacked her from all sides. Books talked to her from their shelves, songs sang
from CD’s still in their cases, the bits and bytes on computers snapped at her,
every radio and TV seemed to tuned to all channels at once. There was not a
moments peace. All these things clamoured for her attention. She could not
shut them out and had not been able to concentrate on anything or consider
her predicament with detachment or clarity of vision.
She shuddered to think what it would like to use the VR-sensornet right now.
Putting on the data hood when she was in this state could push her over the edge.
Maybe it already had? She tried to think back over the last few months. Apart
from those missing few days leading up to Boston, she could not remember
anything untoward, no warning signs, no indication that this would happen.
Yes, she had been getting deeper into it, pushing her limits and those of the
system. But she had felt comfortable at the time. In fact the longer she had
spent on it the better it felt. Getting more and more natural until..? Until the
three day Boston black-out and coming round to find it had done this to her.
And to think that she thought she had mastered it. She must have been mad.
Or else if this was madness then her mind had surpassed her imagination. But
was that what it was? She did not think so. She had tested herself in every way
she could imagine, in every way that she had dared. She seemed sane to herself
but she knew that if it was madness then she would be the last to know. And
if it was not madness then it was something even more terrifying.
Certainly not something she could share with someone else and expect to get
an objective assessment. Quite apart from the taboos associated with madness
that would twist the perceptions of even her closest friends, there were the
implications of getting someone else involved in this. Maybe it would be better
if she was mad. Would it? She really did not know. She needed to someone else
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to tell her that. The trouble was most people she met thought she was mad in
the first place. Besides she did not like putting herself in anyone-else’s hands.
Or putting them in her hands, a greater risk given the circumstances. And the
other risks. That was why she had not gone back to The Library. Why she
had fled back to London, covering her tracks as she went. She would have to
go back there eventually or wait for them to come to her. But she certainly did
not want to tell them the truth. Certainly not before she knew it herself. And
if she was going to lie to them then she would need some time to think to figure
out what that lie should be.
But she had not been able to get things straight on her own. Not with her
head full of static, drowning out her ability to talk to herself. She needed
to speak to someone else. Someone who would listen, who would not leap to
conclusions, but who might be able to tell her something she had not thought
of for herself. Someone who could provide themselves at least some protection
from her employers.
Lipton had not sprung immediately to mind. She had barely thought of him
more than once or twice in past few years. He certainly was not one of her
closest friends. Nor the cleverest. But she liked him and had occasionally
caught glimpses of wisdom in his artlessness. He also had a trusting child-like
nature that would allow him to hear her out. As soon as his name occurred to
her, she knew that he would be the best person to confide in, and hoped that
in doing so she would not put the poor boy in any trouble.
Camellia remembered the first time they had met. It was in the cafeteria of the
university library, he had not been able to make the self-service tea machine give
him just hot water. Infuriated by his incompetence, she had shown him how to
operate it and caused him to blush terribly. He had blurted out some lame and
embarrassing flattery about some lecture she had walked out of a few months
before. She was all set to dismiss him as yet another infatuated schoolboy but
she was impressed by the fact that he, like her, had brought his own tea-bags
to avoid the criminal dust they sold there.
So she had joined him at his table and although he blushed all the way through
their shared break and said any number of stupid things, she saw that he was
not stupid and he also made her laugh. By the time she finished her Darjeeling,
she had decided he could be her friend. They had their ups and downs but
looking back ten years later she felt her first instinct had been right.
Now she hoped she had got it right again. She felt that it was but normally she
never relied on feeling alone. In this case, her reasoning seemed solid but she
knew her own judgement was so clouded by her ’madness’ that she was taking
a risk. For herself this was acceptable but she hated taking responsibility for
anyone else or asking them for help. Unfortunately, she had no other choice.
She had another chamomile and tried to sleep.
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Chapter 2

London, Tuesday 17th December

Doctor Whittard, the chief Librarian, was not a happy man. The biggest prob-
lem when running a government department that does not o"cially exist is the
filling in of forms. Government runs on paperwork and in order to get anything
done, the appropriate forms have to be filled in. Fully filled in, particularly the
boxes marked:

• 4c. - Sta! ID & grade of requesting manager (see notes 23-47)

• 7g. - Department Accounting ID (see notes 84-89)

• 24a. - O"ce Address (including room locator ID, floor # and building
identifier code, see notes 132-137)

These always proved troublesome. Dr. Whittard did not have an o"cial title.
To anyone who needed to know, he was known as the Chief Librarian, but not
many people did need to know this and so for certain bureaucratic purposes
he was nominally at times an external consultant, a farming policy director
and, ever so occasionally, a submarine commander. Similarly, his department
never appeared in audited government accounts and their funding came via any
number of imaginative routes; often quite literally so.. much of last years budget
was diverted from a non-existent motorway link between Staines and Egham.
Even the location of the Library was hard to describe. Their main ’branch’
was in Ipswich, Massachusetts but gave its address as Cardi!. The real Cardi!
branch was actually in Swansea, and although most of the rest of the sta! worked
out of the GCHQ building in Chelmsford, this information was too sensitive to
be known even to them, so they were told they worked for MI6, which was
told as little as possible. Dr. Whittard himself worked from an o"ce above
a MacDonalds restaurant near Victoria station, but if he stepped out of his
o"ce into the hallway he would technically be on American soil. This made it
very di"cult to get his room cleaned by government cleaning services without
a nightmare of visas and work permits and also meant that his internal post
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often crossed the Atlantic several times before he received it. Today’s form was
more problematic than usual. Dr. Whittard had never had to fill in a missing
personnel report before. Certainly not for a member of sta! who was working
out of an American o"ce on a project almost no-one else in Her Majesty’s
government knew about, an employee who had never been formally employed
and who was a law unto herself anyway.
As he did whenever he needed to think, Dr. Whittard turned on the vacuum
and started hoovering his o"ce carpet. He was making good progress with the
cleaning and was going down promising philosophical avenues about whether
he even needed to make a missing persons report for a member of sta! who
did not o"cially exist when the door burst open. Dr. Whittard was crouched
awkwardly trying to reach that di"cult spot down beside the document shredder
and when the bustling Major-General Earl Grey III tripped over the vacuum
hose they were both sent tumbling to the ground.
"Jesus Henry Christ, Whittard! What in Satan’s name are you doing, man?",
the General shouted, leaping to his feet, his gun already drawn. "Good morning,
General. Just clearing away the cobwebs." Whittard reply, righting himself more
gingerly and turning o! the vacuum cleaner.
Dr. Whittard did not like Americans. As a statistician he knew it was wrong
to generalise from a single case but he disliked General Grey so much that it
spilled over to discolour his view of all things American. But this was as nothing
to the General’s dislike for Dr. Whittard, which was nothing personal, merely a
particular intersection of the General’s most intense dislikes and suspicions.
He did not trust any civilians, he was suspicions of all non-Americans and
strongly disliked anyone clever. It was not surprising therefore that General
Grey absolutely hated Dr. Whittard.
There are two types of people in the intelligence world. Those with intelligence
and those who wish to act on it, the thinkers and the doers. There was never
less of a doer that Dr. Whittard and it was one of General Grey’s proudest
boasts about himself that he was not a thinker.
"Never mind. Never mind. What about this stinking soothsayer, Whittard?",
the General demanded.
"Camellia? She appears to have disappeared, General."
"I know that! What are you doing about it?"
"Ah yes," said Whittard perking up that the General might approve that he
actually been working on this. "I am filling in the 4296-f right now."
"What in Jericho’s walls is a 4926-f?"
"A 4296-f," Whittard automatically corrected, his passion for accurate facts
catching him out even when another part of his brain knew that nothing annoyed
General Grey more than being corrected.
"Whittard!"
"Do you think you could stop pointing your gun at me please General?"
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When he had first had to start working with General Grey on this project 18
months before, Walter Whittard had thought long and hard of ways to arrange
an early retirement. He had even gone so far as to request an appointment with
Mr. Taylor of Harrogate. But Mr. Taylor was not the man he was without
being able to guess what the meeting would be about. He was also not the sort
of man to attend meetings unless he had too, and because he was the man he
was, he did not have to. Besides, although his o"ce was listed o"cially (which
is to say uno"cially) as Harrogate (which is to say Menwith Hill airbase, the
largest covert listening post in the world), it was understood by everyone who
needed to know that no-one needed to know where Mr. Taylor actually was.
Dr. Whittard knew this and so knew that asking for a meeting with T. (as he
was sometimes known) was pointless. But Dr. Whittard was desperate. Mr
Taylor solved the problem with a one line email. It read:-

To: WW
From: T
Walter, You realise that I am your manager? T.

It was a rhetorical question and once Dr. Whittard realised its meaning, he
ceased to be afraid of Major General Earl Grey III and stopped thinking of
early retirement. Whittard still disliked Grey immensely but Mr. Taylor’s
email had reduced Grey’s ability to make him miserable.
General Grey was miserable too. He always hated having to holster his gun
without using it. He hated civilians. He hated limeys. He hated the new world
of intelligence where knowledge was power and power, particularly firepower,
was passé. Nowadays, they thought they could do everything with battalions of
computers and a few think tanks filled with university hotshots. But all these
bubbleheads did was add more hot air to the fog of war. For every threat analysis
there were three alternative theories but never any initiative. The Intelligence
world had become a university debating club and he could not see the point
of it. Especially since when it came to a crisis they all panicked and came
running to him to sort it out. To the General with his big battalions and real
sharp-shooters, who solved problems in the good old fashioned ways of military
intelligence; shoot first, shoot second and shoot anyone who asks you to fill in
a form afterwards.
”Look General, at the moment all we know is that Bob Tetley tell us. Camellia
hasn’t been down to the stacks for a week or so. They had been making great
progress with Spyder-Eyes but it was wearing them both out. He thinks she
just needed a break. He is not too worried as she has vanished without telling
him before. I don’t like spying on my own employees but since this is a rather
sensitive project I was going to get authorization and resources to check up on
her.”
”Methuselah’s beard! The point-man on a code 17 project goes AWOL and you
spend a week worrying about pennies and her privacy before putting out an
alert?”
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”Pounds, pennies and our privacy. It costs money and draws attention to us
to get the alphabets1 chasing after someone who might just be on holiday.”
Whittard replied.
”Forget the fibbies2 and the clowns3, I will find her myself and bring her back
in.”
”Just find her please General. Library sta! are a delicate bunch, they need to
be handled carefully.”
"I will find her, but if she turns up in Russia, China or North Korea, I am going
to.." The General was reaching for his gun.
"The Russians are our allies these days, General," Whittard quickly interrupted.
"Not on this, Whittard, Not on this." came the reply as General Grey turned
on his heel and marched from the room. Dr. Whittard had to concede that for
once it was the General who was correcting him.
*
Lipton arrived in Greenwich at a quarter past ten. He was early, which was
not his custom but this was an unusual occasion. He hoped to be there before
Camellia to give himself the opportunity to gain composure and practice a
nonchalant reaction to seeing her for the first time in four years.
There was a light rain. Lipton had not bought an umbrella but the rain was
no more than a refreshing mist so he did not seek shelter. Nevertheless there
were not many people about. A few locals; middle class mothers with fat babies
in huge o!-road pushchairs, pensioners with dinky dogs in small tartan coats.
Then there were the ubiquitous Japanese tourists, already camcording this his-
toric World Heritage site for their own inscrutable reasons whilst a crocodile of
miserable looking English school children where learning to resent their heritage
as their history teacher tried to teach them about the world.
The Cutty Sark stood solidly in her permanent dry dock. Her sleek prow point-
ing north by north north east, and all three masts and their spars criss-crossed
with miles of stays, clew lines and other rigging wires although she had not
seen even a course sail in over sixty years. This was once the fastest ship on
earth, running the trade winds carrying Chinese tea and later Australian wool
at record speeds over all the world’s oceans. Now she would stay on land for
the rest of her life and the world would come to visit her as she plied her latest
trade in tourism.
As Lipton got closer to the land locked boat, he thought about the last time he
and Camellia had been here. It was in the optimistic early years of his abortive
career as a lawyer. He had met her for lunch here in Greenwich. She had spent
most of the meal teasing him about his attempt to be a serious adult with a
grown-up job. Then they’d come aboard the Cutty Sark to take a look at it.
Chasing him up from the cargo hold she teased him about his shoes. The new

1CIA, FBI, NSA, etc.
2The Federal Bureau of Investigation
3The Central Intelligence Agency
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expensive leather shoes that he had bought because all the other lawyers wore
them.
She was right that they did not look quite right on his feet. They were too neat
and proper for someone so preternaturally scru!y. Her amusement with him
had been a!ectionate. She wanted him to spend the rest of the afternoon with
her. He wanted to but felt he ought to get back to his o"ce. She seemed to
drop the subject returning to fixate on his shoes. She said she wanted to try one
on. Always too trusting he handed her his left shoe. She snatched it from his
and he watched balancing on one foot and holding the balustrade for support
as she ran o! with it. She ran down the gangplank and went straight to the
rivers edge where she hurled it as far out into the Thames as she could.
She then walked contentedly back to him. He could not go back to work now.
He would have to spend the day with her. She o!ered her shoulder and he
hopped to the gangway. But leaving the boat on one foot was too precarious so
he gave up and let his foot get wet. He had let her take him home. He had let
her take him to bed.
"Lipton?"
He turned round. He had been leaning against that same part of the balustrade
and somehow she had crept up on him.
"Camellia" He blushed. He had not intended to meet her right here. He caught
her as she glanced to his feet. Maybe she was a little embarrassed too? They
did a little dance as they negotiated an uncertain pair of kisses to each others
cheeks.
"I got your message."
"Yes, thank you for coming. Do you mind staying here in the rain a little longer?
It is too early for the End of the World." She gestured at her wrist. She was
not wearing a watch but they both knew the time.
"Sure."
"I am glad you came." She trailed o! and for the first time ever she seemed
to him awkward and slightly deadened, not her usual confident, energetic self.
She looked tired. He had not seen her for about four years but she looked to
have aged more. She was too thin, especially round the face. There were dark
borders round her eyes and the pores of skin were large and darkened. Her
hair was di!erent too, no longer the golden Pekoe brown he remembered but
a duller, muddier brown. She almost looked ugly. It was a growing shock to
Lipton to see her like this.
Camellia had always been unbelievably attractive but never what you could call
beautiful. You could see her in a photograph and look straight past her. In the
limited dimensions of a flat static photograph she looked nothing remarkable.
To see a momentary frozen image of her made her seem ordinary. But in person
she was impossible to ignore. Certain to be the centre of attention. She was
so compelling, entrancing. As she moved around a room, as she spoke, as she
laughed. In everything she was more alive than anyone else, and though they
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might not realise this, they recognised that she had something. They wished to
be noticed by her. Especially the men.
"Lipton, I need your help.” He merely nodded indicating that of course he would
help. ”Lipton, I know everything, everything there is know."
"Yeah, yeah, I know. You always did."
"This is di!erent. I think I have accidentally found myself omniscient."
"That is a bit rich, even for you!"
"But this time it’s true; somehow or other I know everything."
"How or other?"
"I don’t know how."
"A-ha!"
"That is what I want your help to find out. Four days ago I woke up in a hotel
in Boston with no idea how I got there. I could not remember anything from
the previous forty eight hours. But I knew the name of every person staying
there, working there, making deliveries or sheltering in the lobby from the rain.
I knew their bank account numbers. I knew how and to whom they had lost
their virginity. I knew the licence number of every car that was passing in the
street. I knew all the headlines in the morning paper pushed under my door.
All these things, these facts just bubbled up into my mind. I just knew them
and I couldn’t stop them coming. Hundreds and hundreds of them. But I did
not know how I knew them or how I got to be in that room in that hotel.” She
looked mad enough for it to be true.
”I don’t understand.” Lipton said.
”I am not sure I do either. But that is what it was like. And I am sure it is real,
I’ve tested myself every way I can think of. I just know things. I know you had
cold peppered mackerel and strong Yorkshire tea for breakfast, that your PIN
number is 6924 and that you were out drinking on Sunday night with PG. Am
I right?”
”Yes, I think yes... but no.” Lipton searched for alternatives. ”Maybe you know
those things some other way?”
”Individually perhaps, but all this knowledge keeps building in ways beyond
coincidence or subtle intuition. But we can keep testing if you like? In fact,
maybe we should. I’ve tested myself but I really cannot think straight at the
moment. And I don’t want this to be happening. That day in Boston nearly
drove me mad, and it’s not getting any better. If I can find out what happened
then maybe I can get rid of it.”
”But can’t you read your own mind?”
”No, my own brain is invisible to me. I still have my memories, just as before
but I can only get to them through the front door, I cannot peer in behind
my own scenes. I cannot see my inner workings, the cogs and wheels. So my
amnesia about those few days in Boston. I guess that this is for the best. It
may even be impossible for me to see into my own mind. Like trying to look
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at the back of your own head. How this happened is a mystery. I need you to
help me reconstruct it. To know what happened.”
*
Within an hour of leaving Whittard’s o"ce, General Grey knew a great deal
more about Camellia Kousmicho! but nothing about what might have happened
to her. For both reasons he was even less happy than he had been.
Camellia Kousmicho! had both American and British nationality and appeared
to have spent most of her life moving back and forth between the two countries.
She had studied at both Oxford University and the University of Wisconsin
in Madison but it was not clear what exactly she had been studying as had
not graduated from either. Nevertheless, immediately afterwards she had got a
research fellowship at the British Library and then at the Library of Congress.
Her father had been an academic, a Russian emigre who had sought political
asylum when he had met Camellia’s mother, an Iranian linguist. An EYE-
RAIN-EE! The daughter of a Russian and an Iranian. And if that was not
suspicious enough, she was fluent in both Russian and Farsi and had visited
both countries on several occasions. She had been in Iran as recently as last
year.
Over the last few years on a freelance basis, she had done several small low-
clearance research projects for main-stream agencies in both the US and the UK.
But she had failed several security checks so there had never been any question
of her being formally recruited. When Dr. Whittard had proposed bringing
her into the Spyder-Eyes project twelve months previously, the General’s direct
commander back in Massachusetts had objected strongly. But he had been over-
ruled by Mr. Taylor. Now it seemed she had a security clearance at least two
levels higher than Grey’s own. (Although he had know way of knowing exactly
how high it was.)
Ms. Kousmicho! had been one of five analysts training with the data-cowl
and although no-one told General Grey anything, he had already picked up
that she was in a di!erent league to the others. It was common knowledge
that she had mastered the basics of interacting with the system very quickly
whilst even now the other three were still struggling with that stage. The fifth
analyst, Ashby had progressed to past the basic stage too, but unlike him Ms.
Kousmicho! had not gone mad. At least not as quickly. In the last few months,
she and Bob Tetley spent many long sessions tweaking the equipment to work
in new, di!erent, unauthorised ways. The General did not like this but there
was nothing he could do because Bob Tetley had blanket authorization to do
the unauthorized.
They had been pursuing one of these diversions in the last week before she
vanished and based on the building access records, they had clocked up several
marathon sessions. Dr. Tetley worked unorthodox hours anyway but even he
had gone home a few times that week. But Comrade Kousmicho! had put in
Stakhanovian hours. She had only left the Ipswich complex three times in the
whole week and was on-site for sixty solid hours before she finally vanished.
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And she had vanished. On leaving the complex at 0623 hours the previous
Wednesday, she had had not been seen or heard from. She had not called Dr.
Tetley and he said that he had driven past her apartment a few times but had
never seen a light on. One of the General’s sta! was going over to her apartment
now to check it properly. But the General already knew that the computer there
had not been used to log into any secure systems since that time. It would take
a bit more time for him to secure her cell phone records and her bank details.
He would find her. But right now, he did not know if she was even still in
America.
*
On the fo’c’sle of the Cutty Sark, Camellia poured them both green tea. She
had brought it with her in a silver thermos. It was tea that had brought them
aboard the Cutty Sark in the first place, the last time; They had finished their
lunch and jointly decided that they ought to take their tea not at their table
but aboard the world famous tea clipper that was moored just outside the pub
window. It took some persuading to get the confused publican and the ships
’captain’ to let them take the tea service aboard but Camellia could be quite
charming about such things. And it was typical that she had remembered and
brought tea again.
She remembered things like that. Noticed and delighted in little details. She
had teased him about the half. About the way he had sounded so young and
innocent when he had told her ’ten.. and a half!’ Like a small boy, who did
not want to be thought so young. A boy of ten and a half for whom, in his
innocent eventful beginning of life, that half represented a large and important
part of his experience. It was because of Lipton’s ’.. and a half’ that she had
slept with him. That she had seduced him. It was her clue that he had retained
some of that boyhood innocence and spotting it, on that occasion, she found it
irresistible.
Lipton had been trying to think of something, anything intelligent and useful
to say. He failed but realised that as always she was only telling him fragments
of the story and expecting him to infer the rest or just take them on trust. In
the past this has worked because she had always been so in control of things
and herself. Today, she was a di!erent person. He would need to be direct with
her.
"This is not something to do with your job is it?" he asked.
"I’m not sure. It might be."
Lipton waited to see if she would elaborate but Camellia was just standing there
not meeting his eye.
"I thought it might be."
Still she said nothing.
"So what is your job?"
Camellia hesitated.
"Look you want me to help you? But right at the moment I have no idea how
I would do that."
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"You are right, I need to back up a bit.” She paused and looked about them.
”But this conversation is not happening? And you may regret knowing some of
the things I am about to tell you... I am an information analyst.. working for
the government."
"You? A civil servant?"
"More a sort of a spy."
"But that’s worse! Or have your politics changed since I last saw you?"
"I do not actually ’do’ anything. I just analyse information. I just go read a
lot for them and summarise things, find the patterns, point out the connections
between things that do not seem to be connected."
"But it is only a part time job and I only took it to have access to their databases
and their VR technology."
"Which government?"
"That doesn’t matter. It is just a job.”
*
Keemum Anhui liked his job. He was happy in his work. Not a lot of people
in his line of business could say that. At least not in his experience. He did
not meet that many of them, but the ones he had met always seemed unhappy
to him. Angry might be a better word. Angry at seeing him. Because if they
were seeing him it would only be business and theirs was a nasty, unfriendly
business.
As a semi-professional assassin one did not tend to mix socially with one’s
peers. There were no gaudy trade conventions. It was one of the conventions of
the profession that it’s practitioners should not draw undue attention to their
trade. Nor did there tend to be any big annual industry-only conferences or
private jamborees where one could get together behind closed doors and shoot
the breeze with one’s fellow killers. Or if there were Keemum had never been
invited to one. And surely they would invite him? He was not a man given to
emotion. More precisely, he was not a man to whom emotion had been given.
But he took some pride in the fact that he was considered a big shot in the
killing game. One of the biggest. It was often said of him that Keemum Anhui
was the assassin’s assassin. And it was occasionally true.
Far more occasionally than you would ever guess from reading fiction or going
to the movies. In Keemum’s experience, assassins did not spend all their time
going round killing other killers. Sure enough, such was the nature of the busi-
ness that a good number of the people you murdered were probably murderers
themselves and some of them were even probably even professional killers. But
they were not very professional, when Keemum did have occasion to meet his
fellow contract killers, he was not impressed. It was usually at the end of their
careers. Unhappy men whose careers had ended in failure. Keemum was there
at the last unhappy day at work, letting them know they would not be cashing
in their pension plans.
Such encounters made Keemum appreciate his own continued enjoyment of the
job all the more. He came away from these short meetings feeling vindicated.
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Feeling like he had made the right career choice and that he was making good
progress up the career pyramid. Untroubled by the fact it was an Aztec pyramid
requiring human sacrifices at every level. And as he was having no trouble
providing these o!ering, the gods, like the skulls of the dead, smiled on him.
Not that they were his gods. Nor was he haunted by his dead. He never thought
of them.
It was not the cameraderie that Keemum Anhui liked about his work and it
certainly wasn’t the retirement package. There were some opportunities for
foreign travel, although not as many as Ian Fleming and company would have
you believe. Most contracts stayed local, criminal feuds are often very provincial,
little squirrels defending their little nut patches. And rarely would these small
time players waste what little money they’ve scrabbled together on hiring an
expensive outside contractors, instead they killed each other for peanuts. There
were only a few people near the top, and only so much work for them.
So mostly he was not an assassin at all, as in real life such work is very thin on
the ground. It was pocket money work. Not a steady income and not regular
hours. But this is why he liked his job because it gave plenty of free time, time
to stop and smell the flowers.
Time to pursue other interests. This was why Keemum was semi-professional.
He needed something to fill the long gaps between deaths. To occupy himself
lest he get bored or get involved in the underworld. He thought it best to keep
occupied. By chance his day job did allow for world travel. He did meet lots of
people. He did stop and smell the flowers.
He was an international contract florist. A specialist flower arranger, much
sought after on the international fashion circuit and for society weddings among
the cognoscenti.
*
”How much do you know about the secret services?” Camellia asked Lipton as
they stood finishing their tea. ”Not a lot, but that’s part of the point isn’t it,
secrecy?” Lipton replied, his characteristic flippancy returning now it seemed
that Camellia was prepared to level with him.
”Have you heard of ECHELON?”
”No, do I want to?”
”Well, chances are it has heard of you. Heard from you. ECHELON is a joint
NATO listening network that snoops on everyone and everything it can.”
”So should you be telling me this?” Lipton asked, nervously looking around to
see where the hidden microphones might be hidden.
”You asked me. But it doesn’t really matter, it has been in existence nearly
twenty years now, and this information is all in the public domain, so it is not
like I am telling you something that an investigative journalist such as yourself
could not easily find out.”
Lipton nodded as if this was exactly the sort of thing he did do everyday.
Camellia did not really need to know that mostly he spent his days rephrasing
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company press releases or serving up the same reheated legal pabulum’s about
the need balance public interest with private enterprise. Lipton had already
forgotten that Camellia could read his mind. She continued anyway. Camellia
knew Lipton could be stupid but he could be insightful too. She also knew that
he never seemed to know the di!erence but that did not matter much. He would
be made to help her with this even if he did not realise he was doing it.
”Echelon,” she continued, ”is a huge network of electronic listening posts listening
to telephone calls, faxes, email, everything. It listens in on British Telecom,
AT&T, trans-Atlantic cable services, telco satellites, as much of the internet as
possible. It is operated by the US, Canada, UK, Australia and New Zealand.
Although mostly it seems to operate for the benefit of the Americans.”
”There’s been a huge increase in tra"c since the cold war, especially as we
progress ever more into the information age. Of course most of that informa-
tion is perfectly innocent chit-chat between individuals and highly commercially
sensitive information between not so innocent corporations. But of course what-
ever the French may say we are not interested in their trade. Or at least we
aren’t.” She added significantly.
”So you’re not working for the Americans then?”
Camellia rocked her head from side to side in a gesture that managed to convey
both a little amount of ’yes’, a little amount of ’no’, and a large amount of
’Look, it’s a little more complicated than that, let me just continue with the
story, okay?’
”Part of the system is called Dictionary.” She continued. ”This is a list of trigger
words that intrigue intelligence agencies.. timeswitch, plutonium, swarfega, that
kind of th..”
”Swarfega?”
”It is a key ingredient if you are making your own homebrew plastic explosives.”
”That figures, I never trusted that stu!.”
”Each country has its own dictionary and every time any of the computers
anywhere in the world picks up any of these keywords, an electronic copy of the
suspect message gets sent to that country’s library. No country is supposed to
know what is on the others interest list but of course we all assume that the
Americans can see everything. And besides that there is a common pool that
we are all intersted in which get sent to every library.”
”That must be a lot of messages?”
”Stacks. And that’s the trouble. Each day our wonderful hi-tech Big Ears
overhears about 200 million messages that it thinks we might be interested in.
That is the end of the automated part from there we have to figure out someway
of sifting through those millions of emails, phonecalls, corporate and military
communications to see if we can see anything untoward. That is why they need
the information analysts to see if we can spot any smoking guns or ticking bombs
among the chitter-chatter of innocent folk.”
”And isn’t that illegal?”
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”Well, the government lets us do it.”
”Really?”
”It is illegal to spy on individuals without due cause but they have decided that
it is alright to watch everyone just in case.”
Lipton raised an eyebrow.
”Well, I only work there part time.”
”How does that work? Do you go in Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays and spy
for someone else the rest of the week?”
”We’re not a very typical department and I’m not a very typical employee.”
”So not everyone who works there is omniscient then?”
”Just me.”
”Then aren’t they going get a bit mi!ed you’ve gone AWOL?”
”Well, they don’t know about the omniscience but I expect some of them are a
bit angry, yes.”
”But surely they’ll come looking for you?”
”Probably,” she said cheerfully. ”Let’s go to the End of the World.”
*
In Paris, it was international fashion week and simply the whole world was there.
Paris is the biggest event on the fashion calendar and all the major houses and
players would be there. The French labels would put on the show but everyone
was there to be seen. The big names came to wheel and deal. While those
without names cam to try and make them.
Keemum was there and he was very busy. He had already done all the flowers
for one runway show and a number of bespoke arrangements for several private
buyers parties. He had one more show still to do and he also had to find time
to kill someone.
Fashion shows were the absolute worst. These were supposedly creative people
who knew and cared about aesthetics but it always came at the cost of extreme
egotism and intransigence. They gave Keemum complete freedom and su"cient
budget for that to mean something . They told Keemum the concept they had
in mind and then left him to it. He was a Master of his craft so usually there
were no complaints but occasionally there were artistic di!erences and here
they would encounter Keemum’s own intransigence. He would rather destroy
his arrangements than derange them. Change them to suit the whims of the
neurotic pansies who hired him and then hadn’t the courage of their convictions.
It had happened enough times. He worked to create a coherent and original
piece of art only to be told that he simply couldn’t use orange or that it might
go better with more foliage. He never became cross, he merely stated his po-
sition; that the arrangements he had made could not be improved on and the
client could either take them as they were or have nothing. The calm men-
ace of his complete composure usually won the day but sometimes he would
come up against the juggernauting ego of a superstar fashion designer so used
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to having things his own way. A man who would miss the uncompromising
tone of Keemum’s ultimatum and demand that he added Azaleas. Only to
watch dumbfounded as with a few deft strokes of his very sharp work knife,
Keemum e"ciently beheaded every single one of this arrangements and then
walked calmly from the room.
Keemum did not like these sorts of scenes so he did his bests to accommodate
and anticipate what would please his clients. Such was the paranoia and secrecy
that it was very rare that he would see the designs prior to a show. And he
found that the verbal descriptions he got from designers about their conceptions
were worse than useless, centuries and continents away from this own artistic
inner vision. He was lucky if he could even get a few colour swatches or catch
a couple of minutes of undivided attention from the designer, when Keemum
would sketch out with simple calligraphy some proposals and attempt to find
some common ground.
But, of course even then, it was never as simple as that. The whole point of
flower arranging was to work with nature, not against it. So there was no way
he could know what would work until he had the plants in front of him. He may
have told the client that he would provide something pink and angular. But if on
the day he happened to see some particularly excellent chrysanthemums or some
dramatic violets then that is what they would get. If of the twelve dozen roses
he had purchased only a handful were in a hue he liked then the arrangement
would be more minimalist than he originally planned. Unforseeable changes
were inevitable, but Keemum would always be completely at peace with his
decision, knowing that this was the best arrangement possible that day.
So far the week had gone well and all the clients had been pleased. He had good
feeling about today too. At the market this morning he had found some excellent
unruly-looking freesias and some surprisingly uncultivated Dendrobium orchids
that would give him a good chance of creating the dissonant harmony he had
promised this latest enfant terrible. In fact, he was confident of it and as he cut
the cord holding the first bunch of fatsia leaves he allowed his mind to wander
to the other arrangements for today.
*
The End of the World was a soulless pub that traded unimaginately on it’s
proximity to the prime Meridien. It was decorated with numerous clocks, hour-
glasses and other time related paraphernalia. In keeping with the pubs name
almost all the clocks were stopped at two minutes to midnight. Something of
an irony, given the outdated British licencing laws ensured patrons had to be
o! the premises by 11:30pm at the latest. It’s sister pub, the Dawn of Time
was several hundred yards to the west on the other side of the Meridien. Filled
with fossils, lumps of ancient rock and a very forlorn and threadbare model of
a Neatherthal, it was, if anything ,worse than the End of the World.
At opening time on a wet Thursday morning, there were few patrons in the End
of the World. But it still took a good five minutes for Lipton to get served by
the bored Australian barmaid. Long enough for him to convince himself that,
early though it was, he deserved a real drink. He knew Camellia would join



26 CHAPTER 2.

him, not because she wanted to but because she was too competitive not to try
to keep pace with the whoever she was with. Her Russian blood ensured that
she usually succeeded. Lipton bought them each a Bloody Mary and carried
the drinks over to the booth at the back of the pub that Camellia had chosen.
”So what it is like knowing everything?”
Camellia took a large hit of her drink and thought how she could explain her
experience to someone who hadn’t lived it from the inside. Did all mad people
have this problem?
"I can’t pick up everything at once. What it feels like is that I can tune in to
the information around me. I know everything that there is to know near to me;
The nearer the clearer. And it is too much, it is overwhelming. From people,
from computers, from words on the pages of closed books.”
”Can’t you tune it out?” Lipton asked.
Camellia shook her head, ”The images are too vivid and insistent. And they
pile in one on top of the other. I experience them cascading from one to the
other.” The blank look on Lipton’s face suggested that this was not painting
him a vivid picture. Camellia took a di!erent tack.
”Think about the way your memory works. I say ’Jaws’ and suddenly all kinds
of associations come to your mind. You do not have to actively retrieve them,
they just spring forth, one then the next. You cannot help but see the shark,
see Robert Shaw (or half of him) with his scraggly facial hair and a mouthful
of blood, and that other bearded guy from Close Encounters, then the clean
shaven one who only appears in Jaws films.”
”Those yellow barrells” Lipton o!ered.
”Yes, You hear the ”dur-dup, dur-dup, du-du, du-du, du-du, dur-dup’s” (or if you
did not you do now). The longer you dwell on it, the more you can reconstruct.
The little boy crying on the beach. And even the bits that you have forgotten
are familiar the next time you see the film, so they must stored somewhere,
maybe in a weaker form that will not allow retrieval but works for recognition.
”It is a lot like that, except it feels like my memory is distributed across physical
space. I get to a place and that is my cue. I can instantly retrieve the most
striking facts, but my awareness is like a spreading net and all the connections
trigger other recollections. If I just pay attention to it I can perceive all these
facts that are out there about everything, as if I already knew them.”
”Perceive them how?”
”That’s where it gets overwhelming.. the sheer size of it. Imagine going into
a video shop that stocked every film you had ever seen. And all playing on
thousands and thousands of individual screens, the displays arranged so that in
a glance you take in dozens upon dozens. With every glance, where-ever you
look there are images that trigger the recollections that ’Jaws’ brought to you
now. They are new facts but they are so internalised that I feel like I have
known them forever.
”Or.. it is like a library that has been torn apart by a tornado. Every book
ripped into individual leaves. And they all swirling round. I am standing at the
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centre of the vortex of pages and if I concentrate I can make out the words on
any single one of them.
”It is a very limited sort of omniscience. I can only know things that other
people have known or know. It is not like someone emerging from Plato’s
Cave, blinking in to the sunlight and suddenly having clarity and perception
of the eternal verities. Seeing the world from a new perspective and where
knowledge all is certain and fitting together in pleasing, logical and inescapable
ways. My new perspective is hazy and the facts and knowledge that i can access
are far more human, far more tenuous, messy and mundane. But there are so
goddamned many of them. I want it stop.”
”Maybe, if you closed your eyes and concentrated on something else?”
”I am concentrating as hard as I can right now just so I don’t drown in this sea
of information. I don’t want to have to concentrate, I want to stop and relax,
but if I let go I feel like if I let go for even a second, I am going to get swept
under these unrelenting waves.”
It was true, Camellia looked exhausted. Lipton was embarrassed that he could
not think of anything useful or supportive to say. He stood up and carried their
empty glasses to the bar, feeling he needed both another drink and a moment
to think. The barmaid was disarmingly e"cient and all too soon Lipton found
himself returning to the table carrying two pints of Hogsback T.E.A.4 But not
having had time to even begin to understand the situation.
”Lipton, I don’t need you to solve this, I just need you to help me.”
”So you can..”
”..read your mind? Yes, pretty much.”
"Then why do I ever need to say anything? When.."
"..I know what you are going to say before you say it?"
"Exactly."
"I don’t. It doesn’t work like that. I cannot see beyond the present."
"Wait.."
"a minute? That was di!erent, I just guessed what you were thinking. I really
cannot predict what you will do next, that is why I need you. I need you to
help me.”
”I want to. But I don’t know how I can help you.”
"Lipton, you have intelligence but you lack debilitating curiosity. You have
accepted what I have told you. You have taken it face value, I do not know
anyone else who would have done that. You already are helping me."
”Yes, but couldn’t you just get help from the people that you work for?”

4Hogsback Traditional English Ale (4.2% abv) - winner of many awards including Cham-
pion Best Bitter at the CAMRA beer festival at Olympia. A pale brown malty bitter with a
hoppy & slightly fruity aroma. A well crafted bitter sweet beer with a long dry finish. See
www.hogsback.co.uk
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”I don’t think they’d want to make this stop.. if they knew about it.. In fact, if
they knew about it, I think my mental welfare would be very far down their list
of priorities. Even the intelligence services aren’t stupid enough to miss what
potential this has. And the threat it poses. I am surprised they haven’t come
after me already.”
”Why would they come after you if they don’t know that this has happened?”
”Ah.. well the trouble is, I stole this.” Camellia gestured to the bulky rucksack
that she had been clutching ever since they’d met.
*
Dr. Whittard not like leaving his o"ce and crossing the imaginary threshold at
his door that marked a most unusual border between Britain and the United
States. Certainly, this invisible line was something of a ridiculous legal abstrac-
tion but it had very concrete consequences. Outside his o"ce and between here
and the front entrance of the building, Dr. Whittard was technically walking
on American soil (technically American Axminster) and therefore technically
subject to American law. This building, if anybody asked, was an American
Embassy. Although technically this agency was above the law and in any case,
the General was never one to get hung up on technicalities. He followed the
mindset of many in the American military that if he was acting to protect
American interests then he did not need to act within the bounds of the law;
patriotism was a higher principle than any rules or regulations.
Therefore, it worried Dr. Whittard whenever the general drew his gun. He
knew that the general believed he had the divine right to use it. Based on the
General’s dark hints, he knew that here he could be shot and there was not be
a thing he could do about it. Not being a military man and only ever having
having fired a gun once or twice as part of his induction Dr. Whittard knew that
he, personally, would not stand a chance against the general. But what worried
him more was that the general was probably right. If the general shot anyone
here, the American government would support him whatever the circumstances
and, naturally, Dr. Whittard’s own government would go along with whatever
the Americans told them to do. It was therefore with some trepidation that he
entered the general’s o"ce to bring him the bad news.
”Ah-a, General, there seems to be a spot of trouble. Bob took a look around
the stacks to see if Camellia had left any clue or indication where she had gone,
and well, it appears that she has taken the data-cowl with her.”
”Job’s pustules! And this is the first that anyone has noticed?”
”I am afraid so General, Bob can get very distracted, and there are a few di!erent
models kicking around. He had got caught up in working on a newer one and
did not realise that Camellia’s current one was missing.”
”I don’t suppose your man found it in her flat did he?”, the Chief Librarian
asked, unable to help himself but instantly regretting it.
”No and my sta! report back to me the immediately ”
*


